Sunday 28th January 2007

Epiphany 4 / Plough Sunday  Mal.3.1-5,  Luke 2.22-40

Responding to the invisible
 

A few trips ago to the blood-doning sessions in the Village Hall, I was asked by the woman extracting blood from my arm about what goes on in Bures.  She asked because she'd been for a walk around the village at lunchtime, and found it completely deserted - and she returned convinced that there could be no life here at all.  She then asked me what I did, and when I told her that I was the vicar she was quite shocked - not because it's particularly hard getting blood out of a vicar, but because (using her words), 'given how quiet it is here, there can't possibly be any sinners around, so why would they need a vicar?'
 

I didn't go into too much detail, but I tried to assure her that just because she hadn't seen much happening didn't mean that nothing was.
 

We are all remarkably tied to the visible - much more than we probably realise.  If we can see it, it's true, if we can't then it isn't - or we can pretend it isn't.  And that's the big danger with invisibility - as we grow more accustomed to thinking that something isn't there, we forget that it really is.
 

In the New Testament reading this morning, we heard of two people who managed to hold onto the reality of things that nobody else seemed to see and so could no longer respond to - or maybe just things that were so obviously there, they had become as though invisible.  For Simeon, it was the glory of God, and for Anna it was the offer of forgiveness for the terrible sinners of Bures (or first century Israel).
 

Simeon had been waiting for something promised to him.  We don't know how long he'd been waiting, but the passage reads to me as though it was more than just a few minutes.  "Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you now dismiss your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all people, a light for revelation and for glory."
 

Two phrases early on in that passage, "When the time had been completed..." And, "There was a man in Jerusalem, who was waiting..."  There's a sense there of something outside our control - events that will happen, but in God's time, not ours.  Simeon, rather than getting frustrated by the waiting and not being able to see, had remained alert to the possibility that anything could happen at any moment - God's future might spring into view any minute now.
 

One minute, a young girl called Mary was sweeping the floor or doing normal, ordinary things, and the next an angel was telling her about a miraculous baby.  One minute Paul was riding on his donkey, listening to his iPod, the next he was flat on his back with all the glory of Jesus blinding him from seeing anything else.  One minute David was a shepherd boy, the next he was being hauled in from the fields to be anointed king of Israel.  One day I was happily getting on with life at university, the next (for some obscure reason) I was totally absorbed in reading the New Testament (twice, from cover to cover without doing anything in between) and then ended up here.  One minute I was happily eating lunch at theological college on my first Sunday there, the next minute I'd met Katharine.  Things can happen in an instant, God's plans can unfold as dramatically as that - but we have to be ready to open our eyes, our mouths, our lives to that potential.  Just because we can't see the future doesn't mean that it's not imminent.
 

Simeon was a 'wonderer', someone who was filled with wonder, hope and expectation, with the faith that since God had promised he would deliver.  It might take ten minutes, it might take ten years - but we must hold on to what we know of the power and the glory of God, even when we can't see it, because it completely transforms the way we feel about everything and everyone.
 

Coming down the hill from Arger Fen last Sunday, on my way back from Assington, I saw the valley stretching out towards Mount Bures and Wormingford, and although nothing was moving, looking at the fields I was filled with a great sense of things happening.  Ploughed fields are a sign of wonder, hope and faith.  We all know that things can look dead, empty and rather unpromising, but suddenly, something's there.  Living in this part of the world, and working on the land as some of you do, we of all people should be able to cope with waiting and preparing for the day when something will suddenly appear - when what God has promised suddenly hits us.
 

If we lose sight of the sun, it's still there shining just as brightly - and it's that conviction that makes us get on with life rather than giving up hope of a tomorrow.  If the seeds get lost in the soil, it's the conviction that something is happening underground that gives us hope for a harvest.  Simeon knew that God was God even if he had to wait and wait and wait - and that conviction kept him alert to meet the moment when it came.
 

Anna, the prophetess, "never left the temple but worshipped night and day, fasting and praying. Coming up to Joseph and Mary at that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem."
 

Here was someone else was had been waiting and watching - and was therefore able to spot the moment.  She knew about the need deep within all of us to be forgiven the things we regret doing, saying and even thinking.  As the nurse at the blood doning session thought we were able to do in Bures, we can hide our sins from one another, but they're still there - certainly for God to see, and they still need dealing with.
 

Anna could rejoice in the redemption of God's people because she saw at last the one who would bring that forgiveness.  Her waiting (which, again, could have been for a long time) had not been in vain - and ours never is either.  Keeping in mind something of the glory and mercy of God, even when it's not easy to see, even when the waiting seems interminable, makes all the difference.  If we can follow the example of Simeon and Anna, suffering can be seen in the context of heaven, waiting in the context of eternity, injustice in the context of the cross, grief in the context of the resurrection - and all these things are transformed when they're seen in their proper context.
 

Micah prophesied, "Suddenly the Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you desire, will come."
 

Anna and Simeon waited for the Messiah to come.  As they waited, each longed for something different - Simeon longed for salvation and glory and Anna waited for forgiveness.  But after seeing Anna and Simeon's reactions, "The child's father and mother marvelled at what was said about him."  Mary and Joseph also became wonderers themselves.  It was many years before Jesus became well know - so it was a long period of marvelling, pondering and waiting.
 

If we gave it some thought, I suspect all of us here could admit that we were waiting for something from God - an answer to some need we have, some prayer that we've uttered many times over.  If you're growing impatient, or weary of the wait, remember that the answer might come today.  Become a wonderer, a marveller at all that God has already done and all that he has promised to do - and then your eyes and ears will be open to catch the moment when it comes, to recognise the presence of Jesus, to be touched by God and inspired to sing his praises.  Of course, the moment might not be today - but it will come.  That's not my promise, it's God's.   RK
