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When the days grow short and the cold settles in, our bodies and
hearts long for light. In the northern parts of our continent, people
spend the night outside with the hope of catching a glimpse of the
northern lights. Candles appear on windowsills and tables. Christmas
decorations linger longer than usual, as though we are reluctant to let
the light go.

During the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, | noticed something
quietly beautiful. In every service | attended, light was shared. A single
candle was lit, and from that flame others were kindled, until the light
spread through the whole congregation. Flames that were fragile, and
yet steady.

And so we come today to this feast of the Candlemas, a feast of light,
that meets us in the heart of winter, when we know, in our bones as
well as in our prayers, how much light matters.

The blessing of candles, where it is still practised, reminds us that their
light is not manufactured by force or mastery. It is received, then
shaped, and finally tended with care. And yet these small flames point
beyond themselves. They are signs of another light — one that stands



above nature’s light — Christ, the true light that enlightens everyone
coming into the world.

Candlemas acknowledges that there are moments in our lives when
our senses awaken, when our ordinary seeing opens onto a greater
reality — a deeper, fuller life. Moments when seeing becomes
recognition, and recognition becomes acknowledgment. Moments
when divinity and humanity touch, when heaven and earth are joined.

So it was for Simeon and Anna. In a child brought to the Temple,
Simeon saw the fulfilment of God’s promise, the light of God’s glory.
He saw freedom enough to let go in peace. In that small, fragile life, he
saw the fullness of his own and was given a vision of hope for the
world. A hope that brings peace — the peace of being held in the hands
of God, even in the darkest times. And so Simeon dares to say bold
words: “My eyes have seen vyour salvation.” WNot will see.
Not understand fully. But have seen.

And yet Scripture does not pretend that the darkness has vanished.
The prophet Isaiah, whose words we hear in this season, reminds us
that “night still covers the earth, and darkness the peoples.” It can be
hard, at times, not to despair at that darkness.

Candlemas is here to remind us that, as poet Malcolm Guite writes:
Against the dark our Saviour’s face is bright?.

Light not as the absence of darkness, but its quiet contradiction.

! Malcolm Guite, Candlemas



Let’s be honest: many of us, after we have lived a while and seen a fair
amount, begin to lose our expectancy. Experience can make us wise —
but it can also make us tired. We become a little bored and we stop
expecting very much. Life, we tell ourselves, is more or less what it is.
We find ourselves closed off to wonder, to goodness, even to God.
Candlemas is a reminder that Jesus came into the world as a newborn
child precisely to reawaken those possibilities in us and in our world.

Simeon and Anna refused that quiet resignation. They remained open
for God to do something new. Late in life became, for them, the time
when they were most able to see God and to serve God. Candlemas
dares to say to us: it is never too late.

But God’s work is rarely obvious. It is unlikely that Simeon arrived at
the Temple that day expecting the Messiah to be a baby in someone’s
arms. And perhaps this is why the Fox tells the Little Prince? that it is
only with the heart that one can see rightly. What is essential is
invisible to the eye.

So often God acts in the ordinary and the everyday — through the
people and the moments we might easily overlook. So often, God’s
glory hides itself in what is small enough to be missed. And so
attentiveness becomes a spiritual discipline: listening for the Spirit’s
quiet prompting, learning to look again at what seems familiar. “How
many common things are trodden underfoot which, if examined
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carefully, awaken our astonishment,”> exclaimed Augustine of Hippo.

Simeon and Anna embody what Jesuit writer Jean-Pierre de Caussade
called “the Sacrament of the Present Moment” — the conviction that

2 Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince
3 Augustine, Letter 137



God comes to us, again and again, under the signs of what is ordinary
and mundane. They consent to the moment that is given.

And so, in an age of instant everything, Candlemas is an invitation to
slow down. God’s work in the world is usually long and patient. Simeon
and Anna waited almost their whole lives to see salvation with their
own eyes. Mary herself would wait another thirty years before the
promise entrusted to her began to unfold in public. And all the while,
in the very obscurity and ordinariness of it, the long, slow work of God
was quietly taking place.

And all of this waiting, this attentiveness, this slow work of God, comes
into focus in one simple, almost domestic moment: an old man taking
a child into his arms. Nothing dramatic. Nothing spectacular. And yet
everything is given there.

The ancient liturgy of this feast gives us a startling line: “The old man
carried the child, yet the child ruled the old man.”* Simeon holds God
— and yet it is Simeon who is held by the promise. Creator and
creature, eternity and time, are held together in a single moment. To
hold Christin our arms, as Simeon did, is already to be upheld by Christ,
and to place ourselves under his just and gentle rule. To hold Christ is
to entrust our lives to his tiny hands.

In the Orthodox tradition, the one who had waited year after year for
the consolation of Israel, is known as Simeon the God-receiver. And
who among us does not long, at some deep level, to be a God-
receiver? That longing is written into the human heart. Whether we
name it clearly or not, it is what draws us here. We want to receive
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God. We want to see our salvation. We want to know the fulfilment of
God’s promises in our own lives, and to be set free — as Simeon was
— to go in peace.

This possibility is not reserved for Simeon alone. All of us are intended
to be God-receivers. The light Simeon sees is not only for himself, but
for all people, for you and for me.

And yet Candlemas asks us a searching question. Are we ready to
receive God when God comes to us like this? God in a child. God in the
small, the lowly, the poor, the vulnerable, the easily overlooked.

What might we need to put down in order to pick up this child? The
coming season of Lent gives us time to learn that difficult readiness
and freedom.

And so Candlemas sends us out as it finds us: carrying small flames into
a darkened world, trusting that the light we longed for has already
been placed into our hands — and that what appears slight and
ordinary may yet be, for us and for many, the salvation of God.
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“Do not worry about your life... do not worry about tomorrow...”

We all know people who are particularly given to worry — their faces
drawn and downcast, as if they carried the weight of the world on their
shoulders. Is Christ’s exhortation meant for them only?

If we are honest, we discover something rather unsettling: our own
lives are full of God’s goodness — and yet anxiety still finds us. Quietly,
insidiously, it prompts familiar questions: What will become of us? Will
there be enough? Are we secure?

We worry about money and health, about our children and our
parents, about the state of the world. We worry about things we can
change — and quite a lot that we cannot.

So Christ’s words land with particular force in an anxious age. It is
tempting to hear them as a rebuke — as if anxiety were simply a lack
of faith, or a moral failure.

But we live in a world that is not only fragile, but hyperconnected. We
are constantly addressed — by media, by markets, by politics — in
ways that quietly train us to worry. Some of our anxiety is carefully
cultivated. A culture shaped by consumption depends upon it. A



politics shaped by fear exploits it. How could all this not leave its mark
on us?

And yet it would be far too simple to say that worry is merely imagined.
Some worry belongs to being human. There are things we ought to
worry about. Some anxiety is a sane response to an insane world. We
have learned, painfully, what global worry looks like: world wars,
nuclear weapons, pandemics, climate change, the fragility of peace,
the limits of the earth itself.

Jesus was not unaware of harsh realities. His first disciples knew
hunger, precarity, and loss. And so Jesus does not deny scarcity or
suffering. That is why he can say, without irony, “Today’s trouble is
enough for today.” He is not dismissing material need. He is placing it
in the hands of a God who cares.

Instead of denying reality, Jesus redirects attention.
“Look at the birds of the air.” They are fed — but they are not frantic.
“Consider the lilies of the field.” They are clothed in beauty — but they
do not strive. And in doing so, he turns his listeners back — right back
— to the beginning.

“In the beginning, God created...” What unfolds in Genesis is not panic
or haste, but ordered generosity. Light, land, sea, plants, creatures,
humanity — each called into being by God’s word, each received as
gift. Again and again, God looks and blesses what has been
made: good. Very good. Creation is sustained not by force or fear, but
by God’s steadfast love.

This matters, because the world we inhabit does not always feel like a
place of goodness — and that deepens our anxiety. Creation is good



— and yet, as Paul will later say, it is also groaning. Humanity shares in
that groaning. We feel it in our bodies, in our societies, and
increasingly in the earth itself.

When Jesus said, “Look at the birds of the air,” he spoke within an
ecosystem that could still sustain them. Today, many birds no longer
find what they need. Habitat is lost. Food is scarce. The world God
entrusted to us bears the marks of our anxiety, our consumption, and
our fear.

And yet — Genesis does not begin with failure. It begins with blessing.

| find help here in the words of the farmer and poet Wendell Berry:
When despair for the world grows in me
and | wake in the night at the least sound
in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,
I go and lie down where the wood drake
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.|[...]
| come into the peace of wild things
who do not tax their lives with forethought of grief.
[...]JFor a time
| rest in the grace of the world, and am free.>

Berry does not deny despair. But he bears witness to something
deeper still: the grace of the world — a grace that precedes our fear
and outlasts it.

Genesis insists that the world’s default setting is not evil, but goodness
— radical, world-altering goodness. And humanity, made in the

5 Walter Berry, The Peace of Wild Things



likeness of God, is placed within that goodness. To be human is to
embody, however imperfectly, something of God’s joy, God’s
intention, God’s love for the world. We are here not as anxious
owners, but as grateful stewards.

And yet Paul reminds us that creation remains in bondage — groaning,
straining, waiting — because it has not yet become what God intends
it to be. And humanity, formed from the dust of the earth, shares in
that groaning.

This groaning is not only environmental. It is social and human.
Whenever the image of God in another person is diminished, denied,
or made conditional, creation groans. Whenever fear, prejudice, or
false hierarchies divide us, something of God’s good world is wounded.

On this Racial Justice Sunday, we pause to look honestly at that wound
— at the pain experienced in our own countries, and at the long
shadows cast by racism in our common life. We begin not with
accusation or despair, but with truth: that the beauty and diversity of
humanity are not problems to be solved, but gifts to be honoured,
because every person is made in the image of God.

Now perhaps Jesus’ words begin to make deeper sense. When he
says, “Do not worry,” he is not urging withdrawal from the world’s
pain. He is freeing us from the anxiety that paralyses us. God will take
care of you — therefore, take care of what matters to God.

There is more to life than concern for daily needs, though for some
that concern is painfully real. And yet Jesus expects his followers to
invest their energy in what gives life its deepest meaning: discerning
where God’s kingdom is breaking in, and participating in acts of justice



that reflect God’s righteousness. Beyond that, Jesus says, God will deal
with the rest.

This leaves us at a distinctly pre-Lenten moment. Before we learn again
how to repent, to fast, or to simplify our lives, we must relearn
something more basic: how deeply we are held. Lent will ask things of
us. But it begins not with our effort, but with God’s faithfulness.

Few people had more reason to worry than the English mystic Julian
of Norwich. She lived through the Black Death, which claimed tens of
millions of lives across Europe. Many of her contemporaries saw the
plague as divine punishment. But Julian trusted a God who loved every
person, and who would redeem every tear.

Amid suffering and uncertainty, she acknowledged “all the pains that
ever were, or ever shall be.” And yet she trusted a God who, she
said, “comforts readily and sweetly.” So she dared to say — not as
wishful thinking, but as faith: “All shall be well, and all shall be well,
and all manner of thing shall be well.”®

The world is not held together by our worry. Our lives are not
sustained by our anxiety. They are held — now and always — in the
mercy of God. And in that mercy, we are free to trust, to hope, and to
seek the kingdom of God, one day at a time.

6 Julian of Norwich, Sixteen Revelations of Divine Love
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“I can resist anything except temptation” wrote Oscar Wilde in Lady
Windermere’s Fan. We are all tempted by things during our lives. It
can be as minor as having started a bar of chocolate one has to finish
the whole thing. Or just one more piece of cake, or a shopping spree
for things not needed but tempting.

Or temptation can have world reaching effects, when someone gets to
be the leader of their country. It can go well or it can end in war and
general suffering. We have only to look at President Putin’s invasion of
Ukraine, or President Trump’s actions in cutting foreign aid, launching
a vendetta against immigrants, and threatening his allies and
neighbours with annexation or trade tariffs. Consider if you will Mr
Epstein who corrupted so many of the rich and powerful. Living proof
of how great power can be oh so dangerous and tempting to do harm
whilst following your own path to destruction.

The Bible begins with Adam and Eve’s struggles with resisting
temptation. And introduces another major figure in what is to come —
the Tempter, also know as Satan or the Devil, in the guise of the
serpent.

Adam has been told not to eat the fruit of a particular tree, because if
he does, he will die. Adam probably doesn’t have any idea what dying
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means but nevertheless, he knows not to eat that fruit. He has a whole
world of other things to eat, so there’s no need. But, he and Eve
listened to the whispering of the serpent and gave in to temptation,
which led to an unleashing of a Pandora’s Box of death, evil, violence,
greed and heartbreak, along with mortality and fear. All because, one
man gave in to temptation. This would not be contained or put right,
until another man, in the form of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came
millennia later to refuse the lure of temptation. And to heal a hurting
world.

Which makes for Jesus, the second Adam, a huge crossroads in his life.
As far as we know, up till then he hasn’t begun his ministry, his cleaning
up of our spiritual world. He has to decide what he is being called to
do by God, either to choose the hard road which will end in a shameful
and painful death but bring us all forgiveness and God’s love, and what
he is being tempted to do by the thoughts being put into his head by
the Tempter. So he takes himself off into the wilderness to discern his
path. Many people feeling the call to ministry in Christ’s church, or
make a life changing decision, do the same — such a choice requires
silence and solitude.

The mention of Jesus’ 40 days in the wilderness recalls the 40 years of
wandering in the wilderness when the Israelites were led by Moses,
putting down the foundations of many of their laws and regulations.
During these 40 years they repeatedly lost faith in God, ignored Him in
favour of making themselves idols to worship and generally behaving
as badly as they could, giving into temptation. In contrast, Jesus
successfully wandered through the wilderness without giving in to the
seductive whisperings in his mind. He won the spiritual battle with
Satan. It also gave him a real understanding of humans, and our
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difficult times facing temptation, the easy choice, the giving in to what
we usually know is a bad choice.

Jesus spends a long time alone in the countryside, where he can think
without people distracting him. He’s all too aware of the stories in
scripture of the temptations Adam and his forebears failed to
overcome. But what of him? He has immense power, he is the new
Adam, he can do anything he likes. The first temptation we hear about
is about food. There’s not much to eat in the wilderness, but Jesus
doesn’t need to go hungry - he could if he wanted to, make bread out
of a stone. One of the miracles he performs later is to make a few
loaves and fish feed thousands of hungry people. His first miracle we
know about was to turn water into wine. So he could use that power
for himself now. But he doesn’t —hunger is to be endured as he thinks,
and pondering on the will of God is more important — he quotes from
scripture to himself. To still those annoying little whispers, tempting
him to take the easy path in his mind.

If God really wanted Jesus to rule the world, as Gabriel had told Mary
he would, wasn’t there an easy way to just take over? As the Israelites
expected their Messiah to do — raise an army and go to war with their
Roman occupiers, throw them out. Or throw himself off the mountain
and let the angles rescue him? But to the Tempter’s chagrin, again and
again Jesus returns to what is written in scripture. He doesn’t argue
with that insistent little evil voice whispering in his ear, he goes straight
to scripture to indicate his path. He is with mankind not to bring
destruction and war, but peace. Why test God with daft things like
throwing himself off the mountain top?

The Israelites thought that they were closer to God the higher up they
were, hence so many miraculous things happened on mountain tops —
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Moses meeting God and being given the 10 commandments, the
transfiguration of Jesus — 18 mentions in the Bible of mountains. We
can see the mountains capped with snow at the moment near us —and
its an uplifting sight. Climbing a high mountain gives a whole different
view of the world below. There are few distractions, an awe of
creation, clarity of thought. If you really want to make a life-changing
decision, a mountain top, or untamed countryside, is a good place to
go. And Jesus will do it many times.

To really fulfil God’s will, to rescue us from the morass of evil and death
that followed Adam’s capitulation to temptation, Jesus had to be very
sure of what to do. Those days on his own helped him to face up to all
that lay ahead, to choose the difficult path, to really sort out who he
was and what he was being asked to do, without all the noise and
distractions of every day life. To focus on the wisdom to be found in
scripture, to strip away the niggly little doubts, the oh so human
reaching for a quick win. And once he has fought his demons, God
sends his angels to care for him. Isn’t that a reassuring thought? Angels
caring for him.

Sometimes we all need to have time alone, away from all the noise and
demands upon us, to think about who we really are and who God
wants us to be. To have a spring clean of the attic that is our mind, with
all the stored memories and thoughts and ambitions, to nudge us back
on track if we have been wandering away. To go back to scripture and
study it carefully and consider how it applies to us today. Perhaps this
Lent, we can give ourselves the discipline to do just that — we may miss
our chocolate or wine or whatever it is we give up to remind ourselves
of our Christian calling and Christ’s suffering — but what God really
wants is our hearts and souls, to follow the path he signposts for us.
All too often we go straight by His signposts — we don’t see them,
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perhaps we don’t listen well enough to the thoughts God is putting
into our minds at 3 in the morning. It may lead us to unexpected places
but He’'ll be there with us. And we will be where He wants us to be —
and who He wants us to be. And we can then make a difference to the
world around us, for the better.
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