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Homily

On this Sunday, the Church celebrates the Feast of the Holy Family. According to Luke, it is now 40 days after the birth of Jesus. Following Jewish Law, on the 8th day, Mary & Joseph would have taken Jesus to be circumcised and given his name. 32 days later the parents once again return to the Temple, this time to offer a sacrifice and to consecrate their child. 

Luke tells the story, not only of the Holy Family, but of Simeon and Anna. Reflecting once again on the words of Simeon, his canticle, I recalled that so many years ago I became quite familiar with the sung words of the Canticle of Simeon. Recently in the midst of our packing and unpacking these past couple of months, I found some treasures I have kept over the years. Would you believe this folder, which holds songs we sung while I was a Seminary Sister in the Daughters of Charity is 40 years old? Some of the type is difficult to read today, however my own handwritten version of “Now Master, You have kept your Word, you let your servant go in peace, with my own eyes I have seen the salvation which you have prepared in the sight of every people, a light to reveal you to the nations and the glory of your people, Israel,” is still quite readable. The Canticle of Simeon is well known for being sung at the end of Compline or Night Prayer.  At the time, with my being all of 21 years of age, I really don’t think I knew or understood then the full impact of Simeon’s Canticle. 

Perhaps we can imagine what it must have been like for Mary & Joseph in all their excitement to arrive at the Temple to present their child for consecration. Just think of our own Baptismal ritual. However, when Simeon shows up and takes this Child into his arms and begins to sing, instead of singing praises, his message is about letting go, of departing and dying! What in the world was he thinking? This Canticle certainly doesn’t seem like the usual Christmas carols we tend to sing, or even one of praise. So why does Luke put this there in the 2nd chapter? 

Simeon has seen in this Child, Jesus “a sign and token that God has kept the promises made to the Israelites of old and, trusting God’s promises, is able to accept his own death with courage.” To me, it seems that Simeon has come to a deepen understanding of his fulfillment in God.  
It’s funny how sometimes over the years when cleaning the house I have found myself breaking out in song, mostly the songs I remember from my days in the Seminary, especially this Canticle. This past October, our Seminary Directress, Sister Marian passed away at the age of 92. 24 of the 32 Sisters she had in Seminary were there for the Wake and Funeral. In a very spontaneous move after the Wake Service, all of us gathered around her casket and sang Simeon’s Canticle. 

In today’s gospel, Luke also presents Anna. It seems that even though Mary was the first to hear the annunciation, she might not have been the first to completely understand what it all meant. Luke provides for us Simeon and Anna who seem to understand. Both were elderly and present in the Temple that day.  Anna approached the parents and infant and recognized Jesus as the messiah, but she has a different reaction. Anna praises God and also begins to sing. She was considered a “prophetess” and the only woman in the New Testament explicitly described as such.  Anna has spent many years, day in and day out at the Temple.  Scripture scholars wonder if Luke may also have seen Anna as a second witness in or around the Temple needed to validate Jesus’ significance.  We see in his writings examples of pairing males and females when he writes about the recipients of divine blessing and salvation. Another example is the story of Elizabeth and Zechariah in Chapter 1. Some even point out that it is interesting that the women Luke writes about come across as a more positive example of discipleship. The women are receptive to the message, and are willing to act upon it. Elizabeth realizing that her cousin is carrying the messiah, praises God for the blessing and Anna later spreads the good news. 

Alfred Plummer in his commentary on Luke, “suggested that the differences between Anna and Simeon provides a clue to Luke as a salvation historian, a chronicler of the mighty acts of God for the people through the ages. Yes, the messiah has arrived, as Simeon recognizes, but, as the prophetess Anna suggests, a new era, with a new and living voice of God will continue to speak about the messianic one. Anna is the first in a line of prophetic disciples who will speak about Jesus to all who were looking for the redemption of Israel.” 
Whereas Mary pondered and treasured all these things in her heart, Anna and Simeon knew and understood. The late Raymond Brown wrote, “Luke’s idea is that complete acceptance of the word of God, complete understanding of who Jesus is, and complete discipleship is not yet possible. This will come through the ministry of Jesus and particularly through the cross and resurrection.”

Luke paints for us a realistic picture of these parents.  Raymond Brown adds “Luke does not leave Mary on a negative note of misunderstanding, rather he stresses her retention of what she has not yet understood and…her continuing search to understand.”
We come to understanding incrementally and over time throughout the years. With Simeon and Anna sharing prophetic insights, one satisfied that prophecy has been fulfilled and the other pointing to the future, as bright as the promises of God. 

So, we sing today. Many of our Christmas carols are uplifting and beautiful and others paint that realistic picture the Luke portrays. Think for a moment about the song, “In the Bleak Midwinter.” In this song we are reminded that Christ came not only for the joyful but also for the despairing.  Today we celebrate this wonderful feast of the Holy Family and take time to reflect on our own families and yet soon we will travel up to the third floor to pray for our city, for the cities around the country that have experience such violence and upheavel. David Lose says, that “God is still present in the bleak times of our lives.  The holidays for many can bring about a mixture of joy & regret, reunion & strife, hopes & disappointments, companionship & extreme loneliness. God comes to us, precisely where we are broken.” 

So, how do you relate to both Simeon & Anna, to Mary & Joseph? What stood out for you as you ponder the readings this day?

