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26 An angel from the Lord spoke to Philip, “At noon, take the road that leads from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This 
is a desert road.) 27 So he did. Meanwhile, an Ethiopian man was on his way home from Jerusalem, where he 
had come to worship. He was a eunuch and an official responsible for the entire treasury of Candace. 
(Candace is the title given to the Ethiopian queen.) 28 He was reading the prophet Isaiah while sitting in his 
carriage. 29 The Spirit told Philip, “Approach this carriage and stay with it.” 

30 Running up to the carriage, Philip heard the man reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, “Do you really 
understand what you are reading?” 

31 The man replied, “Without someone to guide me, how could I?” Then he invited Philip to climb up and sit 
with him. 32 This was the passage of scripture he was reading: 

Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter 
    and like a lamb before its shearer is silent 
    so he didn’t open his mouth. 
33 In his humiliation justice was taken away from him. 
    Who can tell the story of his descendants 
        because his life was taken from the earth? 
34 The eunuch asked Philip, “Tell me, about whom does the prophet say this? Is he talking about himself or 
someone else?” 35 Starting with that passage, Philip proclaimed the good news about Jesus to him. 36 As 
they went down the road, they came to some water. 

The eunuch said, “Look! Water! What would keep me from being baptized?” 38 He ordered that the carriage 
halt. Both Philip and the eunuch went down to the water, where Philip baptized him. 39 When they came up 
out of the water, the Lord’s Spirit suddenly took Philip away. The eunuch never saw him again but went on 
his way rejoicing. (Common English Bible) 

 

One traditional way to read Bible passages is to imagine oneself there, in the moment described, 
observing the action as it happens.  Few passages lend themselves to this approach as well as today’s 
passage from Acts.  Imagine you’re on the dusty desert road from Jerusalem to Gaza, walking with 
Philip, and along comes a carriage carrying the Ethiopian eunuch.   

It’s hard to come up with someone who, in this scene, is more of an automatic outsider than the 
eunuch.  They are from a foreign land, they are Black, they are not Jewish, and when filling out one of 
those standardized forms, and they get to the part where one is asked to indicate gender, even today 
the forms don’t have a place to check “eunuch”.  Everyone else is walking—the eunuch is in a carriage. 

Given these differences, Philip might have considered the “eunuch” too “other”.  And yet, the Holy Spirit 
tells our friend Philip to approach the carriage.  I find the scene kind of hilarious, and heartwarming.  
Philip has to run to catch up with the carriage, and then has to jog along aside it as he speaks with the 
eunuch.  The eunuch is reading Isaiah.  Philip asks the eunuch whether he understands what he’s 
reading, and the eunuch replies “how could I, without someone to explain it to me?”  And then the 
eunuch starts asking great questions, and invites Philip into the carriage.  `Philip climbs in and starts 
answering the questions, and explaining the book of Isaiah. 

There’s much to love about this story.  Both Philip and the eunuch are courageously open to the new 
and the different, and to changing their hearts and minds. 

Philip is open to an outsider, willing to share his knowledge, and responds enthusiastically to someone 
seeking knowledge. 
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Look at it from the eunuch’s point of view.  They were clearly a high-ranking official representing a 
powerful queen.   Many officials riding in a carriage would not have taken instruction from a dusty 
commoner walking along the road.  Instead, the eunuch displays laudable curiosity, desire for learning, 
humility, and a refreshing openness to new ideas and to someone who likely seemed as foreign to the 
eunuch as the eunuch seemed to Philip.  

In the end, this loving conversation changes the heart and mind of the eunuch, who asks to be baptized.  
I’m guessing it changed Philip’s heart and mind, too, to have such a wonderful encounter with someone 
so new and different to him. 

 This Sunday is the culmination of Earth Week, centered on last Thursday April 22, which was Earth Day.  
This is the 52nd Earth Day, a day when we contemplate God’s incredible creation, this earth on which we 
live, and what we must do to live in harmony with our Earth.  I remember the first Earth Day, and the 
work the American public, and our government, did on a bipartisan basis to start living the values of 
Earth Day.   

Americans of all types rallied behind Lady Bird Johnson’s call to stop littering.   Congress passed the 
Clean Air Act and the Clean Water Act in 1970, and the Endangered Species Act in 1973, in both cases 
with plenty of votes from both political parties, and all three acts became law under a Republican 
President.   In the Senate, the Clean Water Act was approved 86 to 0 and the Clean Air Act was approved 
73 to 0, and the Endangered Species Act, and the Endangered Species Act passed the House of 
Representatives by a vote of 355 to 4.  Conservation was wildly nonpartisan in those days.  Having a 
clean, healthy, thriving world was a real “Mom and apple pie” issue that everyone embraced, and which 
brought us together. 

Since then this consensus in favor of protecting the environment has dissolved.  Somehow, taking care 
of our Earth became a political football, and a battlefront in our endless culture wars.  Minds that were 
open are now closed.  We’ve gotten to the point that it is the official policy of one of our two political 
parties to deny the truth of the basic scientific fact that burning fossil fuels is damaging our climate.  
Sadly, one can fairly accurately describe one of our political parties as “pro-environment” and the other 
as “anti-environment”. 

What we need, of course, are more Philips and more Ethiopian eunuchs.  What I mean is that we all 
need to have the kinds of open, respectful conversations Philip and the eunuch had.  Like both of them, 
we need to reach across sometimes-stark superficial divides and find our common interest in truth and 
doing the right thing. 

Too often, many Christians have been quite the opposite.  I know quite a few Christians who have 
somehow decided it is a matter of faith and principle to be totally closed to any scientific fact they 
dislike or find inconvenient.  I suspect you do, too.  And at times, some of these folks strike me as being 
about as foreign as the Ethiopian eunuch and Philip may have appeared to each other.  I admit that 
sometimes I get exasperated with my brothers and sisters who I see as at best blind to environmental 
issues, and at worst antagonistic to the preserving the health of our planet. 

Part of the problem is that since the first Earth Day we went from issues that were easier to see and 
understand, to issues that are less obvious and harder to understand.  When I was a kid the air in 
American cities was awful—it was obvious to anyone in the brown haze, in the bad smell, in the way our 
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eyes burned and our throats got sore just from breathing, that we needed to clean up our air.  And it 
was also painfully obvious that many of our waterways had gotten filthy.  Raw sewage ran into many 
rivers.  One river famously caught on fire, more than once, because it was so polluted with oil and other 
flammable substances.  Many cities sent their garbage to sea in barges, and then simply dumped it into 
the ocean, and then it washed up on beaches where we all saw it.  In addition, there was litter like those 
of us who didn’t live through that era might find hard to believe.  The bald eagle, our national symbol, 
had become scarce, and nearly disappeared from the lower 48 states. 

Today the issues are less obvious, and sometimes much harder to understand, and there are so many 
issues.  But to keep it simple, I recommend focusing today on two top environmental issues.   

• The first is climate change.  You can’t literally see global warming—well, not unless you look at 
the retreating glaciers or growing wildfires, or you notice that flowers are blooming earlier every 
decade, or that our winters are milder and our summers hotter.   

• The second is the loss of wild places, and our rich variety of animals and plants, both on land 
and in the oceans.  The many plants and animals going extinct are, in a way, kind of invisible.  
We don’t see the phenomenally varied plants and animals of the Amazon disappearing, because 
hardly any of us have been to the Amazon, and even if you’re there it’s hard to see the big 
picture.  Some wild things are thriving—deer and coyotes—which can make us think all wildlife 
is well.  But we don’t see the majority of species that are in steep decline—the songbirds who 
are less abundant every year, the fish populations that are now just a fraction of what they used 
to be, and which in some cases are at the point of collapse.   

We’re all a bit like the Ethiopian eunuch—understanding what is going on is a bit like their trying to 
understand the Book of Isaiah without a teacher.  We need explanation and information, and we also 
need an openness to new ideas.  So, sometimes we’re the eunuch, trying to understand complex issues, 
and we need a Philip to run climb into our carriage to explain things, and we need the grace to 
acknowledge our ignorance and accept teaching. 

Knowing this congregation, I also know that many of us DO have a deep understanding of a these big 
issues—climate change and loss of wild places.  And I also know that many of us have a lot of knowledge 
regarding what needs to be done, and how to do it.  So sometimes we’re Philip—we understand this 
book, and need to have compassion and openness, and explain it to the Ethiopian eunuchs we 
encounter. 

I am going to offer a number of issues where we can be Philips, helping each other understand what is 
going on and what we need to do, or where we need to be like the Ethiopian eunuch, seeking truth, and 
open to learning new things. 

• I have run into Christians who have said that all the harm we’re doing to the Earth doesn’t 
matter, because Jesus will soon return to the Earth, and make it all well.  In other words, God is 
saying “go ahead and be irresponsible—Jesus will clean up our mess.” Well, some folks have 
been thinking this way for 2000 years, and so far as I can tell God says, and will continue to say, 
“no, I gave you people the smarts to clean up your own mess.”  I am no theologian, but my 
understanding is that the Presbyterian church is “amillenial,” which is a big word meaning we do 
not believe in the second coming as being literal.   We do not believe that one day Jesus will 
show up and give us an environmental get out of jail free card.  Instead, we need to think—how 
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do we make sure that all the beloved generations to come in the next 2,000 years inherit an 
Earth as healthy as, or healthier than, the one we inherited.  That’s what “sustainability” is 
about—living on this Earth in a way future generations can live for centuries, without degrading 
this Earth that is our home. 

• There is a long tradition of treating the human world as somehow apart from the natural world, 
despite all the evidence to the contrary.  The very air we breathe has the oxygen that keeps us 
alive because of all the plant life in the oceans and in the forests of the world that produces 
breathable oxygen.  We grow and harvest food that depends on nature—soil, air, water, sun, 
and a favorable climate.  The Bible tell us that God created everything, including nature and 
people.  We are part of nature. The idea that a healthy Earth is some sort of luxury good that we 
can choose not to afford is simply not true.  The Earth is our only home and the life on it our 
family, and this home is, both literally and figuratively, on fire, and we’re the ones who set that 
fire. Our choice is simply to let it burn down, or to take action and save it. 

• Quite a few Christians are anti-science.  Because science has been at odds with beliefs they have 
held dear, for instance the idea that the world was, literally, created in 7days, or because 
science tells them things that are inconvenient, for instance that we humans are heating up the 
earth, they have chosen to reject science.  The idea that science and religion are at odds, and 
that one can reject science, is simply puzzling.  I agree with Dr. Francis Collins, director of the 
National Institutes of Health, and a Christian.  “One of the greatest tragedies of our time is this 
impression that has been created that science and religion have to be at war.”  I find it 
compelling that Dr. Collins converted from atheism to Christianity after completing a doctorate 
in quantum mechanics, and a doctorate in medicine—you can’t get more immersed in science 
than that.  If, like me and Dr. Collins, you believe there is a God, science is the logical process by 
which we explore how this incredible universe God created works.  Religion that denies science 
denies much of the majesty of God’s creation.   

• A lot of people dissolve into helplessness when confronted with these big environmental issues.  
I find this deeply inconsistent with our faith.  If I understand one thing about Christianity, it’s 
that there is always hope.  Love and life win.  We can err, tragically, change our hearts, receive 
forgiveness and pursue redemption.   Ours is a faith of second and third chances.  We can 
always make things better.  Jesus was not paralyzed by the challenges.  Jesus did not try to teach 
his wisdom to everyone in the world, or to heal everyone.  He healed people one by one, and 
taught the people one by one or in small groups.  He relied on the rest of us to do our part—
spreading the word, healing and feeding our neighbors, pursuing truth. 

We can all fall into some of these, and other, errors from time to time.  When we do, we need to 
be like our friend the Ethiopian eunuch—we need to acknowledge our ignorance, want to understand, 
and want to act.  Just like the eunuch who asked for help in understanding from a stranger and then, 
when they did understand, took fast, bold, decisive action—demanding to be baptized right there and 
then on the spot. 

We’ll also have our chances to be Philip, patiently and respectfully explaining things to someone 
who wants to understand.  Acts doesn’t go into detail, but it sure sounds like Philip was accepting rather 
than condescending.  He sat down with the eunuch and the two of them talked through Isaiah together.  
And, like the eunuch, Philip believed in action, and baptized his new friend. 

I have found myself in both these roles, and anticipate I will continue to do so. 
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Just to be clear, I’m going to be Philip for a moment, and do a bit of teaching about how I 
understand our situation. 

• One of our two biggest challenges is global warming.  The science is clear—we’re 
heating and deeply damaging the earth, primarily by burning fossil fuels.  The short 
explanation is that this is simple—we need to stop burning fossil fuels—coal, oil, natural 
gas, gasoline—as quickly as we can.  Doing that is where it gets complex.   The goal the 
President set on Earth Day—for the U.S. to reduce its carbon emissions by half over the 
next 9 years, is both what we need to do, and it is doable.  Our decisive friend the 
eunuch would be proud. 

• The other huge issue I mentioned is the loss of wild--ness.  Some call this the loss of 
biodiversity.  In short, we are polluting, plundering and depleting the entire earth.  The 
wild places put the oxygen in our air, provide the wild fish we harvest in the seas, 
provide homes to all the other inhabitants of this earth—plants, animals and fungi—and 
provide us with places of beauty, refreshment and solace.  The simple answer to 
preserving some wild-ness is to conserve a large part of the earth primarily as natural 
places.   The biologist and naturalist E.O. Wilson argues we should set aside half the 
earth as natural places.  The President is supporting a goal of protecting 30% of both our 
land and oceans by the year 2030.  This is the work I do every day, in my job with 
Columbia Land Trust.   The organization I work for can only do a small part of the work 
that must be done on a global scale.  But the good news is that there are countless 
nations, local governments, organizations like mine, and individuals doing this work 
globally.  What you and I can do in our corner of the world contributes to the global 
effort. 

 

Jesus identified the greatest commandments as "You shall love God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, and with all your mind," and "You shall love your neighbor as yourself."    

If we love God, we will care for God’s beautiful creation, and if we love our neighbors, we will care for 
this Earth for all our neighbors, including the forests, wildlife and future generations.  We should do so 
with the traits Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch displayed in the story from acts—curiosity, openness to 
new knowledge and understanding, humility, openness to different kinds of people, mutual respect, 
generosity, and love. 

Amen. 

 


