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 Before I started to work at The First Mennonite Church, the only way I knew for coming from 

Hamilton to Vineland was down the QEW.  It’s a good road, a direct road, a fast road (except when the 

traffic backs up).  And then I discovered another way to get here.  That way is by a much less-traveled 

road.  That road is Mud Street, which becomes Fly Road.  Mud Street is a back road. 

  It’s been wonderful traveling that back road to Vineland.  You can see things you don’t much 

see on the QEW.  The landscape is more interesting--hills and broad vistas, farmland and woodland, 

cornfields and sweeping vineyards.  You pass many curiosities, such as a roadside market selling 

birdhouses of every imaginable shape and size, tiny churches and cemeteries, an Amish-style windmill, a 

huge carved wooden horse, kicking up on hind legs, fastened on top of a huge tree stump.   On the back 

road to Vineland you are greeted by homey, catchy signs, sometimes looking like they’ve been hand-

written.  Signs that read:   “Change your oil at Al’s Lube Service in Smithville.” “Calvin’s Magic Shows.”    

“Acorn Plumbing and Heating:  beat the freeze and do it now.”  And finally, there are the hamlets you 

pass through, places with exotic names, like Tapleytown.  And Grassie.   And Campden.   Especially 

Campden, with its intriguing Campden General Store.  I really want to check out that Campden General 

Store, just because of another sign outside it that reads:  “Forget the dog, beware of the owner!   Bike 

parking only, all others will be crushed!”  I’m sure the inside of that store will hold many surprises, such 

that you will find only when you travel a back road. 

 Maybe even like the surprise that Philip had, when he traveled his back road.  Philip is one of the 

three characters in our story from Acts.  If we’d follow him through the whole book of Acts, we’d see 

that he has repeated surprises, often things not turning out as he expected.  He becomes an evangelist, 

and goes off to Samaria, that unpromising mixed-race backwater that good Jews would avoid.  And 

surprise!--there’s a great revival, people respond to his preaching, they become part of God’s Kingdom.   

And then—another surprise!—an angel (or we coujld say, the Spirit) abruptly tells Philip, “Leave this 

place.  Go down south, to Gaza.  And don’t take the QEW either.  You’re going to take the back road.”  

Why would the Spirit do that?  Good things are happening  in Samaria, Philip’s ministry is going well, the 

church is growing.   And now he’s told to give it all up, and move to a podunk place called Gaza (the 

same Gaza that’s in the news today).  This would be like a successful pastor of a large city church in 

southern Ontario leaving for some bleak outpost way out in the boonies.   And to get there, Philip is to 

take what the writer of Acts calls “the wilderness road.”   Why that back road?  It will be hard traveling 

on that road, hot and dry, there will be no crowds, no water.   Very strange.  But Philip obeys, and starts 

off down the back road. 

 Where—surprise!--he meets the second character in our story, an Ethiopian.   This Ethiopian 

would be African, probably black.  He’s also a very important, very powerful man, the minister of finance 

in the royal house of Ethiopia.  And there’s one more thing about him—he’s a eunuch.    A eunuch is a 

man physically altered so he cannot have children.  In biblical times, eunuchs were employed in 



households as special guards or court officials.  Eunuchs could be social embarrassments, and also 

religious outcasts.  There’s a  law in the book of Deuteronomy that says, “No eunuch shall be admitted 

to the house of the Lord.”  Eunuchs need not apply to be part of God’s covenant people. 

 And this Ethiopian eunuch is sitting there, on that back road, in his chariot—the stretch 

limosene of that day.  He’s coming from Jerusalem, where he’s gone—of all things--to worship the God 

of Abraham and Sarah.  But, as we’ve noted, because of his physical condition, he would have had to 

stay on the outer fringe of the temple, he could not have gone inside.   And now he’s on his way home 

to Africa.  What a surprise to meet such a man like this on this deserted back road. 

  And the Spirit tells Philip, “Go up to him.”  And again, Philip obeys, he even runs.  And—another 

surprise!-- he hears this strange exotic man reading, reading from the Hebrew scriptures, reading about 

the suffering servant from the prophet Isaiah.  “Do you understand what you’re reading?” Philip asks?  

“No,” says the eunuch, ”I need some help.”  And so Philip climbs up into the chariot, and they read 

together.   And Philip says, “That suffering servant you’re reading about, that was Jesus.”  And he tells 

him about Jesus.   He tells him that there is something about Jesus that is good news even for a man like 

him.  He tells him that Jesus, who died, and rose, was the Messiah Israel had been waiting for.  And he 

probably told him that even though religious tradition has counted him, the eunuch,  out—surprise!--

God has counted him in.  And the Ethiopian likes what he hears, and he says, “Wow, can I become part 

of Jesus’ people?  Can I be baptized?”   That could be a problem, because, remember, we’re out here on 

a dry wilderness road, but—yet another surprise!— a pool of water appears.  That back road literally 

becomes Mud Street.   And Philip baptizes this Ethiopian eunuch, and—surprise!-- a whole class of 

people who have been outsiders and excluded from God’s people suddenly  become insiders to the new 

thing God is doing. 

 I said there were three actors in the story.  There’s Philip, that’s one, there’s the Ethiopian, 

that’s two.  Have you figured out who the third character is?   That third actor is the Spirit, the Holy 

Spirit.  Really, the Spirit is the main actor, and has arranged this whole series of surprises--ordering Philip 

to leave a fruitful ministry, sending him down an unpromising back road, leading him to an exotic 

Ethiopian eunuch of all people, stirring the Ethiopian’s heart to keep reading his Bible even though he’s 

just been excluded from the temple, prompting Philip to go up and talk to this stranger, working through 

Philip’s instruction to open the Ethiopian’s eyes to see that Jesus was good news even for him,  

providing water in the desert for a baptism, and then, at the end, zipping Philip away to another place.  

This story is all about the Spirit of God, that directs toward unpromising paths, and leaps social 

boundaries, and opens eyes to the deeper meaning  of scripture, and makes the church grow in ways it 

never imagined. 

 What do you and I do with this story?  We could talk a lot about what would it mean for us 

personally, in our daily life, to leave the main highway and follow the Spirit down a back road.  But let’s 

ask this--does the Spirit ever send a congregation down a back road? 

 I believe it does.  In fact, last week I read about not one but two Canadian Mennonite 

congregations who, like Philip and the Ethiopian, were surprised to find themselves being led by the 



Spirit down the same wilderness road.  One was the West Abbottsford Mennonite Church of 

Abbottsford, BC.   In its heyday, this was a thriving church of over 600 people.  It had high-profile 

pastors, great choirs, an orchestra, an array of committees.  But then it started to decline, and by the 

year 2000 had dwindled to a small, mostly elderly group, discouraged, lacking energy, wondering  if it 

had a future.  And then along came the Spirit.  The Spirit said, “Leave the main highway you’ve been 

traveling on, and turn off onto this back road.”  That back road took the form of the Kinghaven 

Treatment Centre, an addictions recovery facility just next door to the church.  Once a year the West 

Abbotsford church had had a Christmas banquet for the clients at the center, but otherwise had not 

connected with them.  Now, as that church found itself at the bottom, the Spirit led it to open its doors, 

literally, to welcome clients from that treatment center, people who also were finding themselves at the 

bottom.   As one West Abbottsford  member put it, “these were no longer just people who needed us, 

but now we were also people who needed them.”   And surprise!—new life in that declining 

congregation began to emerge.  And West Abbottsford church kept on walking down its back road.  It 

opened its doors even wider, now to a wider range of Ethiopian eunuchs types—to single mothers, and 

released prisoners, and women who had worked the streets.  And—surprise!-- the West Abbottsford 

Mennonite Church became even more alive.     

 Now enter the second actor in this story, the Wellspring Christian Fellowship, also a BC 

Mennonite congregation just down the road.   In contrast to West Abbottsford, Wellspring was very 

different.  It didn’t have a long history—only 10 years old.  Instead of seniors and a bunch of very new 

Christians, it was made up of young, stable families, with strong, mature leaders.   Rather than meeting 

on the traditional Sunday morning, it met Saturday nights.  These two churches didn’t seem to have 

much in common.  Nevertheless, in 2008, when West Abbottsford again began to run low on energy, the 

leaders approached Wellspring with a bold request:  “Would you consider joining us to form a single 

congregation?”   Huh?  Why should we?  Things are going well here at Wellspring, our ministry is 

flourishing, we like our church the way it is.  That’s like asking Philip to leave a very good thing he has 

going in Samaria to strike out on a risky wilderness road.   

  But like Philip, Wellspring didn’t say no.  They agreed to think and pray about it.  The two 

churches visited back and forth for a few months.   Leadership teams met together.  And finally—

surprise!—both churches made the decision to close their own church, and to form one new church.  

That wasn’t easy to do, both knew they would lose some current members who liked things the way 

they were and didn’t want to change.  But finally these two very different churches agreed to let go of 

their own unique histories, and their own beloved ways of doing things, in order to move together 

toward a future they felt God calling them to.  Hand in hand, they set out down the back road.  And in 

January 2009, the Level Ground Mennonite Church began.  And today the pastor of that church says, 

“We continue to marvel at the way God called us together in to a shared future.  In letting go of our past 

and releasing  our present, we were given a future that we never dreamed possible.”   

 The First Mennonite Church has been in transition for over a year, and more change will come 

this year, with new leadership. Do you think we could ask:   Is there a back road might the Spirit be 

calling this congregation to walk right about now?  Back roads do figure in this congregation’s history.  In 

the early ‘90s a number of you left the main road of the Vineland UM Church to migrate on a back road 



across town to this place, and surprise!—The First Mennonite Church was reborn.   Could it be time for 

First Mennonite to deviate from the well-worn, safe and predictable QEW, to a Mud Street?  It could be 

risky.  Back roads are not for the faint of heart.  There are twists and turns we are not familiar with.  We 

could meet people we usually don’t meet, like Ethiopian eunuchs.  We could come across people we are 

warned to beware of, like the owner of that Campden General Store.  I don’t know what new directions, 

if any, might be good for us here.   But I suspect the Spirit might know.   And maybe the Spirit would tell 

us if we’d ask.  The Spirit does assure us of one thing--that taking an unfamiliar back road promises 

whole new vistas and delights.  As Philip and the Ethiopian learned, once you leave the main drag, your 

church, and your world, will never be the same. 



Acts 8:26-40 

 Then an angel of the Lord said to Philip, ‘Get up and go towards the 

south to the road that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.’ (This is 

a wilderness road.) So he got up and went. Now there was an 

Ethiopian eunuch, a court official of the Candace, queen of the 

Ethiopians, in charge of her entire treasury. He had come to 

Jerusalem to worship and was returning home; seated in his 

chariot, he was reading the prophet Isaiah.Then the Spirit said to 

Philip, ‘Go over to this chariot and join it.’ So Philip ran up to it and 

heard him reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, ‘Do you 

understand what you are reading?’ He replied, ‘How can I, unless 

someone guides me?’ And he invited Philip to get in and sit beside 

him.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 shearer, 

     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.’  

The eunuch asked Philip, ‘About whom, may I ask you, does the 

prophet say this, about himself or about someone else?’ Then Philip 

began to speak, and starting with this scripture, he proclaimed to 

him the good news about Jesus. As they were going along the road, 

they came to some water; and the eunuch said, ‘Look, here is 

water! 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 Philipbaptized 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.  

 

 


