Candlemas 2010

Today is the end of Christmas. Or to put it another way - the end of a cycle in the Christian Year focussing on the birth of Christ, and its implications for a whole range of perspectives. These range from the way an individual should try and live their life through to the way the world should be viewed. We have moved from the joyful celebration of Christ's birth to working out what it means to say that this baby was nothing less than the Word made flesh, the incarnation, the embodiment, enfleshment, of God. Christmas moved into 'Epiphany.' The word 'epiphany' meaning revelation, or showing or manifestation. This is a time when Christ is revealed - he is shown to us and the world. It began with the Feast of the Epiphany proper as Christ is shown to the wise men and, through them, to the gentile world. This season continued with Jesus's baptism in the River Jordan - he was revealed there as God's beloved Son. Then on to the water made wine at the wedding feast at Cana in Galilee. Jesus's glory, and hence that of God, was revealed. Last Sunday Jesus read from Isaiah in the synagogue, and in him prophecy was fulfilled, the future wide open. Today we conclude this season with the Presentation of Christ in the Temple or Candlemas.

We've just heard the story behind today. It concludes St. Luke's two opening chapters of his Gospel. They set the scene for what is to follow. Luke will later have Jesus telling two of the greatest parables - the prodigal son, and the good samaritan. In each case, expectations are stood on their head. The possibility of the most lavish sort of forgiveness is made clear. The outcast and despised is shown to the bearer of the love of God. The lost are sought out and found. This is very much Luke's emphasis. Even on the cross, Jesus will say to one of the criminals crucified with him - 'Today you will be with me in paradise.' Even there Jesus seeks and finds the lost. More epiphanies. More revelations to come. For the moment, though, what about today? What is the epiphany of Candlemas? I believe it to be threefold.

First, there is an epiphany of the past. Jesus is presented to the Lord by his parents in the Temple, the centre of Jewish faith and practice at the time. This was a place which it was believed God had directly commanded to be built in the land which he himself had given. The worship of the Temple was undertaken as God had decreed. This was God's dwelling place on earth. It is to this holy place that Jesus is brought. There, he is greeted by Simeon and Anna - almost representative figures of the past. They wait for the fulfilment of past promises, believing that there had been an epiphany in the past, a revelation in the past, a manifestation of God in the past. Jesus's presentation points, first, to that. For any Christian, or person who may be interested in Christianity, the past must matter. We need to know where we have come from, what people have believed, what they have striven for, what they have died for. To be able to say 'God was revealed then' is vital if God is to be believed in as the God of all time and eternity. For Christians the rootedness of Jesus in the past is important - his roots, physically and spiritually in what had gone before.

Second, the presentation of Jesus in the Temple gives us an epiphany of the present. What is it that Simeon says?


Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace,


according to your word;


for my eyes have seen your salvation…

Notice - now he is dismissed and his eyes have seen God's salvation: though with a nod to the past according to your word. Simeon experiences an epiphany in the present. He sees Jesus and know who he is. Simeon has seen salvation:


…
a light for revelation to the gentiles


and the glory of your people, Israel.

What of the present for us? Is Jesus a present and immediate reality for us? How might he be real for us? Prayer. Scripture. Sacraments. Worship. Action. People. Creation. In the present, can we see salvation? Through changed lives. Through new hope. Through repentance and forgiveness. Through peace that is real. I'm sure there is much more. What is an epiphany of the present for each of us?

Then thirdly, the presentation of Jesus in the Temple gives us an epiphany of the future. Simeon spoke not just of the past and present, but also the future. He said:

This child is destined for the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed, so that the inner thoughts of may will be revealed - and a sword will pierce your own soul [Mary], too.

There is a future to come in which Jesus will be present. His effect on people will be great. 'Falling' sounds ominous, but that is coupled with 'rising.' Jesus himself fell and rose. The salvation that Simeon spoke of will, in the future, be worked out through death and resurrection, falling and rising, breaking and rebuilding. This is the pattern we see in Jesus, and a revelation of the future is that this is precisely the pattern to be expected in the lives of Jesus's followers. For some there might be a mostly steady path, but sometimes the moment comes where something has to change. It is like dying and rising. The conviction may come to us through some insight into the Person of Jesus, through some text of scripture, through the word of a friend or foe. However it may be, we should expect epiphany in the future.

This is, then, a significant point in the Christian Year. Goodbye to Christmas. If any churches still have their cribs up, they will go today until next Christmas. Lent is only two and bit weeks away, and then begins the next cycle in the Christian Year focussed on the death and resurrection of Jesus - their celebration and their significance. For today, though, epiphany of past, present and future in Jesus who has been shown, is now shown, and will continue to be shown - light and glory, salvation before our eyes.

� Luke 2.29-30


� Luke 2.32


� Luke 2.34-35





