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When you think about it, the church has been going through a revolution in 

assumptions these last few years. The church of past generations and who shaped 
my beginning theology had an equation they followed. It was an equation that went 

without challenge because we weren’t living in such challenging times. It was an 

equation that drove everything about how we functioned as a church and no one 

questioned it. But the equation doesn’t work anymore so we’ve been forced into 

doing things differently. Here’s the old equation:  Right belief leads to right 

behavior; and right behavior qualifies one to belong. 
 

First, you had to get your belief right. You had to believe the right things and the 

authority for those “right things” would come from your pastor or your Sunday 

School teacher or the church deacons. 

 
Second, everyone knew right belief led to right behavior and the church was terrific 

at calling balls and strikes on your behavior. The rules were both taught and 

assumed, meaning if you didn’t know, you would know! There was a time when the 

rules of the church were standard behavioral guidelines for the whole community … 

for church folk and everyone else. There were rules for every occasion and each 
age group had its unique rules to be learned at every stage of life from cradle to 

grave. Different ones for boys and girls; different ones for men and women. 

 

Only after you had the right beliefs and the corresponding acceptable behavior, 

were you then allowed to belong. It was a not-too-subtle form of vetting for anyone 

interested in faith, a certain obstacle course of faith, meant to ensure that only 
those who deserved it made it into the church. But that’s not how it works 

anymore, is it? 

 

So why does Luke want us to know about this one black financial accountant from 

the state office of the Queen of Ethiopia who gets baptized as he’s wheeling his 
fancy chariot across the desert? Why is this important? It was not because man is 

dark-skinned. The prejudices of their day were more tribal and territorial than 

racial. Neither was it about his nationality as the Ethiopians had long been trading 

partners with the tribes of the Middle East. It was not because the man was 

considered wealthy and important. What makes this story important is that Luke is 
pointing out just how specifically disqualified the man was from being included. He 

was neither Gentile nor Jew because he was a eunuch. That alone put him into his 

own unique category as “a sexual suspect.”  

 



 

“What is to prevent me from being baptized?” he innocently asked and the answer 

to that question was the whole point of the story. He made everybody around him 

nervous in that he had been surgically altered and rather than having a name, he 
was a category all to himself. In our own day folks reach back into the law of the 

Old Testament to justify their position that God hates certain people they hate. 

They typically draw from the Levitical Holiness Code1 to state with certainty that 

certain folks are rejected by God, damned to Hell because of some odious thing 

about them. These chapters are prescriptions meant for the tribe of Levites who 
were in charge of the Temple. Hear the words of Leviticus: “No one who has a 

blemish shall draw near, one who is blind or lame, or one who has a mutilated face 

or a limb too long, or one who has a broken foot or a broken hand, or a hunchback, 

or a dwarf, or a man with a blemish in his eyes or an itching disease or scabs or 

crushed testicles,” (Leviticus 21:18-20). Let’s face it:  God includes a lot of people 

you and I would exclude. Jesus turned the gatekeepers inside out with anger by 
coloring outside the lines of belonging. You can hear their thoughts of accusation:  

This man is a drunkard and a glutton, they said. He eats with prostitutes and tax 

collectors, others reminded the self-satisfied. So it was that the early church 

followed Jesus’ lead and surprised the self-appointed gatekeepers for faith. 

 
Imagine that, the Ethiopian eunuch who doesn’t even have a name was a sexual 

suspect living outside the orthodoxy, and outside the lines the gatekeepers 

maintain. Nevertheless, despite the moral questions he had to endure, he had 

earned the Queen’s respect and was trusted enough to be in charge of her vast 

riches. He was trusted enough to handle the funds but he wasn’t trusted by the 
gatekeepers who mindlessly obeyed the legalities of the stringent holiness laws. A 

faithful reading of the Bible should form and transform Christians’ lives more than 

they give detailed answers to complex ethical and moral issues. Rather than 

focusing on isolated proof texts, Christians should consider the broad themes of 

Scripture—particularly as seen in the life and ministry of Jesus. 

 
Fred Craddock considered his first congregational charge a failure. He was the 

pastor of a small church in Tennessee in a town that was booming because of 

atomic energy development. Folks were coming from everywhere, living in tents 

and trailers and all kinds of lean-to's, making do with temporary and crowded 

quarters, ad hoc wash lines, little kids crying and running amok, and all the other 
inconveniences of a makeshift settlement. And Fred called the church board 

together and said, “We need to reach out to those folk; they've just come in from 

everywhere, they're living next to us, and so here's our mission!” 

 

And the chairman of the board said, “No, I don't think so.” And Fred said, “Why?” 
And he said, “They won't fit in. After all, they're just here temporarily, living in 

those trailers and all.” “Well, they're here temporarily, but they need the Gospel. 

They need a church now.” “Naw, I don't think so.” 

 

The discussion ended with a resolution offered by one of the relatives of the 
chairman of the board, and the resolution was this: Members will be admitted to 

                                                 
1 The Levitical Holiness Code is found in Leviticus 17-26 



 

this church from families that own property in the county. Fred noted, “It was 

unanimous, except for my vote, and I was reminded I couldn't vote.” Years later, 

Fred and his wife were on vacation and went by that little church only it was no 
longer a church. It was a barbecue restaurant. They went in and looked around, 

and the pews were pushed back against the wall, and there was music playing, and 

people--a rough-looking crowd--eating and laughing, and Fred said, “It's a good 

thing this isn't a church anymore, because if it were still a church, these people 

couldn't be here.”2 
 

What does it mean when the church puts a motion on the floor of the church that 

makes a claim toward inclusion and the vote fails? I think the revolution that’s 

going on in the church is that if we’ll find a way to allow people to belong, if they 

feel a sense of connection and welcome, and then they’ll find their way to believing. 
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2 Don Friesen, “What Is to Prevent me from Being Baptized?” Ottawa Mennonite Church, 
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