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Earlier this week I was speaking with my mother and she was sharing with me a recent encounter 

she had with a woman who just moved into her apartment complex.  Before the story itself, a 

quick backdrop – my mother lives in this relatively small complex of apartment buildings about 

an hour outside of Detroit, and her apartment happens to share a wall with the apartment that is 

used as the office space for the complex as a whole.  Having shared that wall for a couple of 

years now, my mother has come to know the staff in that office pretty well. 

 

So, the story, as she tells it, is that she walked into that office a couple of weeks ago and, the 

moment she walked in, the apartment manager turned to her and said, ‘Now I know – you are the 

one I need to talk to!’  It turns out that a new resident had moved into the complex – an older 

woman – who was looking for someone with whom she could visit, talk about the Bible, pray 

with, etc.  So, sure enough, the connection was made and this woman and my mother had their 

visit not too long ago. 

 

I have to say that what stood out to me in that story, however, was both the resulting 

conversation and the path that led to it.  The openness and willing heart to explore this dialog – 

both on the part of my mother and the woman requesting the introduction – is notably 

reminiscent of the story of Philip and the Ethiopian official in Acts.  There are some obvious 

differences, but the person willing to ask, and another willing to share, is the heart of what 

happened with Philip and that official, and it’s the heart of this budding conversation for my 

mother. 

 

Beyond the end-result of that new relationship, however, is the path that led to it.  The point that 

really stood out to me in this story that my mother shared – the somewhat unnoticed backdrop if 

you will – is the interaction with the apartment manager that allowed it to happen at all.  You 

see, my mother has never talked the Bible or faith with that manager.  They’ve shared enough 

that she understands some of my mother’s background, but their relationship isn’t based in 

church…it’s not formulated on a foundation of shared faith…it’s not something that has included 

my mother in any way proselytizing this woman.  These are two women who have casual 

relationship with one another that is based on the fact that my mother lives in the complex and 

shares a wall with her office.  And still, that relationship was enough that it laid a foundation for 
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that manager to know that, when this other woman was seeking a connection in faith, my mother 

would be the one to talk to.  

 

“Preach the Gospel at all times.  When necessary, use words.”  I think that’s likely a familiar 

phrase to many of you.  It’s oft attributed to St. Francis of Assisi, but the truth is that there is no 

actual record of him saying that.  There are some of his writings that would support a similar 

mentality, but it doesn’t appear that he actually ever wrote those words.  Still, I think it is a 

concept worth some thought now or then. 

 

“Preach the Gospel at all times.  When necessary, use words.”  There’s a risk of falling into a 

false dichotomy here – somehow perpetuating the notion that it’s one or the other.  It doesn’t 

work that way.  Frankly, I think words are often more necessary than we mainline protestants 

like to admit.  We tend to be a bit shy in sharing our faith, and that reserved approach sometimes 

causes us to miss out on opportunities to bring the light of God’s love more clearly into the lives 

of others.  There’s no one or the other to it.  It needs to be a both/and approach.  That said, I do 

think the experience my mother shared brings to light the importance of the unspoken preaching 

in which we engage in every moment of our every day. 

 

It’s a wonderful story that we read of Philip and that Ethiopian official.  The proclamation of 

God’s angel – the sweeping work of the Spirit – the convicted faith of a disciple – the joyous 

receiving of the Gospel by a new believer – the wonder of baptism.  This story has it all!  It’s 

God’s love for us, our love for one another, and our love for God – all wrapped up in this neat 

little bow of the story of this sunny afternoon chariot ride. 

 

There’s a danger to this story, however – a risk, I think, in our reading of it – that lies in this 

subconscious assumption that this is what it means to share the Gospel in the lives of others.  

When we talk about bringing people to Christ – when we talk about sharing the Good news of 

God in Jesus – this is what our minds go to.  Often it takes different forms – as we begin to 

imagine shouting through a megaphone on the street corner or knocking on someone’s front door 

asking if they’ve been saved – but, it all traces back to this underlying assumption that preaching 

the Gospel means preaching the Gospel.  That very notion, however, sends us down a very 

unfortunate path. 

 

“In the same way,” Jesus says, “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good 

works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”  (Matthew 5:16)  The thing that stood out to me, 

in listening to that story as my mother shared it earlier this week, was that there were multiple 

experiences of sharing the Gospel that were reflected in what she shared.  There’s a witness that 

my mother brings to that woman who wanted to share that dialog – and there’s a witness that that 

woman brought in seeking it out.  I would suggest that the greater witness of the story, however, 

was not the new relationship that came in the end, but the foundation that was laid to get there.  

The greatest witness in that story was that this non-church, non-faith, housing-based relationship 

that my mother shares with the apartment manager, is imbued with just enough of my mother’s 

non-preaching of the Gospel, that the manager knew exactly who to talk to when another had a 

need that was grounded in faith. 
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“Preach the Gospel at all times.  When necessary, use words.”  There are some risks to that 

statement, and it doesn’t have the historic grounding in our faithful ancestors that is often 

claimed, but I think the reminder involved stands true.  There will be those Philip moments in 

our lives – those moments in which we are provided with that crystal clear opportunity to speak 

the Gospel into the lives of others.  And, when those moments come, I pray we will have the 

faith of Philip to follow where God leads.  The vast majority of our preaching the Gospel, 

however, will never look anything like that.  The vast majority of our preaching Gospel will look 

a lot more like my mother’s relationship with her apartment manager – never proclaiming the 

words, but ever imbuing it in what we say, what we do, and who we are. 

 

At points along our lives, that crystal clear opportunity to speak the Gospel into the lives of 

others will come.  For the vast majority of them, however, that opportunity will have arisen from 

the decisions we made months and years before to preach without ever using words.  My prayer 

for each of us is that our every relationship, our every interaction, is imbued with just enough the 

Gospel, that when those people have a need that is grounded in faith, they will look to us and 

know, ‘You’re who I need to talk to.’ 
 


