LOOKING FORWARD TO 2012

A Sermon preached by Rev Allan Thompson

at Wesley Uniting Church, Hobart, on New Year’s Day 2012

Text: Luke 2:21-40

It is good to be at worship on New Years Day. It doesn’t fall on a Sunday all that often, and let me suggest that worship is a most appropriate thing to include in our New Year’s Day. No doubt many of us did something special last night, even if it was just watching the fireworks, but here on the first day of 2012 we’re in church expressing our faith and hope, looking to the future – with all of our hopes – and affirming that God is in our midst and will be in our midst throughout 2012. Our confidence in relation to 2012 is grounded in God who has come to us. Because of God we dare to look forward to what 2012 will bring. 
New Year resolutions are a bit passé for many of us, but I would like to think that we will all enter the New Year with confidence. After all, it is only seven days since we celebrated Christmas with its great message of hope and joy. We still have five days to go until Twelfth Night and the Church concludes the season of Christmas. So even if many of the shops have already taken down their Christmas decorations let us continue to hear and celebrate the Christmas message of joy, hope, peace and love that we proclaimed as we lit the candles in the Advent wreath. So carry those great themes into 2012, and carry that essentially positive attitude into not only your personal life, but the life of this congregation.  

And here at Wesley we look forward to a year that will be different for us, but also potentially exciting. Hopefully a new minister will be here by mid-year to help the members of the congregation to explore a little more of what it means to be the Uniting Church in the city, and to intentionally plan for the future. You will also have a time of worshipping with Scots Memorial on a weekly basis for at least the months of February March and April. Important programs like Music Together and No Bucks will continue to be high points for 2012, and I’m sure that you can look forward to some really good times together. So welcome another year here at Wesley and determine to make the most of it.

Now it’s a happy coincidence that we have Ruth & Tom presenting a child for baptism here on the Sunday that the lectionary tells the story of Mary and Joseph presenting Jesus in the Temple. I’m sure we will recognise some parallels.

This Biblical story takes place some weeks after the birth of Jesus. The story has moved on from Bethlehem and now the setting is the Temple in Jerusalem. We don’t know how long Mary and Joseph remained in Bethlehem after the birth, but Luke’s account moves on from the story of Jesus’ birth to tell how the practicalities of Jewish law or custom were then observed. On the eighth day the little one was circumcised and given the name Jesus. Then, in today’s reading Jesus is presented in the temple, following the custom for first-born sons, and at the same time Mary was “purified”, for again according to Jewish custom a mother was “unclean” for 33 days following childbirth. In fact Luke talks of “their” purification, perhaps to highlight the truth that both Mary and Joseph were devout followers of their religion. Certainly the grounding in faith and hope that Jesus was given by Joseph and Mary and their local synagogue was hugely important for Jesus and contributed immensely to the fundamentals of the teaching which Jesus would later provide (although of course there were aspects of Jewish teaching from which Jesus deliberately parted). 
But the focus of the Temple story in Luke 2 is not the devotion of Mary and Joseph, who presented Jesus in the customary way, but on two elderly folk, Simeon and Anna, who each had a divine revelation that the child being presented by Mary and Joseph was indeed special or holy. Now I suspect that Joseph and Mary just slipped quietly into the Temple that day, doing so unobtrusively, and without attracting any attention to themselves or their baby. The fact that their offering was a pair of birds, rather than the more expensive option of a sheep, as suggested in the Old Testament book of Leviticus, continues the image of a lowly couple who surely entered the temple quietly, not wanting to put on a show.

But a quiet inconspicuous time in the Temple was not to be. Simeon was an old man who was clear in his mind that God had told him he would not die until he had seen the long-hoped for Messiah, and he announced that this ordinary baby was in fact extraordinary, not because there was anything about his appearance that distinguished him from any other baby, not because this baby didn’t cry or didn’t soil his nappies or didn’t need his mother’s milk, but because through him God was revealing himself.

Anna was also elderly and spent most of her days in the Temple. In a remarkable God-given moment she too recognised the special-ness of Jesus as the one in whom the ancient hopes of Israel would be met. 

Simeon and Anna were old people, but for both of them their words pointed to the future – a future in which God would do great things.

I wonder if there are Simeons and Annas amongst us. Who are the wise old devout people of this congregation? You know there are some older people who seem to always be talking about the past, but not Simeon and Anna. They had their eyes firmly on the future. They testified there in the temple to what God was up to right then. Their wisdom pointed others to a future, not to a past. You know, sometimes we bemoan the fact that our congregation has so many elderly people when we would like more young people. But let’s recognise the rich sources of wisdom we have in some of the elderly in our midst. Let’s celebrate them and what they offer, particularly when their spiritual insights enable them to see the new things God is always doing. The elderly are a rich resource indeed, as the two elderly characters in today’s reading show so clearly.
The passage today ends with the words “When they (that is, Mary and Joseph) had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favour of God was upon him.” 
Then the scriptures tell us very little of Jesus from the time of this visit to the temple and the time he commenced his public ministry about thirty years later. Apart from one story about Jesus in the Temple at age twelve, the New Testament is silent. Of course there has been speculation about what Jesus may have done as a teenager or young adult. Those familiar with the hymn “Jerusalem” will recall that there is a theory that Jesus visited England William Blake what Hubert Parry put to music “And did those feet in ancient times walk upon England’s mountain green? And was the holy Lamb of God on England's pleasant pastures seen? But that’s all fanciful speculation without any evidence. 
All we know is that Jesus grew and became strong. Growth and strength that was physical, and spiritual, in wisdom, knowledge and grace.

Now what about the child baptized today? There are some parallels. As Mary and Joseph went from their home in Nazareth to present Jesus in the temple so Tom and Ruth came to Hobart to have Amy baptized. And as Joseph and Mary then returned to their home so Ruth and Tom will return to their home. But what of Amy? Could it be that of Amy too it may be said that “the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom and the favour of God was upon her”?

That is our prayer for Amy today. We pray that she will grow not just in the physical sense, but that she too will grow in wisdom, in grace, in faith in hope and in love. Just as much of the growth of Jesus came from the love and nurture of Joseph and Mary, so for Amy much of her growth will come from the love and nurture of Ruth and Tom. I trust that over the years ahead they will find occasions to light the baptismal candle to help Amy understand what they did in presenting her here today and the affirmations which were made. But all of us can contribute to Amy’s growth. All of us can pray for her, not just today, but into the future, and pray that the favour of God will be upon her. Others of us can keep in touch by phone, skype and occasional visits and use those contacts to encourage her and to help her to see meaning and purpose in life, and to help her to be a person of faith hope and love. 

So to conclude, let me remind you of the themes running through this address:

1. We’re still in the season of Christmas, so continue to affirm the love, joy hope and peace of Christmas;

 2. Be confident about this New Year, and believe that it will be a good year – for you personally and for this congregation;

3. Be inspired by the devotion and spiritual insights of Anna and Simeon and let their story sharpen your appreciation of the wisdom of some elderly in our midst even here at Wesley;

4. As we have thought of how Jesus grew and became strong, filled with wisdom and how the favour of God was on him, we want to pray these same blessings on Amy baptized here today.

To the praise of the name that is timeless and the love that is boundless. Amen.    
