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As I was thinking about what I share with you today as we observe St. Luke’s Day, a story from just a couple of weeks ago kept coming to my mind. The other day I was at a meeting of the Long Term Recovery Organization as we continue to meet following the tornadoes of April 27. I met a young couple who are doing social work now professionally. They graduated from Lee University a number of years ago and liked the area so much they chose to stay with us doing social work. They are working in the area of recovery after the storms. I was hopeful, and still am, that we at St. Luke’s and they can coordinate so that  they can use some of our space here for their meetings. 

When I first met this couple it became clear that they had never seen our properties. I invited them to come meet with me, and I wanted to show them our facilities. After a little while we came over to the church. I want you to try to imagine how this young couple’s eyes lit up when they came in here on a quiet Wednesday morning. Once their eyes adjusted to the light, they were awe-struck at how absolutely beautiful it is. There was complete silence for a few moments while they took in how beautiful this church is. Then I gave them an overview of the parish history. I am by no means the parish historian. I have read the two books that give St. Luke’s history. One is a bigger book, the other a smaller paperback that is a supplement to the main history book. I have read those with great care and great interest, and I have certainly listened to a lot of St. Luke’s stories over the years.  So I gave them a history lesson of this parish but the history lesson evolved into talking about the present. 

What I really wanted to talk to them about was now – our worship life. I told them about the three services we have on Sundays, the 8 o’clock service, then 9:30 is a different group, and the 10:45 with the wonderful music that we enjoy. I talked with them about the Thursday service and how that really has become its own congregation, and about the wonderful fellowship we enjoy on Thursday. Then I told them about outreach and what we do in this community, and in the wider world. So what began as a history lesson ended up with me talking about ‘but the church is now’. We carry on the ministry that our ancestors gave to us but the focus of this church is not on its history, as important as that foundation is, our ministry to which we are called is now. That is the life-blood of our church. What I ended up saying to this very nice couple was, ‘I am very happy to show you the buildings, particularly the church building, but I would love for you to get to know the people. I invite you to come on a Sunday and then you will begin to understand St. Luke’s. Then you will have a sense of who this church really is.”


You may have noticed over the years that every time something bad happens to a church building, if it is the victim of arson, or a tornado, flooding, a fire, lightning strike, or whatever, almost without exception when local news crews go to interview people of the church that has suffered damage, whether it is the pastor they are talking to or lay people,  people will say, ‘But the church is not the building, the church is the people.’  That is such a powerful example of what we are talking about this morning. You all are St. Luke’s. You all make St. Luke’s special. Today on our patronal feast day, we are thankful for our history, and we are committed to being good stewards of what has been left to us by those who came before, but our ministry is in the present and in the future as we carry on the work that those who came before us have begun. 

I want to tell you another quick story. I have a colleague in ministry who is no longer in this area, but there was a time when he was in this basic geographic area. He had a church similar to St. Luke’s. The buildings were actually older than this, and it is in a small county seat town like we are. This guy and I were talking. We did not know each other well, but we certainly were cordial colleagues. He was telling me about the ministry in his church. The congregation was so focused on the history, in his experience, that he said to me in the midst of this conversation about how that parish was fixated on its history, “I feel like the curator of a museum.” That is a shocking thing to hear from a parish minister. ‘I feel like the curator of a museum’. When I really took on board what he was saying, I said to him in reply, “I am sorry that is your experience, but I have to tell you I have never felt that way at St. Luke’s.” We are good stewards of our heritage. We should be. We will continue to be good stewards of what those who came before us have left us, but we are called to a present ministry of love and compassion with each other, with our community, and, ultimately, we are called to reach out into the wider world as best we can in the compassion and love of Jesus Christ. 

Today’s scripture lessons are so wonderful. You could do a series of sermons on all of these lessons. I want to focus on one of the passages from today’s Epistle lesson. Paul says to Timothy early in today’s passage, “Do the work of an evangelist.” Just a handful of words, but they are so poignant if we stop to think about what is being said. ‘Do the work of an evangelist.’ Now particularly for those of us who grew up in this region of the country, we may have a certain image of what an evangelist is, and it may involve television, and stages, and telethons, and things like that. That, in the end, does not exhaust the meaning of an evangelist. Paul says to Timothy, “Do the work of an evangelist.”  In the Greek, the word evangelist comes from the word from which we get gospel, which is translated good news. Jesus says in today’s Gospel lesson, “I have come to preach good news to the poor.”  ‘I have come to bring good news.’ In the Greek text that is evangelion, gospel. So when Paul says to Timothy, “Do the work of an evangelist,” what he is saying is, ‘Share the good news. Spread the good news just like Jesus did in the synagogue when he began his ministry having come back from the temptations in the wilderness.’  This is such a wonderful passage from Luke. Jesus goes to his own local synagogue, and preaches, ‘I have come to proclaim good news to the poor, the gospel of God’s love, his forgiveness and healing.’ 

Today I would like to conclude by leaving you with these words of Paul to Timothy. ‘Do the work of an evangelist.’ May we all remember today that each one of us is an evangelist. Each one of us is blessed to have heard the good news. We have been given the good news of Jesus Christ. That is what this church exists to proclaim. Week after week after week, we are sent forth back into the world in the name of Christ to be evangelists, to know the good news, to know that we are loved and forgiven. That is our message. That is why we are here. All of the outreach that we do in our community, all the fellowship that we enjoy like today’s covered dish luncheon, the education we get from our Sunday school classes some of you have just come from --  everything we do in this church comes out of that foundation. We are here to receive the good news so that we can take that message into the world. Today may we give thanks for the history of this church, for all of those who have laid such a wonderful foundation for us, but most of all today may we recommit ourselves to doing the work of evangelism, taking the gospel of Jesus Christ into the world. Amen.
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