Our Task and God’s
Hebrews 2.14-18  Luke 2.22-40
 

Three vicars went fishing one day - they were all friends who ran different churches in the same town.  While they were fishing they began confessing their sins to each other.  The first vicar said, 'My big sin is drinking. I know it's wrong, but every Friday night I cross the border into another Diocese where no one will recognise me, and I go to a pub and get absolutely hammered. I know I shouldn't, but I just can't seem to help it.' The second vicar said, 'Well chaps, to be honest with you, I've got a big sin too - and it's gambling. As a matter of fact, I do just the same as you do. I grab a bit from the collection bags each Sunday (in fact, quite a lot) and then go off to the city where I too won't be recognised and blow it all in a casino. It's awful, I know.' Finally it was the third vicar's turn and he hung his head in shame and said, 'My big sin is that I just can't keep a secret.'
 

Everyone one of us here, at some time, must have had the experience of desperately wanting to be unrecognisable - hiding from someone you don't like, trying to pretend you're out just when there's an member of the church coming down the drive, or just not being on show all the time.  Anonymity can be such a gift at times - but it's not something we should want all the time.
 

This is the last Sunday in the season of Epiphany, the season that focuses on things gradually being uncovered or revealed - particularly about the true identity of Jesus.
 

Just last month, the church gave a lovely wooden cross to the school to put in their new hall.  The cross is here, and we've also put up some pictures at the back of church, and some of the 'thank you' letters the children have written - you must take a look.  Some of the letters are addressed, 'Dear Reverend King,' but there's one that starts, 'Dear Revered King.'
 

But in one of them the cross is described as being made out of light (the cross shape is hollow and has been carved out of the wood).  The cross is made of light.  What a brilliant description and what a great way of joining the seasons of Epiphany (looking back to shed light on Jesus) and Lent, looking forward to the cross (starting on Ash Wednesday) - light shining through a cross into a dark world to reveal the truth.
 

And this season of revelation now climaxes with the story of Jesus being presented in the Temple and proclaimed as, 'a light to the Gentiles, prepared in the sight of all people.'
 

Much of what's recorded about Jesus life and ministry serves more than one purpose - there was always a practical side to what he did, but often a spiritual side to the same actions or event.  In order to fulfil the law, Mary and Joseph were meant to go to the Temple and that's why they were there.  But the effect of the visit was more significant than just fulfilling the law, Jesus was presented to all those present - a shaft of light was shining through the world to proclaim who Jesus was.  Anna '… gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem' (Luke 2:38).
 

This visit was used by God as part of his plan for making Jesus known to all the world.  As we heard from Hebrews, Jesus shared our humanity - and he did it in order to be seen and recognised.  And it was a good plan - until the church got hold of it.
 

As the church, it's our responsibility to carry on the work of Simeon and Anna and make Jesus visible or recognisable in the world, not just as a person, but as the one who will redeem - but that's it.  Anything beyond that is God's work - in particular, making the Jesus we present or proclaim not just recognised, but also liked and accepted.  We're supposed to make Jesus visible, but it's God's work to make him acceptable.
The problem is, we're often reluctant to do the former (the bit we're meant to do), but happy to try the latter (the bit we should leave to God).  We're embarrassed by our faith, unsure of the words to use or when to speak out, and so Jesus slips into the background.  When he does come up in conversation, we're so keen not to trouble anyone, that we work too hard to make him... 'nice'.
 

If you look at the ministry of the disciples throughout the New Testament, much of the work is simply proclaiming that Jesus is Lord - through words and actions.  They brought people to meet Jesus, told them all about him, spoke in his name, healed people and cast out demons in his name.  And there were some folk who approached the disciples because they wanted to meet Jesus, and when they were told that he was far too busy and important, the disciples were ticked off quite sharply.
 

The reason why making Jesus known is meant to be such a feature of Christian discipleship is because God knows that it's just the sort of thing we can do.  It shouldn't be all that hard to make Christ recognisable - Pilate, the demons, the religious authorities who wanted him crucified, all recognised him as someone pretty special.  It's not just those favourably disposed towards Christianity that can see him - it's plain for just about anyone.  That's certainly been my experience.
 

God wants us to be like Mary and Joseph in presenting Jesus to the people around us, and like Simeon and Anna in singing his praises.  But beyond those things, it all gets much trickier and it's best to let God take over.  Making Jesus known doesn't always have the effect of making him accepted - and we can see that in many of those in the Gospels who recognised him but rejected him...
 

Pilate saw Jesus and rejected him, so too the Pharisees and Saducees - and many others since.  If you tell someone about Jesus and they think it's all nonsense, it's not always your fault.  It's God's responsibility to make Jesus acceptable once we have made him visible.  We can help make the introduction, but God develops the relationship.  Paul wrote to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 3:6-7), "I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow."
 

Just as the job of making Christ visible is ours because we can do it, so the job of making him acceptable is not ours because we're lousy at it.  What tends to happen when we try is that he gets tidied up beyond recognition, so we fail at both jobs.  We're all tempted to tone down what he said in order to make the message more palatable.
 

Katharine, and a number of others in our 'Christian Book Club', have been reading a book called, 'Why men hate going to church.'  I think the essence of what the author is saying is that a watered down Jesus, a pink and fluffy Christian faith, holds no attraction for men.
 

I heard someone else, a Christian minister, talking last week about road-rage and the high level of anger he sees in many people, and he said that there are so many people looking for a fight because they're not already in one.  Following Christ is to be in a battle, but if we make following him too easy, too much of a walkover, we're not revealing the true Christ.
 

Simeon exclaimed, "This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be spoken against. And a sword will pierce your own soul too."  That's telling the truth without making it any more acceptable.  There is light, but it is cross-shaped
 

The strange paradox is that we've sometimes taken on responsibility for the most difficult part of the work.  The goods news is, we can relax a bit more - the introduction might be our responsibility, but not the friendship that hopefully follows.  Isaiah once proclaimed (52:7), "How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of those who bring good news, who proclaim peace."
 

May we work with humility and passion to bring that good news, and enjoy resting in that peace.
