
Sermon for The Feast of the Presentation 
Sunday, February 4, 2018 

“How do you present yourself before God” 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

 “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, 
     according to thy word. 
For mine eyes have seen thy Salvation, 
     which thou hast prepared before the face of all people 
To be a light to lighten the Gentiles, 
     and to be the glory of thy people Israel.” 

Those words belong to one of the beloved canticles of the Church, The 
Nunc dimittis or Song of Simeon.  It is one of three canticles that come 
from the Gospel of Luke (the other two being The Magnificat and The 
Song of Zechariah).  It is at the heart of Luke’s Epiphany story. 

Luke’s Epiphany story has no star, no wise men from the east, no 
gifts of gold, frankincense, or myrrh; those familiar symbols come from 
the Epiphany story in the Gospel according to Matthew.  The Epiphany 
story according to Luke is a very different account.  It takes place, not at 
the crib of the baby Jesus, but in the Temple at Jerusalem.  Since the 5th 
Century, the Church has commemorated Luke’s Epiphany story with a 
major feast day that interrupts Ordinary Time; it is known as the Feast 
of the Presentation, or the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary, or 
Candlemas. 

This holy day celebrates two events, because it recognizes and 
incorporates two major Jewish rituals at once. According to ancient 
Jewish law found in the 13th Chapter of Exodus, the firstborn son was to 
be presented to a priest at the Temple in Jerusalem, dedicated to God, 
and redeemed for five shekels paid to the priest. This is known in 
Hebrew as the pidyon ha’ben. 

The Lord said to Moses, “Consecrate to me every firstborn 
male.  The first offspring of every womb among the Israelites 
belongs to me, whether human or animal.” In days to come, 
when your son asks you, ‘What does this mean?’ say to him, 
‘With a mighty hand the Lord brought us out of Egypt, out of 
the land of slavery.  When Pharaoh stubbornly refused to let 
us go, the Lord killed the firstborn of both people and animals 
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in Egypt. This is why I sacrifice to the Lord the first male 
offspring of every womb and redeem each of my firstborn 
sons.’  And it will be like a sign on your hand and a symbol on 
your forehead that the Lord brought us out of Egypt with his 
mighty hand.”  (Exodus 13:1-2, 14-16 [NIV]) 

This is the first event being commemorated today. 

The second event commemorated today is the ritual purification of 
Mary.  According to ancient Jewish law, women were considered ritually 
unclean following childbirth. Anybody who has experienced childbirth, 
whether as a mother, midwife, medical professional, or other observer, 
knows that it is an incredibly bloody event. Blood was considered to be 
the essence of life by Jewish tradition, and nobody, except a priest, was 
allowed to touch it.  If blood was touched, that person was considered 
unclean and exiled from the community until he or she underwent a 
ritual of purity. The ritual purification of women is described in the 12th 
Chapter of Leviticus: 

The Lord said to Moses, “Say to the Israelites: ‘A woman who 
becomes pregnant and gives birth to a son will be 
ceremonially unclean for seven days, just as she is unclean 
during her monthly period.  On the eighth day the boy is to be 
circumcised.  Then the woman must wait thirty-three days to 
be purified from her bleeding.  She must not touch anything 
sacred or go to the sanctuary until the days of her purification 
are over.  When the days of her purification for a son or 
daughter are over, she is to bring to the priest at the entrance 
to the tent of meeting a year-old lamb for a burnt offering and 
a young pigeon or a dove for a sin offering.  He shall offer them 
before the Lord to make atonement for her, and then she will 
be ceremonially clean from her flow of blood.  These are the 
regulations for the woman who gives birth to a boy or a girl.  
But if she cannot afford a lamb, she is to bring two doves or 
two young pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other for 
a sin offering.  In this way the priest will make atonement for 
her, and she will be clean.’ ”  (Leviticus 12:1-4, 6-8 [NIV]) 

Mary went to the Temple so that she could be cleansed after childbirth, 
as all Jewish women were required to do.  If you do the math, 7 days + 
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33 days = 40 days, and if you count 40 days from December 25th, you will 
arrive at February 2nd. The practice of presenting a newborn boy or girl 
forty days after birth is still done in the Orthodox Church, and the rite 
of the Churching of Women was found in the Book of Common Prayer 
through the 1928 Prayer Book. 

According to Luke’s Gospel, when Joseph and Mary brought the 
baby Jesus to the Temple, they were met by an old blind priest named 
Simeon. The Jews were waiting for the Messiah who would save Israel.  
God had made a promise to Simeon that he would not die until he met 
the Messiah. When Simeon met Jesus, he recognized the Messiah, and 
in his joy, said those beloved words, which we know as The Song of 
Simeon. That was an epiphany for Simeon and a declaration to Israel 
that their Messiah had arrived. 

Since about the 7th Century, the Church has symbolized the 
declaration of the arrival of the Messiah with candles at the beginning 
of the mass, hence the name Candlemas.  This feast day also replaced a 
pagan festival common in Northern Europe known as Imbolc. That 
festival occurred midway between the winter solstice and the spring 
equinox, which was around the 1st of February. Imbolc celebrated the 
lengthening of days, the preparation for spring, and the renewal of life.  
Eventually, the feast day was used to bless candles for use the rest of 
the year. That’s why we began the mass today with a candlelight 
procession and aspersing with holy water. 

In the presentation of Jesus in the temple, the Light of the world 
was seen by two unlikely individuals: Simeon, a blind man, and Anna, 
an old widow who had no status in society. They gazed upon the Messiah 
and declared to the world that he had arrived. Their epiphany is a 
reminder to us that even ordinary, unlikely folk like we are can also see 
Christ present in the world. Look for a glimpse of the light of Christ in 
the people you meet, in the things they do, in the things you do. Look for 
the little joys that occur in the world every day. Every day we can share 
in the delight of Simeon and Anna when they caught a glimpse of the 
infant Messiah when we can recognize the presence of Christ in our lives 
and in the lives of others around us. When we do that, we, too share in 
the joy of the Epiphany. 
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Finally, we should be mindful as to how we present ourselves 
before God. Are we constantly giving and re-giving ourselves to God, so 
that we project the image of God and the light of Christ? If the world is 
going to receive and see the light of Christ, it’s going to be through our 
bringing that light in the way we conduct ourselves amongst each other 
and in the ways we try to make an impact in the world. Are we being the 
hands and feet of God in attending to the needs of our community and 
the people close to us? Are we presenting ourselves with the utmost 
sincerity, love, decorum, and reverence in his temple—that is, when we 
come to this place? We should be constantly challenging ourselves in 
trying to answer these questions. If we can bring out the light of Christ 
within ourselves, then we can help the world see that light: For mine 
eyes have seen thy Salvation, which thou hast prepared before the face 
of all people, to be a light to lighten the Gentiles, and to be the glory of 
thy people Israel.” Amen. 
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