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Liturgical Day: The First Sunday of Christmas
Date: December 28, 2008
Sermon Title: Seekers of God’s Word and Will

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ.

Today I'd like to tell you three stories, and hold them up side by side. The first
is the story of Simeon and Anna. Simeon was a righteous man and a devout man:
filled with the Holy Spirit, and waiting for the “consolation” of Israel. Simeon had
received a vision from God. It told him that he would not die before he saw the
Messiah. Simeon was a faithful man, and so he believed the vision. Day after day
he remembered that vision; praying, studying, waiting for the Messiah.

One day, Simeon had an undeniable urge to visit the temple. St. Luke tells us
it was the Holy Spirit that moved him to do so. He awoke early, carefully dressed
himself, and made his way to the temple, where he sat down and waited.

Anna, St .Luke tells us, was also in the temple. She became a widow after
seven years of marriage, and dedicated the rest of her eighty-four years to serving
God in the temple. She could be found in the temple day and night — fasting and
praying and, like Simeon, filled with God's spirit. She was a familiar sight to all who
worshipped in the temple. Old and stooped with age, leaning heavily on a cane.
Every day she would come out of her quarters, walk into the midst of the people,
and join in the singing of the Psalms and the services of public prayer. The people
believed that she had a special understanding of God’s presence in the world. They
called her a prophetess. She too made an appearance in the temple that day — and
was, no doubt, somewhere in the building praying and singing Psalms.

As these two saints went about their business, Mary and Joseph brought their
baby boy to the temple, according to custom, to dedicate him to the Lord. They too
were devout Jews, and since the law of Moses required that every first-born child
be brought to the temple for this ceremony, they did so. It was while they were
there that these strange events took place. First it was Simeon: when he saw Mary
and Joseph come in with their baby, he immediately went over to them. He took
the baby from the mother’s arms, and held him high so all the people could see.
Then he began to sing aloud: “Master, now you are dismissing your servant in
peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you
have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles
and for glory to your people Israel.”

You might imagine that Mary and Joseph, simple country folk doing their
religious duties, were rather surprised when they were noticed by this devout
elderly Jew. Joseph must have been embarrassed. After all, they only had a couple
of doves to offer; not a lamb. It meant they were very poor — and probably wished
people wouldn't notice. St. Luke tells us that they were immediately “amazed.”

It wasn't the end of the day, though. Because no sooner had Simeon
completed his song, than Anna came over. She too began to praise God, singing
songs of great joy, when she saw the child. She told all who were there that this
child was the one for whom they had been waiting. This child was the anointed one
of God — the Christ. He would be the one to bring redemption to Israel.

Two saints in Jerusalem. Two saints who were devout, religious Jews. These
two were the first ones to understand just who this
young Jesus from Nazareth truly was. There was
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offering sacrifices. Children were being dedicated. Arguments were being resolved. Scripture lessons were
being taught. But in the midst of all the commotion, Simeon and Anna picked out the arrival of the Savior.
They had waited, prayed, hoped, and prepared themselves for that day. They had studied the Scriptures, and
sought to understand them as best they could... so they would know what to look for when the Messiah
arrived. And when the day came — when the Messiah did arrive — they were ready.

The second story is about a young man who had committed a crime, and had been sentenced to die. He
had exhausted all of his legal options, and his only hope of escaping death was a pardon from the state’s
governor. The young man’s mother begged the governor to visit her son, talk with him, and then make his
decision as to a pardon. “Just do this,” she said, "And then I will accept whatever decision you should make.”
The governor, touched by the mother’s plea, decided to pay a visit to the young man. He went to the prison,
and asked to talk to the boy. When the prison guard told him that he had a visitor, the bitter young man
followed the guard to the visiting room. The governor walked in. The young man didn’t recognize him, and he
refused to talk with the stranger. The governor, knowing how angry and frustrated inmates can be, didn't
want to aggravate him any further, and left. After the governor had left, the guard walked the young man
back to his cell. As they walked back, the guard said, “How did your visit with the governor go?” “The
governor?” shouted the prisoner. “"That was the governor?” He became hysterical, realizing that he had turned
away the only person who could save him.

The third story, of course, takes place this morning, since we have the privilege of celebrating with
Hannah Boyd as she receives the promises of God through the Sacrament of Holy Baptism at our second
service. This is an important story, because it reminds us that our Lord’s birth is not just something that took
place a long time ago in history. It is something that continues to take place today. The Babe who was born in
Bethlehem grew up and became the man who walked to Golgotha, was raised from death by God, and is how
seeking to gain a place in our lives.

None of us yet knows how the story of Hannah’s life will go. But we, along with her parents and
sponsors, can have some influence on this story, as we teach her to look at her world through eyes of faith; as
we help her to understand how important it is to spend time in worship and prayer and study; and as we work
with her to continually sharpen our own spiritual senses, and seek to be more aware of God’s movement in
our world today. We can help her to be, as Simeon and Anna were (and as that young prisoner should have
been), the kind of person who knows the presence of God in our world. That'’s the task of church: the task
God has given to you and me, that together with Hannah and all the baptized, we might follow the example of
Simeon and Anna, and be seekers of God’s word and will in the world.

This past week we once again celebrated the birth of Christ. Not everybody in his day understood that he
was the king. Some, like the innkeeper, never imagined that this poor child laying in a manger could possibly
be a king. Some, like King Herod, heard the message that he was a king, and actively opposed him. Like the
young man on death row who turned away the governor, by refusing to believe that Jesus was the Christ, they
turned away the only one who could have saved them. But others, like Simeon and Anna, knew who he was.
They knew because they had searched the Scriptures diligently. They had fine-tuned their senses to be aware
of when and how God was present in their world, and they were rewarded for their diligence with the
opportunity to meet the Savior.

I hope that the story of Simeon and Anna and the baby Jesus will encourage us by their faithfulness. I
hope that we, like them, will seek to grow in faith day by day. And when our Lord Jesus comes to visit, I hope
that we will be among those who see him — with eyes that are open to the ways he would lead us in faith and
in faithfulness. Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (January 2, 2009)
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Gospel Lesson (English Text) '

222 \When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to
Jerusalem to present him to the Lord % (as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be
designated as holy to the Lord”), ** and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord,
“a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.” 2> Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon;
this man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on
him. 2® It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s
Messiah. ¥ Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus,
to do for him what was customary under the law, 28 Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying, %
“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; > for my eyes have seen your
salvation, 3! which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, ** a light for revelation to the Gentiles and
for glory to your people Israel.” 33 And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about
him. 3* Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother 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.”

% There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having

lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, *” then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never

left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day. *® At that moment she came, and

began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem. *°

When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of

Nazareth. *° The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him. "
Gospel Lesson (Greek Text):

2 Kol Te EMAROONORV Kl NUEPaL TOD KXOKPLOMOD KUTWV KXTX TOV VOOV MwiTEWC, &viyxyov
a®OTOV €1 TEPOTONVMK TIRPKOTACKL TUW) KUPLW, 2° KXOWC YEYPARTITAL EV VOUW KUPLOL TLTIRV pOEV
dLXVOlyov UATPARV YLoV TW Kupiw KANORoeTal, ** kot Tod dodvat Buoiy KXTX TO ELPNUEVOV EV TW
VoUW Kupiov, Cedyoc TpLUYOVWY S0U0 VOOTOUC TTEPLOTEPWY. 2° KL 1800 vOpwTrog fiv €V lepouaaAnu
W VOUX SUMEWV KXL O VOPpwWTTog 00TOC dikxLlog KXl EDAXPNC TIPOTOEXOMEVOC TTXPXKANTLY TOD
lopan\, KXL TIVEOUX AV ylov €T’ xOTOV 28 kol fiv XOTW KEXPNUXTLOMEVOV UTTO TOD TIVEOUXTOC TOO
&ylou un &€y B&vaTov TP [f] v &1 TOV XpLoTov kupiou. 27 kat AABEV Ev TU) TIVEDUXTL €LC TO LepoOV
KOXL €V TW) ELORYXYELV TOUC YOVELG TO TTXLdiov Inoolv Tod TTolRoxl ®UTOUE KXTX TO €LOLoUEVOV TOD
VOMOU TTept xOTOD 2 KAl XVOTOC ESEEXTO XOTO ELC TRC XYKXAKCS KXL EDAOYNTEV TOV BedV KL €lrey
vOV XTTOAVELC TOV S500ONOV TOU, SETTTOTXK, KXTK TO PAHX Tou v elpnvn ¥ OTL €180V ot 0pBxAMOL Hov
TO CWTAPLOV GOV, 2! 6 NTOLMROXC KT TIPOTWTTOV TTRVTWY TV AXWV, 2 G €LC XTTOKGALYLY
EOVWV KK SOExV AcxoD gou lopanA. # kat Av 6 TTaTRp XOTOD KAL) HATNP BXLUKTOVTEC ETTL TOLC
AXAOUHEVOLC TTEPL BUTOD. ** KXl eDAOYNTEV XOTOVC SUMEWV KXL ELTTEV TTPOC M PLXM THV UNTEPK
x0TO0 1500 00TOC KEITKL ELC TITWOLV KXL XVXOTXOLV TTOAWY €V TW TIopxAA KXL €ELC ONUELOV
AVTIAEYOUEVOV - 2 kol 000 [8€] XOTAC THV YUXNV SLEAEVCETRL POUPXLX- TIWC V RTTOKXALVDOWTLY EK
TTOAAWV KXpdLWIV SLaxhoyLouotl. 2 Kot fiv Avwa TTpodiTLc, Buy&Tnp davoun), €k uAiic Aorp aatn
TIPORERNKUIX EV NUEPRLC TTOAKIC, THOXTX METX XVOPOC TN ETITX &TTO TAC TTxpBeviae xOTAC ¥ kel
x0T XAPXK WC ETWV OYDORKOVTX TETOXPWY, 1] 0UK dbioTaTo ToD LEpol VNOTELXLG KXL DEATEDTLY
AXTPELOLOX VOKTX KX MEPAY. 8 kXl GOTA TA P ETILOTROX RVOWMONOYELTO TW) BeW) KL EAKAEL
TTEPL ’VUTOO TTROLV TOLC TIPOTOEXOMEVOLS AUTPWOLY 1epOLTBARM. *° KXl WG ETENECHV TTRVTX TX KXTX
TOV VOUOV KUpLov, ETTETTPEPRV €LC TRV TXANRIXV €LC TTOALY €xuTWV NoCopeB. *° To d& Trtdiov
AVEXVEV KXL EKPXTXLOOTO TTANPOVUUEVOV 0OPLx, KXL X&pLC Beod fv €T’ xOTO. ™

" Alist of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/worship/church_year.

T St. Luke 2:22-40, New Revised Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of

Christ in the United States of America).

il St, Luke 2:22-40, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren, Allen,
(© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



