
SERMON FOR WYLAM, 10:45am, 22.3.20 

Shortly before last Christmas I was reflecting that it was 50 years since I’d sung in 
the chorus of Handel’s Messiah for the first time.  I was living in Chester at the time 
and we performed in the beautiful, if very cold, Cathedral!  Since then, I’ve sung it a 
number of times, sometimes on a Come and Sing event, where you rehearse during 
the day and perform the same evening.  Other times I’ve rehearsed it over numerous 
weeks before performance.  Sometimes, as happened last Christmas with the 
Ovingham Choir, I’ve sung sections of it along with other works. 

But it must be about 30 years now since I heard it performed on the radio, not with 
an orchestra or organ but instead with a group of massed brass bands.  The idea 
was conceived by the then doyen of brass band conductors the late Harry Mortimer, 
who was around 86 years of age when the performance took place.  In an interview 
with the Radio Times in the week of the performance, he said, “if this works, I’ll die 
happy.”  And for me it did work, even if I might not want such a version to supersede 
the more conventional ones. 

If this works, I’ll die happy.  With a little paraphrasing, this could be said to echo the 
words of Simeon as he sees fulfilled the promise of the Holy Spirit that before he 
dies he will see the coming of the Son of God.  We tend to assume from the fact that 
Simeon is ready to die once he has seen Jesus that he was an old man but that isn’t 
necessarily the case.  But scholars tell us that he was a man who behaved very well 
towards people and was very conscientious over the conduct of his religious duties. 
Maybe this is why he was chosen by the Spirit to have revealed to him that before he 
died he would see the Messiah.  When he has seen the child, he responds by 
reciting that little passage that we sometimes call the Nunc Dimittis, a hymn which is 
sometimes recited or sung at Anglican Evensong and can be found in our own 
Evening Prayer Book. 

So what does the Nunc Dimittis really mean?  Simply that Simeon is reconciled to his 
own death after seeing the means by whom God will bring salvation to his people 
and that the salvation is for all people, be they Jewish or otherwise. 

This message is reinforced by the thanksgiving of Anna.  We don’t know very much 
about her but can work out that she lived a very highly disciplined life of worship and 
her thanksgiving for the coming of Jesus is significant in that it shows acceptance of 
him by someone who observed the requirements of her religion so stringently. 

The first thing that struck me when I read through this passage was the tremendous 
faith shown by both Simeon and Anna.  As I said earlier, we don’t know exactly how 
old Simeon was at this time but it sounds as though he might have been waiting for a 
very long time for the prophecy to come true.  We do know that Anna was eighty-
four.  Yet there’s every sign that their faith had remained undiminished through the 
passage of time.  What prophecies are yet to be fulfilled today which might require 
the considerable exercise of our faith to continue to believe? 

Perhaps one of the most immediately obvious must be that Christ will come again.  
We all believe that, don’t we?  Every time we meet to partake in Communion, we 



reaffirm our belief that this will happen, so we must believe it, mustn’t we?  But do we 
really?  Or is it just one of those things that we say because everybody else says it 
and it’s in the Worship Book, so we’ve more or less got to say it if we don’t want to 
look odd? 

But again I ask, do we really believe it?  Or do we sometimes appear to have 
abandoned hope?  It makes me very concerned when I hear people describe us as 
living in a post-Christian age?  Some commentators seem to be saying that, because 
we see wholesale rejection of Christ in so many sectors of the population, then that’s 
it, the party’s over.  But does anyone here really want to live in a post-Christian 
world?  Can we live without the Christian hope?  When the Cold War was at is 
frightening height, I saw a letter in a paper from a Methodist Minister, saying that if it 
weren’t for his holding on to his Christian hope, he would seriously consider taking 
his own life.  Sobering reading!  But we know that prophecies can take a long time to 
become fulfilled.  Isaiah’s prophecies of the birth of Jesus and the suffering servant 
date from several centuries before they came to pass.  And each Advent, I reflect 
when I’m choosing hymns for services on those which overlap theologically with the 
Second Coming.  One of my special favourites for that time of year is There’s a light 
upon the mountains and I usually manage to include it in at least one service during 
that period.  In particular I’m haunted by that line, Weary was our heart with waiting 
and the night-watch seemed so long.  The writer of the hymn, Henry Burton, clearly 
understood the length of time that might be needed to make the prophecy come true 
and the longing which might well accompany the wait.  But we do need to have faith 
to believe that Christ will come again, especially as Matthew reminds us in chapters 
24 and 25 that the Son of Man will come when we least expect him.  The foolish 
virgins weren’t around to meet the bridegroom because they weren’t ready for his 
coming.  But if we can show something of the faith of Simeon and Anna and hold 
ourselves in readiness in the way which is best suited to us, then, should it become 
necessary we can be around and available on the day when, as we believe and state 
so often, the Lord will come again.  

Then I’m struck by something that Simeon says to Mary, Sorrow, like a sharp sword, 
will break your heart.  This acts as a reminder that the Son of God was to suffer and 
die to fulfil the purpose for which he was sent to earth and also that during his earthly 
ministry Jesus would sometimes appear to put his earthly ministry ahead of his 
earthly family. Mary would feel the effects of this just as any mother would.  And so it 
turned out.  We see his mother Mary and other family members seeming to be 
sidelined at times, such as in Mark 3 vv 33 to 35, where his earthly family are trying 
to attend to what they see as his needs whilst he implies that the crowd around him 
are at least as important to him as his earthly family.  Then later we see Mary by her 
son’s side at the foot of the cross as she shares with him in his suffering. 

Can we learn from what Simeon says to Mary that sometimes, even in the midst of 
great happieness, we simply have to tell it as it is.  It would be hard to deny that 
those who populate the pages of the Bible often have to do that.  I mentioned 
Handel’s Messiah at the start of the sermon.  The sombre middle section of the work 
reminds us what Isaiah has to  say about a suffering servant.  In the Good News 



Bible, that part of Isaiah 53 is rendered thus, ‘we despised him and rejected him; he 
endured suffering and pain.  No one would even look at him—we ignored him as if 
he were nothing.  But he endured the suffering that should have been ours, the pain 
that we should have borne.  All the while we thought that his suffering was 
punishment sent by God.  But because of our sins he was wounded, beaten because 
of the evil we did.  We are healed by the punishment he suffered, made whole by the 
blows he received.  All of us were like sheep that were lost, each of us going his own 
way.  But the Lord made the punishment fall on him, the punishment all of us 
deserved.’     Elsewhere we see Jesus telling it just as starkly.  Much of Mark 13 
makes very uncomfortable reading as Jesus reflects on troubles and persecutions to 
come. 

And, needless to say, there are times in our own lifetimes when the church of 2020 
will have to tell it like it is if it’s to do its job properly.  A while ago I read article 
somewhere by Rev Dr John Newton in which he reflected on preaching with integrity 
in the 21st century.  In a section where he reminded his readers of the importance of 
not overlooking the teaching of the Old Testament, he looked back at his experience 
of being a Free Church Moderator in the late 1970s.At that time he and local 
colleagues of other denominations in Bristol wrote to the local paper to condemn the 
activities of what was then known as the National Front and urge readers not to vote 
for that particular party in the forthcoming Council elections as their policies were, 
and I quote, divisive, racist and unjust.  BBC Radio Bristol then invited Dr Newton to 
take part in a broadcast discussion with the local organiser of the National Front, 
who took the line that the Church should stick to its pulpits instead of meddling in 
politics.  But Dr Newton replied that the Old Testament prophets regarded God not 
as a sort of Head of the Department of Religious Affairs but as the Lord of all life.  
God’s mercy and judgement bear on every aspect of personal and corporate human 
life.  No one could take seriously the Old Testament prophets and then have nothing 
to say to the National Front.    

His acts to me as a timely reminder that the Church must speak out, whether or not 
its comments suit the world at large.  We have as much right as any other sector of 
society to comment on any issue.  No, I don’t suppose the Church will necessarily 
always get everything absolutely right but we should not be shrinking from speaking 
out just because people might not always want to hear the message. 

And, just as the Church will sometimes have to present the facts without much 
sugar-coating, so we as individuals may sometimes have to do the same and accept 
having the same done to us.  To pick an example, I’ve been known to assert that, 
should I ever become seriously ill, then I’d want to know the truth about condition, 
prognosis and everything else.  How well I’d live up to that if the situation ever 
actually arose remains to be seen but I pray that I would find the strength to live by 
my intentions.  On a much less traumatic level, just after I’d delivered my first sermon 
as a Local Preacher On Note I spent two and a half hours and several cups of coffee 
with my mentor as he kindly but candidly dissected the sermon, itemising everything 
that he had found good, bad or indifferent.  Not an experience that I’d like to undergo 
too often but it was a very necessary part of my development as an intending Local 



Preacher.  And there are bound to be times when any of us could be at the giving or 
receiving end of candid fact-facing.  May we pray that truth will always be told in love 
and received in humility. 

If this has a slight air of doom and gloom, then perhaps I can find some good news, 
too.  Simeon was happy to die after finding that the prophecy of the Holy Spirit was 
fulfilled.  You might say that Simeon himself achieved personal fulfilment through 
seeing the child.  Anna may have been a very old lady but she had found fulfilment in 
her life of prayer and devotion to the Lord.  Is fulfilment a reality for you and me 
today?  I suppose that up to a point it depends on a realistic assessment of what we 
want out of life, how life treats us and what our attitude is.  Of course, wanting more 
and more all the time is part of the human condition and in a sense a continual 
longing in life is probably an inevitable part of the human condition and may even 
have its advantages.  It makes us want to try out new ideas and stops us from 
stagnating.  I remember one day when I was out on a long walk trying to visualise 
what it might be like to live in a world where I had everything that I wanted and there 
were no new objectives for me to achieve and I was surprised by my adverse 
reaction to the prospect.  But striving for improvement should not be stopping us 
from enjoying what life is already offering us.  We may even find fulfilment easier if 
we guard against expecting the unattainable.  I can’t just quite remember where I 
read the story of a couple who were on the point of separation because the husband 
wanted to go climbing mountains whilst the wife wanted to be an internationally 
renowned artist whose paintings were on display at the world’s most prestigious art 
galleries.  For them to break up would have been especially sad, for, despite the 
opposite directions in which they were being pulled, they deep down loved each 
other.  Just when the situation seemed to inching beyond redemption, the wife 
unexpectedly became pregnant and all career plans for both of them were put on 
hold.  In the end the couple had four children.  He never climbed any mountains and 
her paintings never went o public display but they found that their happy family life 
gave them a degree of fulfilment that they’d never expected. 

So can we find similar fulfilment and what might we need to do to achieve it?  Can 
the Church be a source of fulfilment?  I found that starting my Local Preacher 
training and being involved in other aspects of church life helped me through a rather 
difficult period in my working life.  If we don’t wish to become fulfilled in as public a 
way as that, maybe we can do something a little more private, such as study 
something new or have a fresh look at our prayer life.  And let’s not forget to 
celebrate what we already have.  All of us will have done something admirable in the 
eyes of God.  Let’s give thanks for what we’ve been enabled to do and pray for 
God’s blessing on what we can still do in the time to come.  Let’s give thanks, too, for 
what we can learn from our Bibles and from the world as we work to live out the faith 
in 2020 and beyond.  Amen. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           


