
Songs of Faith 
A Song of Hope: Simeon 
Rev. Mary Dicken 
December 22, 2019 

 
Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 

Luke 2:22-40 
 
We’ve spent these four weeks of Advent hearing the “Songs of the Season” found in Luke’s 
Gospel. If you’ve been following along, you know that these “songs” we’re exploring are not the 
Christmas carols you know and love, but rather they are the ancient Christmas songs, sung some 
two-thousand years ago by the surprising cast of characters featured in Luke’s telling of the 
nativity story. 
 
First, we heard Zechariah’s song — the song of faith he sang when he could finally use his voice 
again, after nine months of imposed silence that began when he, perhaps understandably, 
doubted the Angel’s pronouncement that he and his wife Elizabeth were going to have a baby 
even though they were well past the typical age for childbearing. Next, we heard the Angels’ 
song — a song of peace sung to the lowly shepherds watching the sheep at night, shepherds 
who were, again perhaps understandably, terrified by the many angels that appeared in the 
night sky but then rushed to Bethlehem to see it all for themselves. Last week, we heard Mary’s 
song in word and, rather fittingly, the music of our choir — the song of trust she sang about the 
blessings God had given her and was giving to the world through her child, a song about 
toppling tyrants and lifting the lowly, a song celebrating God’s faithfulness. 
 
Today, we hear the final of our “songs of the season” — Simeon’s song of hope. This song 
appears a little later than the others, in the second chapter of Luke’s gospel after the account of 
Jesus’ birth. We know the story of Jesus’ birth — and if you’ve forgotten some of it, just come and 
worship on Tuesday night…. We’ll tell it again. But Luke doesn’t end the nativity story at the 
manger. He goes on to tell us that Jesus was circumcised when he was eight days old and 
officially named then, all in keeping with the customs of a Jewish family. Then, when he was a 
little over a month old, Mary and Joseph took their new baby to Jerusalem to present him at the 
temple, also keeping with the Jewish customs. This new family was doing what all faithful Jewish 
families do — they were consecrating their child to God. 
 
I think we sometimes forget that the story of Christmas is a story of a real, live baby and a real 
family with all of the very real rituals of babyhood. We should get that — we have deeply 
ingrained rituals of birth in our own families and in our church. We’re witnessing one of those 
rituals at the 10:30 service today when we celebrate the baptism of three children. There’s 
water, candles, tradition, singing, family, and lots of promises — these are the ingredients of 
religious ritual we cherish today. Mary, Joseph, and their new baby Jesus had their own rituals of 
circumcision, naming, dedication, and purification. This real, live middle eastern family of 2,000 
years ago wasn’t all that different from us today. 
 



It’s against this backdrop of religious ritual, family, and tradition that Simeon appears. We don’t 
know much about him. Luke just tells us he was “righteous and devout” and that he was attuned 
to the Holy Spirit. We also know Simeon had been waiting. Luke says he was “looking forward to 
the consolation of Israel” or, perhaps we can understand it a little better by reading that part in 
The Message which says Simeon “lived in the prayerful expectancy of help for Israel.” Simeon 
was waiting for the Messiah. Probably for a long time. Luke doesn’t specify Simeon’s age, but 
tradition says he was very old — according to church legend, 112 years old. We don’t know 
much about Simeon, but we know he was a man with tenacious hope. I picture him as this 
weathered old man who keeps stubbornly showing up at the temple, just sure that all of those 
prophecies of old are going to come true one of these days, and — by golly — he’s going to be 
there to see it. Simeon isn’t going to miss out on what God is doing. 
 
So, into this scene enter the young, new mother Mary, her husband, the new father Joseph, and 
their month-old baby Jesus. This faithful but probably anxious family shows up at the temple in 
Jerusalem for the time-honored rituals of their faith. This isn’t a strange occurrence in their 
community. They know what to expect as they reverently carry baby Jesus into the temple. But 
then. This very, very old man shows up, spouting off something about the Holy Spirit who told him 
to come, and he grabs the baby into his arms, beaming with joy, and starts singing. Picture that. 
I’m guessing these young parents were a little alarmed by this stranger and his actions. And yet. 
They heard his song and, as Luke put it, they became “amazed” at what this old man was 
saying about their baby. 
 
Let’s hear that “amazing” song again: 

Master, 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, 
a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel. 

 
Simeon, who had been waiting for decades (maybe even more than a century!) to see the 
long-promised help for Israel, the Messiah, took one look at the baby Jesus and said, “That’s it! 
I’ve finally seen it.” It’s rather remarkable when you think about it. There were no impressive 
angels in this story, there were no miracles, there was no bright star or other supernatural sign. It 
was just a baby. But Simeon could see it was so much more. Simeon could see the Christ child. 
And so his parents were amazed. 
 
The song he sings is also remarkable, or at least a little odd. You see, his song starts with talk of 
dying. Simeon is at peace now because he’s finally seen the salvation for which he’s been 
waiting. He says he can go now that he’s seen the “light” that’s come into this world. I like how 
Dr. Bill Greenway characterizes the salvation Simeon saw that day: “It is living in the light of 
having been-seized in and by love, living in the light of the love of God for one’s own and for 
every other Face, living in the light of a power greater than our fear of death, living in koinonia 
[or Christian fellowship], living in the communion of shalom.”1  
 

                                                 
1 from Feasting on the Gospels, Luke Volume I 



Light. Before Jesus was born, Zechariah prophesied in his song about the light that would come 
to those who sit in darkness. Now that the baby is here, Simeon sees with his own eyes the “light” 
of the Christ child. He’s seen the fulfillment of that hope he’s been carrying around all of these 
years.  
 
I need to take a moment to be clear about how we hear this part of the story: When we talk 
about light in the theological sense, we need to understand that we’re not saying darkness is all 
bad. In fact, we should be careful not to draw those lines, as that is a false dichotomy that led 
the Church of the Enlightenment era to justify racial injustice and oppression with scripture. 
Darkness is an important part of God’s story. In the very beginning of the Bible, darkness is the 
place out of which God speaks. The psalmist paints pictures of God dwelling in the darkness. In 
the nativity story, it’s what makes it possible for the star of Bethlehem to be seen. Darkness and 
light go hand-in-hand, and God can be found in both. But in Simeon’s song, in this moment, it’s 
about seeing God in the light. 
 
I’ve been thinking a lot about light this week. Last Sunday, I went with a friend to the Winterlights 
display at Newfields. Our visit just happened to coincide with the peak of Sunday’s snowfall, 
which while mildly terrifying to drive in made for just the right atmosphere to walk around and 
take in the lights. We couldn’t have timed it any better. It was magical. I really love Christmas 
lights anyway, so I was already excited to be there, but those lights coupled with the big fat 
snowflakes coming down, along with s’mores and hot cider, made it the perfect winter 
wonderland. When the nights get longer and darker this time of year, the twinkle of Christmas 
lights give us comfort, reassurance, even joy. 
 
And yet, as I’ve been thinking about light, I’ve also been pondering some words I heard 
recently. A few weeks ago, I was at a conference in Denver, and I had the privilege of hearing 
the Rev. Dr. David Anderson Hooker speak. Dr. Hooker is currently serving on the faculty of Notre 
Dame, where he specializes in the practice of conflict transformation and peacebuilding. He 
was talking about leading in times of conflict but then veered a little off script since Advent had 
just begun that week. We talk a lot about light this time of year, so Dr. Hooker started exploring 
that image with us. And he said something that stuck with me. He said, “Light is notoriously 
untrustworthy.” He pointed out that the sun we see beaming down on us is actually the sun of 
twelve minutes ago, and the stars we see shining in the night sky could have burned out years 
ago. Even the light reflected back to us in a mirror only shows us who we used to be. So, light is 
notoriously untrustworthy.  
 
I’ve been mulling that over this week, thinking about the Christmas lights all around us, Simeon’s 
song celebrating the light of the world he saw in the Christ child, and all of the light language 
we use this time of year. What does it all mean if light is untrustworthy? Does it actually mean we 
can’t trust it? That it’s not something we should hold up as a testament to the hope we have this 
time of year? Like I said, I’ve been mulling this over all week, because I was intrigued by Dr. 
Hooker’s observation but also not ready to give up on the light. 
 
Maybe the lesson here is less about light’s trustworthiness and more how light works, about our 
interpretation of that light, or about the reach of that light. You see, if we take this idea of light 
shining into our world from the past — even from thousands of years ago like the stars in our night 



sky — then it suggests light is a powerful force with an impact far beyond any singular moment in 
time. The light we see gives us a window into the past, and the light of the here and now 
reaches beyond us into the future. 
 
Simeon recognized the light in that unassuming baby Mary and Joseph brought to the temple — 
in The Message version of this story, it says Simeon saw the “God-revealing light”. John’s Gospel 
opens with this poetic imagery telling about the light that was in the world from the very 
beginning, and then later in that gospel, the adult Jesus said, “I am the light of the world.” 
Matthew’s gospel records Jesus as also saying, “You are the light of the world.”  
 
Perhaps that’s what Simeon’s song is all about. The God-revealing light reached out across all of 
time and space to come into our midst through the baby Jesus, and now we are to reflect that 
light to the world by living lives of love, peace, hope, and joy. This light Simeon recognized in the 
baby that day offered a window into the past, fulfillment in the present, and hope for the future. 
It may not always seem like that light makes much difference in the here and now, but we 
shouldn’t underestimate its reach, for the light of Christ that was here in the beginning, then 
revealed in a tiny baby 2,000 years ago, and that we now shine into the world — that is the light 
eternal which darkness has not, cannot, and will not overcome. 
 
Thanks be to God! 
 
Loving God, thank you for the witness of Simeon and his tenacious hope all those years ago. We 
are grateful the light he shared through his song still shines in our lives today. May we too follow 
the leading of the Holy Spirit so that we might see that God-revealing light in our midst on these 
long, dark nights of winter. Challenge us to, in turn, reflect that light into all the world. Amen. 


