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The Feast of the Presentation
February 2, 2014

Luke 2:22-40

When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, the parents of Jesus brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the law of the Lord, "Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord"), and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, "a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons."

Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord's Messiah. Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying,

"Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, 

according to your word; 

for my eyes have seen your salvation, 

which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, 

a light for revelation to the Gentiles 

and for glory to your people Israel." 

And the child's father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, "This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed-- and a sword will pierce your own soul too."

There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day. At that moment she came, and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.

When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him.

It was 40 days after the birth of Jesus, and Mary and Joseph, obedient to the Jewish Law, came to the Temple in Jerusalem.  The visit served two purposes:  first, according to Jewish Law, every Jewish woman who gave birth to a son should, forty days after the birth, go to the Temple in Jerusalem and offer for the purposes of ritual purification two sacrifices – a lamb and a dove.  (If the family were poor, they could sacrifice two doves instead – which tells us that Mary and Joseph are poor.)  Second, in the case of a firstborn son there was also a requirement of the Jewish Law that the firstborn son be acknowledged as belonging to the Lord (Exod 13:2, 12, 15).  So strong was this understanding that the firstborn male belonged to God that it was required of the parents to “buy back”, or “redeem” the child from God by the payment of a fee (Num 18:15–16).  
It is this visit to the Temple by the Holy Family – for these two purposes – that we remember on this 40th day after Christmas, known on our church calendar as “The Presentation of Jesus in the Temple” or “The Purification of the Virgin Mary”.   

Our Gospel text is rich in symbolism, and we could probably spend all day talking about how this child who has to be redeemed from God is the same person who will redeem the world;  or how this Temple to which Joseph and Mary obediently come has, by the time Luke is writing his Gospel, already been totally destroyed.  
But I would like to focus somewhat narrowly today on Simeon.  

We are told that Simeon was “righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him.  It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah.  Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple;  and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying,

“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, 

according to your word; 

for my eyes have seen your salvation, 

which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, 

a light for revelation to the Gentiles 

and for glory to your people Israel.” 

Now, because the text says that the Holy Spirit had revealed to Simeon that he would not see death before he had seen the Messiah, some people assume that when he says, “Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace…” it means that Simeon’s death is imminent.  And that can be a valid interpretation of the text.  But I would suggest to you that when Simeon prays that God “now dismiss your servant in peace”, Simeon is not asking that God let him now die.  Rather, Simeon is asking that his role of serving as a sentinel, constantly looking to the future to the “consolation of Israel” and to the Messiah – Simeon asks that that role and responsibility now be dismissed.  
In the Old Testament, and especially in the book of Isaiah, the “consolation of Israel” is prayed for, longed for, and prophesied.  “The LORD will comfort Zion,” we read in one place (Isaiah 51:3), and in another, “Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God.  Speak tenderly to Jerusalem...” (40:1-2)  And in yet another place, the prophet foresees that longed-for day in the future when it shall be said, “Break forth together into singing, you ruins of Jerusalem;  for the LORD has comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem.” (52:9)  Simeon has been a faithful sentinel on the lookout for the consolation of Israel and the arrival of the Messiah.
But now Simeon has seen (with the eyes of the Holy Spirit) – indeed has held in his own arms – this baby Messiah who will achieve the consolation of Israel and of all the nations.  Therefore, his lifelong role as “sentinel” no longer has any meaning or purpose.  And so he prays that God dismiss him in peace from his sentinel duties.  

Richard Rohr tells about the situation in Japan at the time of WW II.  Young Japanese men were drafted into their nation’s army, and were indoctrinated into the identity of being a “loyal soldier”.  We know that this identity of “loyal soldier” was so strong that some young Japanese pilots willingly offered to become self-sacrificing Kamikazes.  After the war was over, however, and the young Japanese men returned home, they were lost.  The only self-identity they had ever had as an adult was that of “loyal soldier” – and they had played that role very, very well.  But who were they now, since they were no longer soldiers?  What was their purpose in life now?  How could they ever re-enter normal Japanese society?  
Some Japanese communities devised a powerful and ingenious answer.  They created a communal ritual whereby a soldier was publicly thanked and praised effusively for his service to the people.  After this was done at great length, an elder would stand and announce with authority something to this effect:  “The war is now over!  The community needs you to let go of what has served you and served us well up to now.  The community needs you to return as a man, a citizen, and something beyond a soldier.”  
Richard Rohr calls this ritual “discharging your loyal soldier”, and he claims that “This kind of closure is much needed for most of us at the end of all major transitions in life.” The role we have previously played in life before a major transition, the focus that has absorbed us, the mission we had believed was our life’s purpose, no longer applies.  The outward situation has changed, or our inner spirits have gone through a transformation, and in light of this, the person we were can no longer be.  
I would suggest that this is the situation which faces Simeon in today’s Gospel.  For a long time he had been a sentinel for his people Israel, a watchman looking for the consolation of Israel, for the Messiah.  He was like the psalmist who wrote:  “My soul waits for the Lord more than watchmen wait for the morning, more than watchmen wait for the morning.” (Psalm 130:6)  Upon seeing the Christ Child, however, and even holding the babe in his arms, Simeon’s faithful, hopeful vigilance has now accomplished its end.  Just as the Japanese soldiers had to have some kind of official and ritual discharge of their inner “loyal soldier”, so Simeon, having for so long faithfully served as a sentinel looking for the fulfillment of God’s promises, now asks to be discharged in peace.  Simeon the Sentinel must now become “Simeon the something-else”.    


My friends, I think that you and I are much like Simeon.  While most of his life he sought the fulfillment of the promises of God, you and I often spend a good part of our lives seeking the fulfillment of the various promises of our own imagining:  perhaps the promise of the “American dream”, of wealth and status, the perfect spouse or perfect children, comfort, popularity, a life in which we don’t have to struggle or endure suffering.  We are all sentinels, looking out there for the fulfillment of our desires and longings, often dictated to us by our culture, society, group, church, ego.  We spend the first half of our lives doing it;  we are loyal soldiers to our own desires, causes, beliefs, customs, ways of thinking.  But we – like Simeon – have now held the Christ child in our hands, and that should have changed everything!  It is now 40 days after Christmas, and high time that we dismiss our loyal soldier and allow ourselves to be transformed by the Christ Child more and more into the likeness of Christ, into our True Selves, our spiritually mature Selves.
In W.H. Auden’s For the Time Being:  A Christmas Oratorio, Auden imagines Simeon meditating on the Christ Child’s “visitation” to earth.  Simeon says, “And because of His visitation, we may no longer desire God as if He were lacking;  our redemption is no longer a question of pursuit but of surrender to Him who is always and everywhere present.  Therefore, at every moment we pray that, following Him, we may depart from our anxiety into His peace.”  Our redemption is no longer a question of pursuit but of surrender to Him who is always and everywhere present.  
Fr. John Shea, commenting on this meditation by Simeon, writes:  “The birth of Christ, ‘His visitation’, changes the agenda of humans from pursuing a missing God to surrendering to an ‘always and everywhere present’ God.  

“This is a landmark shift, and it changes the burden of responsibility.  When God was missing, we could always take umbrage and ask questions that were incapable of being answered.  I always like the ticked-off rhetorical question, ‘Where is God in all this, anyway?’ with its implied answer of ‘nowhere’… When God was missing, God could always be blamed.  When we are missing [when we are not present to the divine Presence], the divine cannot be a scapegoat.  Our flickering mind is the problem.”  (Shea, Following Love into Mystery, pp. 20-21)
The birth of Christ changes the agenda of humans from pursuing a missing God to surrendering to an ‘always and everywhere present’ God.  God, in Christ, is always and everywhere present, and our task is not to come to church once a week to search for God, but rather each moment of every day of the week to be open to that Presence.  

After Simeon sings his song, we are told that “the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him.”  Were they not aware of the identity of their own son?  So often we are not aware of the “always and everywhere present” God with us at all times.  Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel…”  Note the word order here:  Simeon does not say “rising and falling”, but rather “falling and rising.”  “First comes the fall,” wrote Julian of Norwich, “and then the recovery from the fall.  And both are of God.”  We do not look for perfection or sinlessness, but rather for the presence of God in our very weaknesses, failures, and sin.  As this same Christ Child will say in his adulthood, “unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone;  but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”  That loyal soldier, that False Self, must be discharged in order for new life – our True Self – to emerge.  
Finally, Simeon tells Mary, “This child is destined… to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed-- and a sword will pierce your own soul too.”  God’s Cornerstone becomes a stumbling block to those who would cling to their False Self, their Loyal Soldier.  He will be opposed;  and yet that very opposition will serve to reveal the inner thoughts of many.  The light of Christ will shine into the darkness of our world and of our own souls, and reveal the shadows that we have failed – or refused – to see.  

Simeon has sung his glorious song, proclaiming that here in his very arms is nothing less than God’s long-awaited salvation – “a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to [the] people Israel.”  And in the very next breath, he speaks of this Child, this Salvation Incarnate, causing the falling and rising of many, being opposed – and because of him a sword will pierce his own mother’s heart.  

It is all language of wrenching change – a change of no less a magnitude as dismissing the very self identities to which we cling so desperately – a dismissal of our “loyal soldier”, in order that a new identity, our True Self, might emerge.  After receiving the Christ Child, “Simeon the Sentinel” must become something else – and so must we.

AMEN 

