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Luke 2.22-40

What did you see when you came here today? Perhaps you were driving and parking the car
somewhere. Perhaps you came by bus; perhaps you were walking through the city centre to make
your way into the building here. Who did you see? | imagine we probably all saw people going
about their ordinary Sunday morning business. Ordinary people doing ordinary things.

It was probably the same that day in the temple. It may have been a busy scene with people
exchanging money, buying animals for sacrifice, and priests conducting rites of sacrificial worship.
A young couple bring in their first born son, their baby, as they come to observe the rights of
purification. It is a special occasion for them and a joyful one, but still it was what everyone did. It
was expected. It was needed: it was part of observing the laws that guided and shaped God’s
people; laws given by God through Moses, which had been observed for centuries. Ordinary
people doing ordinary religious things; one family among many, with a baby, offering sacrifices.

That is probably what we would have seen.

Simeon sees something rather different. What he sees is not the small, vulnerable and perhaps
rather in significant baby. He sees God's salvation. He sees something with purpose, something
God has prepared — and prepared not out of sight, but something that God is doing in the
presence of all people! He sees light, the light of revelation. What is he talking about?

The sculptor Michelangelo is credited with saying this:
“The sculpture is already complete within the marble block, before | start my work. It is
already there, | just have to chisel away the superfluous material.”

This quotation has been in my mind as | have considered this passage from Luke’s gospel. It
seems to me that it is very much about the challenge of seeing what we can’t see, of trusting that
what we can't see is real and present, of trusting that we will get to the point when we can see.
We might see a block of stone; the sculptor sees that there is within that stone something to be
revealed. With careful attention, with skill — skill that comes from practice and patience — it will
be revealed.

Simeon could see what he could see because he was a person who practised that careful
attention. Luke tells us that he was righteous and devout. This means he practised living in such a
way that he allowed his life to be shaped by God. As a devout Jewish man he would have read
and studied the Scriptures; he would have spent time praying and observing the laws of Moses.
He was consciously a “servant of God.” He allowed himself to be guided by the Holy Spirit. It was
all these things that, a bit like the sculptor’s chisel, enabled him to see the ways in which God was
at work in the world. Luke tells us that he was looking forward to “the consolation of Israel.” Israel
of course was God's chosen people: the people called out of slavery in Egypt and shaped by that
long period of time in the wilderness when God gave laws to Moses and they learned what it was



to be righteous and devout. They had become a people with a political identity and land to rule
over but this had not lasted. They had been overcome by other nations, some taken into exile and
all political power lost. There had been a return to Jerusalem and some rebuilding of walls and of
the temple, but they were always at the mercy of foreign powers. They were a broken people and
oppressed, yet however much they understood these events to be a result of their unfaithfulness,
they knew that they were not abandoned by God.

— Simeon was someone who knew that things could be better and that in God's time they would
be better.

| have found myself wondering whether if we had been in the temple that day and had been able
to ask the various people who were there what they thought, what would they have said to the
question, ‘what does the world need?’

| wonder what you might say to that question, ‘what does the world need?’ Or what answer would
be given by the people you saw on your way here today? We don't have to try too hard to
imagine the answers that some people might give. Wherever you get your news from you will be
hearing also sorts of opinions on what the world needs. Some say the world needs the UK labour
party to have a different leader; others that the world needs the USA to possess Greenland; the
world needs more weapons or fewer asylum seekers; or perhaps the world simply needs more
people who think | like us, because surely we are right?

Simeon knows a broken and difficult world, but what he sees is God’s answer to the world’s need
and God'’s answer is surprising: God'’s answer is that the world needs a baby - not just any baby,
but this baby, Jesus. And it's not just Simeon who sees this, here is Anna too. Anna who is
immersed in the worship of the temple, in a life of prayer and total devotion to God. She comes
and sees this baby in Simeon’s arms and she speaks of big themes, of the redemption of
Jerusalem.

Consolation, salvation, revelation, redemption

— lovely words, but what do they all mean? In the course of my ministry | have done quite a bit of
teaching with people training for ministry, and having conversations with people who are
exploring ordained ministry. We can spend hours talking about what these kinds of words mean!
This morning, however, | suggest that at this point in Luke’s narrative we don’t yet know what
these words mean. It is like that sculpture facing his block of marble, we know that there is
something important here but we don’t know what it looks like, or what shape it will be.

Simeon knew as he looked at that child that he was seeing the Lord’s Messiah, the anointed one,
sent by God; but if you'd asked around that day in the temple, you would've heard of a variety of
views on what that actually meant. As Luke goes on to describe the ministry of that baby grown-
up, we see how he, Jesus, constantly undermines ideas of what the Messiah would be like. It is
not about power but about vulnerability, about healing, about liberation not oppression.

The Feast of the Presentation is a pivot day in the church’s year. It might seem as though
Christmas was a long time ago but we are still in the Christmas season; today marks the end of



that — after today we start counting down towards Lent and our minds begin to turn towards the
events of Holy Week. Simeon’s words to Mary indicate the challenge and suffering that is to
come. This baby’s life is a life bound up in the life of God's people; a life that will generate
opposition from those who do not want salvation to look like Jesus; a life that will bring pain to his
parents; a life that will cause the inner thoughts of many to be revealed. (That can be rather an

uncomfortable thought!) In this child Jesus, there is a life that will bring about transformation.

Of course, we know what happened to Jesus. The church has had centuries to reflect on the
meaning of those big words. There have been centuries of Christian life. There have been millions
of disciples before us and no doubt millions will come after us. But today it is a moment to pause.
Simeon’s words and Anna’s challenge us to see God's presence in the unexpected and to see
God at work in our midst. We are invited to turn, to look ahead and to decide to walk with Jesus
in his ministry, to learn with him and allow our lives to be shaped by him. Perhaps we might let
Jesus be the chisel, chipping away at that superfluous material and revealing the shape that God
has made us to be. And perhaps, like Simeon, we can point others to Jesus, helping them to see
what they cannot yet to see, enabling them to be drawn into that relationship where they too can
be shaped by God and discover more of what God made them to be.

As Simeon looks at that baby, he sees consolation and light and restoration brought to a broken
world. | close with some favourite words which convey something of what it is to see — to really
see — God’s presence in that baby:

When the song of the angels is stilled
when the star in the sky is gone

when the kings and princes are home
when the shepherds are back with their flocks
the work of Christmas begins:

to find the lost

to heal the broken

to feed the hungry

to release the prisoner

to rebuild the nations

to bring peace among the people

to make music in the heart.

Amenl!

Words by Howard Thurman, published in ‘Bread of Tomorrow: Praying with the World's Poor’, ed.
Janet Morley, SPCK 1992



