Sermon  Luke, Evangelist

Luke 10: 2 – 9:  Jesus said, “Go!  I am sending you out like lambs among wolves  … Heal the sick who are there and tell them, “The Kingdom of God is near you.”

Let’s be straightforward, it’s not hugely inviting, as followers of Jesus, to be told by Luke that Jesus sends us out, on his behalf, as lambs among wolves - !  - surely, you think, this can’t be a successful strategy for attracting people to the church, can it?! We all know what wolves will do to lambs, given half a chance – and I don’t know that those hungry wolves would even pause for the mint sauce or red current jelly!  Clearly, Luke, as a doctor, and as travelling companion to Paul, had seen life, in its harsh realities, and, like Jesus, he is under no illusions about human nature.  In the light of that ‘feet on the ground’, ‘down to earth’, approach, I take great encouragement from Luke’s repeated emphasis in his Gospel on ‘Fear not!’:
Remember – the star in the sky, a baby just been born, and most unexpectedly, angels appeared to shepherds.  Luke takes up the story: “And the angel said unto them, 'Fear not! For, behold, I bring you tidings of great joy, Which shall be to all people. 'For unto you is born this day in the city of David, a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you: Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.'”

This emphasis on God saying, ‘Fear not’, in the midst of fear continues right through the Gospel to the Resurrection appearances – so that ‘Fear not!’ is written through and through Luke’s Gospel. It’s about hope – because even the lost sheep, lost coin, lost son … are cherished and hugged by the all-forgiving Father.
Secondly, in our Gospel reading, Jesus said:  ‘Heal the sick amongst you.’.  And that’s another repeated emphasis of Luke – again, upping the profile for hope, for we would be told, we must assume, to ask God’s healing of the sick if nothing was going to happen.  Expect healing when you pray for it!
Thirdly, Luke not only has his feet on the ground, he has his eyes on Heaven, and he believes in the power of the Holy Spirit to change things. Luke describes in detail (so that we won’t miss the point) how, on the day of Pentecost, a strange boldness had come upon the disciples. Luke may be down-beat about the lesser attractive qualities of human nature, but he is decidedly up-beat about the power of God – well, that’s very good news! Luke is a realist, both ways; - and we know quite a bit about him, & his down-to-earth realism, because he wrote both the gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles. Did you notice, in our first reading, from Acts,  that half way through Acts he switches from telling the story in the third person (they) to telling it in the first person plural (‘we’) which suggests that at that point, when Paul was in Troas and about to cross into Europe, Luke became part of the group and he’s partly writing about his own experiences.  
In Paul’s letter to the Colossians, Luke is referred to as ‘the beloved physician' which can help us to read between the lines of what it was like to travel with Paul. We know that Paul had a serious physical problem that continually troubled him and was not healed by prayer. Now if you have someone with you who is a doctor, who do you think deals with that medical problem on a regular basis? And Paul was somewhat in the habit of being beaten-up, lashed with forty lashes, shipwrecked, generally badly treated by his various enemies, and at times hungry, cold and worn out. Again, who do you think patched him up and kept him on the road?

I suspect that Paul was not always an easy travel companion and that patience was one of Luke's virtues - after all, at the end of Paul’s life, in Rome, he was the only one of several previously very dedicated travel companions to have stuck with Paul.  The picture we have of Luke is of a patient and faithful man who used his medical skills to keep Paul on the road and used his education to record some of the stories that would otherwise have been lost. He also offered the simple but demanding gift of stable friendship to Paul - who was a complex and possibly  volatile person - thus enabling the spread of the gospel throughout much of the known world. This was at some personal cost.  We remember that not only was Paul shipwrecked, Luke was shipwrecked too, and faced the likelihood of drowning.

But, let’s look again at today's gospel reading: Luke tells us that Jesus had previously sent his twelve closest disciples out on mission, and now he sends seventy two. They go ahead of him in pairs to prepare the way for his arrival, not so much by preaching but by staying with the local people, healing their sick and telling them that the kingdom of God has come near to them. I suspect that Luke’s vocation is a bit like that too. He was not one of the seventy, but did end up in a pair with Paul on the road, staying wherever they were offered hospitality, going to many of the nations of the known world and, I'm sure, using his skills as a physician when they met people in need of healing.

So – what’s all that got to do with us? It invites us to ask: What do you think of as your vocation, your calling? Luke reminds us that commitment to Jesus is about using our gifts well, and in combination with the gifts of others.  That is - writing if we write, Singing if we sing, healing people if we have medical training, being a companion to other people and helping them fulfil their vocation, facing danger if necessary, maybe, like Luke, exchanging city life for being constantly on the road with Paul. That was Luke's story.  The question is:  What is your equivalent set of gifts and responsibilities? Our Christian vocation is mostly not about doing something religious. Rather, it is about finding ways to use our particular circumstances, gifts and skills in God's service wherever we are. It is about putting up with difficult people, hanging in when it would be easier to drop out, keeping going despite lack of apparent success, and being ready to face changes in the direction of life when circumstances demand it. In Luke's case it is about literally going the extra mile for God – all over the middle-east looking-after the volatile and fiery Paul.

I would gently suggest to you that, on this St Luke's Day, we can thank God for Luke's example and set out to follow it  – in the diverse range of ways in which Jesus calls each one of us, of all ages, to be his followers, and to spread the message, ‘Fear not!’. 
Let’s pray:
Almighty God,

you called Luke the physician,

whose praise is in the gospel,

to be an evangelist and physician of the soul:

by the grace of the Spirit

and through the wholesome medicine of the gospel,

give your Church the same love and power to heal;  Amen. +
