 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
For The Time Being...And The Future Too!

Isaiah 62: 1-2; Luke 2:22-40

For The Time Being is a long Christmas oratorio written nearly fifty years ago by W. H. Auden. In this composition, the writer sought to explore the meaning of Christmas for the mid-twentieth century person. “ For the time being” is also a label for the mood which descends on so many of us in the days after Christmas. For many, Christmas is a “one day” event. We spend so many days preparing and planning and getting ready and anticipating--and then it comes--and its over. And then everything goes back to the way the way it was before. Everything goes back to ordinary life.

For the church and its established pattern of worship, that is not true. For Christians there are the twelve days of Christmas--that period when we continue to reflect on and draw meaning from the Christmas event. And in today’s gospel lesson, we see a family for whom things did not go back to being what they were before the birth of the Christmas child. And that is not surprising. Any parent here can testify that after any baby’s birth, nothing ever goes back to being the way it was before.

So here in the story, we meet Mary and Joseph doing the things that were expected of new parents in their day and in their traditions. Mary goes for her purification ritual required of all women after the birth of a child. The baby is presented, dedicated to God, and redeemed in the ritual performed for every first born son. Suddenly, out of nowhere, two people announce that the coming of this child has changed their lives and has the potential of changing every life from that moment on. And, they say, they will never be the same again!

Simeon and Anna had been waiting faithfully and watching for the messiah, the anointed one of God, who would be the redemption of Israel. Like the prophet Isaiah before them, they had been holding God accountable for the cries of his people that all of his promises be fulfilled. Remember the Prophet’s words read earlier:




For Zion’s sake I will not keep silent,




and for Jerusalem’s sake I will not rest,




until her vindication shines out like the dawn.




and her salvation like a burning torch.      (62:1)

As to the people in the Prophet’s day, it must have seemed to Simeon and Anna that God has left his people abandoned and had neglected their needs and cries.

You see, that’s part of what a prophet does---talks to God on behalf of the people and reminds God of his promises. And that is what Simeon and Anna had been doing all those years. And God had promised Simeon that he would not die until he had seen the Lord’s anointed one. And now, in this child, these two old faithful stalwarts see the hand of God moving to fulfill His promises and to once again attend to the plight of His people.

After seeing the child, Simeon and Anna both break into spontaneous praise to God for the incredible wonder they are witnessing ---standing there in the Temple, holding this new born infant. Then Simeon prays to God:




Lord, now let your servant go in peace, for my




eyes have seen the salvation you have prepared.

He says he has seen the consolation, the comforter, the one who will draw all people to God who created the world and wills to redeem it.

And Anna, too, is overjoyed and her lifetime of waiting is rewarded. She cannot wait to go and tell everyone who is looking for God’s salvation that it has come.

The sight of a helpless infant being dedicated to God by his faithful parents changes the lives of these two people from that moment on. And why? What did they see that caused such a dramatic and exciting change? They saw what hopefully we have seen in the Christmas child. They saw Emmanuel--God with us.

And while we are not told this, we can reasonably infer that after this event they went back to life that was much as it had been before. They had seen the promise of God; yet they were left to live “For the time being.” As are we after our meeting with the child of Christmas who comes to bring the promise of God to our lives. We are left to live “For the time being.”

Years ago I read a sermon by the Scottish preacher, Murdo MacDonald, in which he tells of his experience as a prisoner of war in Germany during World War Two. He said that early one morning, he was awakened by an American in his barracks, whispering, “The Scotsman wants to see you. It very important.” MacDonald went out into the open compound of the camp where he met with another prisoner named MacNeil, who had underground contact with the BBC. MacNeil told him in Scottish Highlander Gaelic, “They have come!”

MacDonald ran back to his barracks and woke up the other prisoners, repeating again and again, “They have come.” Men jumped up, shouted, hugged each other, and ran out of doors. It was June, 1944, and Normandy had just been invaded. Salvation, deliverance was at hand, but not yet. It would be almost a year before they were actually liberated. Yet they all knew that victory was assured and freedom was coming closer every day. Life would never go back to the way it was before.

“For the time being” the prisoners waited, but a new spirit of hope gave them strength and joy and peace and confidence. So it was with Simeon and Anna. And so it is for us on this first day of 2012.

You see, we have been given the gifts of hope and joy and peace and love at the birth of the Savior. And we know our lives will never be the same again. Yet, “for the time being.” we go back to our daily work of raising a family, doing our jobs, or going to school. Yet somehow, everything has changed, for Emmanuel has come. God is with us.

For the time being, all the things that were wrong with our world before Christmas continue to be wrong. There are still wars and refugees. There is still violence and famine and hatred. We are still sinners--but we are forgiven, Emmanuel has come.

For the time being, we live with ourselves and all the bad habits we are always trying to change. We make new year’s resolutions and we may or may not keep them. Yet everything has changed. Emmanuel has come and he says, “I love you and will give you the strength to face change.”

For the time being, all the old problems must still be struggled with and overcome. Dishes must be washed, families fed, homework done, the same old job must still be done day after day. Yet God is with us--Emmanuel has come--to deliver us from boredom and disillusionment. He has come to give meaning and direction.

In the Christmas child we have seen the good news of “God with us” to help us with the time being. But there is also the promise of grace and hope for the future. It seems to me that we can draw good words from this experience of Simeon and Anna. Let me suggest three:

1. God remains active in the world.  I submit to you that this is the witness of the whole Bible. God is active in this world and in the affairs of persons. It is in the sphere of history that we know God--human history and our own history. God has not abandoned his creation and left it alone. Simeon and Anna knew that it was in the affairs of the world that they would meet God, and our celebration last Sunday of the birth of the Christmas child is our own affirmation of this truth. God remains active in this world.

2. God’s purposes in the world will finally triumph.  The Bible affirms over and over again that God has a purpose and an intention for his creation. He is not making it up as He goes. He has the end firmly in mind and is gently leading His creation toward that purpose.

3. We already have clues as to what the nature of that purpose is. They are to be found in the picture of Christ that we have in the gospels.  The future of God is not scary or uncertain. He has given us a first hand look at that future in what we have seen and what we know of Christ.  And I remind us of the testimony of the Apostle Paul when he wrote to his young colleague about facing uncertain times:



...for God did not give us a spirit of cowardice and fear,



but rather a spirit of power and love and self-discipline.

And to anyone who takes this witness to God’s loving and redeeming acts in Jesus Christ and twists them into words that cause fear and confusion and consternation among His people, I say: “God forgive you, for you are guilty of perversion and manipulation and distortion.”  We have been given a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.

So like Simeon and Anna, we can go forth rejoicing and praising God. We can live “For the time being,” and in the future too. For our eyes have seen the salvation of God, which he has prepared for all peoples.  Amen.

