WHERE IS HOPE FOUND?

Isaiah 61:1-11; Luke 2:22-40

This is a time of rituals.  We have our rituals, you and I, they identify us with a particular community, they identify certain times.  We have Christmas trees and mistletoe, we light candles, we propose a toast, we have songs that we know from Silent Night to Auld Lang Syne.

Sometimes we hear that rituals are bad things, and sometimes they can be bad—they can become an end in themselves rather than point to the greater reality they represent; they can become superstitious, making us believe we have to do these things, forwarding the good luck email (please don’t send me one), rubbing the rabbit’s foot or something bad will befall us.

But, rituals can also be good.  For me, a good ritual is one that everybody knows without needing explanation.  Maybe we want to know the history of the Christmas tree, or the history of the mistletoe tradition; but really the best ones are the ones we just know without having to know about. We know what to do, we react, we blow out the birthday candles, we stand for the anthem, we close our eyes to pray.

Rituals give identity—a pledge identifying us as a certain nationality, just witness the moving naturalization ceremonies at places like Ellis Isle as people become citizens.  A wedding ring identifies us with our spouse, sports rituals and cheers identify us with a certain sports team, boy scout oaths join us with other scouts, and so it goes.

-------------------------

Rituals also have a way of tying life together.  We read about a ritual this morning, a ritual of purification after a mother goes through childbirth, and she comes to the temple to offer sacrifice as a statement of cleansing.  She cannot enter the temple until a period of time has passed, and then she brings an offering, a lamb if wealthy, turtledoves if poor—and Joseph and Mary were poor.

Such rituals have a way of telling us that ultimately there is no sacred or secular.  There’s nothing that is beyond the concern of God. The wonder of childbirth, the giving of life is tied the God who gives life and who blesses not only the child who is born, but blesses the one who has given birth to the child.  Those supposedly arcane rules of Leviticus, giving guidance on how to dress, what foods to eat, what clothes can be matched were never considered onerous or burdensome to the people of Israel.  For them, the laws marked a way of life that says nothing is missed by God, nothing is beyond God’s concern, from the food we eat to the clothes we wear, all of which form the basis of Jesus’ comforting words that we need not worry about such things because our heavenly Father cares for these things.

--------------------

Finally, rituals keep hope alive.  That’s what’s often missed when it comes to rituals.  That’s what gives them a bad name.  We think they have to do with re-living the past, hearkening back to a better time.  But when it comes to Judeo-Christian rituals, they aren’t so much about the past as they are about the present and the future.  They’re a way of taking what is past and making it relevant.

Jews celebrate Passover to make God’s deliverance from slavery a present experience and a vision of hope that all of God’s people will be delivered from oppression and captivity, all of the things you heard from the prophet this morning.  And we Christians do the same—eat this bread, drink this cup, until I come again, says our Lord as he begins the drama of communion.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be done we pray weekly with the prayer he gave us.  Glory to the Father, to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was in the beginning, and as it ever shall be, world without end, we sing.

And it was ritual that kept the hopes alive of two people in the Jerusalem temple—there is Simeon, who is apparently elderly, who has been told he would not die until he has seen the Lord’s Messiah.  And there is Anna, a prophet, having been married for seven years and now is either 84 years old, or as one translation has it, having lived as a widow for 84 years since marriage.

Now you and I can understand Joseph and Mary keeping hope alive—they’re new parents, they’re presenting this newborn with everything ahead of him, and, this young mother in the prime of her life.  We celebrated hope this morning when we baptized two of our children, and they are called our children through the covenant promises we made together (and I think every Tuesday they find out that we treat them as our children, but that’s one of our pleasures).  We embrace a hope for them by which we promise to provide all that we can to ensure their Christian nurture.  We believe in this place that that’s an essential part of their coming to personhood, growing, as our passage says, in wisdom and in favor with others and with God.  

But, the bearers of hope in this story are near the end of life.  Simeon, just waiting to see the hope of his people so he can die, and Anna who has spent the major part of her life in the temple praying and hoping for a sign from God.  And both of them, well into life, but looking not at the end of their days and bemoaning them; rather, they are looking for what new thing, what promise God can fulfill, not just for them, but for those around them.  When you listen to their prayers you realize this is not about one’s personal relationship with God.  Simeon prays for God to reveal God’s light to the nations, to bring glory to the people of Israel; Anna praises God for the redemption of her city of Jerusalem.

-----------------------

I do marvel at those who in their later years continue to try to make life better for others.  They could easily sit back and revel in what they’ve accomplished, in fact, they just might deserve to do so.  But they don’t.  They come to church and they take interest in the youngest among us; they continue to read and to think and to vote and to involve themselves in the life of their communities.

And they do so because they have hope.  They have a hope not that things will just continue on as they always have been. We know those people who are frantically trying to preserve the past until their last breath making sure that nothing will ever change. That isn’t hope.  That’s a kind of despair over what is dying, it’s a futile effort to make what cannot last, last forever.

Real hope is found in Simeon, waiting, waiting, just to get a glimpse of the one who will bring salvation to the nations. Hope is found in Anna, just living life, open to what will come before her, seeing in a child the promise of salvation to her people. Each looks beyond himself, herself.

And the key to it all, for these two elderly, hopeful people, is this child.  Granted, it isn’t a hope that will come easily.  Simeon sees a sword that will be thrust into the soul of his mother.  It’s real life.  It’s the life of a God who chooses to be in our midst in the presence of this child.  Life isn’t easy, not for you, not for me, not for any of the poor, oppressed, broken-hearted, captive people we know.  It’s not easy for us. 

And so we seek hope. And just maybe we seek hope more vigorously as we grow older.  And so we come to this child, the one named Jesus, which is from the Hebrew Joshua, which means savior; or Immanuel, God with us.   And so we begin this new year with goals and intentions all with the hope that the world we live in will be better—better not just for us, but for our children, our grandchildren, for the generations after us.  And nothing gives hope like that of new life—like that of a newborn child.  In them we see all of the hopes and possibilities, and no understands that fact better than God.  So God shows us the goodness of life, by bringing a child into the world, a child to bring hope to our lives, to bring good news and salvation to our world.

------------------------

Some of you many remember the name Daniel Pearl.  A journalist, after 9/11 he went to Pakistan to learn about the Islamic militants in that area, and to understand those who would hate us enough to commit such a terrible crime against us.  He was kidnapped by them and he lost his life.  

His wife, Marianne, was pregnant with his child when Daniel was captured.  Five months later after his death she gave birth to a baby boy whom she named Adam—the father of all humanity—Adam Daniel Pearl.  Said Marianne of the boy’s name, “Adam’s birth rekindles all of the joy, and love of humanity that Danny radiated wherever he went. The name Adam symbolizes the birth of humankind and the interconnectness of civilizations.”

The name Adam gave her a hope for humankind even in her tragic loss.  The name Jesus, savior, gives a word of hope in a world that surely needs our words of hope in this new year.  “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen thy salvation,” prays old Simeon when he sees the child.

And so we have seen God’s word of salvation in the child in the manger.  In this turbulent, tragic world we see God’s salvation—the hope of our lives, and even more, the hope of our world.
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Sources:  Holly Hearon in the text this week (2009), Richard Boyce, Leviticus and Numbers.
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