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Well, here I am speaking to you today from up here, courtesy of the Vicar who 
needs a quiet day after all the services this week ! 
 
I don’t know about you, but each year Christmas seems to take me by surprise, as 
if I were unaware, or somehow unprepared or did not pay enough attention to 
what we have been saying and doing in church during Advent. These past weeks 
I’ve certainly had my head down, trying to finish things before the end of the 
year, trying to get that paper written, that email sent, that file tidied away. 
 
And then, suddenly, here we were on Thursday night, in this holy place, with a 
whole load of people we have never seen before and maybe will never see again, 
and we witnessed something truly amazing – the moment we had been waiting 
for all along, the thing that the prophets of old talked about, the birth of the 
Christ child. 
 
One of the characters in today’s story sums it up right: 
“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”. 
 
He’s a top man that Simeon – “righteous and devout, looking forward to the 
consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him” – wouldn’t you like to 
have that written on your headstone ?! 
 
And there was Anna too - 84 years old, a tremendous age in those days if not so 
much today – super-devout, she never left the temple  
 
“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”. 



 
Simeon and Anna knew what was up alright – they could literally believe their 
eyes – but Simeon has another word to offer on this day when at last - at last -  
despite the waiting, despite the Romans, despite the suffering,  something good 
and decent and true has happened to the people of Israel: 
 
Then 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.’ 
 
For a moment there you could hear a pin drop – what does Simeon mean, what 
rising and falling, what sign, what sword ? 
 
Let’s back up a bit. During this past Advent season a small group of us met weekly 
with Helen to study the birth narrative texts in preparation for Christmas. 
 
Luke’s story starts in a matter of fact way when an angel comes “In the sixth 
month …to a town in Galilee called Nazareth, to a virgin engaged to a man whose 
name was Joseph, of the house of David”. 
While the angel Gabriel might suggest the stuff of myth and legend, there is 
something a lot more serious in this tale. The signposts are there if we can see 
them, because the angel tells Mary that the son she will bear   
 
”… will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will 
give to him the throne of his ancestor David.  
He will reign over the house of Jacob for ever, and of his kingdom there will be no 
end.” 
 
Even while our attention is focused on the miracle of a virgin giving birth we are 
left in no doubt that this is not just theology – there is politics afoot as well. 
 
The next week we gathered and looked at the song sung by Mary as a 
spontaneous hymn of praise when she meets her cousin Elizabeth who is herself 
pregnant: 
 
‘My soul magnifies the Lord, 
and my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour, 
 for he has looked with favour on the lowliness of his servant. 
   Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 
for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 
   and holy is his name”. 
 
The Magnificat is sung at Evensong in Anglican Cathedrals around the world and 
occasionally here at St Matthew’s and was in fact sung each Sunday of Advent. 



But this song is more than beautiful music – it is revolution ! Did you know a 
revolution had been called in St Matthew’s on the last four Sundays ? 
 
“He has shown strength with his arm; 
   he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
   and lifted up the lowly; 
he has filled the hungry with good things, 
   and sent the rich away empty”. 
 
If that’s isn’t a revolutionary vision I don’t know what is. 
 
In our third session we moved to the story of Jesus’ birth with its familiar opening: 
 
“In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world 
should be registered.  
This was the first registration and was taken while Quirinius was governor of 
Syria”.  
 
We’ve had theology, we’ve had politics, now we get history as Luke tries – 
actually a little imprecisely – to anchor these events in real time and place. 
 
But those who witness the birth of Jesus in the lowly stable are not the high and 
mighty but simple shepherd folk who in their earthiness act as a foil to the 
heavenly host:  this child will be hanging out with the sisters and the brothers and 
the seeds of revolution are planted in the most unlikely of places.  
 
In our last session we came to today’s reading.  Simeon’s song is another favourite 
hymn of the Anglican church which is also sung at Evensong and often at funerals. 
It’s a closing piece – the curtain seems to fall down on the Christmas events and 
leave everyone feeling like they have had a nice cup of hot cocoa. 
 
But then those fateful, mysterious words -  “Then 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”. 
 
Since we know the story we know what is to come. We know that this child will 
grow in faith and stature, guided by his parents, until the time when he will be 
called to begin his radical ministry. 
 
We know his teaching will be feared by many, that it will cause whole families to 
be set apart from one another and that it will lead to the cross. 
 



We know the path he will one day travel to Golgotha and to the worst of all 
possible human experiences, while even his closest friends will reject him. His 
mother will remain with him and witness the agony of this death before his rising 
on the third day. Simeon and Anna have seen their dream come true, but we are 
not yet at the end of the story of this child, this Jesus, this Christ. 
 
So, church, where is the good news in these timeless stories for our world today? 
Our planet is dying, our people are sick,  too many are hungry and homeless. Light 
seems about to be eclipsed by dark, our old narratives no longer seem to help, 
hope is hard to find. 
It was into a world such as this and to a people labouring under the heavy burden 
of occupation that God decided to do a new thing. 
A baby was born to an unmarried girl in a place of no consequence. 
The birth was witnessed by common folk who spread the news, but the 
significance of this child was not lost on people like Simeon and Anna who had 
long waited for this moment.  
 
The Christmas story is good news for us because it tells us that hope is still 
possible. 
 
God’s love breaks into history to tell us that the final word will not be had by the 
tyrants and despots who strut and fret their hour upon the stage, nor by this 
wretched pandemic that even now stalks the earth, or even by humankind itself 
in its headlong and seemingly unstoppable race towards destruction. 
 
The way ahead will be tough yes – even as they rejoice, Simeon and Anna know 
that too - it will require every ounce of our human energy, our commitment and 
perseverance. My friends, on that miraculous night in Bethlehem, love was born 
forgiveness was born and hope was born. 
 
A revolution was declared and it is surely coming. 
Alleluia.  Amen.  
 
 
 
 


