Luke 2:22-40
Waiting

For some, the run up to Christmas includes visits to Christmas Markets.  The first in the UK was in Lincoln in 1982.  It was inspired by Lincoln’s German twin town with the council setting up eleven stalls when it returned from a twinning visit.  From there, it has become much larger with other cities joining in such as Birmingham, Bristol and Cambridge.  

Christmas markets are a time to gather with friends and enjoy food together, some of which may be festive classics or local delicacies.  There may be some more unusual and unique gifts which can be bought as well.  It is a combination of culture, community and celebration.

The atmosphere of the Christmas markets is one of busy-ness, hubbub, and lots of people gathering with a common purpose.  In their own way, I suspect this is not dissimilar to the atmosphere that would be found in the temple courts.  There would have been many people there, often in groups meeting with one another, with the joining together for worship as the common aspect. 

Our reading is one we often hear after Christmas rather than on Advent Sunday.  Yet there are some resonances with different Advent themes as we look ahead to the Christmas season.  We are sharing today in Jastine’s commissioning as an Anna Chaplain.  The role of an Anna Chaplain is to come alongside older people, whether a person of faith or not, and to offer them spiritual care.  Anna Chaplains are named after the widow, Anna, in the passage we’ve heard.  Anna was an older lady, a widow, who stayed in the temple courts, worshipping, fasting and praying.

Jesus was brought to the temple by Mary and Joseph after his birth in line with the Jewish custom.  It is whilst there they meet Simeon and Anna.  Simeon spent time in the temple courts, and Anna was at the temple all the time, so it is likely they knew each other.  Both recognised Jesus as the Saviour.  Simeon knew that Jesus would be the one to save all people, whether Jew or Gentile.  Both Simeon and Anna spoke of this moment as one of revelation in their lives.  For them both, they had been waiting for this moment for many, many years.  Once they had met Jesus, their lives were transformed by the encounter they had had.

In the hustle and bustle of the Christmas markets, it’s possible to find that moment of almost magical feeling, as some would put it.  They are touched by the atmosphere and this marks a change for them.  In the temple courts, Anna and Simeon were present.  The hubbub was all around them and they had a lifechanging encounter.  For Simeon, he found a sense of wholeness and completeness he’d not previously experienced.  For Anna, her response to the wholeness she found was joy and she shared with others all she’d found.  Both Simeon and Anna had come to know Jesus and were changed by him.  They experienced a new understanding of salvation.

This moment came to them both because of the faithful and lifelong waiting for God’s promises which they’d done for many years.  The promise of salvation is there for all people and it may be experienced at any stage of life.  Anna and Simeon found fulfilment through their worship and their waiting.  

We know that Anna was eighty four and a widow.  She lived a faithful life and was devoted to God.  She was always present in the temple courts and lived a life of worship.  Undoubtedly, this will have involved formal worship as we would expect to see on a Sunday morning.  But all she did was an example of faithful living which was her expression of worship.  She had devoted herself to waiting for this moment of seeing Jesus.  

Her waiting was not to keep looking around the temple courts to find the latest new thing or a unique gift, as might be the case of the Christmas market analogy.  Anna wasn’t interested in that.  She was poor and wouldn’t have had much in the way of spare cash.  Her waiting was to focus on God through worship and prayer.  She devoted herself to God in anticipation for the promise of God who would bring eternal life for all who turned to him.  Jesus’ birth fulfils this and as Anna met Jesus she knew this.  Her faithfulness was not in the ways of the world but in the ways of God.  

Anna stayed close to God listening to all he had to say.  She was a woman of prayer.  She brought before God the needs of the world, those she met in the temple courts as well as her own needs.  She would have given praise to God for all that he had done in the creation and sustaining of the world.  She was in the temple night and day and all she did was to bring glory to God and to encourage others to come to know God for themselves.  She remained close to God in worship and prayer knowing that this was the way in which she could show others who God was and the redemption he offers for all.  Anna had prayed for years and it was now, after years of faithfulness that she encountered Jesus as a baby.
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Worship and prayer are the foundation of our spiritual lives and at the heart of Anna Chaplaincy.  This may be formal worship, but it may be expressions of worship which look quite different.  For anyone coming alongside others, it is about recognising that in our worship we give praise to God for all he has done for us through Jesus.  As we offer prayer, we do so to bring others before God and for them to come to know God better for themselves.  The spiritual care offered predominantly comes through being with another and offering our whole selves with integrity so the hope of God may be seen and Jesus encountered.

Anna was patient and she persevered in her prayers and in her actions.  She was waiting for the fulfilment of God’s promises, which came as she met Jesus, but in the time prior to that she did not give up praising God and bringing others before him.  Especially in a time of waiting, it is easy to get discouraged and to want to give up.  We live in a world where we want quick results.  Sometimes, we have to be patient and allow God to work in his time, not ours.  That is never easy but Anna is a shining example of it.  

Waiting does not have to be a passive activity but can be a time of focusing on God and allowing God to speak through prayer, people and circumstances.  The love of Christ will be revealed, as it was through Jesus’ birth.  We have the understanding today of knowing that Jesus has been born, has died and risen again to bring new life to all.  Anna met Jesus having faithfully waited throughout her life for Jesus’ birth to come to fruition.  Her faith was a faith borne of waiting.

Anna was not afraid to come alongside others to share the love of God with them.  She was present to those in the temple and was able to speak about God to them because she had experienced his presence through the Holy Spirit for herself.  She spoke about Jesus to all who were looking for the salvation offered by him.  Anna recognised when the time was right to share with others the love of Christ.  This came out of her sense of personal discipleship because she could only share what she herself had experienced.  Sometimes our best witness is to be a calm and compassionate presence, to be alongside others, and not to be centre stage.  It is to judge when the moment is right, and when the invitation is made to share the purpose of God’s love to others.  These are often small, but faithful, steps.  It is about being present to others, being alongside them, and allowing them to frame their experience of care and friendship, in the context of the story of God.  

Today we are commissioning Jastine but also launching the Anna Chaplaincy for Colchester.  We believe that this is of God that we come together in partnership to share God’s love through coming alongside older people across the city.  We are grateful to the Bible Reading Fellowship for their vision for Anna Chaplaincy to come alongside older people offering spiritual care across the country.  Jastine’s role is to be present to others and to bring the people he encounters before God in prayer, praise and worship.  It is to recognise there will be times of waiting and the need to persevere.  There will be the moments of deep transformational encounter for which he waits as others see a glimpse of God’s Kingdom for themselves.  But this is not something he does by himself.  When we come to the Commissioning part of the service, we will all be asked to support Jastine with prayer and to partner with him in whatever way we can.  

At this time of Advent, we remember the anticipation and actions which come in this time of waiting.  We remember too, that Anna spent her life faithfully sharing the love of God but that she was eighty four when she encountered Jesus as a baby.  We give thanks in this Advent season for the gifts of waiting, faithfulness, and patience as we wait for Jesus to come again to the world.  We give thanks and praise to God that he offers every person the gift of salvation as shown in Jesus.  In the meantime, we come alongside others, offering spiritual care and compassion, so that others may see the love of God in action and come to know Jesus through the Holy Spirit for themselves.
