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After Mary had observed the ceremonial days of postpartum purification required by Mosaic law,
she and Joseph brought Jesus to the temple in Jerusalem to present Him to the Lord. They
were fulfilling the Lord’s requirement that “every firstborn Israelite male will be dedicated to the
Eternal One as holy.” They also offered the sacrifice required by the law of the Lord, “two
turtledoves or two young pigeons.”
While fulfilling these sacred obligations at the temple, they encountered a man in Jerusalem
named Simeon. He was a just and pious man, anticipating the liberation of Israel from her
troubles. He was a man in touch with the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit had revealed to Simeon
that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Anointed One. The Spirit had led him to the
temple that day, and there he saw the child Jesus in the arms of His parents, who were fulfilling
their sacred obligations. Simeon took Jesus into his arms and blessed God saying:
Now, Lord and King, You can let me, Your humble servant, die in peace.
You promised me that I would see with my own eyes what I’m seeing now: Your
freedom,Raised up in the presence of all peoples.
He is the light who reveals Your message to the other nations,
and He is the shining glory of Your covenant people, Israel.
His father and mother were stunned to hear Simeon say these things. Simeon went on to bless
them both, and to Mary in particular he gave predictions, saying:
Listen, this child will make many in Israel rise and fall. He will be a significant person whom
many will oppose. In the end, He will lay bare the secret thoughts of many hearts. And a sword
will pierce even your own soul, Mary.
At that very moment, an elderly woman named Anna stepped forward. Anna was a prophetess,
the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She had been married for seven years before her
husband died and a widow to her current age of 84 years. She was deeply devoted to the
Lord, constantly in the temple, fasting and praying. When she approached Mary, Joseph, and
Jesus, she began speaking out thanks to God, and she continued spreading the word about
Jesus to all those who shared her hope for the rescue of Jerusalem.

***

Here we are in the 3rd Sunday of Advent, the Sunday of Joy. I’ve been reading
the Advent social media posts put out on Facebook by members of our
congregation, and the ones on joy all seemed to temporarily stop people or catch
them off guard. It seems easier to talk about hope, peace or love than to talk
about joy.
It's been a heavy few years for us and boy, do I feel like a broken record talking
about how we’re still going through the pandemic when we all thought it would be
over! Last week Laura talked about expectations around Christmas. Her sermon
title was “Advent Expectations” and it could just as easily have been called

“Great Expectations”. She played a cute little video that showed the expectations
we have of Christmas and then the reality that is Christmas.
There were the expectations that Mary had about her life, and then the reality.
Often those things are so very far apart. We have a memory
of what Christmas used to be like and a vision of what
Christmas could be if we didn’t have a pandemic, if we could
get together without worrying, if we could get along with that
individual, if we had a bigger, closer family, if that special
person was still alive to celebrate it with us. If only we had
more energy and less pain … if we had more money to give
generous gifts, if that dishwasher part would arrive and we
had a functional dishwasher …( a very first world problem, I
know!) Loss, struggles with health, finances, and relationships
can make “celebrating” Christmas difficult to impossible.
How do we celebrate? How do we find joy when so much of our life doesn’t
measure up to what used to be or what we envision it could be? How do we do
it?
I suggest we take a lesson from two little known people in the Bible: Simeon and
Anna.
Our scripture reading is a story that takes place after the birth of Jesus, but it has
‘Advent’ written all over it. Simeon and Anna are two people who are waiting for
Jesus even before anyone really knew he was coming.
("Simeon the Righteous" by Alexey Yegorov )
Mary and Joseph coming in to the temple with their baby in order to dedicate
their first-born son would not have been a rare sight. I don’t imagine there was
anything unusual or even special looking about this couple and their baby. Under
the tradition and law of Moses you had to dedicate your son. This was a normal
everyday occurrence. I don’t know how many families with babies would have
been in and out of the temple everyday but probably there were several. How is it
that Simeon and Anna recognized the baby? Quite simply, they were looking for
him. Both Simeon and Anna were expectantly waiting for the arrival of this
special child and I believe that is why they saw him.
That’s the first thing that I want you to notice and remember: we have to wait for
Christmas. What kind of waiting? This is not a pull-the-covers-over-our-headuntil-the-night-is-over kind of waiting; it’s a waiting that has us walking outside
and looking down the street to see if we see any sign of the One we know is
coming. Maybe in the English language ‘waiting’ isn’t the right word…it’s too
passive. Maybe the word we want is ‘looking’. It’s a waiting that points to the light
far away and says to the world: “Look! There! Do you see that light?” Simeon
lived in prayerful expectancy (I love that phrase) of that help and hope.

I believe the Light of the Christ child is all around us, but unless we are looking
for it, it can be easily missed. Our job as Christians is to look for it and to point it
out for others and in that way reflect the light.
The second thing that this scripture story speaks to is that Simeon and Anna
were not focused on themselves. They didn’t get selfies with the baby Jesus.
They weren’t exactly star struck. It would be fun to talk about the famous people
some of you have met. I’m not sure I’ve met anyone overly famous, but I
remember my brother-in-law telling us a story about seeing Mr. Bean in an airport
in the U.S. He chased him down and breathlessly asked him “Are you Mr. Bean?”
Mr. Bean, in a dead-pan way, took off his glasses and said “I play Mr. Bean but
my name is Rowan Atkinson.”
Anyway, my brother-in-law got a picture with Mr. Bean
and I’ll tell you the smile on his face at meeting him was
ear-to-ear!
I bet Simeon was smiling ear-to-ear when he met the
new-born Jesus and was filled with joy at this
encounter. But it was not about what it meant for him,
but what it meant for Israel and for the world. Simeon
was described as: “A man who lived in the prayerful expectancy of help for
Israel.” And that is why Simeon was able to say to God: “Master, now you are
dismissing your servant in peace, …for my eyes have seen your salvation…a
light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” The joy
was not about the expectation of great things for him, but about the expectation
of freedom and light for others.
In her devotional, Lily Jean used the scripture reading from Nehemiah 8:10 that
says “The joy of the Lord is my strength.” I love that verse, but I had a bit of an
‘aha!’ moment. I’ve always wanted more of that joy of the Lord in me. Don’t you
want more joy? It feels so elusive sometimes, but I realize that I didn’t
understand the verse quite right. It’s not the joy of Kim is my strength. It’s not
when I’ve got more joy, I’ll have more strength. It’s the joy of the Lord. When I
think of joy at this time of the year, or at any time of the year, I focus on me and
my joy, but Simeon and Anna were not focused on their joy, but on the joy of the
Lord.
What is the joy of the Lord? What gives God joy? That people who are enslaved
be set free, that the hungry are fed, that those who grieve are comforted, that
people come to know and experience God’s transforming love and that in return
they give glory to God.
How do we experience more joy in challenging times? We look for and we
become part of the joy of the Lord that is already at work the world.

This church does this well. Today we have our Christmas Sunday Supper which
is always a special one that fills tummies and hearts. It’s also the day we give out
hand knitted scarves, made to keep people warm and add beauty and just be a
blessing at the same time.
The poinsettias at the front of the church speak to doing this. While they are
placed in memory of people we love who are no longer with us; they will become
a blessing not to the people who made the donation but to someone who
perhaps needs more joy this Christmas — people in nursing homes, or who have
had a recent loss or health concern.
I was reminded of a story about how an entire town
celebrated Christmas 2 months early for a little boy. A book
about it was published last year called The Boy Who Moved
Christmas.
They celebrated Christmas two months early because of a
little 7 year old boy named Evan Leversage who was battling
brain cancer.
Christmas was Evan’s favorite season of the year, so
when doctors suggested he might not make it to
Christmas, the family decided to have their own
Christmas early. But one of the things Evan liked the
most was seeing the Christmas lights — so they
asked a couple of their neighbours if they would mind putting up their lights early.
It snowballed from there. The whole town got into it. The town put up its
decorations early and even decided to have their Santa Claus parade at the end
of October. 7,000 people attended the parade in the small town outside of
Brantford. Someone arranged to have fake snow put out on the Leversage’s
lawn. When Evan asked why people were doing this his mom answered:
“Because you have a whole town that loves you.”
Evan went into palliative care two weeks after the parade and continued to get
Christmas cards from around the country and even the world. If you have internet
take a look:
https://www.facebook.com/macleans/videos/10153675984158950/
Evan passed away before Christmas. He died knowing that he was special and
loved.
Little 7-year-olds should not be dying of cancer. There is so much in this life that
hurts and that makes no sense. I don’t have an answer as to why there is pain,
but I do know that that in the middle of it there can be strong and beautiful joy. It’s
not one or the other, sadness or joy, pain or joy, but both/and. As Simeon said to
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.”
God became human not because everything was bright and happy but because
of the heartache, imperfections and pain, because of your tears and your
weariness.
Jesus was born to set you free and to shine light into your darkness and your
pain and bring you real joy.
Just as Jesus was revealed to Simeon in the temple, so Jesus our Redeemer is
unveiled to us in the Christmas season. Christmas reminds us, as Eugene
Peterson famously translated John 1:14,
The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighbourhood. We saw
the glory with our own eyes,
the one-of-a-kind glory, like Father, like Son,
Generous inside and out, true from start to finish.
God is already in the neighbourhood. We are called to recognize that light, that
beautiful presence; and in very simple ways, be part of it. We are called to give
God’s joy and light away. Thanks be to God. Amen.

