
SERMON FOR EASTER 6    |    17.05.2020  
Acts 17: 22-31;  1 Peter 3: 13 - end;  St John 14: 15-21 

  

In honour of Florence Nightingale, the year 2020 has been 

designated as the International Year of Nurses and Midwives. Who 

could have imagined, when the idea was first mooted, that we 

would be going through the worst pandemic in our lifetimes and 

that the work of our nurses and other trained medical staffs would 

bring such heartfelt waves of appreciation from grateful patients 

the world over?  

  

The honour being given to Florence Nightingale - including the 

setting up of a network of Nightingale specialist intensive care 

hospitals around the country - is well deserved. She, almost 

singlehandedly, transformed the nursing profession from a shadowy 

body of often drunk, male, totally untrained and often disabled 

army veterans (or women without other means of support) - into a 

well, ordered agency of treatment and recovery. After her first 

appointment as a hospital supervisor she was credited with having 

turned a chamber of horrors into a model hospital. She soon 

discovered the link between poor hygiene and infectious     disease 

and, at a practical level she also found time to invent an ingenious 

system of bedside call bells and dumbwaiters so that nurses did not 

spend all their time running up and down endless flights of stairs.    

  

When the Crimean war broke out in 1854, Florence was persuaded 

by the Minister for War, Sir Sidney Herbert, to take a party of 

nurses (10 Roman Catholic nuns, 14 Anglican nuns and 14 others) 

to work with the wounded in the military hospital at Scutari. She 

found the administration of the field hospitals to be utterly chaotic: 

blankets undistributed, no changes of bed linen and overflowing 

latrines. Small wonder that far more men were dying of disease and 

cold than from their wounds. At every turn she faced opposition 

from the generals who did not want ‘bossy women’ appearing to be 

in charge but as the Nightingale team proved their ability to get 

men back to the front, so attitudes changed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Her systematic approach to hospital life was transformative: basic 

hygiene brought the cholera epidemic under control, cooking was 

properly supervised, the welfare of the men and their families at 

home were made a priority and as a result her reputation among 

the infantry soldiers became legendary. Stories about ‘the lady with 

the lamp’ were regularly included in letters from the front. When 

the war ended in April 1856 she returned to England a national 

hero and she was received at Windsor by Queen Victoria.   

  

But there was another side to all this work: her constant demands 

on Sir Sidney Herbert were such that his health collapsed and he 

died, prematurely, in 1861. In one of her mystical ‘conversations 

with God’, dream-like periods of meditation that were her 

mainstay throughout her life, she records in her diary that God had 

said to her You are here to carry our my programme. I am not here to 

carry out yours. She noted afterwards, I must remember that God is 

not my private secretary.   

  

As Rowan Williams points out in his sketch of her, Florence 

Nightingale was a driven women, obstinate, self-righteous, generous, 

sacrificial, angular, judgmental and compassionate - all at once. And 

yet it was this combination of characteristics that led to Florence 

Nightingale’s greatest achievements spread over the remaining 

fifty years of her life until her death at the age of 90. Just one 

example: in May 1859 she had been drafted in to serve on the Indian 

Sanitary Commission which was looking at the conditions in over 

200 military establishments spread throughout the sub continent 

where nearly 7% of the non-combatant soldiers were dying each 

year. It soon became clear that she had no useful medical data with 

which to work and so she wrote to each of the 200 commanding 

officers demanding that the relevant documents be sent to her. The 

replies filled two large vans. Without a computer or much by way 

of secretarial help she summarized all the evidence and then set 

out, clearly and forcefully, all her recommendations, often using 

her own version of the pie chart to show as accurately as possible, 

the relevance of the statistics she had accumulated. The death rate 

fell almost instantly.      

  

 

 

 

 



Here in England Nightingale used money raised by public 

subscription to set up the Nightingale Training School at St 

Thomas Hospital. She mentored nurses called to serve during the 

American Civil War and Nightingale nurses were sent to Liverpool 

where, for the very first time, they worked in the Workhouse 

infirmaries, replacing the Sarah Gamp type women so caricatured 

by Charles Dickens in Martin Chuzzlewit. Her greatest book, Notes 

on Nursing, written in 1859, though written for those nursing at 

home, went on to be the core text for all nurse training from 1860 

onwards. As Caroline Worthington, director of the Florence 

Nightingale Museum says:  Florence transformed nursing when she got 

back from the Crimea. She had access to people in high places and she 

used it to get things done. Florence was stubborn, opinionated and 

forthright but she had to be those things in order to achieve all that she 

did. 

 

But some would also want to suggest that there was also a degree 

of latent racism in Florence Nightingale. Her relationship with the 

Jamaican Mary Seacole in the Crimea had clearly not been an easy 

one. Nightingale wrote, I had the greatest difficulty in repelling Mrs 

Seacole's advances, and in preventing association between her and my 

nurses (absolutely out of the question!). Anyone who employs Mrs 

Seacole will encounter much kindness, but also much drunkenness and 

improper conduct. Florence’s attitude to women too was complex. 

Clearly Florence Nightingale improved the status of trained 

women nurses but she also believed that women tended to ‘crave 

sympathy’ and were generally not as capable as men. She had little 

time for women seeking the vote and generally preferred the 

company of well-connected men. She often referred to herself as ‘a 

man of action’ and as ‘a man of business’.  

  

In our first reading today, St Peter lays out the qualities that he 

hoped would be found in the lives all of those seeking to serve 

Christ. Put up with being criticised and abused; suffer if need be; learn 

to be patient; model yourself on Jesus who gave up his life, a righteous 

man dying for the unrighteous...  Yet as we nod our agreement, we 

recall that Peter was, by and large, not very good at any of these 

things!  
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But a few moments reflecting on the work of our amazing nurses, 

those on the Covid-19 wards as well as the nurses who deal with the 

births of our children, the care for the elderly - and everything in 

between, may help us to realise what Jesus’ words in this Gospel 

are really driving at.  

  

To Philip who wanted everything cut and dried and obvious (Show 

me the Father he demands), Jesus says: you are seeing the Father, all 

the time, in the works of compassion and love that I am showing you - 

and in the actions of all those who listen to my words too. But God’s 

compassion comes in all sorts of shapes and sizes - and people.   

  

Florence Nightingale’s long life was spent loving the sick through 

an unflinching attention to detail: concentrating absolutely on the 

matter in hand, not allowing herself to be deflected by other 

concerns. Listening to a nurse being interviewed by Fergus Walsh 

from University College Hospital the other night, I could see 

exactly the same singlemindedness and a wonderful grasp of every 

element that would transform the health of her patients. Even the 

way she and her colleagues turned a man who had been on a 

ventilator for three weeks was a perfect example of love in action.  

  

But that kind of working ‘costs’. It is the compassion that allows 

someone to be ‘spent’ in the service of their patients. In churches 

we are very familiar with the symbolism of the candle which 

produces warmth and light - but, ultimately, only by burning itself 

out.  Wouldn’t it be lovely if we could be all these wonderful things 

Peter talks about and come out still being patient and courteous 

and even good humoured?! 

  

Florence Nightingale’s angularity wasn’t part of her chosen 

armoury: no one chooses to be superior and abrupt. Being able to 

be all things to all people and keep your own integrity is amazingly 

difficult and when nurses are lovely as well as professional (and they 

often are) then we have a double reason for thanking them!     

But in both cases we should have no compunction about setting 

aside the bits of their lives that may not be absolutely perfect, only 

too well aware that we need to ask each other for just the same 

generosity of spirit.  

 

 

 



Instead of focusing, as we can so easily do, on what we find annoying 

in one another, may we look instead, as Jesus said, at the evidence 

of what the Spirit of God is doing in each of our lives. God uses even 

the angular and the pig-headed to build his kingdom of love and 

good works!  

  

And it was knowing this that led Florence Nightingale to include in 

her nursing handbook the advice to make sure that - at some point 

in every day - a nurse should give some time to prayer and 

meditation, so making physical the promise of Jesus at the end of 

today’s Gospel that whoever asks for anything in my name will receive 

it.  

  

As we thank God for our nurses and midwives, we thank him in 

particular for their clear, single-minded professionalism and their 

care for each and every patient entrusted to them, especially under 

the severe pressures under which they are currently working.  

  

And we join our prayers for them with our thanks for Florence 

Nightingale and her extraordinary work in transforming the 

nursing profession.   

  

Give us we pray gentle God, a mind forgetful of past 

injury, a will to seek the good of others and a heart of love, 

that we may learn to live in the way of your Son, Jesus 

Christ, through whom we pray. Amen.  

  

  


