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Psalm 24
Luke 2.22-40
1st February 2026

The Circle of Light

Gracious God – may your Living Word come to us afresh this morning – so touch, we pray our minds and hearts with your grace and truth – through Christ our Lord and in the power of your Spirit.  Amen

Well I just have a couple of questions for you this morning – here they are: Have you paid your quarterly rents and hired your new servants for the coming year?! Because that, traditionally, is what we might have been doing tomorrow, say a hundred and fifty years ago on February 2nd, otherwise known as Candlemass Day.  Of course there’s a strong chance that some of us would have been the servants waiting to be hired!

Today is just under forty days since Christmas and tomorrow The Church remembers the Presentation of Jesus at The Temple – a feast called Candlemass because Simeon talks of Mary’s child growing up and becoming the Light of The World – so in many churches, probably of a different tradition to ours, this weekend will see an abundance of candles symbolising the spreading of this light.

And to gardeners the appearance of Candlemass Bells – otherwise known as Snowdrops – brings a hint of spring. 

Luke’s description of the Presentation of Jesus keeps up a sense of momentum in the early life of our Lord. Those years of childhood are often challenging ones for any family, with each new phase filled with unexpected joys and unforeseen pressures. 

And so, it is in the Mary and Jospeh narrative as they bring their first-born son to God. It would be a day of mixed emotions, neither completely happy nor sad, but a surprising blend of both.  They came away from their temple encounter with perhaps more than they bargained for: with new insights that deflated any superficial optimism, alongside a growing understanding that God was at work in their ordinary family in an extra-ordinary way. 

This was an inter-generational encounter.  Simeon and Anna are honoured in this passage as possessing the wisdom of old age.  Mary and Jospeh are depicted as parents keen to treasure the tradition of their day, obviously valuing God’s place in their new family.  And Jesus, like all babies at their Christenings or Blessings, is glorious unaware of all the deep emotions swirling around him on the day of his Presentation.

Quite a lot of any minister’s time is spent in the area of Hatches, Matches and Dispatches.  These are precious moments and it's a great privilege to share them with folk, whether it’s the joy of a birth, the celebration of a wedding or the sorrow of a funeral.  And it’s often at these seminal moments when we get caught out.  I remember announcing the birth of our first son, at the service the Sunday after his Friday entry into the world and my voice caught with the emotion of it all as I struggled to get to the end of the sentence.  

In these moments of life we sometimes see things and feel them in ways that surprise us, worry us, confuse us, and  thrill us. Yet these are the markers of our life, moments when we often learn so much about ourselves, about God and about each other.

So, the tradition seemed quite straightforward and had been enacted a thousand times before within the sacred walls of Jerusalem’s most splendid building, The Temple.  

After forty days of staying at home to avoid infection, Mary presents her firstborn son to the Lord.  Such a moment echoed back to the story of The Exodus and the sparing of Jewish baby boys in that final plague.  

It was an intriguing liturgical exchange.  The parents offered their son to the Lord, only to redeem him back with the offering of two turtle doves – paid for by five shekels.  Not something that finds an equivalent in a modern-day Christening!

At this point Luke introduces us to Simeon and Anna.  We know Anna was, by the standards of the day old, because our evangelist breaks the rules of etiquette by telling us this lady’s age of 84.  And we presume Simeon was also getting on in years because it’s said of him that he fulfils his dream of not dying until he has seen the Messiah.  Either way it’s generally thought these two temple characters belonged to a devout group of Jews called ‘The Quiet in The Land’ – patient and prayerful worshippers of God.

Simeon’s encounter with Jesus has been immortalised in the words of The Nunc Dimittis – a Latin title of the prayer with which he blesses the Christ-child. Those of you with Anglican roots will know it’s part of the Evensong liturgy and has often been set to the most beautiful music.

The 1662 Book of Common Prayer puts it like this:
Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace
For mine eyes have seen thy salvation
Which thou hast prepared before the face of all people
To be a light to lighten the Gentiles
and to be the glory of thy people Israel.

Well, so far this is all full of hope – a real inclusive understanding of God’s love that shines not only into a waiting nation but also into the whole world.  This is the sort of theology it’s surely a joy to sign up to.
But – and there is often a ‘but’ when we discuss the reality of faith – there is a sting in the tail with Simeon.

Just as Mary and Joseph are warmed by his words, Simeon continues with thoughts that are much more challenging.  This child is destined to be a sign that’s rejected and his mother’s heart will be pierced as with a sword.

This, for Mary and Joseph, is just one more step on their journey into the reality of who Jesus was and what he had come to do.

His message of inclusive light and boundary crossing love will bring joy and healing to many and yet paradoxically, offend and anger others. There is the hint of the cross in these words from Simeon, and come Good Friday as we read of Mary standing at Calvary we can’t help but remember this prediction thirty three years before.

Yet still this episode, as recorded by Luke of Jesus’ Presentation ends on a note of thanksgiving because of the entrance at this point of Anna.  Verse 39: Coming up at that very moment, she gave thanks to God: and she talked about the child to all who were looking for the liberation of Jerusalem.

So this account seems to oscillate back and forth between moments of joyful thanksgiving and moments of hard and difficult truth.   What a day of conflicting and whirlwind emotions, the day Mary and Jospeh took Jesus to the Temple for his Presentation.

Yet there is surely much truth locked into this encounter.  Maybe truth borne by Simeon and Anna because of their years.  

A few years ago, I was sad to hear of a church just about to go into Pastoral Vacancy in which many of the older deacons had decided to give up once the minister had moved on, one reportedly saying Time for the young ones to take over.  The sentiment, although admirably generous, might have been misplaced because in a year that church was at sixes and sevens.  The experienced voices, now absent, had been so needed.  

Well, the words of Anna and Simeon, members of the older generation, help define the ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ, and they speak of two conflicting realities.

The first is that Godly light and Christlike sacrificial love always have a generosity of spirit about them.  It isn’t exclusive or ring fenced.  This self-giving love is utterly committed and was expressed to us by God in Jesus Christ – it’s the essence of the cross – that God so loved the world.  Simeon defined it as ‘deliverance for all nations’, and Anna rejoiced in it.

Recently I enjoyed watching, via a YouTube recording, the former Archbishop, Rowan Williams, preaching on this text at a candlelight evensong at Ely Cathedral.  I was struck by his phrase The Circle of Light and his understanding that God’s nature, and Jesus’ mission, was and is to welcome everyone into this Circle of Light.

Yet the second truth we surely find in this morning’s reading is simply that such an understanding of God is often, and sadly, misunderstood or simply rejected, especially if we ever treat such a Circle of Light as closed, so that people who are not like us are not allowed in.

Jesus preached and lived an inclusive message, and offered an understanding of God and love that many people, and maybe us at times, find incredible difficult and challenging.  

And yet however hard such a way of love might be, our belief is that at the centre of the universe – we might say, at the very core of God’s being, there is this great, Christ-like love. The sort of love that holds the world together and gives meaning to our existence.  This is the immense love, and the guiding light, being celebrated by Simeon and Anna as they held the baby Jesus in their arms.

In our most godly moments – and I hope that isn’t too arrogant a thing to believe - we might have glimpsed such love. The sort that is always open to rejection but keeps loving just the same. It’s found in a family between a parent and child during a rocky phase, in a relationship at work or church when forgiveness is offered but, alas, not received.  

Such moments of struggle, of rejection and of doubt need to be hallowed.  Hallowed by the example of Jesus who was never universally popular or inevitably successful.  Yet he kept on loving with his final words from the cross being ones of forgiveness and reconciliation.

Struggle never invalidates truth.  Not the struggle to believe the faith – which we all have from time to time, neither the struggle to live the faith – which we surely all have most of the time. And certainly not the struggle to both believe in and practice love.  

Candlemass, February 2nd,The Presentation of Jesus at The Temple – the day oscillates between the light of Christmas and the struggle of Lent – it’s not about a superficial, triumphalistic faith – instead it talks of generous love that stays true even when rejected, of believing in God’s light even in the darkest moments of our fears.

It’s the struggle that Jesus willingly chose to live, and we are called to live it too.


 
 
 
May such love and light, and such a way of living, be the bedrock and inspiration of our lives, in the name of him who cradled in his mother’s arms, received the blessing of Simeon and the prayers of Anna and grew up to be the Light of the World.  Amen.

Ian Green, Amersham, 30th January 2026


