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In my Christmas Eve sermon, I spoke about how Luke uses the birth narrative to set 
up the Jesus-story as one where God’s love is set against the imperial power of Rome. The 
first people to learn that God is up to something important with the birth of the child 
(outside of Mary and Joseph, of course, and Mary’s cousin Elizabeth) are shepherds. Jesus is 
born outside the control of the empire, born among the animals because there is no room 
in the inn, born without an address. And the first people the angel tells about this birth are 
shepherds, people who live in the fields with the animals and sleep under the stars, people 
without an address.  

The story continues, with Joseph and Mary, being observant Jews, taking Jesus to the 
temple. They go at the appointed time for ritual purification and to offer a sacrifice of 
thanksgiving and commitment. There, in the temple courtyard (we know they are in the 
temple courtyard because of the presence of women), two people, a man named Simeon 
and a woman named Anna, recognize and name Jesus as the one that they had been waiting 
for – the one who would be the reconciliation of the people. 

The picture Luke paints with his words is one of a ritual. And that ritual creates a 
threshold, a threshold we cross with Jesus into a new day, into a new expression of the kin-
dom in which we raise our voices for change and for healing.  

It is in the midst of the rituals at the temple that Simeon calls attention to Jesus, and 
adds his prediction that “rising and falling” will happen as people encounter an inner 
transformation when “the inner thoughts of many are revealed.” Anna, who has a decades-
long practice of coming to the temple for prayer and fasting, a practice that might have 
begun in her grief after the death of her husband, seems to embody the transformation 
Simeon speaks of, raising her voice and speaking to everyone about Jesus. 

I like how Bruce Epperly describes the scene. Here in the Temple courtyard, a new 
order is declared. It is “[a]n order in which hope abounds and shouts of joy are [fully 
appropriate]. The old order is passing and a new age of beauty and justice is upon us. There 
are hints of the ‘age of Aquarius’ and the ‘new emergence’ in today’s scriptures. Humankind 
is on the verge of a quantum leap in awareness … Yet, though we have matured ethically in 
many ways, we still have a long way to go. 

“In fact, as we look at the ‘breaking news,’ we observe our leaders going backwards, 
away from the prophet’s vision, in terms of their abandonment of the Earth and their 
preferential option for the wealthy. Or their total disregard of the economic and personal 
pain people are experiencing [during] this time of pandemic. [And], as I just heard a 
physician say, a vaccine can’t cure selfishness or indifference. 

“Amid our national uncertainty, and our willful disregard of the common good at the 
highest levels, we wonder, ‘Will we ever experience this age of Shalom and wholeness? Will 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=476109337


 2 

we ever as a society love justice more than power and profit? Will we ever privilege the 
vulnerable over the rich and powerful?’”1 

I’m not sure why it is, but this weekend my answer to these questions is, “We just 
might.” My dear friend Lizann Bassham adopted the nickname Pollyanna of the Apocalypse 
because she was able to see hopeful signs in the midst of disaster and destruction, in the 
midst of chaos and confusion. Maybe some of that has rubbed off on me and, at least this 
weekend, I’m able to see hopeful signs. 

And then there’s the fact that we tend to misuse the word “apocalypse.” We typically 
use it to mean the disaster and destruction that would bring the end of things, the closing of 
the age. In fact, the word “apocalypse” means “unveiling” or “revealing.” To be a Pollyanna 
of the Apocalypse is to be someone who can see the hopeful signs that are being revealed in 
disastrous world events. 

Back in April, Boston College history professor Heather Cox Richardson wrote of the 
apocalypse, that is, the revealing, brought by COVID-19: “As the novel coronavirus has 
burned its way across America, it has highlighted the searing inequality that has lurked just 
below the surface of the economic boom of the past generation. It has revealed that self-
serving politicians are indifferent to the lives of their constituents, that racial disparities in 
healthcare and poverty have created a deadly caste system, and that political partisanship 
has become so toxic that some people would literally rather die than listen to leadership 
from a member of another party. 

“At the same time, the pandemic has also revealed the extraordinary character of 
ordinary people, who have sacrificed their jobs, their personal freedoms, and even their 
lives to save both their neighbors and strangers they will never know. It has shown that our 
essential workers are not CEOs, but rather the farm workers and fishermen and janitors 
and teachers and postal carriers and tradespeople who keep society functioning. It has 
proved that reordering our priorities and adjusting our lives can renew the ailing planet.”2 
Holy revelation. 

Seeing the holy, being able to notice God in our midst is the theme of today’s 
scripture lesson. My hope is that we – as individuals, as a church, as a society, and as a 
species – will notice how God is bringing good out of even this disaster and that we learn 
and embrace the lessons the pandemic is teaching us. Here are a few of the things I hope we 
are learning: 

I hope we are learning that our current economic system “values nature only for its 
market price[. It] ignores Earth’s limits, and wantonly destroys the stability of its climate 
and the health and purity of its air, water, and soil.”3 It has allowed the wealth gap in the 
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2 Heather Cox Richardson, “April 11, 2020,” Letters from an American, 
https://heathercoxrichardson.substack.com/p/april-11-2020 (posted 11 April 2020; accessed then and again 
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United States to grow during this pandemic to the point that “America’s billionaires could 
give everybody in the country a $3,000 stimulus check and still be richer than they were 
before the pandemic.”4  

I hope we are learning that we must transform our current economic system. 
Perhaps we could start by paying our teachers (have we learned how important they are?) 
a professional wage and by paying the underpaid frontline, essential workers a living wage. 

I hope we are learning that U.S. Military expenditures, which are more than half of 
all federal discretionary funding, are going “to prepare for conventional wars of the past 
and engage us in unwinnable conflicts born of environmental and social collapse. This 
represents wasted resources that would be better applied to addressing the underlying 
sources of current security threats.”5 

Most of us have, during this pandemic, gained clarity about what is truly important – 
our relationships. On that front, we could come out of the pandemic (and that day will 
come) treating our seniors with greater respect and dignity. And we could come out of the 
pandemic knowing how to grieve more honestly and fully. And we could come out of the 
pandemic embracing the creativity and adaptability we didn’t know we had yet somehow 
found when we were forced to figure out new ways of worshiping and learning and holding 
onto community. And we could come out of the pandemic remembering how good it feels 
to be generous – for I will tell you, I have seen impressive generosity during these past nine 
months. 

Our “gospel reading describes two senior adults’ encounter with the baby Jesus. 
Simeon and Anna have waited decades for the anointed one.”6 Anna has practiced fasting 
and praying, bringing her to an ability to recognize God’s vehicle for redemption. 

“I suspect they were fixtures,” writes Epperly, “such [that] they were unnoticed by 
most temple visitors and given little consideration by the wealthy and powerful. When the 
baby Jesus enters the temple, carried by his parents, [Simeon and Anna] see what everyone 
else misses, God’s vision incarnate in a little baby. No doubt many others see the parents 
and their child, but to [the others] he was just another baby coming to be blessed by the 
temple priests. In contrast, Simeon and Anna see more than meets the eye. They see the 
Messiah, the Savior of the World. Their active waiting has given them a deeper vision; their 
practices of prayerful expectation enable them to recognize the Messiah in their midst. 
They see a child clothed in garments of salvation and [they see] divinity in a little baby.”7 

I believe that the time has come. The time has come to see God’s possibilities. The 
time has come to build on the best of what has been revealed in the pandemic. The time has 
come to do the work of Christmas. Amen. 

 
4 Robert Reich, tweet on Twitter, https://twitter.com/RBReich/status/1337498132851159040 (posted and 
accessed 11 December 2020). 
5 David Korten, op. cit. 
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7 Ibid. 
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