
How Big is God’s Tent?        Acts 8:26-40 

Before I begin I wish to give major credit to two writers who have opened my eyes to the meaning 

of this passage.  In fact, a month ago I was reading the book “Pastrix” by Nadia Bolz-Weber from 

our downstairs library and she tells of preaching this message in her congregation.  I thought to 

myself, “I wish I had the opportunity to share the gist of this message with you.”  Then Wendy 

notified us that she wished us to take the service today, and this very passage was in the lectionary 

for today.  I think that could be a sign, if you believe in such things.  The other is author and 

YouTuber Austen Hartke, a Lutheran trans man and Bible student who also found significance in 

this Acts 8 passage.  I will be quoting a bit from him. As well, much credit to several friends and 

friends of friends who added some valuable input. So, let’s get to it. 

In our story in Acts, the main character is described as a eunuch. In the most literal sense, a eunuch 

was a male who had had his testicles removed so he was no longer considered physically male. 

Often this was done to men in the Middle East who were then given the job of guarding the king’s 

harem, his collection of women, or sometimes some other position of great responsibility. In this 

case, the Ethiopian eunuch was in charge of the queen’s treasury. The idea was that their sex drive 

would not be such an important part of their lives and they would be more inclined to be loyal and 

trustworthy.  It is important to note that this would not necessarily have been done as a matter of 

choice. This is not something that would be common in today’s western society.  Something that 

might be similar would be the practice of having pets spayed or neutered.  The purpose is similar, 

and the unwillingness of the participant might also be similar. 

This could be just a bit of unnecessary information, but it can be the springboard for some rather 

important lessons for us today. 

This eunuch was from Ethiopia, and had been to Jerusalem to worship.  Ever since the time of King 

Solomon and the Queen of Sheba there had been people in Ethiopia who worshipped Yahweh, the 

God of the Jews. So it is not too unusual to see that an important Ethiopian official might decide to 

make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. 

But not so fast. According to Deuteronomy 23:1 “No one whose testicles are crushed or whose penis is 

cut off shall be admitted to the assembly of the LORD.” Pretty black and white -no emasculated male 
was allowed in the place of worship. In other places the inference is plain – anything offered in 
worship was to be perfect (Lev. 1:3), not damaged in any way, and even the food they ate had to 
clearly fit into certain categories (eg. if an aquatic animal didn’t have fins or scales, it was taboo 
Lev. 11:9,10). So the eunuch should have known that he would not be able to enter the temple. But 
this guy studied his scriptures as is shown by the fact that as he rode in his chariot he was reading 
from Isaiah. Isaiah 56:3-5 gives a much more generous position on a eunuch’s entry into the place 
of worship. The prophet says: “Don’t let foreigners who commit themselves to the LORD say, ‘I don’t 

count. I’m not part of God’s chosen people.’ And don’t let the eunuchs say, ‘I’m a dried-up tree with no 

children and no future.’ 
 
For this is what God says: I will bless those eunuchs who keep my Sabbath days 

holy and who choose to do what pleases me and commit their lives to me. 
 
I will give them—within the 

walls of my house—a memorial and a name far greater than sons and daughters could give. For the name 

I give them is an everlasting one. It will never disappear!” 



The rules of Leviticus have been made much more generous. Here God is said to have a special 

place for eunuchs. So it is quite possible that this Ethiopian eunuch would have had a wonderful 

visit to Jerusalem, living out a life-long dream to worship in the temple.  On the other hand, he may 

have felt the condemnation of the temple hierarchy. 

As the story continues in Acts, Philip had an opportunity to discuss another portion of Isaiah with 

this eunuch with the end result being that Philip baptises the eunuch. So, obviously, the rite of 

baptism into the faith was not withheld from this foreigner, this eunuch.  Philip understood that 

God was welcoming the eunuch with open arms.  That in itself was likely a major change in Philip’s 

heart. 

Now for the 21st century application. We don’t necessarily have eunuchs today, but we certainly 

have people who don’t fit into the gender binary of male and female. In fact, it is possible that the 

scriptural use of the term ‘eunuch’ may have intentionally included people that today might 

identify as transgender, bisexual, intersex, gay, or lesbian. As Austen Hartke puts it; “Eunuchs are 

the gender non-conforming people of the ancient world.” Many of us are completely happy with 

the gender we were assigned at birth, our ‘biological sex’, with a mental and spiritual 

understanding of our gender which matches society’s view of the physical. But there are those who 

feel conflicted between how they identify themselves, and their sex assigned at birth. Although 

society may tell us that there are only two genders, and there is a special place for each, a NY Times 

report (https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/01/health/transgender-population.html) says there are about 1.4 million 

adults (0.6 %) in the US that identify as transgender.  Not only are there women who were assigned 

male at birth, or men who were assigned female at birth, but others who know they are somehow 

different. Terms such as gender non-conforming, non-binary,  gender variant or gender fluid are 

used by people in our present world. If you were to meet such a person on the street you may tell 

yourself “I can’t tell if this person is a man or a woman” – which would be fine with the person 

themselves. They do not feel that either category fits them. If they told you their preference in 

pronouns, they may well say “Use they, them and their”, and neither he or she. Or you may see 

someone whose body shape may remind you of ‘masculine’, but the person is presenting as 

‘feminine’. The fact is that not everyone in the world fits into the either/or mold of male or female.   

It is important here to say that trans or gender non-conforming people may not have had, or ever 

be planning to have any surgery to be any more or less like a specific gender stereotype.  The 

similarities with eunuchs do not necessarily go as far as any surgery.  The basic similarity I see is 

that they are gender non-conforming, and potentially mistreated for being different. 

The long and the short of it is that we are unique individuals, and God loves us all. Period.  

In fact, God loves us as we really are, whatever we look like. God knows our hearts, and how we 

see ourselves, and is perfectly fine with that.  There are those who will have questions—Does God 

make mistakes?  Is it a sin to try to change the sex you were assigned at birth? I believe this story of 

the Ethiopian eunuch demonstrates that God is perfectly happy with who and how we are, 

however that may change along the way. God knows the depth of our self-knowledge, and rejoices 



in who we are. Even if we don’t fit into the particular mold of society.  Even if we are unique. Even 

if we have had surgery and are somehow different than the way we were born. 

You may be wondering if Jesus had anything to say about eunuchs.  Actually, he did.  In Matthew 

19:11,12 Jesus says: “Not everyone can accept this teaching, but only those to whom it is given. For there 

are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by 

others, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of 

heaven. Let anyone accept this who can.” What is Jesus saying here? Some people are born with 

diverse sex characteristics such as intersex, others have been genitally mutilated against their will 

(sometimes at birth), and others have chosen a life that is gender non-conforming.  He had 

absolutely nothing negative to say about those of his day who were gender-variant. While he often 

reached out to heal those who were sick mentally, physically or spiritually, he obviously held 

eunuchs as models to follow, not someone in need of healing. Austen again; “Jesus knew about 

people who fell outside the boundaries of sex and gender, and he did not see them as broken or as 

morally corrupt.” 

So how big is God’s tent? Is there room for Canadians and Cambodians, for Songhees and Syrian? 

For the clever and the inept? For athletes and couch potatoes? For straight and gay and bi and 

asexual? For rich and poor? For eunuchs? For men, for women, for gender-variant?  

The answer must be an obvious “Yes!” But this entails work and openness on our part. Our doors 

must not only be open to all, but so must our hearts. We must be willing to work towards treating 

everyone as an equal. God did and Philip did, and so can we. The most serious work to be done is 

probably in our own hearts. It is up to us whose life and experience are as the majority to be strong 

allies of those who may be part of a minority. 

As a congregation you may think that this is a no brainer—obviously we are open to trans and 

gender non-conforming people in our midst, as much as we are open to gay or bi folks.  But this is 

not the case in all houses of worship, or indeed in our society.  In a 2013 US study, “29% of LGBT – 

identified folks have been made to feel unwelcome in religious spaces.” 

Perhaps the best way to respond is to recognize some of the challenges faced by trans and gender 

non-conforming folks, and to see what we can do individually  and as a congregation to help affirm 

these children of God.  What do you think might be challenging for a trans person, and what might 

be a solution?  Here are some: 

 Why do I want to play with toys that some people thank are inappropriate ? 

 Why do I feel different around people I should feel the same as? 

 The debate between being true to myself, or hiding my true self—and the consequences of 

either—for the rest of  my life 

 Why do some churches seem so against me? 

 Being outed before I’m ready 

 Using public washrooms/change rooms 

 What my family and friends might say and do—disown me, or love me 

 How to deal with the misconceptions and misunderstandings of people—gender identity is 

a totally different thing than sexual orientation 



It may mean going out of our way to be welcoming to someone who could be worried about feeling 

safe or at home here.  We have designated a non-gendered washroom.  That is a small but actually 

important step.  We don’t realize how comforting it is to know no one will be questioning if it is 

appropriate for us to use a particular washroom. One of my local trans ‘friend of a friend’ says that 

she just doesn’t go to places unless they have single washrooms.   

Another trans ‘friend of a friend’ sent me a well thought out reflection on her life including this 

comment:  “a seemingly insurmountable challenge (as it seemed for so very long) can one day become something 

you don't even think about for days at a time. There may be people who would be pleased to hear that, though they 

may not believe it. I know I wouldn't have.” 

And a thought about coming out: “If nothing else I want people to know, especially those in the public eye who 

may be role models, how far the ripples of their decisions can go. Making the decision to be open about your identity, 

even if it's not that big a deal in your life, might make the difference between life or death for some other person you 

will never meet, who's struggle you are completely unaware of.” 

And a comment about the old ‘being gay is a choice’ myth:” Do people who think that being gay is a choice 

think the same about gender identity? People on both sides of the fence need to be clear on these points; neither is a 

choice.” 

So. Where do we go from here?  The United Church of Canada has an Affirming Ministries Program 

for congregations that “declare themselves to be fully inclusive of people of all sexual orientations and gender 

identities.”  This could be a specific decision that we make to go through a discerning and learning 

process in order to overtly choose to be affirming.  In the meantime, however, I hope this provides 

some food for thought of how we can ‘Draw the circle wide’, How I can ‘Live so God can use me’, so 

that all people know that ‘There is room for all’.      

May it be so.  Amen. 

 

Here are a couple other quotes from the book by Austen Hartke, the trans fellow I have been 

quoting. 

A report “found that 41% of trans individuals have attempted suicide, compared to 1.6% of the general 

population of the United States.” 

And “Nearly half of trans folks attempt suicide, not because there’s something inherently wrong with 

them, but because they experience a phenomenon called ‘minority stress’. The high rates of suicide and 

murder for transgender people can be traced to legitimate fears of harassment, discrimination, and 

rejection, [so] then the obvious solution is to create an environment in which the injured, the worn-out, 

and the hopeless feel safe and loved.” 

 


