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Today our clock is on countdown for the year 2023.  In less than 15 (13) hours we will turn the page on another year and move into 2024.  I will probably be asleep, though I may wake up if there are fireworks in the neighborhood.  Today is a moment in time.  It stirs us to evaluate the year just past, to make resolutions or at least to be mindful of the year ahead and to consider what we hope and dream.  I like clean slates, new calendar pages, promises to try something new or be something better.  I realize really, nothing magical happens at 11:59 – no more than any other day.  But that’s just it – it is a new day, a new year, a new chance to start over and live as we are meant to live.    
The scripture for today from Luke records that Mary and Joseph did absolutely everything right following the birth of Jesus.  On the eighth day after birth – circumcised and presented to God as one who belongs the children of God.  On the 40th day presented in the temple in Jerusalem – dedicated to follow God’s law and God’s way.  A sacrifice of doves, a prayer for his life, a promise to teach this child all about God and to bring Jesus up in a community of faithful believers.  Not every family did this.  It was time consuming, expensive, risky, overwhelming.  Traveling with a month old baby and a mother who just gave birth.  Making the effort.  There were ways around it, and many faithful people didn’t bother.  But Mary and Joseph did exactly what was expected, did everything possible to demonstrate faithfulness, went above and beyond to make sure their baby was recognized as a child of God, was loved and blessed.  
The remarkable thing about the story is Jesus was recognized.  Jesus was remembered.

Simeon saw the baby Jesus and KNEW that everything had changed.  One look and Simeon knew he would never be the same, the world would never be the same.  He saw this child, this simple peasant family and Simeon was CERTAIN the world had been transformed.  He prayed, “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace, for I have seen your salvation.”  Let me die now.  I’ve seen all I need to see.  Simeon’s countdown was over.  He reached the perfection he had sought all of his life.  He knew that salvation had come - when he saw this beloved baby Jesus.  What was it about this child, this baby?  How did Simeon know that nothing would ever be the same?  That God’s salvation had come.  

And the same with Anna – she’d seen hundreds of babies, maybe thousands.  Faithful people from all over the world brought their child to the temple for dedication.  And Anna had been there 60 + years.  Thousands of babies, but one look at this Jesus – just one look – and Anna knows, the prophet knows – there’s something about this baby – this child.  There’s something about Jesus – that changes everything.  The scripture says simply the prophet Anna – “began to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Israel.”  
Redemption.  Salvation.  This is not your ordinary baby dedication.  Although by all historical indications – it was a normal ritual dedication of a child by a peasant family in Israel.  But Anna knew, Simeon knew – there was nothing ordinary or normal about this child, about this moment.  They knew that everything had changed.  The world changed with the birth of this baby Jesus.  

In a very real sense, our countdown today is more than just a clock tick to midnight, a page turn on a new year.  In a very real sense we are invited into the same kind of life transforming moment as Simeon and Anna.  We are invited to open our eyes and to see this Jesus as Savior of the world, as our personal Savior by grace.  We are invited to turn the page and enter a whole new world surrounded by God’s grace.  Anything is possible because of God’s love.  God’s promises are true.  God’s promises are for you.  

Jesus was born, the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, Emmanuel, God with us, walked the earth.  God came to be human – to live and breathe and move among us, to teach and touch and transform lives.  And from that point on, from that birth on, nothing would ever be the same again.  Christmas changed EVERYTHING.   Because in that birth God did something entirely different.  God became human – flesh and blood – to show us how to live fully and love completely, to understand us and to help us understand God.  To show us who God really is – how God truly loves, to offer us new life, transformed lives.  
Now I realize sometimes it doesn’t feel the world is transformed..  Sometimes it feels like the world is just as messed up as before Jesus came – there’s war and chaos and cruelty and poverty and sin and suffering and loss and death.  There is much to fear, and there are constant worries to make us struggle.  It doesn’t feel like the kind of kingdom Simeon talked about, the kind of redemption Anna prophesied.  What difference did it make that Jesus was born?  What difference does it make that Christmas has come?  
For Simeon it meant salvation - the birth of this baby Jesus was proof that God had a plan and that God was in charge.  He saw in this child that God’s kingdom, God’s loving rule on earth, was a certainty.  God had promised to make everything right.  And in Jesus – Simeon saw proof of God’s promises come true – proof of God’s love, proof that God would save anyone who believes.

For Anna it meant redemption.  Interesting word – redemption – especially for a woman in that day, a widow, with no rights, perhaps no property, and it seems no family to speak of.  Redemption was the word used when a kinsman would buy a family member out of slavery or poverty or whatever desperate situation they were in.  Redemption meant new life, an end to suffering, an end to loss – the foundation for HOPE.  Anna who had lost so much.  Anna who did not have any family to buy her out of poverty.  In Jesus Anna experienced HOPE.  New life, without loss or suffering or pain  – HOPE for a positive future, a future in God’s hands, surrounded by love.

For us –What does the birth of Jesus Christ mean?  This season we celebrate? What does the new year bring?  We live in a world redeemed by God’s love in this Jesus.  God came to us, lived among us, and saves us for new life eternally.  Jesus showed us how to share God’s love and shine Christ’s light.   How should we live our lives by that grace?  Let’s take a tip from Anna and Simeon again.   First, they were both delighted.  Joy is the first response to God’s grace in Jesus Christ.  Be delighted.  Celebrate.  Ring in the new year with enthusiasm and hope.  Live into the new year in the light of God’s love, knowing God’s in charge and Jesus can transform darkness to light.  Oh the darkness is still there – I know it, you know it, Simeon and Anna knew it.  But don’t wallow in the darkness of the world and all its troubles.  Live in the light of Christ.  Live in the light of Christ.  Recognize all that is beautiful around us.  All the ways that God touches and transforms.  Praise God as Simeon and Anna did.  Praise God and tell others about this God of love you know.
Both Anna and Simeon immediately started praising God, and telling people about how God has fulfilled all promises in Jesus.  Both Simeon and Anna pointed toward God, pointed toward HOPE.  We who have known the love of God in Jesus Christ all of our lives can only do the same.  

Live in the reality that you know.  God loves the world so much that God came in Jesus Christ to touch and to transform, to heal and to empower.  Believe it, and live in such a way, that everyone knows this love and this grace of Jesus Christ our Savior and Redeemer.  Amen.  
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