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Sarah Shelton: The good people of 
The Jerusalem Baptist Association are 
gathering for a special called business 
meeting. Anxiety fills the membership as 
they anticipate the discussion. Members 
who haven’t showed up in years join the 
forever faithful in the great hall. There 
are numerous microphones positioned 
around the room for questions 
and resolutions. The Hellenists are 
murmuring against the Hebrews because 
the widows are being neglected, and 
the Hebrews believe the gentiles must 
become Jews before they can become 
Christians. And now the disciples are 
having Billy Graham Crusade results as 
they preach. Things are out of hand! 
Oh, yes, they are! Are we going to 
admit into the full standing and 
fellowship of the church, foreigners, 
persons who have never belonged to 
the people of Israel; persons who don’t 
know the stories of creation and the 
traditions of Exodus; persons who do 
not have the same moral and ethical 
standards; persons who just yesterday 
worshiped before shrines and idols!? 
Shall we simply, upon their repentance 
and confession of faith, admit them into 
fellowship? What does it mean when we 
say “all are welcome?”

Luke says that there is “much debate” 
among the people and that “no small 
dissension arose.” Patrick and Misty are 
just arriving and begin their conversation 
in the parking lot of the church. Let’s 
listen in.

Misty Wade: Hello, Patrick! When did 
you get into town?

Patrick Chappell: We have just arrived 
from Antioch in order to attend this 
meeting. I believe I have some insight 

to add to this conversation because my 
Theology on Tap Men’s Bible Study group 
has been studying Ezra. We all believe 
the Bible, and Ezra says to get rid of the 
foreigners. What about undocumented 
immigrants do we not understand? 
It’s illegal! And Ezra says that if you 
are married to a foreigner, that you 
should divorce. Ezra says get rid of the 
foreigners. That is what I have come to 
say. What about you Misty?

Misty: My Women’s Bible study group left 
Berea this morning on the church bus. 
You know our class is called The Berean 
Class and we have been studying about 

Ruth. She is such a godly woman, sort 
of like our teacher. She wanted to go to 
rabbinic school but wasn’t allowed, bless 
her heart. So she’s been teaching about 
Ruth. Ruth is in the ancestry of King 
David and the ancestry of our Lord. As 
you know, she was a Moabite. And if our 
Lord had Moabite blood in his veins, isn’t 
this ok for us to bring all people, even the 
foreigners, into the church?

Patrick: I don’t know if we can agree, 
Misty. I keep wondering how we got to 
this place. Whose fault is all of this? 
You remember how in the early days 
when we would gather at the Temple to 
hear Philip and John preach? Thousands 
were converted and baptized! The lame 
were healed, and we brought all of our 
possessions to share with one another. 
Those were the good ol’ days! How did 
it come to this? How did we get on this 
slippery slope?

Misty: You know whose fault I think it is? 
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Dear Friends,
Thank you for wanting 

to read and study these 
thoughts more 

carefully. Please know 
that I do not take full 

credit for anything that 
may be contained within, 
because I may have read 

or heard something at 
some point during my 
pilgrimage and do not 

remember its source and 
thus, cannot give the 

rightful author his/her 
credit. I pray that you 

will find inspiration and  
encouragement.

Sarah Shelton

Where All Are Welcome
(Practically stolen from Fred Craddock’s sermon, “Can I Also Be Included?)

Acts 8:26-39; I John 4:7-21; John 15:1-8

WHERE FAITH COMES TO LIFE

 What does it mean when 
we say “all are welcome?”



I think it is Stephen’s. He made that speech against 
the Temple in Jerusalem. That’s when it started. He 
was appointed to wait on tables, but he thought he 
had to preach. Everybody 
always wants to preach! 

Patrick: No, I don’t think so. I 
think it was when Phillip went 
to Samaria. He preached, 
and then he baptized all 
those Samaritans. When you 
let the Samaritans in, the camel’s nose is in the tent!

Misty: Let’s not leave out Simon Peter. He doesn’t 
want all of us to know this, but I happen to know 
because my sister, Mary Margaret, lives in Ceasera. 
Her neighbor’s daughter’s cousin saw Simon Peter 
eating with Italians! Yep…yea…yes, that cat has been 
let out of the bag! And here we are; we are supposed 
to think of Simon Peter as one of our leaders…an 
apostle! It’s shameful, that’s what it is, shameful!

Patrick: Isn’t it really the fault of Paul? Running 
around here claiming a vision on the Damascus Road; 
claiming to be an apostle to the gentiles and he just 
takes in everybody. “Yeah, y’all come!” And look at his 
churches: flashing their hymns on a big screen; they 
don’t know an introit from a benediction. They are 
just kum-ba-yaing everybody to Jesus. Paul just lets 
in anybody and that’s when it all turned sour as far as 
I’m concerned.

Misty:  No, I, I, I don’t think so. As much as I admire his 
big heart, I really think Barnabus is to blame. You were 
there that night when we all agreed in Jerusalem that 
if Paul ever shows up here, he can have fellowship 
with us. He can share the Lord’s Table with us, but 
he is NOT to preach. He can be called on to say the 
benediction, but he is NOT TO PREACH. But Barnabus 
took him around, worked him in and pretty soon there 
he is preaching! Now Barnabus should not have done 
that. He knows better.

Patrick: Whose fault is it? 

Misty: Who opened the doors of the church? 

Both: Who decided that all are welcome?

Sarah Shelton: Whose fault is it? 

Luke says that the fault is God’s…that God sent 
the Holy Spirit to push and shove the church. Push 

and shove the church so that it would move beyond 
ethnic borders; push and shove the church so that 
it would move beyond national borders; push and 

shove the church so that 
it would move beyond 
social borders; push and 
shove the church so that 
it would move beyond 
economic borders. The 
Holy Spirit pushed and 
pushed and pushed so 

that repentance and forgiveness could be preached 
to all.

Now the gospel writer, Luke, uses a great writing 
technique. Instead of staying focused on the painful 
difficulties within the early church, he takes his 
camera and focuses it on one of the outsiders; one of 
those whose future is at stake. He points his lens at 
one of the persons on the outside whose fate is being 
debated inside the church. It’s a person whose faith 
future is being casually tossed about in fellowship 
halls all over the world as they ask: “How did the vote 
go? Will I be admitted or not?” Luke turns the camera 
on the Ethiopian Eunuch sitting in a chariot on the 
wilderness road. 

When Saul began the Jerusalem persecution, the 
Christians scattered. Philip went to Samaria—yes, to 
those filthy Samaritans--and preached so persuasively 
that multitudes responded with joy and amazement. 
While preaching the gospel, an angel comes to Philip. 
There is no comforting message of “do not be afraid,” 
no! Instead, this angel has on her bossy britches and 
commands Philip to get up and go down the road 
that leads from Jerusalem to Gaza. The author subtly 
informs us that this is a “desert road.”

Now we are in the fifth Sunday of Easter and I have 
been grateful to be finished with Lenten wilderness, 
because wilderness is a loaded term in scripture. It 
fits better with Lent because it indicates an unruly, 
even dangerous space; a place beyond the reach of 
worldly structures and societies; a no-man’s land in 
the scrubby desert. And it is to this place that the 
angel of the Lord sends Philip. He is to go south on 
this 80 mile wilderness road of heat, sand, unexpected 
obstacles, surprising turns, no traffic lights or mileage 
signs, no place to rest or be refreshed; a road that 
will not register on any GPS. Philip is running at noon 
when the sun is hot as blue blazes, no one else is 
about, and Philip doesn’t know who he is supposed to 
meet. Why is he there? Because an angel of the Lord 

The Holy Spirit pushed and 
pushed and pushed so that 
repentance and forgiveness 

could be preached to all.
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is pushing and shoving him into the new possibilities 
that Easter Resurrection makes possible. (Layton 
Williams, “(This Is a Wilderness Road),”)

The Ethiopian eunuch is also traveling on the 
wilderness road. He has been to worship in Jerusalem. 
He’s been where? To worship in Jerusalem? This strikes 
me as unlikely. Oh sure, he could go to Jerusalem. 
He could stand in the Court of the Gentiles, along 
the periphery of the Temple. He could watch people 
as they come and go, but he could not go in. Why? 
Because of Deuteronomy 23:1. Deuteronomy 23:1 
says:

No one whose testicles are crushed or 
whose penis is cut off shall be admitted to 
the assembly of the Lord.

People, this is not the Revised Shelton Version! This 
is not a memory verse in Acteens, and I doubt that 
the Royal Ambassadors use it in their literature! No 
one shall be admitted whose testicles are crushed 
or whose penis is cut off! So what does it mean that 
this Ethiopian…this eunuch has 
been to Jerusalem to worship? 
What kind of person just walks 
around on the outside; stands at 
the edge; looks over the fence; 
spies through peep holes and 
asks: “What’s going on inside? 
How was the service? How was 
the sermon? What did the choir 
sing? What did the priests do? 
Were there many people there?”
Why would any human being continue to knock at a 
locked door, standing there with bloody knuckles and 
refuse to go home? The door is locked! Shall I read it 
again? No one shall be admitted whose testicles are 
crushed or whose penis is cut off! It is clear. He is not 
welcome, but Luke says he has been to Jerusalem 
to worship. He is determined to find God one way or 
another.

He is an Ethiopian. Since the time of Homer, Ethiopia 
was the reference for the end of the world; the 
jumping off place. It would be like our saying, “Oh, 
I don’t care if he is from Timbuktu.” It is anywhere 
but here. It is as far as anyone can go plus a little 
more. So he’s an Ethiopian—he’s not from these 
parts--and apparently, he is quite wealthy. He has 
his own chariot. He’s the treasurer for the Queen of 
Ethiopia. He has his own copy of the scriptures, and 
he is searching them thoroughly for a verse that he 
can claim as his very own. He finds it in Isaiah: (56:3-8)

Let not the eunuch say, “Behold, I am a 

dry tree.” For thus says the Lord: “To the 
eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who 
choose the things that please me and hold 
fast my covenant, I will give…them an 
everlasting name which shall not be cut off. 
...I will bring [them] to my holy mountain, 
and make them joyful in my house of prayer; 
their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will 
be accepted on my altar; for my house shall 
be called a house of prayer for all peoples. 
Thus says the Lord God, who gathers the 
outcasts of Israel. 

Phillip politely asks if the Eunuch understands what 
he is reading. The Eunuch’s reply carries some sting. 
“How can I understand what I am reading without 
someone to guide me? How can I understand what 
I am reading when you won’t welcome me into your 
church and teach me? How can I understand what I 
am reading when you are so afraid of me that you 
won’t even talk to me? Do I really understand what I 

am reading? No! I’m sitting here 
in the wilderness, trying to make 
sense of it all by myself, in my 
chariot, and I’m stuck…unless, 
of course, you’d like to climb in, 
sit beside me, and explain it to 
me.” (Anna Carter Florence, “What 
Are You Reading?”)

And so Philip, understanding 
that his actions will blow 
the circuits of the carefully 

constructed fuse box of the Jerusalem Association, 
rises to the occasion. Putting his own reservations 
and cultural conditioning aside, Philip climbs up into 
the chariot and sits beside the Ethiopian. They read 
Isaiah together and by combining its message with 
the good news of the resurrection, Philip preaches to 
himself as well as to the Eunuch so that both begin 
to grasp that nothing can separate us from the love 
of God…nothing we do, nothing we are, no stigma 
that others place on us…nothing…not one thing can 
separate us from the love of God.

Now if two guys sitting in a chariot in the middle 
of the desert, reading the word of God and realizing 
that their world is so much larger than they had 
ever imagined isn’t miraculous enough for us, there’s 
more. The Eunuch suddenly ups the ante by pointing 
out, “Look, here is water! (Remember, we are in the 
desert!) “Am I in or am I out? Am I welcome in the 
household of God or not? What is to prevent me from 

Philip preaches to 
himself as well as to 

the Eunuch so that both 
begin to grasp that 

nothing can separate us 
from the love of God…
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being baptized?”

Now if you have your Bibles open, I want you to look 
at the very end of verse 38. The question that the 
Ethiopian poses is there. It ends with a question 
mark that is followed by the typical spacing before 
the next verse starts; but I want to propose to you 
that in what appears to be simple spacing, that 
the most important decision is being made in all of 
church history. Draw a circle around that space. It is 
a heartbeat that lasts an eternity. It is where Spirit’s 
imagination and creativity break through. For you 
see, after the Ethiopian asks that question, Philip has 
to decide. He has to decide about the authority of 
the law. He has to decide who this man is and what 
being a eunuch means. He has to decide about who 
God is and what God wants and how big God’s grace 
might be. He has to decide who he, Philip, is and to 
what he is committed and where he stands and how 
he will handle all the criticism. He has to decide if he 
will keep the world as it has always been OR will he 
turn the world upside down. He has to decide if all 
are welcome within the doors of the church or not. 
(William Dols, “Meeting a Stranger on a Wilderness Road,” Just 
Because it Didn’t Happen…)

There are a thousand good, understandable and 
respectable ways to say “NO” to this stranger, but 
Philip says “YES.” They go to the water and something 
interesting takes place. Luke is clear: they both go 
down to the water and they both come up out of 
the water. It makes me wonder: who is baptizing 
who? Who is being converted here? Philip or the  
Ethiopian? Or are both Philip AND the Ethiopian 
being converted?

For most of my life, I have heard this story in the 
context of conversion, of how we must change others 
into being like us because we possess the truth, and 
so there is no room in the church for those who are 
different; the church is not big enough unless you 
change to fit in. Change your personality; change your 
sexuality; change addictive patterns; change your 
brokenness; change your story. And if you can’t, then 
just pretend or else…or else the doors are closed.

But because Philip says “yes,” God’s Easter possibilities 
break out in the wilderness and find resting places 
in churches like Covenant, who opens its doors so 
that we can learn how to follow Christ from people 
who have faith in spite of every obstacle possible. I 
think we need the equivalents of Ethiopian eunuchs 
to lead us to the living waters of faith. We need 

strangers and foreigners and the “other” to show us 
water in the desert. We need to be asked, “What is 
keeping me the eunuch, or me the queer, or me the 
intersexed, or me the illiterate, or me the neurotic 
or me the over-educated, or me the candidate with 
good Alabama Christian conservative values? (Nadia 
Bolz-Weber, “Sermon on Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch, https://
queermergent.wordpress.com/2009/06/08) 

Oh, God has gotten us in quite a dilemma, because 
the Holy Spirit opens the doors of the church in order 
to welcome all. The Holy Spirit pushes and shoves 
until we sit together and open scripture and baptize 
one another in the waters of God’s mercy. Only then, 
like Philip, and like the Ethiopian Eunuch, can we 
go on our way rejoicing over our conversion to this 
beautiful, dangerous life of faith where perfect love 
casts out all fear. May it be so, dear God, may it be 
so. Amen.


