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We don’t know much about Mary from scripture.  We see her here and there throughout the gospels – but only in brief glimpses.  From the moment we meet her in scripture she is remarkable – as a teenager visited by an angel and asked to accept a difficult challenge – she says “I am the Lord’s servant.”  - and goes on to pray a prayer full of passion and justice for the outcast, challenge and hope for all.  You can see a glimpse of the girl who became the woman who will raise Jesus - the compassionate Messiah, Savior of the world, and the embodiment of love that Jesus is.  Mary is not of course the only influence on Jesus’ life, but you can see her profound faithfulness as she envisions the way he will live and love.  So when verse 19 says – she pondered in her heart – we can only imagine her ponderings.  

This young woman knew her son was special, perhaps she suspected what awaited her in the years ahead as Jesus grew and became a great leader.  Perhaps she had no idea how she would help her son to grow well and to serve God.  But she did know that God was with her, with them – with Mary and Jesus and Joseph and those around them.  Mary knew God’s faithfulness.  She knew God’s promises.  She was confident that whatever happened God would provide for them.  As she said when the angel first visited, “Let it be for me as you have said.”  
So that’s how she raised Jesus – confident in God, sure of God’s faithfulness, certain of God’s providence, listening for God’s call, alive with God’s grace and love.  And of course, Mary was not alone.  Joseph stood beside her – a good, honest, hardworking and equally faithful man.  He too was visited by angels and dreams messages from God.  And he also responded with obedience and compassion.  These few verses read for today’s scripture, tell us a few things about the way Joseph and Mary raised Jesus.  

First, they reveal that Jesus was raised in a home of faith, in fact a home of extreme faithfulness.  Not only was Jesus circumcised on the eighth day according to the Jewish law, but the family went the extra steps - literally – extra steps to dedicate Jesus in the temple.  It was not required but showed commitment and faithfulness that Mary and Joseph took Jesus to the temple for presentation and dedication.  They made the suggested offering of 2 doves - which was the poor families’ offering.  They were poor but they knew it was worth the time and commitment to make the dedication in the temple – to stand and make promises before God as they dedicated their child.  And they pledged to raise Jesus in faithfulness, in the presence of God.  

There were witnesses to these promises in Simeon and Anna.  In the Bible there are always witnesses to God’s promises.  And to human faithful promises to God.  Both Simeon and Anna recognized something in Jesus that was more than an ordinary child.  They were led by the Holy Spirit and by prophetic praise to bless the family and to proclaim the coming of the Messiah.  They joined the witness of the angels, the shepherds and the wisemen in proclaiming the birth of the savior of the world – as Simeon says – a light to the nations and glory to God’s people.  

These witnesses represented the community of welcome for Jesus, the Messiah, but also the community whom the Messiah would welcome into God’s presence.   The angels represented heaven.  The shepherds represented poor workers.   Simeon represented the good faithful Jewish man.  Anna represented the prophets and the women.  The wise magi came representing the wider world of seekers from all over the world.  All of these communities are welcome in the presence of God.  All of these were a part of Jesus life and upbringing.  Not just at his birth but all of his life.  Luke points that out.  And all are welcome in the kingdom of God, welcomed by Jesus Christ.    
The last community mentioned is Nazareth.  Mary and Joseph returned home to raise Jesus faithfully.  The community in which Jesus grew up helped him to grow into all Jesus was meant to be.  God, and Mary and Joseph knew that Jesus needed people to surround him, to shape him, to help him to grow strong and faithful and wise.  Nazareth was that home and the religious base for that growth for Jesus.  Mary and Joseph made sure Jesus was grounded in that faithful tradition.  So, how much more even than Jesus, do we need such a community of love and support to surround us and support us, to offer us insight into how to live faithfully and serve God well, to give us examples of faithfulness, love and justice.  Our community of faith – our church - helps us to grow in wisdom and favor as individuals.  And that happens only as we come together to worship and serve God.  That is our job as a church, no matter what our age, to help others to know the presence, power and love of God, and to encourage others of all ages to live and to love well.  

Here in this season of Christmas, and into the coming year, we have the opportunity to be a community of blessing and faithfulness for one another and for the world.  We share a calling - to be a blessing to others, to be a part of a community of faith wherever you find yourself.   Maybe it’s here.  Maybe it’s somewhere else.  All of us are called to live into the hope of Jesus Christ whose birth we celebrate this season - to seek the presence of God in community and to share the grace of God in the world.  Accept that challenge.  Live into that hope.  And be blessed by the love of God.  May you too, as Jesus did, increase in wisdom and in years, and in divine and human favor following Jesus Christ, the child born to offer peace.     Amen. 
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And Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, just as it had been told them.

When the eighth day came, it was time to circumcise the child, and he was called Jesus, the name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.

When the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord (as it is written in the law of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord”), and they offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair of turtledoves or two young pigeons.”

Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon; this man was righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit rested on him. It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple, and when the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what was customary under the law, Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying,

“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word,

for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples,

a light for revelation to the gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.”

And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about him. Then Simeon blessed them and said to his mother Mary, “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul, too.”

There was also a prophet, Anna the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was of a great age, having lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, then as a widow to the age of eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped there with fasting and prayer night and day. At that moment she came and began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.

When they had finished everything required by the law of the Lord, they returned to Galilee, to their own town of Nazareth. The child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom, and the favor of God was upon him.
The Word of the Lord

Thanks be to God. 
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