
Reading: Luke 2.22-40 
 
The Presentation of Christ in the Temple, Candlemas, comes midway between the joy of the 
Christmas festival and the suffering and darkness of Passiontide.  The season of Epiphany 
culminating in Candlemas has celebrated the appearance of God – the manifestation of God’s 
presence among us.  Yet in the Biblical narrative not all have seen or recognised that presence.  
Many have been blind to the appearance of Christ or threatened by his coming.  But there have been 
others who have seen beyond the ordinary and born witness to the extraordinary signs of God: a 
young virgin, a carpenter, a group of shepherds, travellers from the east - and now a very old man in 
the temple holding onto the hope that he will see the Christ before his death and the 84 year widow 
Anna who lives in the temple. 
  
Simeon’s revelation, his realisation that his wait has not been in vain is one of the most beautiful 
moments of epiphany and recognition recorded in the New Testament.  The child in his arms is the 
fulfilment of his faith – the child releases him, sets him free, not to cling to a promise but to enter 
into it.  His song is one both of farewell and arrival.  Here we have a meeting between two people at 
both ends of their lives, a very old man, and a very young baby in his arms.  They both witness to 
each other.  And as the Christ child is offered, so we see Simeon’s life offered too – both lives offered 
into the hands of God with all the risk that a real offering involves. 
 
This Song of Simeon is known as the Nunc Dimittis.  I am sure I am not alone when I say that I have 
always loved these words: 
 
Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word: 
For mine eyes have seen thy salvation, 
Which thou hast prepared before the face of all people; 
A light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of thy people Israel. 
 
These words of prayer are always said in Compline, the late night prayer of the church.  They seem 
perfect words to say.  Letting go of the work and tensions and anxieties of the day.  These words are 
often used in funeral services too and always seem so perfectly chosen.  Letting go of life in peace 
and opening up to the promise of salvation offered by God. 
 
Lord now lettest thou thy servant go in peace, a prayer of freedom - words of humble release, after 
the struggle, after the journey, now the peace of the letting go.  Many of us carry so much with us, 
the weight and the tension and the hopes and fears of our lives.  Simeon’s prayer is like a handing 
over into God’s hands.  We have at times had to fight and agonise.  Here Simeon asks simply to go in 
peace.  Not carrying the weight or load or conflict with him.  Simeon cradling the child but also 
Simeon the one who is cradled by the child.  These words are our words too - go simply, go lightly, 
go with open heart, go with God.  There is something so beautiful in that request – and all of us who 
have witnessed old age in others and contemplated our own death or letting go - is this not what we 
actually desire most of all too - for them, for us, to go in peace?  That gift of peace is so precious, so 
central to our Gospels.  At the birth of Christ the angels sing of “Peace on earth and good will 
towards all.”  In the midst of the storm when his disciples fear they will drown, Jesus will rebuke 
both the storm and their fear with the words “Peace, be still.”  When disciples meet the Risen Christ 
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in the locked upper room again, so fearful of all they have witnessed, these are his words repeated to 
them.  “Peace be with you.”  May the peace of the Lord be always with you - Peace at our beginning, 
at the centre of our storms, peace at our parting.    
 
“For my eyes have seen thy salvation which thou has prepared before the face of all people.”  Seeing 
salvation.  Seeing God’s redemption.  Perhaps there are moments in our lives when that salvation 
seems far away and we experience only the absence of God.  During those times we simply have to 
stay faithful.  Imagine the many years of his life Simeon waited.  But there are moments too when 
we experience, perhaps fleetingly, this divine recognition.  It can be at any time, in a meeting, a 
moment, an event, a place, a relationship.  Today we witnessed that revelation in the baptism of two 
small babies - Ellie May Yeung and Katherine Makwati.  In that moment of epiphany, the storm and 
the struggles subside and we simply know God’s presence without word or explanation.  We see it 
and hear it within our very souls.  And suddenly in that moment we know that all the struggle, the 
loss, the love and the sacrifice was worth it because this is where we stand - we are standing in the 
light of God’s love.  
 
And if our Christian faith, our faith in Christ and the salvation he brings, is to mean anything, then 
we have to go on believing in the incarnation of God’s love even when we cannot always 
immediately see it – even in the darkness.  Even when like those first magi in the words of Eliot, 
“The voices are singing in our ears that this is all folly.”  Our Christian faith is not about creating 
positions of defensiveness, control and security.  It is about holding onto the peace of God when you 
have nothing else, even when everybody else and even you yourself perhaps think your faithfulness 
is nonsense, and that God’s love is an illusion - staying faithful just as Simeon was faithful.  So what 
is it that differentiates this hope from foolishness?  It is the fact that the result of your hope has 
already begun here and now.  You are not holding onto nothing.  You, like Simeon, are holding onto 
the Christ child who is and can become in you the source of all life.  
 
“A light to lighten the Gentiles and to be the glory of thy people Israel.”  The light which dissolves 
darkness.  The darkness can never win - for where there is light there the darkness is no more.  And 
this light is for all people.  For the Jews, for the Gentiles and for every nation of the world.  This is 
the treasure beyond price - that it would be worth selling the whole world for.  
  
But don’t think this love is sentimental, or simply a moment of sweetness.  Simeon even in the 
wonder of realising God’s promise of love and salvation, also witnessed to the pain that love would 
bring.  Simeon said to Mary: 
“Behold this child is set for the falling and rising of many in Israel and for a sign that is spoken 
against and a sword will pierce your own heart.”  
 
C.S. Lewis says, “To love is to be vulnerable and the only place where you can be perfectly safe from 
the dangers and perturbations of love is hell where there is no love.”  We too are called to bear 
witness like Simeon to that light. 
 
Last Monday this church held the Memorial Service of a woman named Helen Bamber.  After the 
Second World War she was one of the first to enter into Bergen-Belsen and witnessed at first hand 
the human horror of the holocaust, the millions who had been murdered but also the those who 
would forever live with these memories of horror.  She made this promise: 
“You are giving me your testimony 
And I will hold onto it for you 
And I will honour it 
And I will bear witness to what has happened to you.” 
 
She spent 68 years of her life working to bear witness: to bring help and support to those who had 
suffered torture and violence and had sought asylum in this country.  Hearing her story, what struck 



me was that her major work did not begin until she was 60 when she founded first the Medical 
Foundation for the Care of Victims of Torture and later The Helen Bamber Foundation.  At the age 
of 88 she was still looking for ways to realise salvation.  And in this bearing witness - in this gift of 
presence to those to whom often no one else was present she restored souls.  She gave people back 
their humanity.  And they gave her hers.  When asked why she did this work she answered: 
“It is about human suffering of refugees - it is about the short life of compassion, how quickly it is 
born and how quickly it dies.  It is about the stranger to whom we owe nothing.  It is about how our 
society will be judged and how we discover our humanity.  It is about love.” 
 
I was struck by how it is never too late to see salvation.  I was struck by how bearing witness does 
not belong to Simeon or Anna or the select few but to each one of us.  And that each one of can be 
the bearers of that light of revelation and peace.  It is never too late.  Perhaps like Ellie May Yeung 
and Katherine Makwati today your light is burning bright.  Perhaps your faith needs to burn 
brighter or be rekindled.  I wonder how today when you too come to the altar and like Simeon hold 
the body of Christ in your hands - I wonder how you can be a bearer of peace.  I wonder how you 
will cradle the Christ child in your life and I wonder how he will cradle you.  I wonder how you will 
be a bearer of God’s love. 
 
 
 
 


