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Sermon          Candlemas 2019 
 
 
Lessons Haggai 2: 1 – 9 1 John 3: 1 – 8 St Luke 2: 22 – 40 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
Let us pray. 
 
Guide our meditations.   Bless our hearts with the warmth of Your Spirit.   Help 
us to discern You in our rational reflection, emotions and spiritual yearning.   
Amen. 
 

 
 
Simeon said, ‘Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart  

in peace…..for mine eyes have seen thy salvation. 
St Luke 2: 29 – 30 

 
 
 
In June 1897 Queen Victoria celebrated her Diamond Jubilee.   

One commentator writes, ‘It was, without doubt, a supreme 

moment of national self-confidence and self-congratulation, 

exceeding in enthusiasm even the Golden Jubilee of a decade 

earlier’.   The British had created the largest empire the 

world had ever known, on which the sun never set.   The 

Diamond Jubilee was a climatic moment in the life of the 

Queen and the history of the nation.   It was celebrated in 

tens of thousands of churches throughout the empire and 

centrally in London at Westminster Abbey.   The Queen 
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chose a hymn to be sung in every church on that occasion.   

She chose The day thou gavest, Lord, is ended.   Written by 

John Ellerton, the hymn closes with the verse: 

 
  So be it, Lord, thy throne shall never, 
  Like earth’s proud empires, pass away; 
  Thy kingdom stands, and grows for ever, 
  Till all thy creatures own thy sway. 
 
 
At its height, the British Empire governed the lives of 350 

million people.   It was the biggest empire ever, bar none.   

The historian, Niall Ferguson, writes, ‘At the apex of the 

Empire was the Queen herself:  industrious, opinionated, as 

passionate in private as she was impassive in public, 

indefatigably procreative and spectacularly long-lived’.   But, 

it seems, at least at this moment in her life, the Queen was 

not seduced by the achievements, power and self-confidence 

of her Empire.   In the eyes of a woman who was almost 

eighty, her Empire was temporal and transitory by 

comparison to the Kingdom of God.   With the eyes of faith, 

we too may see this world and all its attractions and 
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treasures in their true light.   Through the words of the 

hymn she chose, the Queen declared her unwavering 

confidence in the Kingdom that will not pass away.    

 

In his classic work, The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoyevsky 

tells of Dimitri who was unjustly accused of his father’s 

murder.   Dimitri was sentenced to twenty years of forced 

labour in Siberia.   Dimitri’s brother visits him in prison 

before Dimitri is deported.   On seeing his brother, Dimitri is 

overcome with an almost uncontrollable excitement: 

 
 ‘Brother’, he said, ‘I must pour out my heart to you. 
 I have found in myself a new man.   A new man has 
 risen up in me.   He was hidden in me, but he would 
 never have come to the surface if it hadn’t been for 
 this blow from heaven.   I am afraid!   What do I care 
 if I spend twenty years in the mines, breaking out  
 ore with a hammer?   I am not a bit afraid of that – 
 it’s something else I am afraid of now:  that that new 
 man may leave me’. 
 
 
To many, the prospect of twenty years in prison in Siberia 

for a crime one did not commit would be enough to send one 

insane, but with the eyes of faith Dimitri said he was more 
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afraid of losing Christ.   What mysterious power it is that can 

make a man say that twenty years imprisonment is nothing 

compared to the presence of the Risen Christ living in his 

heart and soul!   Dimitri said, ‘If they drive God from the 

earth, we shall shelter Him underground.   We men 

underground will sing from the bowels of the earth a 

glorious hymn to God, with Whom is joy!   Hail to God and 

His joy!   I love Him!’ 

 

We encounter that same unconquerable and inspiring faith 

in the seventeenth century Scottish minister and theologian, 

Samuel Rutherford.   A fierce defender of Presbyterianism, a 

fierce opponent of Episcopalian governance, Rutherford was 

sacked from his post in Galloway and condemned to exile in 

Aberdeen.   From his northern ‘prison’, Rutherford wrote: 

 
 I wish all this nation knew how sweet his breath is. 
 It is little to see Christ in a book, as men do….They 
 talk of Christ by the book and the tongue and no 
 more; but to come nigh [to] Christ and clasp him 
 and embrace him is another thing. 
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Rutherford had an intimate and intense sense of Christ’s 

immanence, closeness, to his every day life.   Rutherford 

said, ‘Our crosses have the smell of the crosses and pains of 

Christ’.   The Queen saw beyond the majesty of her Empire; 

Dimitri was entranced by his encounter with the living 

Christ; and, in meditation, Rutherford could smell the wood 

of Christ’s cross.    

 

In the imaginative and moving story of Christ’s presentation 

in the temple, we witness Simeon, the righteous and devout 

man, who embraced Jesus.   ‘Simeon took him in his arms 

and praised God’.   If ever there was a verse of spiritual 

instruction in Scripture, it is here:  we are to hold Christ in 

our arms!    

 

Alongside Simeon, we meet the prophet, Anna who, on 

seeing Simeon embrace Christ, was herself changed.   Jewish 

stories are rich in detail.   Anna was 84 years old.   84 is 12 x 

7.   In the Jewish and Gentile world, 12 and 7 respectively 



 6 

are symbols of completion and fulfillment.   The gospel is 

that when we embrace Christ, walk with Him every day, 

have Him as our true Companion, we too will find that 

wholeness.   Throughout the Hebrew Bible and Christian 

Scriptures, we hear the recurring theme echo through the 

ages, recorded on page after page, God saying, ‘I am with 

you….My Spirit abides among you….Do not fear’.    Even if the 

heavens and the earth shake, do not fear.    

 

In the First Letter of John, we are assured that, with the eyes 

of the heart, we will see Christ.   Holding Christ, Simeon said, 

‘Now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace:  for mine eyes 

have seen thy salvation’.   Known as the Nunc Dimittis, Calvin 

said that from Simeon’s ‘canticle (or poem) it is plain that 

Simeon beheld the Son of God with eyes other than the eyes 

of the flesh’.   A life lived with faith is a life understood as 

pilgrimage.   Like Simeon and Anna, our calling is to be 

faithful, wait, look and, where and when we can, embrace 

Eternity.   The poet R S Thomas reminds us that God speaks 
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in a language we are yet to understand, but that is part of the 

joy, excitement and fun of faith.   Perhaps spiritual hunger is 

our greatest gift? 

 

Queen Victoria’s favourite minister was the Revd Norman 

MacLeod of the Barony Church, Glasgow.   From time to time, 

MacLeod was the guest preacher at Crathie Kirk beside 

Balmoral Castle.   One Sunday morning MacLeod preached 

on the return, the Second Coming, of Christ.   After the 

service at the door, the Queen said to the minister, ‘I hope He 

comes soon’.   ‘Why?’ asked MacLeod.   ‘So that I may finally 

lay down my crown before Him’.   On seeing Christ, Simeon 

said the same thing:  ‘Now let me die in peace….for mine 

eyes have seen thy salvation’.    

 

From the pen of Samuel Rutherford to another giant of the 

Scottish pulpit, James S Stewart, we read: 

 
 It is no weak Christ with whom we have to do, 
 but a Christ of power – stronger than the stress 



 8 

 of life, stronger than the tyrant sins that seek 
 to smash us, stronger in the end than death 
 itself. 
 
 
It seems to me that in the secular age in which we live, in an 

era when religion is at best misunderstood and at worst 

ridiculed and attacked, we can draw strength from the 

testimony of those who have gone before us.   It may be that 

some of their theology is not to our liking; it no longer 

resonates with our self-understanding.   However, we can 

still draw strength from the Source that gave them strength; 

we can be inspired and enflamed by the fire in their bellies.   

It was not nothing that caused the head of the largest empire 

the world had ever seen to gaze into an altogether different 

world; it was not nothing that fired the imagination of 

Dostoyevsky; and nor was it nothing that sustained 

Rutherford in his struggles.    

 

Amen. 
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