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Acts 8:26-40 and John 15:1-8

Proclaim the Good News Everywhere

An Ethiopian eunuch on the Wilderness Road that connects Jerusalem with Gaza reads the Jewish scripture as he bounces his way toward home.  His feet dangle out the back of the chariot while his driver stands in front steering the horses toward Ethiopia (or maybe the horses are on autopilot.  I don’t really know much about chariots.  I realize now my experience is based on “Ben Hur”.). The eunuch is a very bright man, good with numbers and currently serving Queen Candace of Ethiopia as her government’s treasurer.  Though we suspect he is not Jewish, he has been in Jerusalem to worship at the temple.  This man, who will never find life’s fulfillment in children of his own, is searching for a way to make sense of his life.  Probably his physical condition has already exposed him to harassment and rejection making him more receptive to a message that explains such things.  Certainly Jews at that time would not have accepted him, for his condition made him imperfect and therefore excluded from their understanding of God’s chosen and approved.  

Meanwhile on an intersecting trajectory, “an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Get up and go toward the south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’”  So Phillip, not knowing why, did as he was told and sees this foreign chariot heading toward him.  This time the Spirit said to Philip, “Go over to this chariot and join it.”  The Spirit, that God infused inner sense of absolute compassion and compelling non-violence, that non-rivalrous, totally open and wonderfully accepting awareness of all as God’s children; requests that Phillip; a Jewish follower of Jesus, make connection with a foreigner who is a eunuch.  
As Philip runs up to the chariot he hears the eunuch reading from Isaiah.  Phillip asks, “Do you understand what you are reading?”  The man replies, “How can I, unless someone guides me?”  I like his humility?  Here is someone ready to learn.  The eunuch invites Phillip aboard and now two sets of legs can be seen dangling from the back of the chariot.  Have you ever wished someone would run up to you while you were reading some impossible passage and offer help?  
“Now the passage of the scripture that he was reading was this:  ‘Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter, and like a lamb silent before its shearers, so he does not open his mouth.  In his humiliation justice was denied him.  Who can describe his generation?  For his life is taken away from the earth.’”

It’s one of those really tough Old Testament passages full of violence and pointing toward what we now call “the suffering servant”.  It describes someone being led to slaughter, as powerless as a lamb and he says nothing.  The passage knows that justice has been denied and that his generation took his life.
The eunuch had been reading this text hoping to find a clue to his own life.  But instead of comfort, solace and direction he finds a scene of mob violence and murder.  In bewilderment he asks, “About whom, may I ask you, does the prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?”  He is about to find his answer and it will come from the man he has just invited to join him on his journey toward home.
“Then Philip began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to him the good news about Jesus.”  I wonder what he said.   Like the sermons Peter has preached in the book of Acts, he begins with the crucifixion.  We know this because the passage from Isaiah points toward it.  Jesus was the one led to slaughter, powerless as a lamb and saying nothing.  Somehow the good news starts with this.  

It always starts by showing us what we humans do and have always done to one another.  We build our unity with each other by excluding someone or perhaps a whole people we decide to dislike.  We say God has told us to do this but we are mistaken.  Jesus understood this.  He knew his Abba was entirely different from how we describe him and he set out to give us a living picture of what God was actually like.  He did this with his stories, his healings, his kindness, and his surprising views, so different from what we expected.  Jesus ate meals with the wrong people, performed miracles on the wrong day, healed foreigners as readily as locals and blessed prostitutes that everyone looked down on.  It was totally upsetting to the way the world worked and quit attractive to the majority who found themselves at the bottom of this hierarchical system.  It wasn’t long before the religious and political leaders realized the danger and knew they must stop it.  What they didn’t know was that even their response was anticipated and part of the plan.  They arrested Jesus, subjected him to all kinds of humiliation and torture and then they killed him.  He became yet another victim, joining millions of others before and after him, who died innocently, having become collateral damage in our futile effort to keep the peace by blaming someone else for what we do not want to face in ourselves.  
But then God did something that surprised and confounded everyone.  God raised the innocent victim, removing him from our power to control through threat of death.  God vindicated the victim.  God showed that God understood what we humans had been doing since the beginning of time when we entered into rivalry with God.  Suddenly it becomes clear that the crucifixion and resurrection had been a divine trick played on us to expose who we are and to confront us with God’s subversive compassion.  This is why Jesus from the cross says “Father, forgive them, they don’t know what they are doing.”  God has loved us all along and has been trying to get through to us but we are blocked from our side.  The only way God could break through our barrier is by invading our space with his own son who allows us to do to him what we always do and then while we are doing it, pronounces God’s forgiveness.  

This utterly non-violent and forgiving Jesus is the true vine of John’s Gospel.  In a direct quote from St. John, Jesus says “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vinegrower.”  If there is a true vine connected to Jesus’ Father who is the vinegrower, there must be a false vine disconnected from anything living that rules our world.  Could the false vine be the god of death; the god we call on to justify war, exclusion, enemy status, and vengeance?  Could it be that forgiveness itself determines who is connected to the true vine and who is connected to the false one?  Could our refusal to forgive remove us from the living vine; after all, if we do not forgive we will not be able to believe that we are forgiven?  Is this what Jesus means when he says, “He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit?”  While on the surface it reads as though God removes us, maybe at a deeper level we lop ourselves off from the living vine when we refuse to do for others what Jesus did for us.   Maybe pruning involves removing the dead branches of hate and alienation so that they do not drain us, allowing us to be even more fruitful than we thought possible?  If this is true, pruning is a great blessing.
In the middle of this reading from John there is this strange sentence that to my ear appears out of context.  Jesus says, “You have already been cleansed by the word that I have spoken to you.”  He then goes on to say, “Abide in me as I abide in you.”  I am not sure about this, but is he saying we are already cleansed and don’t have to worry about that.  We don’t need to be focused on self improvement projects, on becoming better and better.  We are already in; it’s a done deal.  We can just focus on abiding, on hanging in there with Jesus.
I find this extremely helpful.  So much of what we think of as religion is about being good, being pure, trying harder, and trying to be a better person.  It can wear you out and make you neurotic.  Forget that; you are already in.  Instead focus on “Abiding in me as I abide in you.”  Just allow yourself to dwell in this incredibly compassionate, forgiving, life supporting, energy enhancing source of strength that comes from sticking with the forgiving victim.  Open yourself to a kind of alternating current flowing back and forth between yourself and him.   Allow what Jesus has said to live in you.  Think about it, pray about it, and envision it in your imagination.  When we do this, we dwell in truth and it changes everything.  Even our desires change.  Even our addictions, compulsions and impulses change.  The “juiciness” of God’s Spirit flows into us and we become more pliable and tender.
But what if we have cut ourselves off from forgiving and the “juiciness” of God’s sap can’t flow into us.  Then we wither and dry up like dead sticks that the wind soon blows from the trees.  These sticks are gathered and burned.  They are so dry any spark ignites them.  Having no sap in them, the fires of human violence quickly spread and all are consumed.  You see, truth be told, abiding in Christ makes it possible for us to abide with each other; but without that, our wood becomes very dry and contagions of violence, like fire, spread very rapidly.  We don’t need a concept of hell to interpret this verse.  We are fully capable of creating our own hell by refusing to abide in the true vine.
After the Ethiopian eunuch had heard the whole story he exclaimed, “Look, here is water!  (Another form of “juiciness”)  What is to prevent me from being baptized?”  He commanded the chariot to stop, and both of them, Philip and the eunuch, went down into the water, and Philip baptized him.  When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away; the eunuch saw him no more, and went on his way rejoicing.  But Philip found himself at Azotus, and as he was passing through the region, he proclaimed the good news to all the towns until he came to Caesarea.”  
That’s what I want us to do too, proclaim the good news everywhere.  Amen.
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