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“Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the
good news about Jesus.” Acts 8: 35

Sometimes we find ourselves in unexpected places, with unexpected people... Has it ever
happened to you, that you decide to walk in a different direction, or drop in at the
shopping mall, and you bump into someone you never expected to meet, when you got up
that morning?... Sometimes these unexpected encounters are trivial; sometimes, they can
be life-changing... We might meet someone who will become our spouse; or make a
friend; or share God’s love, by an unexpected encounter... A surprise encounter to us,
perhaps — but not to the Lord...

Something like that happened in the first reading today... Philip is one of the 7 original
deacons in the first-century Church. As a deacon, this Philip and the others assisted the
apostles, and helped care for members of the local church who were in need. Philip feels
inspired one day to take the road south from Jerusalem, toward Gaza. (This is the same
“Gaza” in which there is now so much fighting and trouble...)

So, Philip begins to walk south, on the Gaza road. It happened that a temple official for
Candace, who was queen of Ethiopia, was travelling south in his Ford sedan. (The Bible
doesn’t actually say he was driving a Ford, but that’s the gist of it.) This temple official
has gotten a copy of a manuscript of the prophecy of Isaiah the Jewish prophet, likely in
Greek translation...

How does Philip know that the temple official was reading Isaiah?... Because he was
reading out loud... In the ancient world, people would read out loud, even if they were
just reading to themselves. The transition to reading silently seemed to take place in the
early modern period. Ambrose, the great teaching and pastoral bishop, surprised people
who observed him. They said, in effect, “Ambrose was reading with understanding, but
his lips weren’t moving!...” So, there is Philip, in the hot Mediterranean sun, observing
the temple official travelling by, and listening to him read Isaiah 53: 7-8. It is one of the
“Suffering Servant” passages later in Isaiah; Christians understand this prophecy to have
been fulfilled by Christ on the cross:

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted,
yet he did not open his mouth;

like a lamb that is led to the slaughter,

and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent,
so he did not open his mouth.

By a perversion of justice he was taken away.



The temple official sees Philip’s interest, and asks him a great question: Is Isaiah talking
about himself, or about someone else?... That’s all it takes... Philip talks to the Ethiopian
official naturally about Jesus, about his suffering, death, and resurrection. The temple
official is spiritually ready... In a surprisingly short period of time, he asks to be baptized,
as they have come to a place in the road where there is a brook or pond. So Philip
baptizes the temple official, and they go their separate ways: The temple official
continues travelling south, back to his homeland in Ethiopia. Philip ends up in the village
of Azotus, about 18 miles to the northeast...

Later in the early Church’s history, there would be a long time of preparation before
someone was baptized... There would typically be preparation throughout the season of
Lent, and new converts would be baptized on the night of Christ’s resurrection, late
Saturday night, or early Sunday morning. They would then go on to share in the Easter
Communion celebration. So, it can be a little surprising to us that this baptism took place
so quickly!... But the palace official’s baptism emerged from him seeking, and readily
accepting the good news...

Exactly how people receive the good news varies from culture to culture, and from
individual to individual... But the core message is the same: Someone loved us enough to
introduce us to the good news — likely a combination of what they said, and how they
lived; we were open to receiving the good news, and some point early in the process, we
were baptized...

I want to point out, though, that it’s not just our being ready. God uses Christians to share
the good news with the young, or with seekers... We need to be paying attention enough
to be open to new conversations — perhaps in unexpected places like the south road from
our homes!...

In our world today, the Church has been the subject of a lot of bad press — some of it,
deserved. We also live within a wider culture today when people’s independence — even
self-determination — is given a great deal of moral value... This can make some people
wonder if our sometimes-clumsy efforts to share the good news can have an impact... Can
we really effectively share the good news today?...

In a parish where I served previously, there was a parish warden who had persuaded
himself that it was hopeless for him to talk with others about the good news. He knew it
was good news — yet he was being disobedient, by not even being open to life-changing
conversations... In contrast, it seems obvious to me that the world is a particularly hurting
and wounded place right now. People need to know Christ’s forgiveness and love more
than ever!... We can be the Philips of our generation — simply learning to be open to how
God might be nudging us, and being willing to enter into conversation. These
conversations aren’t so much us doing all the talking (“I know stuff that you need to hear,
whether you want to or not!”). Instead, we need to... listen to people’s hurts and needs,
and then offer how the way of healing...




As Justin Welby, the current Archbishop of Canterbury, has introduced in the Difference
Course, with 3 points: “Be curious. Be present. Re-imagine...” “Be curious. Be present.
Re-imagine...”

“Be curious.” This doesn’t mean that we are being snoopy or invasive. We’re not thinking
about ourselves and our needs. We’re looking and listening to others. How are you —
really?... It’s change in focus, from being self-centred, to being Christ-centred and other-
people-centred...

“Be curious.” Then, “Be present.” If we’re talking with someone, put away our cell
phones!... Look the speaker in the eye. Focus on what they are saying and doing...

“Be curious. Be present. Re-imagine.” “Re-imagine...” To re-imagine is to think about
our future with a different last chapter in the book... The person we’re listening to might
be discouraged or frustrated, or feeling hopeless... We can choose to live differently — to
be en-couraged rather than dis-couraged; to carry God’s peace rather than low-grade
frustration; to feeling hope-fu/l rather than hope-/ess... Even in the most terrible times, we
can carry God’s peace...

None of us will always get a positive response, but that doesn’t mean that we are to stop
shining with Christ’s light. We move on... Luke, the human author of Acts, records the
conversion of the Ethiopian palace official in detail. Luke is less interested in recording
when some people don’t care about the good news, but he sometimes mentions it. For
example, Luke records Paul’s preaching briefly in Acts 19: 9, writing simply, “When
some stubbornly refused to believe and spoke evil of the Way before the congregation,
Paul left them...”

So, is everyone interested in hearing about the good news? Of course not!... It’s was true
in the apostles’ time. It’s true today... Just keep loving people, and praying for them. But
some people are curious, or at least, are open to learning more about the Christian story.
Let’s be open to meeting the palace officials in our daily lives. Be curious. Be present.
Re-imagine...

Amen.



