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Luke’s gospel depicts Jesus’ continuing sense of urgency as he makes his way to Jerusalem.  He realizes that his days are numbered, and he will need more than the original twelve, to whom he “gave power and authority…to proclaim the Kingdom of God and to heal,” carrying on his mission after he’s gone.
Proclaim and heal.  First the twelve and then the 70.  And if we, as modern day disciples, carry out of church this morning one thought, we do well to hear and to heed the words of Jesus:  Proclaim and Heal.  Why?  Jesus says, “The Kingdom of God is near and I have given you power.”  
Go!  I’ve given you authority to tread on snakes and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy.  Now, I need to pause a moment on this one.  A well-meaning, but nevertheless uninformed, interpretation of this scripture has in years past, and I suspect yet today in some places, espoused that we can really, literally tread on snakes and scorpions and not get stung.  If we do, it won’t be able to hurt us.  I really do not recommend it!
Actually, Jesus is talking about being given the authority to tread out evil and have authority over the power of evil in our world.  The snake and scorpion imagery harkens back to the creation myth, where the serpent, or snake, represents evil.  This not only makes sense, but it is even more powerful when you think of the implications.

The seventy do what Jesus tells them, and when they come back to him all excited because even demons submit to them, Jesus says that he watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightening.   He’s saying that even as they were doing their work, he had an image of the power of evil crashing down as they obeyed his charge to them.  He says to them, “Of course the demons submitted to you.  I’ve given you power over evil.  I’ve given you power to proclaim the good news that the Kingdom of God is near.  I’ve given you power to heal the pain and sickness in people’s lives and in the world.  
Not only the original 12 and then the 70, but everyone in hearing range of this gospel passage is sent with these words that have inspired, motivated, and mobilized the church down through the centuries.  Friends, Christianity is not an institution.  It is a powerful, life-changing movement.   
Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams said, “We’re rediscovering something about what the Church is…the Church is something that happens before it’s something that is institutionally organized.  It happens when the Good News summons, assembles, people around Jesus Christ…The very point of the Church is “to provide a place where Christ is set free in our midst.”

Perhaps that’s where we start.  We stop trying to keep it bottled up and well contained.  Perhaps when we allow the life-giving fullness of Christ to overflow to the world around us, we will, like the twelve and the 70, be able to proclaim and heal.  But, I can think of a few other reasons we might have lost our fervor.
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First, we think we are not equipped and do not have the gifts and abilities to do what Jesus requires of those who follow him.  There is not even a hint that the 70, or the 12 disciples for that matter, were especially gifted, trained, educated, noble, pious, or even exceedingly moral as examples to the people.  There was apparently no indication that they were great preachers or communicators.  They are not referred to as the 70 best, but simply as the 70 others.

Jesus gave these seventy, as he did the disciples before them, very little to go on.  They were told simply to disperse themselves out over the territory, armed with two “tools”:  the authority Jesus bequeathed them, and the support of a partner—traveling in pairs, for encouragement and support.
Jean Pierre de Caussade wrote, concerning this rather minimalist approach, “Our task is to offer ourselves up to God like a clean, smooth canvas and not bother ourselves about what God may choose to paint on it, but, at every moment, feel only the stroke of God’s brush.”  
As we give up our insecurities and frailties to God’s empowering presence in our lives, God will do the rest—let God paint on human canvasses the necessary gifts and abilities.  The Holy Spirit will bring God’s message and purpose to life.
And another disabling thought pattern:  The immensity of the task of proclaiming the good news and healing the world.  I marvel at the tenacity of the disciples and the seventy.  Jesus sent them out as sheep among the wolves.  Since the life expectancy of unprotected sheep among wolves is about as long as it takes to grill a lamb chop—in retrospect, the seventy were actually remarkably bold!  

I used to think that people feel overwhelmed by the immensity of the call, but in wealthy, comfortable, educated communities like ours, it’s taken on a new twist.  I think that it is more about complacency and image and a lifestyle many have worked hard to create.  As a result, we can become spiritually lazy, and so we do feel overwhelmed by the enormity of the task.  We forget that we do not have to conjure up the power.  We forget that we do not have to take on the world.  As Mother Teresa replied when asked how she ministered to so many, she answered, “One at a time.”
Jesus gave the seventy and he gives us the power to deal with shortcomings and inadequacies.  Jesus has given us the power to speak the truth in love to our neighbors and our world, that God has a better way for them to live, think, and be joyous.  
The Apostle Paul, with his eloquent oratory skills felt ill equipped.  He writes in 1 Corinthians 2:1-5:  “When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming the mystery of God to you in lofty words or wisdom.  For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified.  And I came to you in weakness and in fear and much trembling.  My speech and my proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the power of God.”

The seventy evangelists were not a host of eloquent toast-masters.  Their physical resources were limited.  They did not have the latest four-wheel drive SUV’s, or laptops, or IPODS, or 
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frequent flyer miles, or vitamin and protein shakes to be prepared and strengthened for the task.  Apparently not even a change of clothes!

But the effectiveness of the seventy lies in the fact that they applied the compassionate love and power of God to those afflicted by evil in the world, in obedience to Jesus, IN THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.  HEALING was essential to their proclamation, and PROCLAMATION was a consequence of healing.  To do one was, in effect, to do both.

We need to actually do very little.  The message is not ours—it is his.  We are simply the messengers.  Our only necessities are to love and obey him.  He will do the rest.  All power in heaven has been given unto us… to proclaim the good news of God’s love in Jesus the Christ, and heal the sick and the poor—poor in this world’s goods, poor in mental and physical health, poor in spirit, poor in intelligence and poor in giftedness.

By going among the needy humanity of their day, the seventy embraced a way of life, an emptiness, and an urgency.  It is in the places of acute pain in our world today—in international strife, human rights violations, poverty, racism, hunger, homophobia, and sexism—that the power of Jesus for healing and renewal is most needed.  And often the least realized.  We can do something about that.  We, as the Christian community, can be Jesus’ eyes, ears, voices, hands, feet, and heart in the world around us.
Let’s be honest, to follow Jesus today means that changes are necessary.  It means that we will have to step out of our insular, elitist social circles and embrace people and ideas that are different from our own.  It means that we might have to make some sacrifice.  It means we take a long hard look at our lifestyles—our indulgent, wasteful ways, and be willing to listen, really listen, to someone who has a message from God that is new and that challenges us in areas about which we might be ignorant or just plain stubborn.  
The questions before us this morning are not:  how can I do what Jesus asks and what must I do to get ready?  
The questions before us this morning, if we are truly his Disciples are, “Where do you want me to go, and to whom, Jesus?  For whom and for what have you had to die to get your message across?”
