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Sermon for St Luke’s Day Sunday 18th October 2020

Today the church celebrates St Luke’s Day.

Luke was a dear friend of the apostle Paul, and is mentioned three times in the New Testament Letters. Paul describes him as ‘the beloved disciple’ and in the second letter of Timothy, he is referred to as Paul’s only companion in prison. Two books of the New Testament are, of course, ascribed to Luke – his gospel and the book of the Acts of the Apostles. 

From the very beginning of Luke’s gospel, it is clear that Jesus’ message is for everyone. Unlike Matthew, whose genealogy of Jesus begins with Abraham, Luke’s genealogy of Jesus begins with Adam. And this universal message is conveyed movingly in many of Jesus’ encounters and parables that focus on the inclusive nature of the good news. It is in Luke, and Luke alone, that we read of the shepherds at the manger, the parable of the good Samaritan, the woman healed on the Sabbath, the parable of the wedding feast, the prodigal son, the rich man and Lazarus, and the conversion of Zacchaeus amongst others…. Luke has also given us some of the greatest songs of the church, for it is from his gospel that we have received the Magnificat, Benedictus and Nunc Dimittis.

Yet none of these are the focus of today’s gospel reading. Instead our eye is drawn to another passage that appears only in Luke – the mission of the seventy.

This might seem a lost opportunity, yet in these nine verses are seven simple lessons on the nature of the mission or purpose of the church, and it is helpful to be reminded of them today.

First, from verse one, Jesus sends us to the places he himself intends to go. We are the body of Christ and thus are His agents for reaching others with the good news. But we never travel alone; the incarnate God is with us, within us and alongside us. We have no reason for trepidation or anxiety, but we should be enthusiastic and urgent in our task.

Secondly, from verse two, the harvest is plentiful – people are hungry for spiritual reality and truths. Whenever people are offered the possibility of encounter with God, the touch of his love, and whenever the life-giving call to discipleship is made clear, people are drawn to the gospel, they are drawn to God. Sadly, our failing, and the failing of the church, is often to get in the way of the message, or to short change people with only part of gospel truth.

Verse three of our passage – I send you out as lambs in the midst of wolves – reminds us that there is risk in sharing the good news. It is much easier to keep our faith for being in church or in our homes or in those safe and secure places where we feel we can truly be ourselves and talk about God. Yet as we keep proving in these COVID days, it can be rewarding to step outside and take our faith into the public arena and into the challenges of others’ daily lives. We need to be prepared to take one or two risks for the gospel, to become vulnerable for Jesus’ sake; when we do, we will discover that we are not alone, but that God walks with us.

The fourth verse – carry no purse, bag or sandals – is a reminder that we are not followers of Christ for personal gain. I would wish to extend this and say that we are not followers of Christ for the benefit of the institutional church either. We do not share our faith in order to fill our pews and meet our parish share – we share our faith because we want people to meet God in Jesus; the rest will follow naturally.

Verse five urges us in every encounter with a stranger to say first: peace be upon this house. In other words, we offer first God’s blessing – generosity of spirit and openness of heart – rather than a judicial cross examination. I remember once in a previous parish a parishoner greeting a stranger with the dreadful greeting: “Who are you?” I think her heart was in the right place, but as an example of Christian hospitality and welcome, it fell far short. Bless all, welcome all, be changed by all – above all, journey together.

Verse seven reminds us that God has placed you and me in this community for a reason. God has a mission, a purpose, here in Bromsgrove. We might feel small and weak sometimes, we might feel that all the exciting and big projects are happening elsewhere, but that doesn’t mean we can’t listen to God to discern what he wills for us here and now. Faithfulness to God’s calling on our lives is far more effective than constantly searching for the next big thing somewhere else. This verse offers huge affirmation to the Anglican commitment to be a Christian presence in every community.

Finally, verses eight and nine remind us to be humble in the presence of those we meet, and to remember that it is Almighty God in and through us that is at work, and that we do nothing by our own strength alone.

Today we may have preferred to reflect on one of Luke’s famous and beautiful stories, but instead we are encouraged to look outwards to our relationships beyond the confines of this building and into our town, and all our relationships beyond at work, our families, the many groups to which we belong.

Where can we see God already at work and how might we be an even livelier contributor to His mission?

Lurking in the background of this passage is a question about our confidence in living the Christian life publicly. If we feel inadequate or under-resourced or simply if we feel shy, then it is to prayer that we should turn for God’s help, but also to the lives of the saints, including St Luke, for they too can offer us such inspiration and encouragement .

And so let us pray:

Creator God

You call us into being to reflect your light and love in your world;
Give us the confidence to be stronger advocates of your truth
And show us how to be effective missioners here in our community
Through Jesus Christ our Lord

Amen

