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It never ceases to amaze me. In my ramblings this week, I came across, of all things, a website titled, “Beauty Tips for Ministers.” Now, of course, I really didn’t see the need for stopping at the site, but I did wonder what issues other ministers might be facing out there on the front line ... so I took a peek. The site’s motto is ... Because you're in the public eye, and God knows you need to look good. 
The lead-off note was from a desperate seminarian ... as I read it, try and feel the pain ... the frustration ... the complexities of this theological dilemma in which the writer found herself trapped: “I’ve been struggling for awhile now about what I should wear when I assist in worship or when I preach. 

“I’m 27, graduated from seminary in 2006, and I am currently a candidate in the PC(USA), but I’m not officially ordained yet. Is it OK for me to wear a robe without being ordained? What about a stole? I don’t like the classic Geneva Robe and would prefer to wear a Roman Cassock with the buttons down the front. Is this permissible? 

“Also, I’m co-officiating at my first wedding in two weeks. It will be inside our large sanctuary with 300 guests (the couple getting married is of Chinese heritage). What do I wear, again, given that I’m not ordained? Help!! Thanks for considering my questions!”
Ouch! Tough questions. And believe it or not ... there were about 30 replies with all sorts of advice on what she should and should not wear. 

However, I’m so relieved that the main character in our Reading from the New Testament is not caught up in such trivialities ... because if he had ... maybe the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ might never had spread. 

The Spirit of God is alive in this story ... blowing in a dramatic way ... in a surprising way ... and the Spirit of God is still alive today ... blowing into your life. Listen with me now to our reading from the Book of Acts, chapter 8, verses 26-40. I will be reading from Eugene Peterson’s translation, The Message.

8:26 Later God's angel spoke to Philip: "At noon today I want you to walk over to that desolate road that goes from Jerusalem down to Gaza." 

8:27 He got up and went. He met an Ethiopian eunuch coming down the road. The eunuch had been on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and was returning to Ethiopia, where he was minister in charge of all the finances of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians. 

8:28 He was riding in a chariot and reading the prophet Isaiah. 

8:29 The Spirit told Philip, "Climb into the chariot." 

8:30 Running up alongside, Philip heard the eunuch reading Isaiah and asked, "Do you understand what you're reading?" 

8:31 He answered, "How can I without some help?" and invited Philip into the chariot with him. 

8:32 The passage he was reading was this: As a sheep led to slaughter, and quiet as a lamb being sheared, He was silent, saying nothing. 

8:33 He was mocked and put down, never got a fair trial. But who now can count his kin since he's been taken from the earth? 

8:34 The eunuch said, "Tell me, who is the prophet talking about: himself or some other?" 

8:35 Philip grabbed his chance. Using this passage as his text, he preached Jesus to him. 

8:36 As they continued down the road, they came to a stream of water. The eunuch said, "Here's water. Why can't I be baptized?" 

8:38 He ordered the chariot to stop. They both went down to the water, and Philip baptized him on the spot. 

8:39 When they came up out of the water, the Spirit of God suddenly took Philip off, and that was the last the eunuch saw of him. But he didn't mind. He had what he'd come for and went on down the road as happy as he could be. 

8:40 Philip showed up in Az-o-tus and continued north, preaching the Message in all the villages along that route until he arrived at Caesarea. This is the word of our Lord.

Thanks be to God!

Let us pray: May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts, be acceptable in thy sight, O Lord, our strength and our redeemer. Amen.

The barn door is now wide open. There’s no stopping the Good News from spreading. After all, isn’t that what Jesus commanded his disciples to do just before he ascended into heaven ... 
“Thus it is written that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations beginning from Jerusalem.” 

The movement ... or the way ... it is not known as Christianity at this time ... that word won’t come until much later ... is spreading throughout Jerusalem and now it is time to move beyond Jerusalem ... because Christ has commanded his followers to proclaim his name to all nations ... and it really doesn’t matter if you are a Jew or a Gentile. But who’s going to do it? 

How do 12 apostles take on this gigantic responsibility? The apostles are going to need some help. This is where Philip enters the story. He is one of seven followers, hand-picked by the apostles ... to help spread the word of the Lord. 

Now at first it seems this new group of seven are just going to charged with the responsibility of feeding the widows ... because the apostles are starting to get complaints ... they can’t keep up with everything ... this movement of Jesus Christ is growing too fast. More and more people are becoming spiritually fed ... but the poor and the widows and the orphans are also becoming dependent on them as well for their physical survival. There is mission work to be done.

But it seems that God has another task in mind for Philip, because this new disciple gets a fresh set of marching orders straight from the top ... the Spirit of God tells him: “At noon today I want you to walk over to that desolate road that goes from Jerusalem down to Gaza." 

What’s amazing is ... Philip doesn’t question what he’s told to do ... he just obeys ... immediately. He’s not worried about what kind of robe he should wear ... or what kind of stole is permissible for him to take on his mission. No ... the Spirit of God tells him to do something ... and he does it. There is something important ... and powerful happening here ... and we sure don’t need to get caught up in details or forming committee to study it  ... Philip doesn’t even ask anyone for permission ... he just recognizes that God’s Spirit is at work ... at that is enough for him. 

And sure enough ... there on the road Philip meets up with a scripture-reading Ethiopian Eunuch riding along in a chariot returning from a religious pilgrimage to Jerusalem. That sounds like the start of a very bad joke ... “Did you hear the one about the scripture-reading Ethiopian Eunuch riding in his chariot . . .” But it’s no joke ...  it’s a divine moment ... the Spirit puts Philip precisely in the place he needs to be at precisely the right moment. 

And do you know what happens? A rich and powerful member of the Ethiopian Queen’s court ... castrated at a young age to fulfill his secular role in life ... finds the grace of Jesus Christ in the middle of the wilderness through the words of the prophet Isaiah as interpreted to him by Philip ... and before you know it ... this Ethiopian Eunuch ... who had been banned from fully worshiping in the Jewish Temple because of his sexual identity as pointed out in the Book of Deuteronomy ... is baptized in the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit into the church of Jesus Christ. Whoa! 

Who gave Philip permission to do all that???I had to really think long and hard about this throughout the week. Because what happens in this story seems to go against the grain of everything I’ve been taught as a Presbyterian pastor ... a pastor immersed in the rules and regulations and polity of the Presbyterian Church USA.  

We have step by step guides to almost every situation we will face in the church. We’ve got our Book of Order. Oh yes ... we Presbyterians are guided by scripture ... we even briefly mention the Holy Spirit once a year on Pentecost Sunday ... but, think about it ... what would happen if God suddenly told me or you to head off on a wild mission of some sort to the ends of the earth .. . or maybe even something a bit less challenging like ministering to the homeless in downtown Atlanta ... . or, I don’t know ... maybe even some other hair-brained, Spirit-blown idea like creating an elementary Charter School for homeless children right here on the grounds of this church. 

What would you do if God just wouldn’t let go ... and kept right on blowing and blowing and blowing the winds of the Spirit. Well let’s set the record straight ... first of all  ... the Spirit of God IS allowed to blow in the PCUSAand even here at Columbia Presbyterian Church ... but it better blow decently and in order. Let’s don’t do anything too rashly ... to quickly ... . 
One thing is for sure ... the disciple Philip obviously wasn’t a Presbyterian ... . because when it comes to discerning the winds of the Spirit ...  we of the frozen chosen first need to talk about it and talk about it and talk about it ... and then we will need to form a committee to study it for at least six months or maybe even a year or longer ... because if it doesn’t survive the time and talking tests ... then we obviously weren’t meant to do it in the first place ... and we probably just misread the Spirit ... or the direction it was blowing ... . because we‘ve got to be careful ... and we certainly don’t want to fail ... failure is not an option ...  not when there might be a budget to consider first ... not when following God’s prevailing winds might cause things to change all around us ... not when we might be challenged to go to the very limits of our faith and to let God actually lead us ... even if we don’t know how it could possibly get done.

You know ... I wonder how many times I’ve weathered the breath of the Holy Spirit ... the times when I actually hunkered down against it. ... until the Spirit just gave up on me and moved on to find someone else who might be a bit more willing to do God’s will. 

And I wonder how disappointed God feels when I don’t trust that the Spirit will lead us? Why is it so easy for us to just give up when we don’t think everything is under control ... and our plans aren’t working out the way we think they should work out ... and the idea of completely trusting God is just too hard for us to deal with? Why is it that we can say that nothing is impossible with God ... but it becomes impossible for us to actually believe those words and follow the Spirit? And yes ... why is it so easy for even pastors to get bogged down in the trivialities of this world ... like deciding which robe to wear on Sunday morning ... or which stole is the right one to wear to a wedding? 

But let’s be honest about it for just a moment ... sometimes it’s a whole lot easier for us to hide behind rules and regulations and lame excuses than it is to follow God’s will ... because deep down inside us ... in those places where our doubts wrestle with our faith ... the Spirit of God is blowing hard and reaching out and touching our lives ... challenging each one of us to follow and to trust with all of our heart ... with all of your mind ...  and with all of our courage and strength. 

Oh yes ... we might think it’s going to be too hard to do ... we might think we don’t have enough people to take on another project. ... we might think that everyone can plainly see that we can’t keep up with what we’re already doing ...  ... we might even think that we will have to give up something ... to sacrifice something to make room for God’s will ... but let me remind all of us ... Jesus Christ already made the extreme sacrifice for our lives ... we’re just called to trust him ... and to follow ... no matter where the winds may blow.

Some of you may say that that is reckless thinking ... after all God gave us brains to figure things out without risking everything at the same time. But I will respond to that with Peterson’s translation of Paul’s words from the third chapter of Ephesians ... “God can do anything, you know—far more than you could ever imagine or guess or request in your wildest dreams! He does it not by pushing us around but by working within us, his Spirit deeply and gently within us.”
The winds of the Spirit are blowing here at Columbia Presbyterian Church. That I am sure of. Let us now be willing to trust the one who makes the winds blow ... who lead us ... who works through us ... with us ... deeply and gently within us.” 

So God’s voice continues speaking in the words we can’t deny, 

Sounding out across the ages, Will we answer or defy? 

As the call becomes still clearer, witness that the Word shall last, 

May we follow with commitment in the present as the past.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.

