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Easter IV: Philip and the Ethiopian 
 
One of the readings from the Acts of the Apostles we heard this week at Mass tells of the encounter 
between the apostle Philip and an unnamed Ethiopian official. Luke, the author of Acts, seems to 
want to combine into one episode all the flashpoints of cultural tension: class difference, wealth 
disparity, foreignness, and racial and sexual biases. I do not propose reading the passage as a way 
of addressing these perennial tensions per se. Rather, the better we hear Luke's spiritual message, 
the more honest and lucid we can be with ourselves about our own prejudices, and the better we 
can transcend them. 
 
It is important to approach this episode with key scriptural parallels in mind. First, there is Luke's 
account of the encounter between two disciples on the road to Emmaus and the incognito Risen 
Lord. Both that story from the gospel and this one from Acts are framed by a journey, both conclude 
with a sacramental action, and both are centered around the interpretation of Scripture. The other 
biblical connection to keep in mind is the prophecy of Isaiah. Not only is this the prophet the 
Ethiopian traveler was reading, but also the entire episode is a fulfilment of Isaiah's prophecy:  
The foreigner joined to the LORD should not say, 
"The LORD will surely exclude me from his people"; 
Nor should the eunuch say, "See, I am a dry tree." 
For thus says the LORD: 
To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who choose what pleases me, and who hold fast to my 
covenant, 
I will give them, in my house and within my walls, a monument and a name […] 
And foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, 
to become his servants- 
All who keep the Sabbath without profaning it and hold fast to my covenant, 
Them I will bring to my holy mountain and make them joyful in my house of prayer. (Is 56:3-7) 
 
Phillip, along with the other disciples who had to flee persecution in Jerusalem, was in Samaria, 
where many were coming to believe in Christ. This is already a remarkable development, given the 
traditional animosity between Samaritans and Jews. This new openness and this overcoming of 
deep-rooted prejudices was not an ideological shift on the part of the disciples; rather, they were 
being led by the Spirit beyond their home territory and beyond the usual boundaries of their culture, 
encountering faith and comradeship where they had not expected to find it. In the case of Phillip, it is 
an angel that sends him out to meet the Ethiopian. Here too, he is being led, not by ideas or even 
personal conviction, but by the Spirit. 
 
The person he encounters on the Gaza road could hardly have been more alien for Philip: a wealthy, 
powerful, and cultured man, in contrast to Phillip's humble origins. He rides a chariot with a driver 
and likely with attendants, whereas Philip comes alone in dusty sandals. The Ethiopian is from far 
away, his skin a different color. The only thing the two men have in common is their Jewish faith. 
And even here there are serious difficulties: strictly speaking, a eunuch was not considered fit to 
enter the temple. And who knows what Philip, likely from rural stock, would normally think of 
someone his faith considered a sexual misfit and a religious outcast? Luke emphasizes that it was 
the Spirit who said to Philip, "Go up and join this chariot." 



 
Philip may obey the Spirit, but he shows little tact: "Do you understand what you are reading?" 
sounds condescending. And here we get a glimpse of the Ethiopian's spiritual profile: he does not 
assert his superiority. His answer-"How can I, unless some one guides me?"-conveys uncommon 
humility and readiness to learn, even from a stranger of inferior background.  
 
At the heart of this encounter is Christ himself, foretold in the passage the Ethiopian is reading: a 
"sheep led to the slaughter," and a silent "lamb before its shearers." The question, "About whom 
does the prophet say this?" is the turning point in the episode. 
 
On one level, the good news of Jesus unravels the mystery of Isaiah's prophecy. On another level 
this good news overcomes the enormous distance between these two men. They become fellow 
disciples of Jesus and sharers in the same faith. Questions of race, culture, and social standing 
become irrelevant. Notice the eunuch's expression: "Look, there is water. What is to prevent my 
being baptized?" What is to prevent? What do the former obstacles matter now? 
 
As does Jesus in the Emmaus story, Philip disappears after the sacramental moment. It is as if Luke 
poses a question to all who hear his account: where do you go from here?  
 
As was the case with Jesus' disciples, the time after the Resurrection is a time of almost dizzying 
reorientation. Like them, we must let ourselves be challenged by events, allow the Spirit to lead us, 
pay close attention to what the Scriptures are saying to us, and be open to seeing everyone around 
us in a new light. 
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