
 of 1 5

May I speak in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

One of my favourite things to do when I was teaching 
students and trainee clergy was to ask them to write 
down a particular Bible story from memory. It’s almost 
always the case that how we remember a Bible story 
is very different from what the Biblical text actually 
says. There’s no apple in the garden of Eden. There’s 
no whale in the story of Jonah. The Gospel of 
Matthew doesn’t tell us how many magi there are or 
whether they're all men. 


These differences are sometimes trivial but often they 
are revealing - they show us how we’ve been taught a 
particular story or how we’ve filled the gaps in the 
biblical account with our own experience and 
imaginings. They reveal our prejudices and the 
prejudice of those who handed the stories on to us. 
They often reshape the story so that dominant stories 
of the day remain unchallenged - white privilege, male 
dominance, the exclusion of minority and difference.


We see this at work in the Gospel the story at the 
heart of our feast today - the presentation of the Lord 
in the Temple. Mary and Joseph come to the temple 
to present Jesus as their firstborn according to the 
Law. They meet the elderly Simeon and Anna who 
have been waiting in the temple for the Messiah. They 
see the Messiah and their life’s vocation is complete. 
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Some of the differences in our remembered account 
are perhaps trivial. We see Simeon as elderly, whilst 
the text doesn’t give his age. We see Simeon in the 
temple waiting for the Messiah, but the text is clear 
that the Spirit drives Simeon to the temple. Others are 
perhaps more revealing, we make Simeon the main 
actor in witnessing to Christ and reduce the role of 
Anna. In fact our lectionary enables us to ignore Anna 
altogether - the account of her meeting the Christ 
child, praising God and speaking about him to 
everyone she meets - is left out for being too long, 
relegated as an option extra. Her experience is 
overlooked. 


The experience of a woman with multiple 
vulnerabilities in her society as well as ours - age, 
sex, gender, widowhood - is overlooked. This skews 
our reading of the Biblical text. We overlook the 
courage Anna displays in speaking about the child to 
all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem. 
A women who is marginalised on grounds of her age, 
sex, gender, and relationship status speaks out about 
the Saviour of the world - a threat not only to the 
religious authorities of her day but the political 
powers which controlled Jerusalem. We miss the 
courage which her encounter with Christ instils in her, 
we miss the strength of her conviction and vocation 
as one through whom the good news of the Gospel 
would be spread.
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Reading the text afresh helps us to see this episode 
in our Gospel as a story of the distinct vocations of all 
those involved. Simeon - whose life’s vocation is to 
meet Christ, prophesy to his parents, and to gift to 
the Church the Nunc Dimmitis which we say each day 
at night prayer, his song that he has fulfilled the call 
God has placed on his life. Anna - whose vocation is 
to courageously witness to Christ despite her 
vulnerability and the many ways in which she risks 
further marginalisation. Mary and Joseph - in raising 
Jesus. Mary - in seeing her son unjustly put to death. 
And Jesus too. This is a story of his learning who he 
is and what he is to do for our salvation. This 
knowledge of his human vocation unfolding as he 
comes to realise what he must undergo for our sakes.


Reading the text afresh shines a light on the 
prejudices and attitudes of those who have handed 
the text on to us. Encountering the Biblical text anew 
shines a light on our own prejudices and 
assumptions. Scripture persistently challenges to see 
what we can all too easily overlook, to notice those 
stories and characters who were marginalised as 
much in the time when Scripture was set down as our 
own.
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This feast of the presentation is also the feast of 
candle-mas, the Mass in which we bless the candles 
for the year ahead as a sign of Christ, the light 
revealed to the nations, the light which enlightens all 
of God’s people. The candles we use in church, 
which we will hold later as we bless them at the end 
of this Candle-Mass, are a sign of Christ. They stand 
as a sign of hope that the light of Christ will illumine 
all those who are lost in the darkness of this world. 


They stand too as reminder that we are always in 
need of enlightenment, we are always called to look 
again at the stories we tell, to examine our readings 
of the Scriptures, to be challenged to notice the 
peoples and groups and stories that we too have 
marginalised and overlooked, stories like those of 
Anna, so that a spotlight can be shone on those 
peoples and groups and stories that we might 
overlook and marginalise, but which God makes front 
and centre in that redemption for which Anna 
courageously longed and of which she fearlessly 
spoke, the redemption of the world, the victory over 
all that marginalises and separates us from each 
other and from the love of God, the love we see in the 
light of Christ which has come into the world. May 
this Candle-mass renew us in our vocation to be 
flickers of that light in the world. Amen.
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Candlemas Blessing of Candles: 

Lord God, the springing source of everlasting light, 
pour into the hearts of your faithful people 
the brilliance of your eternal splendour, 
that we, who by these kindling flames 
light up this temple to your glory, 
may have the darkness of our souls dispelled, 
and so be counted worthy to stand before you 
in that eternal city where you live and reign, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 
one God, now and for ever. 
All   Amen. 
[Procession during last hymn] 
Now, Lord, you let your servants go in peace:  ♦ 

your word has been fulfilled. 

Our own eyes have seen the salvation  ♦ 

which you have prepared in the sight of every 
people. 

A light to reveal you to the nations  ♦ 

and the glory of your people Israel. 

Glory to the Father and to the Son 
and to the Holy Spirit; 
as it was in the beginning is now 
and shall be for ever. 
All   Amen. 

Go in peace to love and serve the Lord.


