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Presentation of Christ in the Temple, year A, Bilb and Ruff.
We have read scripture, or had it read to us, so often that at times we think we know the stories off by heart, and we might be tempted to switch off. This Gospel reading about the presentation of Jesus in the temple is one such reading, where we hear about the offering of ‘a pair of turtle-doves or two young pigeons’, the waiting of the righteous and devout man called Simeon who had been told by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah’, these are phrases which roll off the tongue.
But the feast of the Presentation of Christ carries a number of themes, and originates from a number of different parts of Old Testament scripture. Firstly, it marks the story of Mary and Joseph’s going up to the Temple to fulfil the law’s requirements for the purification of a woman after childbirth, an event that made her ritually unclean. 
As we come to the end of the season of Epiphany, it also marks another Epiphany theme, with Simeon proclaiming the significance of Jesus for the Gentiles, and also foreseeing the importance of the cross. Simeon, as with the Magi, only fully recognised who and what Jesus was and was to become after they physically saw him. 
For the church it is also marks the end of the period in the year, starting with the first Sunday of Advent and finishing on the second of February, in which we celebrate the incarnation of God, in the person of Jesus. A period of 40 days. 40 days, I believe, is used to denote a period of time that wasn’t just a few days but also wasn’t months or years. There are apparently 24 stories about 40 days mentioned in the bible, I wonder how many you could list. Perhaps a task for somebody in training!
When we read the New Testament we forget that actually the vast majority of it was written by people who had never personally met the living Jesus, and whose words and faith had therefore come from others. Last week we remembered the conversion of Saint Paul: Paul was a contemporary of Jesus and personally knew eyewitnesses of Jesus such as his disciples Peter and John, but these relationships only occurred after Jesus had died. He had knowledge of the life of Jesus and his teachings, but only through other people’s stories, yet we still hold great credence to the words of Saint Paul. 
Luke’s Gospel may have been written some 60 years after Jesus’s death, so if the author Luke had been around as a follower of Jesus, he would have been a very old man when he wrote these words. Luke is thought to have been a doctor and a travelling companion and co-worker of Paul, and used some of the stories and descriptions from Marks Gospel, which was written some 20 or 30 years before, as well as his own information from the memories of sources close to him.
People today say that they can never be as good a Christian as those who are talked about in, or who wrote the bible, but most of the time, just like us, their faith had come through the teaching and preaching of others, formed by the examples of the lives lived by the previous generations, and directed by the Holy Spirit. Our faith has the opportunity to be as strong as theirs if we stop making the excuses of not being in the right place at the right time, ie born some 2,000 years before. Some, if not all, of the gospel writers didn’t encounter Jesus first hand, but we trust their words, or at least we should, and we must learn to trust our own thoughts and words.
Simeon’s faith came from Old Testament scripture and through his prayers. Simeon dreamed that the Messiah would come, filled with the Spirit, to set them free. And this tiny baby which he now held in his arms, was to do that when he grew up. How this was to happen Simeon didn’t know, but he knew his Old Testament well enough to know that this baby would be the saviour of mankind. Along with his knowledge, Simeon had great faith and obviously a great deal of patience, because he had been waiting and praying and working for God for decades. Sadly, far too few people have this sort of knowledge and patience these days, because if they did our churches would be full, or at least more full.
The words Simeon says in joyful knowledge that his prayers had at last been answered, are repeated and remembered in the Nunc Dimittis, the canticle said mainly in evening prayer and complin, and is also said during a funeral service. For this reason, we perhaps think that the words within the Nunc Dimittis are words of sorrow and contemplation about the future, when in fact they are the complete opposite. 
When Simeon said these words it was more a cry of triumph, thanking God that Israel’s captivity was ended. Perhaps he realised that it was not just freedom from the oppression of the Romans that Jesus would bring, but that the Messiah would bring freedom from the captivity of sin and death to the whole of creation; that death would not be the end of our life with God, and that sins could be forgiven. 
I love saying the nunc dimittis at the end of the funeral service, because I feel reassured that when my work on earth is done, I too will depart it in peace, in the loving arms of our Lord. And in essence I carry this thought around with me through all of my life; my work is completed at various stages of most days and at each completion God grants me peace. What better way to spend your life than in peace with God. If you’re not there yet I can truly recommend it.
So the Presentation of Christ, or Candlemas, is a sort of watershed, dividing Christmas, the season of light, from the sombre days leading up to Good Friday. So welcome the light of Christ into your lives, rejoice that the Holy Spirit will guide you and be with you, as it was with Simeon and Anna, supporting and strengthening us until our journey’s end, when we too will be able to sing triumphantly, ‘Lord, now let thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen thy salvation’. 
We may be finally turning the lights of Christmas off, but don’t let your lives fall into darkness. Through the words of scripture, the example of others and the work of the Holy Spirit, find ways to keep the promises of God brightly lit as you go about your daily life.

