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Walking Together as Children of the Light 
Presentation of Our Lord (+ Super Bowl Sunday and Groundhog Day) Luke 2:22-40  

February 2, 2014 
 

What a full day! You do know its Groundhog Day, right? (After this winter, that groundhog better not see his 
shadow. We want spring to come yesterday!) Today we also have Super Bowl Sunday, and “Pipes, Bells and 
Brass” – a concert at EMU with Michael Burkhardt and friends. What you may not know is that today, February 
2 is also a feast day in the liturgical year. Today is the “Presentation of our Lord.” It’s not a big festival in our 
church calendar. But it has an interesting story and a challenging connection for our lives today. We will also 
present our children with Bibles later in the service. 
 
We just heard the presentation story in our Gospel reading from Luke 2. It is forty days after Jesus’ birth and his 
faithful parents present him in the temple in accordance with Jewish law. Mary and Joseph bring an offering 
because Jesus is their firstborn: two turtle doves.  The wealthy would have brought a lamb. But the poor were 
allowed to bring two birds to meet the requirement. It used to be, you see, that some religious practices in the 
Ancient Near East required parents to sacrifice their firstborn child to the deities. The gods were supposed to 
then reward the parents with many healthy children. But the God of Israel was different. In the Hebrew 
Scriptures (our Old Testament) Numbers 18:16 stipulates that instead parents should provide for the sacrifice of 
animals, the slaughter of which redeems the infant. ‘Sounds rather absurd, right? But the mindset is 
fundamental to the New Testament and how it frames the crucifixion of Jesus. Jesus, the first-born son of God, 
dies as a sacrificial lamb in order to redeem us all. But I digress.  

Standing there in the temple as Jesus is presented are two elderly people – devoted servants of God: Simeon and 
Anna. Simeon sees the infant Jesus, takes him into his arms and breaks into song! His words are familiar to us: 
we sometimes sing them after receiving communion, we pray them at the bedside of a loved one who is near 
death or who has died. We also might pray them at bedtime, like monks, in a rite called “Night Prayer,” because 
sleep is like a little death.  

In The Message Bible, Eugene Peterson translates Simeon’s song this way: God, you can now release your 
servant; release me in peace as you promised. With my own eyes I’ve seen your salvation; it’s now out in the 
open for everyone to see: a God-revealing light to the non-Jewish nations, and of glory for your people Israel. 
Today, Simeon might say, “OK, I can die now. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen him. The last and most important item on 
my bucket list: to see the Messiah. Check!” Anna gets in on the action too. She is an 84 year old widow who 
never leaves the temple. She sees Jesus, starts praising God and speaking about him to everyone who comes to 
the temple, that the redemption of Israel is near. 

What strikes me in this story is the faith of the elders, Simeon and Anna. The faith they’ve been given to see in 
a helpless infant Jesus the hope and light of the world. They had a vision for him before he could have one for 
himself. They remind me of all of you who are mentors in our Kids Hope program. They remind me of Cantor 
Michael and Pastor Ben and all of you who work with our young people. They remind me of the elders in my 
life who did that for me. In our congregation it was the tradition that college students would lead worship the 
Sunday after Christmas. After one of those services in which I had a key leadership role, Maxine Lizer, the 
mother of one of my peers, took me aside in the narthex and said, “You really ought to think about going into 
the ministry.” She listened to the Spirit and acted on it. She planted a seed.  She was not a pastor or a bishop or 
a teacher or my mother. She was someone sitting in the pew.  

So today Simeon and Anna might challenge us: Do we see in our young people at Holy Cross what they may 
not be able to see in themselves? Do we act boldly like Maxine Lizer? Do we see God’s light shining in them? 
In their hearts, in their faces, through their eyes? Do we let them know? Do we know them by name? Do we see 
our children only as the church of the future? Or do we embrace them as the church of today? 
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When we were in France, Barry and I had the privilege of visiting the ecumenical spiritual community of 
reconciliation in Taize. Thousands of young people make pilgrimages there each ear. Brother Roger, who 
founded the community in the midst of World War Two, kind of reminds me of Simeon. He believed that 
through the Holy Spirit, God is present to every human being. Brother Roger had a place in his heart for all 
human beings, of every nation, and in particular for young people and children….He often repeated the 
following words: “Christ did not come to earth to create a new religion, but to offer to every human being a 
communion in God.” This unique communion, which is the Church, is there for everyone, without exception. 

One of his constant concerns was to make this communion accessible to young people, and to lift the obstacles 
from their path. His attention to young people often led him to repeat: “I would go to the end of the earth if I 
could, to express over and over again my confidence in the younger generations.” He was aware of the great 
upheavals that would profoundly change our societies. He saw very early that modernity would make it difficult 
to trust in God; he understood those who were beset by doubts. And he was keenly aware that one great obstacle 
was seeing God as a severe judge who instills fear. An intuition grew progressively clearer within him, and he 
did everything he could in order to transmit it by his own life. That intuition?  God can do nothing other than to 
love. 

Last week Pastor Ben shared with us the findings of the National Study of Youth and Religion. The fact is that 
we are very good at passing on what we live, but that is not necessarily representative of the God and the faith 
we profess here. What children receive is what they absorb and observe. Children learn what they live.  

So as a little exercise, because the Super Bowl happens to be on our radar (not because we want to spoil our 
fun) I wonder if we might look at this beloved American institution that has so much potential for good. Over 
100 million people will be watching. Let’s shine some light on it, see what that light exposes, and, since its 
Groundhog Day, let’s see what shadows appear. And let’s wonder, through this little exercise, what our young 
people might be observing and absorbing.  

The light reveals that we will consume 1.25 billion chicken wings, 15,000 tons of chips, and 27 million pieces 
of pizza from Domino’s and Pizza Hut alone. The shadow? 47 million people will depend on food stamps. The 
light exposes the price of a Level 3 suite at Met Life Stadium at $899, 270. The shadow? The average cost of a 
home in the U.S. is $340,300. The light reveals the average price of a ticket is $4,084. The shadow? The 
average weekly salary in the US is $831. The light exposes that it will cost $4 million to buy a thirty second 
commercial during the game, totaling $300 million in revenue. The shadow? $300 million could educate 
272,727 children for one year. The light exposes 13.9 million people buying new furniture for Super Bowl 
parties in 2013. The shadow? 3.5 million people experience homelessness in the U.S. So what do our children 
observe and absorb? What obstructions might we be putting in their path? 

We may think that the Ancient Near Eastern custom of child sacrifice is absurd. But you know, as the mother of 
two young men in 21st century North America, I have long felt that child sacrifice is alive and well. I have shed 
many a tear over the culture in which our children are growing up and I have wrung my hands at my 
helplessness to do anything about what our sons observe and absorb. Our children are sacrificed every day on 
the altar of consumerism, observing and absorbing values that proclaim the gods of me, myself and I.  

Yet Brother Roger of Taize said, “If spiritual values in many countries were not being called into question, our 
community would not be setting in motion a whole process that consists in welcoming, week after week, young 
people not just from the North, East and South of Europe, but also from other continents. Seeing all these faces 
on our hill of Taize, we realize that they come with vital questions: What does Christ want from me? How can I 
find a meaning for my life in him? Without always sensing it clearly,” he says, “they are trying to follow Christ. 
The important thing for my brothers and myself is to respond to their trust by being, above all, men of prayer 
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and of listening, never spiritual masters.” Another wonderful challenge for us: to be persons of prayer and of 
listening – never spiritual masters. 

Brother Roger and Simeon and Anna would have smiled if they had been at Holy Cross a weed ago Wednesday. 
Pastor Ben and around 20 youth had just returned from their 117th annual winter retreat in northern Michigan. It 
was finals week, so he cancelled their meeting for that evening, the meeting they call 6-1-2. But the kids 
protested! A text message campaign ensued. What’s a pastor to do? The kids wanted to come and be a part of 
this unique communion called church. So he relented. They came. And they explored different ways to pray. 

One of my favorite movies is “Groundhog Day” with Bill Murray. Murray plays Phil Connors, an arrogant and 
egocentric Pittsburgh TV weatherman. He hates his snowy assignment covering the annual Groundhog Day 
event in Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania. Somehow he finds himself in a time loop, repeating the same day again 
and again. First he indulges in hedonism and then numerous suicide attempts. But eventually the repetition 
becomes a light that exposes and reveals and then helps to clarify. He begins to re-examine his life and 
priorities. He figures out that as the same day begins again each morning, over and over, he has the opportunity 
to erase all of his regrets from the day before, and his future is no longer determined by his past.  

I love this movie because for me it speaks to the journey of faith, what theologians call the process of 
sanctification. It’s a message our young people so desperately need, not to mention you and me. It’s about the 
life of baptism: As a baptized child of God, every day I have the opportunity to die to sin and rise to new life in 
and with the risen Christ, so that every day I get to start over: to let go of regrets and their power over me. The 
past does not have to determine the future.  

As we gather at the Table on this Presentation Day, we make of our hands both a cradle and a throne, where 
Jesus is presented to us, not only as a light that exposes and reveals, but also as a light that bathes, consoles, 
clarifies and transforms – so that finally, we are led, not by the shadows, but by the Light – the Light of Jesus, 
the light of love, the Light that leads us with love into being the people God intends us to be.  

And so we walk together, young and old, rich and poor, black and white, gay and straight, male and female. 
We walk with sunlight and shadows, pipes, bells and brass, Seahawks and Broncos, and their fans. We walk 
together, as children of the light, following the One who can do nothing but love. Amen.  
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