Pre:

Christmas is over too soon, don’t you think? I don’t mean the frenetic buying and the exhausting activity. But the telling of the story is over too soon. And in fact, we often cut off the story, before it’s fully told. 

Today we’ll meet two Christmas characters that you won’t see on a Christmas card. Yet they are a part of the story just as surely as the shepherds and the angels and the wise men are a part of the story. They meet Jesus, not at the manger, but in the Temple in Jerusalem a few weeks after his birth. And in fact they have been waiting for him there. Of course, everybody in Israel was waiting for God to send the Messiah. Many were sharpening their swords to get ready for a great battle against Rome. But others took a different approach. They waited quietly, prayerfully, watchfully, waiting to see what God would do. Ready to welcome God’s messiah when he came.  These people were known as the “quiet in the land.” 

So, as we read today’s Bible story, I want to encourage you to hear this story, and also to consider your own approach to what God is doing in the world. Do you believe that even today God is at work in the world, and that you can be a part of it? How are you preparing for your involvement in God’s work?

Listen to the story of Simeon and Anna. 

Fifteen Minutes of Fame

Luke 2:21-38

It was the artist Andy Warhol who popularized the phrase “fifteen minutes of fame.” His idea was that everybody, sometime in their life, would be famous for fifteen minutes. It’s a fantasy, to be sure, but an interesting thing to think about.  Specifically, what I want to ask you to consider is this: if the spotlight of fame pointed in your direction, what would it illuminate?  What would you be famous for?  Would the spotlight reveal a readiness to rise to a challenge when it comes? Would it show a person of integrity and compassion? Would it reveal a dark side that you would rather hide? 

This is a time of year when we do think about such things, at least vicariously. We have just closed out one year, and stepped off into a new one. Everybody’s talking about the famous stories from 2009. 

Barack Obama becomes the first African American President.

Bernie Madoff pleads guilty to defrauding investors.

Chesley Sullenberger lands his plane in the Hudson, saving everyone on board.

Captain Richard Phillips allows pirates to take him hostage, and saves his crew. 

The so-called “balloon boy” (who didn’t ride in a balloon!) captures our attention, along with the couple who crash a White House party.

Did you hear about this one? On October 23, police in Carroll, Iowa, search for two men who attempted to break into an apartment. They find Matthew McNelly and Joey Miller, who had apparently tried to disguise themselves by painting their faces with permanent markers.

Tiger Woods, famous for golfing and wholesome family living, suddenly becomes famous for his affairs instead. 

On Christmas Eve, David Goldman brings home his son Sean, after an international five year custody battle. 

On Christmas Day a would-be terrorist bungles an attempt to bomb a US airliner.

In the year that Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, no doubt there were the usual headlines.  Certainly Herod and his exploits were splashed across the pages of the Jerusalem Times. But there were a handful of people whose stories did not make it into the tabloids, yet 2,000 years later, they are well known to us, because of their relationship to the birth of the Messiah.  Elizabeth and Zechariah (the parents of John the Baptist), Mary and Joseph, the shepherds. And Simeon and Anna. 

Simeon and Anna are quite incredible. I don’t know why they never made it with the Hallmark people. Maybe it’s because there was no angel announcement, no star in the sky for them. But when Mary and Joseph showed up in the temple with baby Jesus, they just knew. This is the one, God’s Messiah. What is notable about both of these elderly people, is that they are not surprised by this birth.  They have expected it, prayed for it, watched for it. In Simeon’s case, God had promised that he would see the Messiah before he died. And the Spirit guided Simeon to the Temple on the very day when Mary and Joseph came to bring the infant Jesus, along with the ritual sacrifices to the Temple.  For her part, Anna virtually lived at the Temple. She was there every day, watching, waiting. And she too recognized who this baby was. 

It’s important to recognize that Simeon and Anna were not looking for fifteen minutes of fame. They were looking for the Messiah, and they became famous simply because they recognized who he was. And they recognized him, because they had prepared themselves for his arrival. Simeon and Anna understood that God was at work in the world, and that they could be a part of it, just by getting a glimpse of this baby.  Their fifteen minutes of fame was not a bright spotlight on themselves, but rather the reflected glow that comes from being in the presence of the son of God. 

In the wake of the Christmas celebration, you and I have just entered into a new year, a time that is traditionally used for soul-searching, for setting goals and establishing resolutions.  We look at the headlines from the past year, in search of someone, something to admire and perhaps emulate. But consider this.  Your life is already moving in a particular direction; if your fifteen minutes of fame came right now, it would simply shine a light on what you’re already doing, and the character that you are developing. 

It’s tempting to want the kind of fame that makes splashy headlines; that promises wealth or popularity. But this is a time, in this brand-new year, to consider what really matters, and set a course in that direction. 

As you think about the headlines from the year gone by and your hopes for the year to come, the challenge is not so much to seek the spotlight of fame as to seek to reflect the light that comes from drawing near to the Messiah, the son of God as Simeon and Anna did.  God is still at work in this world, and you and I can be a part of it. You may find many surprises in this coming year, as God draws close to you in ways that you never anticipated. But I challenge you to take the approach of Simeon and Anna, and intentionally place yourself in right in the middle of God’s path. In other words, choose to spend time in the places where God is likely to show up: prayer, for one. The Bible, for another. Take time to come to God’s house, and look for God to appear in this place.  Get ready for God to show up in your life, which Simeon and Anna can tell you, is way better than having reporters at your door. 

So, I challenge you in this new year to direct your heart toward God, with every intent of finding and responding to the call of God’s Messiah in this present time.  

A Prayer for the Future


Disturb us, Lord, when we are too well pleased with ourselves, when our dreams have come true because we have dreamed too little, when we arrive safely because we have sailed too close to the shore. 

Disturb us, Lord, when with the abundance of things we possess, we have lost our thirst for the waters of life; having fallen in love with life, we have ceased to dream of eternity; and in our efforts to build a new earth, we have allowed our vision of the new Heaven to dim. 

Disturb us, Lord, to dare more boldly, to venture on wider seas where storms will show your mastery; where losing sight of land, we shall find the stars. We ask you to push back the horizons of our hopes; and to push into the future in strength, courage, hope, and love. 

Sir Frances Drake Quoted in OC Missionary Prayer Letter of Jeanie Curryer, September, 1997 
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