
A few years ago Nathan Zohner, a 
14-year-old student in Idaho won 
first prize at the Greater Idaho 
Falls Science Fair by showing how 
easily we can be biased by fear of 
the unfamiliar. In his project he 
urged people to sign a petition 
demanding strict control or total 
elimination of the chemical 
"Dihydrogen monoxide" because:

1. It can cause excessive 
sweating and vomiting.
2. It is a major component in 
acid rain.
3. It can cause severe burns in 
its gaseous state.
4. Accidental inhalation can kill 
you.
5. It contributes to the erosion of 
our natural landscape..
6. It decreases the effectiveness 
of automobile brakes.
7. It is found in tumors of 
terminal cancer patients.

He asked 50 people if they support 
a ban. 43 said ‘yes’. Six were 
undecided. And only one knew that 
the chemical was ... water. 

My friend Emily is the pastor of 
First Baptist Church Winston-

Salem, NC— an old historic church 
in downtown there. The first time 
she did a baptism there a few 
years ago she got into the water 
and noticed that the baptistry had 
rusted. And she and the person 
being baptized were standing in 
water with rust floating all around 
it. Old water needs new springs to 
keep the water rushing, not 
rusting.  

“Don’t drink that stagnant water.” 
That’s the first outdoor survival 
lessons you learn as a kid. I read 
recently that some of the water in 
our drinking sources today was 
around when dinosaurs roamed 
the earth. Hopefully, that water has 
been on the move, staying fresh 
the past few millennia. Water 
needs to move to remain fresh. 
Our faith is the same way. 
Because if we stay still too long… 
we’ll either fall asleep or the Spirit 
will come trouble the waters. It 
knows our fear of the unfamiliar. 
Still, isn’t it interesting to consider 
that the same water that sprang 
from the rock in the wilderness 
flows from your tap today. The 
same water in which John baptized 
Jesus in the Jordan river is still 
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around. The same water finds its 
way into our baptistry. Water may 
be old, but it is meant to be on the 
move.

Phillip was called to go down south 
to Gaza. There on the road out of 
Jerusalem toward Gaza, Philip 
meets an important person. He 
was the COO of Ethiopia… the 
treasurer of the Queen. His 
motorcade was pulled over to the 
side of the road and he was sitting 
in his carriage reading the prophet 
Isaiah. This was probably a 
strange place to see someone of 
such grandeur. Philip came up to 
him and asked if he understood 
what he was reading. The man 
replied, “Without someone to guide 
me, how could I?” That’s the first 
loaded question he asks, and I 
hear this at least two ways. First, 
we need the Spirit’s guidance in 
reading scripture. The bible is a 
place the Spirit has promised to 
meet us. It was Spirit shaped in its 
writing and our reading should be 
Spirit shaped, as well. Second, we 
need guides in reading the bible. It 
is a communal library meant to be 
read in community. Our 
understanding of it is deepened 
when we read it together.

Philip told him about Jesus and as 
they went down the road they 

came to some water. Hopefully, it 
was moving water free of rust 
floating in it. And the eunuch says, 
“What would keep me from being 
baptized?” 

Another loaded question. What 
keeps him from being baptized and 
welcomed into the church? Well, 
he was a gentile, he was an 
African with dark black skin that 
many in the church were biased 
against, and he is a eunuch. 
Remember, “eunuch” was an 
ambiguous term for men who were 
not married and who were not able 
to have children; there were 
several different things that could 
have made you a eunuch. But, 
before we get to that hurdle— let’s 
talk about race. His skin color led 
to distrust already. A distrust which 
continues. Even in the early church 
we have writings from that time 
that associate people with dark 
skin (Ethiopians specifically) with 
sin, immorality and vices. It seems 
Acts 8 and the eunuch’s story was 
not remembered in early part of 
the church or even in the middle 
ages. 

Pope Nicolas V announced in 
1455 that Christian kings in Europe 
should, “Invade, search out, 
capture, vanquish, and subdue all 
Saracens [dark skinned people, 
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often arabs] and pagans… [take] 
all movable and immovable 
goods… and to reduce their 
person to perpetual slavery.”   1

Prince Henry brought 235 slaves 
back home to Portugal. And out of 
his deepest Christian instincts he 
knew a tithe should be given, and 
so he gave 2 slaves to churches in 
Portugal. 

Skin color has long been an issue 
of division and violence in the 
church. What’s to keep this 
Ethiopian from being baptized? We 
still have a lot of work to do to let 
the Spirit continue to break down 
the barriers between races and 
ethnic groups. Some of these 
barriers have been up so long we 
don’t even recognize them. 

I grew up in Dallas. It’s easy for me 
to look at my home town with 
optimistic and naive eyes. But, 
Dallas has a history of racial 
segregation and violence that 
shapes the city today. If Philip 
were going through Dallas in the 
21st century preaching the gospel, 
he would have to take the road 
(I35) south of Downtown to meet 
any people of Ethiopian descent. 
These divisions aren’t accidental. 
Dallas had a strong presence of 
the KKK back in the day; they even 
had a clan day at the State Fair.

On March 3, 1910 an angry mob 
stormed the Downtown Dallas 
courthouse during the arraignment 
of a man accused of abusing a 
three year old white girl. There 
wasn’t much evidence, but Allen 
Brooks, a 65-year old African-
American laborer who often 
worked in the girl’s home, was with 
the girl. The mob couldn’t wait for 
justice through the law. They put a 
noose around Allen Brooks’ neck 
and threw him out of the 2nd story 
window of the courthouse. And 
then dragged him to the corner of 
Main and Akard where he was 
lynched in front of a crowd of 4,000 
people.  Pictures of this were then 2

sent around the world on 
postcards. This was the first image 
the world saw of Dallas. 

What happened to those people in 
the crowd? They had just 
witnessed and engaged in 
something horrific. That shame 
and guilt doesn’t just go away. 
Now they have to live with it. And 
you know how we are. We justify. 
They probably said things like— 
“this is justice.” With doubt in their 
eyes they said, “This is what 
happens when you disrupt order.” 
The crowd told their children, “You 
can only trust your own kind.” They 
said, “White is what’s right. And we 
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must stick together.” And they 
passed on their guilt-driven bias as 
a means to justify the horror they 
had seen. Next comes Jim Crow. 
Separate but equal becomes the 
law of the land. Housing boards 
work to keep segregation alive 
long after its illegal. And next thing 
you know the sin of racism we 
thought we had cured shows up in 
the flesh and khakis in 
Charlottesville, VA. We live out the 
decisions of previous 
generations… and we are charting 
the destiny of our children’s lives 
now. We still need fresh readings 
of scriptures— like this story of an 
Ethiopian Eunuch on a Jerusalem 
road. It reminds us of the false 
barriers the Spirit is breaking 
down. 

Besides skin color there’s also his 
status as a eunuch. Deuteronomy 
23 says eunuchs are not welcome 
into the assembly of the Lord.” 
Leviticus says Eunuchs cannot be 
priests because their physical body 
is not perfect. What’s to keep him 
from being baptized? Well, the 
bible. But, what’s to connect him to 
the new community of the church 
coming into being in the power of 
the Spirit? Also, the bible. Isaiah 
56 speaks prophetically of a time 
in the future when obedient 
eunuchs will be given their rightful 

place in the kingdom of God. So 
which passage of the bible do we 
go with here? Philip chooses 
Isaiah. He’s engaging scripture 
with the movement of the Spirit. 
Old water is showing up in new 
springs. Do we think the Spirit 
brought him down south of 
Jerusalem to this man to say to 
him, “No, you can’t be baptized.”? 
The Spirit is doing a new thing… 
that is deeply rooted in the tradition 
of Israel. Because the movement 
of the Spirit is not separate from 
tradition, rather deeply connected 
to it. Old and new working 
together. And there’s no better 
symbol of this than baptism. 

At baptism we celebrate God’s 
victory over death. We are put to 
death with Jesus and raised to 
walk in newness of life. It’s also a 
symbol of new creation that 
reaches back to the beginning 
when God separated the waters of 
the deep to bring forth life. Baptism 
is a symbol of freedom. It’s a 
reminder of God separating the 
waters to bring the Israelites out of 
slavery in Egypt. It’s entering life in 
the Spirit— whose activity in our 
life is often like water from a deep 
underground spring bubbling up 
and showing up in surprising 
places. Baptism is a moment 
where we enter the waters with 
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Jesus and accept our new identity 
as heirs of his grace — as sisters 
and brothers of Christ… we are 
welcomed into a new life in the 
new emerging family of grace. This 
new family of grace isn’t built upon 
race or ethnicity… it isn’t reliant on 
our ability to produce offspring… it 
is reliant upon the Spirit helping us 
to see our oneness. The 
boundaries we create are knocked 
down by the Spirit’s incessant, 
feverish work of oneness. 
Remaking the populace into a 
people. Crafting community. 
Refashioning family. 

My friend Alan was the pastor of 
Metro Baptist in New York City. A 
man named Ken in his church told 
him this story. He first told the story 
on the September 11, 2011, ten 
years after 9/11. Not a tragic story, 
but a glimpse of the world as it 
could be. Ken owned an African 
music store located in the shadow 
of the twin towers, which he ran 
with his friend, Alberto Barbosa, 
who was from west Africa. 

On Sept. 11, Alberto was on the 
last subway to arrive at the World 
Trade Center terminal, meaning as 
he came up from the tunnel he 
entered the madness… and he just 
wanted to get out of there…but he 
noticed as he steadied himself a 

woman who was very pregnant, 
and very frightened, struggling to 
breathe. He came near, but she 
couldn’t really speak to him… so 
he lifted her up in his arms and 
carried her as far as he could, let 
her down in the shelter of a 
doorway, gave her some water…
“I’m not in labor” she said “I’m just 
terrified”… “Me too,” said Alberto, 
“But we’ll help each other.” He 
helped her to her feet, put his arm 
behind her waist, and they 
walked… and when she needed to 
rest, they would stop and then 
keep going.

It took them 7 hours to walk 7 
miles to the Hudson Ferry crossing 
on W 33rd St that would take them 
back to new Jersey… people 
raced by them the whole time, but 
still they walked slowly, arm in arm, 
until they arrived at the river where 
masses of people had converged 
there— it was the only way to 
leave Manhattan. Alberto had her 
sit on a bench and after some 
searching he found someone in 
authority who let her on the ferry…
“I won’t go without this man” she 
said. And they crossed together 
and arrived in Hoboken, to another 
mass of people. Someone with a 
car saw the pregnant woman and 
said I’ll take you wherever you 
have to go… there was no room 
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for Alberto, she wanted to wait for 
him, but he said you go on ahead 
of me…and she left.

It wasn’t until 8 years later that 
Alberto told anyone that story. See, 
he had been in a shopping mall, 
and he bumped into a woman. 
“Alberto,” she shouted… “I know 
you,” he said. “September 11,” she 
continued, “You saved my life.” 
“Ohh, you were strong… we 
helped each other.”

“Alberto, when death surrounded 
me, I prayed to God that he would 
spare my baby and when I opened 
my eyes you were there, and you 
lifted me up and you carried me 
away from danger… you saved me 
and my baby.” And Alberto said 
“how is your baby?”

And she came back with a man 
and the man rushed to him and 
embraced him. Every night I thank 
God for you and prayed that we 
would someday meet. Behind the 
man, of course, was a boy.

“Alberto…” the woman said, “I’d 
like you to meet our son… his 
name is Alberto…”
And he said, “Oh, is that a name in 
your family…” 
And the father said, ‘It is now.’”

A new family is taking shape. The 
Spirit of the risen Christ is on the 
loose in this world—drawing all 
people to himself… and to each 
other.
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 “Bull Romanus Pontifex, January 8, 1455,” Pope Nicolas V. Read more in Willie James Jennings, The Christian 1

Imagination. ebook, ch. 1.

 http://blog.smu.edu/untolddallas/dallas1910/2
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