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This child is destined to for the falling and rising of many in Israel, and a sign to be opposed… 
On the one hand we’re going to sing “Joyful, joyful we adore you.” On the other, if we’re realistic, we are 
probably wondering, if hearts unfold before you, how come no one is taking any notice. For those of us 
brave enough to try, just talking about Jesus feels as if it will cause trouble, whether at the table or in the 
street. Something in our recent past has led us to expect that the world around us would simply listen in 
wonder while we retold the Christmas story, if only they would turn off the carols and the cash registers 
and stop feasting and partying just long enough to listen. 

Simeon said this would happen - the inner thoughts of many will be revealed, and in that revelation will be 
hatred at what is brought to light. What’s going on here? Who is in this story? We know its location, the 
temple in Jerusalem, but where are the important people? There are no priests, Levites or official attendants.  
Steeped in money and privilege, these Sadducees would later oppose Jesus in his Temple ministry. In their 
absence from the passage, Luke emphasises God's presence with the common people. 

There is a poor family, one who had an inauspicious start, she betrothed but pregnant, he only hanging on 
to respectability because of a dream, and a baby born away from the safety of home. Apart from all that, we 
know they are poor because of the sacrifice they make, a pair of turtle doves, the minimum allowed by the 
sacrificial schedule. Then there is an old man who seems to have no family, and an aged widow, Anna, 
whose very name echoes the Hebrew word for the poor “anawim.” 

All of these are people of faith, faith that God was present in their lives, present in their coming to the 
temple and observing all the rites and practices of their religion. But after such amazing scenes in Luke’s 
birth stories, there seems to be a sort of let down here. Shouldn’t Joseph and Mary have gone charging into 
the high places of the Temple saying what had happened to and for their son? In our world of media hype, 
that is exactly what we would expect. Gather around the TV crews, get asked how it felt having angels 
singing in the sky about your boy, or how it felt having dirty shepherds coming around, and what were you 
doing in the stable anyway - someone will have to pay for that! 

But no, Joseph and Mary are not seeking fame. Only eight days after the birth we read that they are picking 
up the rituals of their faith and having the child circumcised - the first major act of dedicating their child to 
God. And then again, Luke tells us, in just forty days, we see them again complying with the time 
honoured religious traditions of Israel and taking their young son up to the temple in Jerusalem to present 
him to the Lord. 

This is not the stuff of big event, high drama religious ecstasy. This is common garden-variety faithfulness to 
the prayers and little ritual observances that make up the spirituality of the ebb and flow of ordinary 
everyday life. And it is just such faithful observance that, that when carried out in a genuine response of 
gratitude to God, can over the weeks and months and years reshape your soul and conform you ever 
increasingly to the image of Christ. 

This gospel story goes on to give us two such examples of people whose faithful dedicated day-by-day 
development of their spirituality has resulted in their old age in quite extraordinary ability to perceive the 
subtle movements of the Spirit of God. 

Simeon is described as righteous and devout, and as one on whom the Holy Spirit rested. You only get to 
be described as devout, except when it’s used as a put down, if you practice a regular pattern of devotion to 
God exhibited in spiritual disciplines such as prayer, scripture reading and contemplation. Simeon’s years of 
devout practice have so opened him to the inner world of the Spirit and so attuned him to see deep beneath 
the surface appearance of things that when an ordinary looking couple from out of town bring an ordinary 



baby to the temple to do what pretty much every Israeli couple did for their newborn children, Simeon is 
able to pick this one out from the crowd as being different. 

Most of us would have seen nothing more than one more cute, gurgly little baby with its slightly 
bewildered parents going through the poor version of an infant dedication service, but Simeon, his 
perceptive faculties fine tuned by decades immersed in scripture and the life of prayer sees the salvation 
prepared by God, a light to the gentiles and the glory of God’s people. 

Anna too, like Simeon, has through her life long immersion in scripture and prayer developed the 
prophetic ability to see what is really going on beneath the surface of the everyday events taking place 
around her. She too sees in this rather ordinary little religious observance by these new parents the 
appearance of the long expected saviour of the world. 

Nothing really spectacular happens in this reading. It’s just things settling back into normal routines after 
the major disruption of Christmas. But in the settling back we are given these little snap shots of the two 
ends of the life of those who dedicate themselves to God’s Spirit. At one end we see a new-born baby 
already being introduced to the rhythms and devotions of faithful people and at the end of the account we 
are told that back in Nazareth he grew and became strong and developed in wisdom and in favour with 
God. 

At the other end of life we see these two elderly people whose lives have been shaped and refined, not by the 
big high energy events, but by a constant rhythm of prayer and listening to the scriptures, and whose 
experience of life and appreciation of everything that goes on around them is consequently far deeper than 
most peoples. 

Simeon's song in a sense declares the closing of the Old Testament. He represents the Jewish tradition and 
the recognises Jesus' fulfilment of it. The whole tradition is summed up and brought to conclusion; the 
Messiah has arrived.  He then speaks to Mary: "the inner thoughts of many will be revealed." Inner 
thoughts will be revealed by the fact that he is rejected. Jumping ahead to Luke 23:48: people walk away 
from the crucifixion suddenly aware of something about themselves; they beat their breasts. Conscience and 
consciousness are closely related. Conscience leads to greater self-consciousness.  When the excuses that 
justify our sinfulness are shattered, our sinfulness becomes a problem. That in itself is not enough to crucify 
a person, but when that person’s presence, their life and teaching reveals the injustice in the system as well, 
then crucifixion is almost guaranteed. 

That is the message that we are not so sure about. We would like to be liked, yet increasingly the church is 
seen as some kind of consumer party pooper. That  lets me know that perhaps we are not as irrelevant as we 
think. When we focus on the core message of the gospel, of joy for the sorrowing and hope for the poor, a 
society that cannot abide either is not going to thank us for reminding them about the realities of life, or 
about the truth of conscience and morality. 

I reckon as we return to normal after the hype and gaiety of Christmas, and as we contemplate the new year 
about to begin, there is a lot for us to ponder in this little picture of everyday spirituality. Another vague 
new year’s resolution to pray more and read your Bible more probably won’t do any more for you than it 
did for me the 15 or 16 times I did it. But if you’re honest about opening yourself to God’s Spirit and you 
make a regular time in a regular place to really establish some constancy and rhythm for your spirit to begin 
to move in, then I reckon I can guarantee that by this time next year you will know that God has been 
doing significant new work in you. I don’t guarantee you’ll live happily ever after, but you will be following 
in the footsteps of one who grew in wisdom and stature and in divine and human favour, and in the 
ordinary time between the big events we can do a lot worse than that. We can do a lot better than that as 
well. We can live in the joy that overcomes sorrow, the joy that comes from the fountain of life and the 
source of our being. 
The Word is among us. Hear that Word


