Sunday 6th June 2010, First after Trinity. Canongate Kirk.
I Kings 17:8
Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now…
In welcoming to our congregation this morning delegates attending the 2010 Edinburgh World Mission Conference, I am conscious that we are not only marking the centenary of the historic World Missionary Conference widely referred to as Edinburgh 1910 and sweepingly described as “one of the most defining gatherings in the history of Christianity”, but approaching another anniversary that marks a defining moment in the history of Christianity here in Scotland. For it was on 9th June 597 that St Columba died, and every year we are encouraged to mark the anniversary but rarely has it been more appropriate than at this time of reflection here in Edinburgh on the worldwide mission of the Church. For first and foremost Columba, the famous Abbot of Iona, was a missionary. 
Inevitably not a great deal else is known about him for sure. He was of noble stock, though, by right of birth he was fit to be chosen for the Kingship of Ireland but went on from his own monastic education to found a series of monasteries which brought new impetus and vigour to Irish Christianity dating back to the days of St Patrick himself. Columba means “Dove”, a symbol appropriately of the Holy Spirit, and it is clear that Columba need not have flown any further, for equally at home both in the noble houses and in the leading monasteries of his native land, he could have comfortably stayed put in whichever dovecot he chose. Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now… and in 565 Columba left Ireland with twelve companions and set sail for Iona. And there he remained, returning to Ireland only for occasional visits, until his death on 9th June 32 years later. From an account written a few centuries later, Columba emerges as a tall, striking figure of powerful build and impressive presence, who combined the skills of scholar, poet and abbot with a fearless commitment to the Gospel. Most of his activity concerned the building of his monastery as a base for his missionary work, and the training of its members to carry out that same work. Work which continues to this day thanks not least to the Iona Community founded by George Macleod, who famously ran it from the then Manse of the Canongate, Acheson House directly across the road, during the testing years of the Second World War. Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now…and George Macleod too set sail for Iona. Backwards and forwards he went in the years that followed as the old Abbey was rebuilt, backwards and forwards. 
But our text refers not to him or indeed to St Columba, in whose footsteps he deliberately followed, but to the prophet Elijah, a similarly striking figure whose story we find in the pages of the First Book of Kings. And it’s not so much a story as a travelogue, for Elijah is always on the move. Sometimes on the hunt, sometimes on the run, but always on the move. When we joined him in our lectionary reading this morning, he was already on his way to find a widow to bring him bread and water. Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now…to Zarephath, a village of Sidon, and stay there; I have commanded a widow there to feed you. And in turn Elijah ensures that the widow, contrary to all expectation, has enough bread and water herself, enough oil and enough flour to last her and her family for a long time. It’s quite a turnaround in her circumstances and it’s all thanks to Elijah hearing the word of the Lord and being ready and willing to go now. Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now…
Judging by our Epistle reading, from St Paul’s letter to the Galatians, a similar word came to St Paul on an even more frequent basis. For there in the first chapter he recounts just some of the many journeys he undertook after his conversion  – I went off to Arabia, he reports, and afterwards returned to Damascus, and then to Jerusalem, and then the regions of Syria and Cilicia and so on and so forth through what are known as his missionary journeys. Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now…Of course it was all due to the most dramatic turnaround in his own circumstances, to which he refers so honestly and so openly in our extract. “You have heard what my manner of life was when I was still a practising Jew”, he reminds them, “how savagely I persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it; and how in the practice of our national religion I outstripped most of my Jewish contemporaries by my boundless devotion to the traditions of my ancestors. But then in his good pleasure God, who from my birth had set me apart, and who had called me through his grace, chose to reveal his Son in and through me, in order that I might proclaim him among the Gentiles”. Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now…
Just as Elijah left his home territory and travelled to Zarephath, just as Columba the Dove left Ireland and set sail for Iona, so Paul left the comfort zone of his Jewish upbringing and experience to proclaim Christ among the Gentiles. To each case we might apply our text Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now… But our Gospel reading reminds us that you don’t need to go very far to fulfil the word of the Lord, to proclaim the Gospel to those amongst whom we find ourselves. When Jesus raised that young man from the dead he was only in Nain, a small town not far from Nazareth at all and it was only by chance that he came across the funeral procession as he was passing through. But instantly he was able to turn around the circumstances not just of the dead man but of his widowed mother. “Everyone was filled with awe and praised God”, St Luke reports, “A great prophet has come among us, they said; God has shown his care for his people”. It is caring for God’s people that lies at the heart of all our readings today and of Columba’s journey to Iona all those centuries ago. Just as it lies at the heart of Edinburgh 1910 and Edinburgh 2010. Caring for God’s people, wherever they may be, near or far. And it lies at the heart of all our Christian work and witness too. Someone once said "I expect to pass through this world but once: if therefore, there be any kindness I can show, or any good thing I can do, let me do it now; let me not defer or neglect it, for I shall not pass this way again." 
Expand thy wings, celestial Dove,

Brood o’er our nature’s night;

On our disordered spirits move,

And let there now be light.

Then the word of the Lord came to him, Go now…And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever.                                                                         Amen.                          
