31 January 2021, Candlemas

Malachi 3: 1-5; Hebrews 2: 14-end; 

Psalm 24: 7-end; Luke 2: 22-40 

Ashdon zoom 2021
1.
Looking at a baby

I have been doing a lot of work on family photos recently, and it is fascinating to ask how much one can see of the future man or woman in the child. One photo has my Dad – in later life a solicitor and Company Director – looking very cherub like completely naked on a blanket. Not much sign there of the upright business man he would become! Yet as the years roll on, one begins to see features that are recognisable, and likenesses to other members of the family. I am often accused of having his chin! With human eyes, it is hard to see the man in the babe, though we can sometimes, looking backwards, see some signs of what a child is to become, once we know what we are looking for. One of our daughters always hated losing at board games, and still does – another has always looked on the bright side.
2.
Simeon and Anna: the eyes of the Spirit

Today we heard a beautiful account of the way in which two elderly people, Simeon and Anna, saw in the infant Jesus the fulfilment of their hopes – not just of their personal hopes, but of the hopes of their nation. Simeon describes Jesus as ‘a light to lighten the Gentiles’ (in the more familiar words of the Nunc Dimitis’), and the one who would save Israel. Likewise, Anna – about whose life we have many touching details – realises that this child is special and tells everyone about it. Both are so convinced and so excited that they speak of it to all around. Their joy and conviction are contagious, and cannot be suppressed.
3.
Epiphany: how Jesus was recognised

Today we celebrate Candlemas, or the feast of the presentation of Christ in the Temple. This feast has been celebrated in the church since very early times, and it is in fact a long tradition to leave your Christmas decorations until 2nd February, so don’t worry if you haven’t got round to it yet - Twelfth Night is a later Victorian idea. On this day, all the candles were brought to church to be blessed. In Ashdon Church, I am told that we usually light all the candles on this day, as on Christmas Eve, to remind us of the light of Christ. 
Yet Mary and Joseph were doing something very normal, and expected within their own Jewish tradition, coming to the temple 40 days after the birth of a son, both to purify the mother and to offer the child to God. The Church of England used, until fairly recently, to have a similar ceremony for the ‘churching of women’ considered unclean until 40 days after a birth. These then are the customs associated with this feast day.  What of its significance for us? 
Today marks the end of the season of Epiphany, when we have been considering how Jesus was revealed to different groups of people and by a variety of means. The season started with the visit of the magi, led by a star. Then it was the voice of God himself speaking at his baptism that endorsed Jesus as his beloved Son as he began his ministry as a man. This was followed by accounts of calling his disciples. No voice from God here, but a process of getting to know Jesus personally: ‘come and see’ say those who introduce Jesus to their friends and brothers. For one, Nathaniel, it was clear from what Jesus said that this was a man who could see into his very soul. Then at Cana, Jesus changed water to wine, and was recognised by his disciples, we are told: ‘his disciples believed in Him’. And now he is recognised by Simeon and Anna whilst merely a baby.
4.
What do we see in Jesus, and how?

This leads me to ask what we see in Jesus, and how we know. This question is important for us. I have been reading a new book: the Archbishop’s book for Lent, which focuses on evangelism. It is about sharing our own journey of faith with others. And I find myself asking the basic question: what does Jesus mean to me, and how have I come to know this? Simeon and Anna could not stop talking about the significance of this child. It is natural to want to share something that is important to us. But if we find it hard to identify what Jesus means to us, we will not be very good at sharing that with others.

We often speak of Jesus as the light of the world, and this is a very powerful symbol today and throughout the Christmas period. We think back to the words of John read at Christmas, who says: ‘what has come into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.’ Simeon also speaks of Jesus as ‘a light’, and during Advent we heard from the prophets who looked forward to that light. Jesus describes himself in many ways, one of which is ‘the light of the world’.
Life feels very dark at present, and we all feel the need of light at the end of the tunnel. Certainly the new vaccines seem to offer this in human terms, but they do not offer spiritual light: merely the hope of returning to something like normality, important as this is.

Yet Jesus also describes himself in other ways: as the good shepherd, as the true vine, as the way, the truth and the life, for example. For many of us, that image of the good shepherd is especially dear, and the hymn that we shall sing in a moment has a beautiful second verse that encourages us to turn to him for comfort and guidance. What then do we see in this man? Which aspects are for us most important?

Whatever our individual answers, it is clear that it is only the Spirit of God that can reveal these things to us. Simeon and Anna were in the right place at the right time to see the infant Jesus, but the Bible makes it clear that they were guided by the Spirit to recognise him. He probably looked, just as my father did in his baby album, simply like any other baby or young child. Yet the Holy Spirit revealed his significance to these two faithful old people. So too we must rely on his Spirit to convince us that here is indeed the one who would be not only the salvation of Israel, but also a light in our own darkness. 
Amen
     
O worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness
Faithful vigil ended
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