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Good morning, Simeon. Good morning, Anna. It is good to see you this morning. 

 

Last Sunday, particularly at the Christmas Eve services, it was hard to spot you. On the high holy 

days, it is wonderful to welcome so many people to worship. Between Birmingham and Berkley, 

and the morning services and Christmas Eve services, there were ten worship services last 

Sunday. 

 

So many people…   

 

Today, well... Here in the sanctuary, we do not have three services as we typically do during the 

program year, but just one. It certainly feels like a Sunday after Christmas, though liturgically it 

is not the Sunday after Christmas, but the first Sunday of Christmas. December 25 is Christmas.   

Then there are 12 days of Christmas, ending on January 6, when Epiphany—and the arrival of 

the magi—is celebrated.    

 

Today is the first Sunday of Christmas, and while many—okay, most—of those who were here 

to worship last week are absent today, the regulars are here.    

 

Good morning, Simeon. Good morning, Anna. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Our Gospel lesson for this morning describes Simeon as a devout man. Simeon is not given a 

specific age, but we are clearly given the impression that he has lived a long life. As one 

commentator noted, Simeon seemed to be studying, and for the moment at least beating, the 

actuarial tables. 

 

At some point, Simeon had heard a message from God that said he’d live to see the Messiah. 

Had God spoken such a message? Had Simeon simply dreamed it? The priests of the Temple 

were not sure. But they tolerated Simeon. His regular presence boosted the attendance numbers, 

something any preacher can appreciate.   

 

“WHAT A WITNESS!” 
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Anna, the other seasoned character in the scripture for today, is identified as a prophetess and is 

given an age: 84 years old. She fasted and prayed in the Temple all the time. As a widow, she 

really did not have other options. There was no local senior center. Social Security did not exist.   

Anna was dependent upon Temple charity. It was how she lived. And, it was her life.   

 

Anna was a regular. When the doors to the Temple were open, she was there. She was even there 

on the low days, the days when attendance was but a fraction of the attendance for high holy 

days.  

 

Good morning, Simeon. Good morning, Anna. 

 

* * * * * 

 

Nine days ago, I was in church with my 87-year-old father. We stood next to each other, sharing 

a hymnal, singing songs of our faith together. We sat side by side as the Word was proclaimed.  

We bowed together for prayer. 

 

Sitting next to my father brought back memories of growing up in church, sitting next to him as a 

small child. Sharing a hymnal, me standing on the pew so that I would be tall enough to see the 

hymnal and see over the people in the pew in front of us. My parents had four children. Sitting 

next to Mom or Dad meant either a) you were not behaving, or b) you were being picked on by 

the others, so you were in protective custody next to one of them. I was the youngest, so 

typically, though not always, option b was the reason I was next to Mom or Dad. 

 

Nine days ago was December 22. Dad and I weren’t sitting next to each other for a Christmas 

service, but for his brother’s funeral. My dad was the oldest of three children. He had a younger 

sister, Aunt Marge, who died six years ago. And his younger brother, my Uncle Jack, the 

youngest sibling in his family, died December 17.   

 

It was good to be in church with my dad. His brother was an active member of First United 

Methodist Church in Farmington. The service of death and resurrection celebrating his life 

placed his life and faith in the promises of faith. It brought context to the loss. Words and songs 

of hope and expectation put death in its place. 

 

While it was good to be in church with my dad, the logistics of getting him to Uncle Jack’s 

funeral were a challenge. He lives three hours away. At this point, he is not driving. He uses a 

walker. And, upon arriving at any destination, the first order of business for us is finding a 

restroom. (I won’t say for whom.) 

 

In Cadillac, where my dad lives, he is a regular at the First Congregational United Church of 

Christ. It is a small congregation. If the doors are open, be it for a worship service or any other 

event, Dad is there. This morning, as we are here, he is there: he is a regular, he is a Simeon, he 

is an Anna. And while it may be easy to sentimentalize his commitment, being present, being in 

worship regularly, getting to church, takes effort. 

 

Good morning, Simeon. Good morning, Anna. 
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* * * * * 

 

Simeon and Anna are in the temple. They may be tired. It was not easy for them to get there each 

day. Yet, they are keeping the faith. They are praying. They are holding fast to God’s promises, 

even when those promises seem to be delayed. 

 

In Luke’s telling of Jesus’ birth, there are no magi, there is no flight to Egypt. There is the birth. 

There are angels and shepherds. There is Mary treasuring the reports from the shepherds.  There 

is the shepherds’ departure. 

 

Then Luke, in the verse just prior to today’s reading, tells us that after eight days passed, Jesus 

was circumcised and named. The reading for today begins: 

 

When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they 

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.” 

 

Purification was a ritual for the mother following birth. If the birth was of a son, the purification 

ritual for the mother would occur forty days after the birth. The sacrifice that would go with this 

ritual would normally be five shekels and a lamb or a dove, or in the case of poverty, two doves.  

Luke mentions just two pigeons. The young family, though committed to the rituals of faith, was 

poor. 

 

The designation of the firstborn is a ritual that recalls the deliverance of the firstborn of Israel 

from destruction in Egypt. Each firstborn male shall be called holy to the Lord; that is, devoted 

and consecrated to God. When God smote all the firstborn of Egypt, God saved the firstborn of 

Israel, and therefore claimed a right to them, and obliged their parents to redeem them. In Luke’s 

telling, the purification rite for Mary and the designation ritual for Jesus appear to be conflated.  

What is clear is that Mary and Joseph are doing it all. 

 

Into this faithful scene of a young mother and father doing their best to follow the rituals of their 

faith, steps Simeon, who takes the baby into his arms and praises 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. 

 

This line then follows: “And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said 

about him.” 

 

* * * * * 
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Forty days after the birth, after the angels and the star. Forty days after the end of the pregnancy 

that began with angel visitations. An old guy in the temple cradles the infant in his arms and 

declares that he is special. And—“And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was 

being said about him.” 

 

Huh? When I read and reread and reread this passage in preparation for this morning, that is the 

line the jumped out at me again and again and again.    

 

How?—how?—just forty days after the birth could Mary and Joseph be surprised at what was 

being said about Jesus? 

 

And then I began to remember those years, the years when Barb and I were parents to newborns.   

It was a while ago; our youngest child’s 25th birthday was on Thursday. But, oh, the memory of 

those years, foggy as they were, is strong nonetheless. 

 

Mary and Joseph were amazed about what was being said about Jesus. Of course they were. 

They were forty days into having a newborn baby in the house. If they were lucky, they were 

getting four hours of uninterrupted sleep each night. Maybe. Anything resembling normal had 

ceased to exist. This scene for me is one that affirms a core foundation of Christology: that Jesus 

was fully human. Which means he was a typical needing-to-be-fed-and-changed, not-sleeping-

for-long-at-a-time baby.  

 

Yes, Mary and Joseph were acting out their faith. They were doing what they were supposed to 

do. They were following through on the religious ritual that was a part of their tradition. But 

were they doing it with any sense of expectation? Were they doing it with any sense of God’s 

presence in the midst of it all? Did they have any sense of God’s presence in the midst of 

anything at all? Or were they just tired?    

 

They had vague memories of the elation and celebration that had occurred at the birth. But now?  

They were tired. They were being good. They were doing what they were supposed to do. They 

were at church. Did they expect anything? Did they hope for anything?    

 

* * * * * 

 

It is, I believe, a place where we all have been. Okay, I won’t speak for you all, but I will confess 

that it is a place that I have been. Following the birth of babies, and at other times in my life. I 

know that place when we cease to expect God to do a new thing. That place where if we get to 

church, it is more about getting there than any expectation of getting anything from it. 

 

I think this is where Mary and Joseph are. They are in the Temple. Doing what they are supposed 

to do. But do they expect anything? Are they looking forward? Or are they just hoping to get 

through another day? 

 

The young couple is going through the motions. It is the octogenarians who have hope, who see 

in the child the fulfillment of promise. 
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Expectations turned upside down. In the midst of a ritual that cements a child in the tradition of 

Abraham and Sarah, salvation to all—gentiles and Jews alike—is proclaimed. 

 

In the context of a patriarchal society, the good news, the witness to the coming of the messiah, 

is shared by Anna and Simeon, female and male. 

 

In a religious environment dominated by priests, it is both the insider (Simeon) and the one cast 

aside (Anna, the widow) who share in celebration. 

 

Jew and gentile. Female and male. Insiders and those cast out. All—all—are included. All are 

redeemed. All—all—are redeemed. This is the hope. This is the good news. 

 

It is easy to get old. To get stuck in routines. Whether you are in your eighties, or nineties, or 

twenties, or teens, it is easy for life to be too much, and for the bright glow of the Christmas 

promise to be replaced with the deadening dull of the daily grind.    

 

I’ve met many octogenarians like Simeon and Anna, persons of faith who are amazingly open to 

what God is doing and will yet do. Certainty that would limit God, religious rules that would 

confine grace, are, in my experience, more often an affliction of middle age than advanced years.   

 

We need Simeons and Annas, those who remain expectant, who hang on to promises, who still 

believe in dreams, though their fulfillment may long be delayed. 

 

We need Simeons and Annas who see promise in the midst of the ordinary, who see beyond the 

limits of ritual to the God in whom expectation is always a reality. 

 

We are not in the season past Christmas. We are in the Christmas season; today is the sixth day 

of Christmas. It is a day when the Simeons and Annas come to church. 

 

Today is also New Year’s Eve, the last day of 2017. Tomorrow is New Year’s Day. 2018.    

 

Will we enter it as those who still look forward, who still believe in what God is doing and will 

do? Will we enter it as those who believe in God’s ever-expanding embrace of us all? 

 

Albert Schweitzer once said that “in everyone’s life, at some time, our inner fire goes out. It is 

then burst into flame by an encounter with another human being. We should all be thankful for 

those people who rekindle the inner spirit.”1 

 

A Presbyterian pastor and poet named David Steele wrote about Simeon. In a poem, he recalls 

hearing that Simeon, a bit of a codger, was going back and forth to the Temple every day in his 

final years, pronouncing that very same blessing over all the babies presented to him. It's meant 

to be funny, this image of Simeon, but then, suddenly, Steele turns and says this: 
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When I read the blessing 

And thought about it, 

I began to wish he was right, 

About Simeon—and those babies. 

And I began thinking about our babies. 

And I wished someone, 

Some Simeon, 

Might hold my grandbabies high— 

And yours— 

The born ones and the not yet 

Proclaiming to them 

With great conviction, 

“You are the saviors of the world!” 

Meaning it so absolutely 

Those young ’uns would live it, 

And love it, 

And make it happen!2 

 

May God continue to place Simeons and Annas in our midst. And may we continue to be Simeon 

and Anna for each other. 

 

Amen. 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 "Albert Schweitzer Quotes." BrainyQuote.com. Xplore Inc, 2017. 31 December 2017. 

https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/albert_schweitzer_105225 
2 From the Presbyterian Outlook, April 17th, 2000, 12. 
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