Linda’s Sermon for Candlemas, 2 Feb 2020

A LIGHT TO LIGHTEN THE GENTILES …
Readings: 
Malachi 3.1-5, page 961 Pew Bible; 
Luke 2.22-40, page 1028 Pew Bible; 
Psalm 24, page 373 Prayer Book.
Aim: To explore what example we should take from Simeon’s and Anna’s re-action to Jesus
Today is Candlemas or the presentation of Christ in the temple.  
In the Catholic church it is celebrated with a procession of people with candles, preferably starting away from the church where mass it to be celebrated.  It starts with the lighting of the candles and a short homily and then the procession into church singing the Nunc Dimittis, and an antiphon ‘Lumen ad revelationem’ commemorating Christ’s entrance into the Temple. (Source: Cross and Livingstone, page 229).
Today’s gospel is a very familiar reading, but what can we take from it to help us in our daily Christian lives?  
The two characters who stand out in this account are both elderly and it is good to remember in a society that values youth, that we can often learn a lot from those not in the first flush of youth.
When Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to the Temple, the first person they met was Simeon, a very faithful Jew who was looking out for the Messiah, whom God had promised him he would see before he died.  And here he was, not a mighty warrior on a charger, but a tiny little baby who had been brought for consecration to the Lord in accordance with Jewish law.  
Simeon’s reaction was one of praise that God’s promise had now been fulfilled and he could die happy.  But he did have words of warning for the child’s parents – it would not be all sunshine and roses as Jesus would have to die in order to achieve the salvation for the Jews and Gentiles promised by God.  
We do not know exactly old Simeon was, but we do know that Anna who then comes along was 84 and that, given people married quite young in those days, she had probably been a widow for about 60 years.  Her reaction to Jesus was in complete contrast to her life of prayer and fasting – she instantly got a new burst of energy and became a raving evangelist who just couldn’t stop herself from running around telling everyone she met that she had seen the Messiah.
But what can we take from their lives and re-actions to teach us how we should encounter the Messiah, or Jesus. in our daily lives?
Firstly, they were both prepared to meet Jesus.  Simeon seems to have had some sort of priestly role in the Temple as he was the one to greet a couple coming to present their eldest child to God.  That means he would have spent years studying the Jewish scriptures; preparing, leading and taking part in Temple worship, and he would have spent a lot of time in prayer.  
Anna we know spent her days and nights in prayer and fasting.  
We can tell from the words of our Psalm (124) that a certain amount of preparation was expected of those who came to worship.  They were expected to have clean hands and a pure heart – this would mean good living in accordance with the Law.  They were not to have idols or swear falsely.  These were the people who could ascend the hill to worship.
Of course, God welcomes everyone to come and worship him, but I wonder how much preparation we do before coming to worship?  How often do we actually sit down before coming to church and take stock of whether our lives and hearts are ready for worship?  How much more often is it a case of making the most of every minute available before we have to change and leave to do other things before dashing out of the door at the last minute?  A challenging thought!  
Once we get to worship we always in our services have the chance to repent, say sorry to God for the ways we fail him and seek his help to do better – something we can only do with his help.
And how prepared are we to meet Jesus both in church and outside it?  
Worship is part of that preparation, but we see three other things clearly that Simeon and Anna did in preparation for meeting Jesus.  Simeon spent time scouring the scriptures so that he could recognise Jesus when he came.  Even if we only read the few verses given in the Bible notes each day they will seep into our hearts so that we see Jesus.
And Anna spent all her days and nights praying and fasting.  We certainly need to spend time in each 24 hour period being alone with God and both praying to him and listening to him so that we can recognise his voice when he calls.  I have to be honest and say that I’m not very good at fasting; though, of course, it doesn’t only have to be fasting from food.  Many Christians do find fasting a valuable way of getting closer to God and meeting Jesus.
And how do we re-act when we meet Jesus?  We have seen the contrast in Simeon’s and Anna’s re-actions and I would suggest that we need a bit of each.  We certainly need to praise God when we meet Jesus and we need to tell others about those encounters.
Tom Wright in his commentary on this passage (Wright, 2004, page 27) puts it like this:
Everybody has their own role in God’s plan.  For some it will be active, obvious, working in the public eye, perhaps preaching the gospel or taking the love of God to meet the practical needs of the world.  For others, it will be quiet, away from public view, praying faithfully for God to act in fulfilment of his promises.  For many, it will be a mixture of the two, sometimes one, sometimes the other.
It is as we follow Simeon and Anna’s examples of prayer, fasting, Bible study and worship that we will meet Jesus and discern what he wants us to be doing at each minute of the day.  May God bless us as we go out this week to meet Jesus and be his light to those around us as we go about our daily lives.  Amen.
(7 mins)
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