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Living Out the Answers 

Rev. R.G. Wilson-Lyons 

Luke 2:22-38: 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 23 (as it is written in the law 
of the Lord, “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord”), 24 and they 
offered a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, “a pair of 
turtledoves or two young pigeons.” 

25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon;[d] this man was 
righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit 
rested on him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see 
death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah.[e]27 Guided by the Spirit, Simeon[f] came 
into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was 
customary under the law, 28 Simeon[g] took him in his arms and praised God, saying, 

29 “Master, now you are dismissing your servant[h] in peace, 
    according to your word; 
30 for my eyes have seen your salvation, 
31     which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, 
32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles 
    and for glory to your people Israel.” 

33 And the child’s father and mother were amazed at what was being said about 
him. 34 Then Simeon[i] 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 35 so 
that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed—and a sword will pierce your own soul 
too.” 

36 There was also a prophet, Anna[j] 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, 37 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. 38 At that moment she came, and began to praise God 
and to speak about the child[k] to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem. 

One of my favorite writers is Wendell Berry and, if you’re not familiar with him, he is 
most known for his writings about the care for the Earth, about honoring local 
communities and local wisdom, and about the ties that bind a community together. 
While he writes poetry, essays, and fiction, my favorite book of his is a novel, Jayber 
Crow.  It is the story of Jayber, a boy orphaned at a young age, raised in a very strict 
church orphanage.  After he reaches adulthood, Jayber struggles to find himself, to find 
his “calling in this world.”  He goes to seminary for a while, then moves to the city to 
make something of himself, only to discover that he is alone and miserable.  Having no 
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where to turn, he goes back to the only home he has ever known…to the small Kentucky 
town of Port William where he was born, and though he doesn’t know it at the time, he 
will stay there until he dies where he will in fact find his calling: to be the town’s barber, 
to become a part of its community, and to share in its joys and losses. But at one point, 
he thought he might have been called to be a pastor, so much so that he entered 
theology school. But as doubts about God and doubts about his calling began to creep 
in, he went to see one of his teachers and had the following conversation: 
 
“So,” I said, “I reckon what it all comes down to is, how can I preach if I don’t have any 
answers.” 
 
“Yes, Mr. Crow,” he said, “How can you?”  
 
“I don’t believe I can,” I said, and I felt my skin turn cold, for I had not even thought of 
that until then. 
 
He said, “No, I don’t believe you can.”  And we sat there and looked at each other again 
while he waited for me to see the next thing, so he wouldn’t have to tell me: I ought to 
leave the theology school. 
 
I said, “Well,” for now I was ashamed, “I had this feeling that maybe I had been called.” 
 
“And you may have been right.  But not to what you thought.  Not to what you think.  
You have been given questions to which you cannot be given answers.  You will have to 
live them out – perhaps a little at a time.” 
 
“And how long is that going to take?” 
 
“I don’t know.  As long as you live, perhaps.” 
 
“That could be a long time.” 
 
“I will tell you a further mystery,” he said.  “It may take longer.” 
 
I imagine Simeon and Anna from our Scripture reading this morning might be able to 
relate to Jayber, for the answer to their questions, the fulfillment of their hope did not 
come quickly or easily.  They had to live it out.  Simeon, a man longing for the 
consolation, longing for the comfort of Israel, spent most of his life without that 
comfort.  For his entire life, he lived while his people were oppressed by the superpower 
of the day: the Roman empire.  He lived in a time where some of the Jewish people 
turned to acts of terrorism.  He lived in a time where many of his people had to sell 
themselves into slavery just to pay the Imperial tax.  He lived in a time where King 
Herod, from time to time, chose to make an example out of some renegade Jews, by 
slaughtering them and their families.   
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Then there is Anna, who was married for 7 years only to have her husband die tragically.  
Perhaps never able to recover from her loss, she never remarried, remaining a widow 
for the rest of her life.  Her only solace, it seems, was in the hope she found in God.  So 
she would pray and fast and spend inordinate amounts of time in the temple, in part, 
maybe, because she was devout; in part, maybe, because the world away from the 
temple was too hard, too scary for her to go back.  Simeon and Anna had waited for 
almost their entire lives to see the hope that God had promised, living out the answer, 
living out their longing for this hope as best they could. 
 
And finally, the day comes…they have lived out the answer enough to not miss it when 
it comes to them.  Mary brings Jesus to the temple for the Jewish rite of purification and 
both Simeon and Anna realize, “This is what we’ve been hoping for.  This is what we’ve 
been living for.”  And yet, if I were in their place, I wonder if I wouldn’t feel a little let 
down.  Nothing out of the ordinary happens.  Angels don’t appear as they did to the 
shepherds.  No great star hovers over the temple like it did for the wise men. In fact, 
Mary and Jesus are only doing what every Jewish mother and child do…come to the 
temple to present this child to God.  It was simply a part of the Jewish people’s common 
life.  And yet, in that ordinary act of worship that was common to all Jewish people, 
Simeon and Anna see the hope that they’ve spent their lives waiting for.   
 
Isn’t that amazing, they spent their entire lives waiting for the Messiah, and the Messiah 
comes to them not through the supernatural, not through the miracles that this child 
will later perform, not through angelic beings announcing this child’s identity.  But 
rather, the Messiah comes to them through the ordinary acts of Jewish 
worship…through the presentation of this child to God.  
 
You know, sometimes, I wish the gospels did not include so many stories about Jesus’ 
miracles because I think the temptation is for us to begin to think that our relationship 
with God is dependent on the supernatural…on seeing that loved one miraculously 
healed, or that rebellious prodigal who all of a sudden decides to return home.  When 
those types of miracles happen, it’s a wonderful thing and we celebrate it. But it was 
none of those miracles, none of the supernatural acts by which Jesus chose for us to 
remember him. Rather it was through the simple act of sitting around a table, of sharing 
bread and wine, an act we will be invited into at the end of worship today. “This is my 
body,” Jesus said as he broke bread. “Do this in remembrance of me.  
 
Bread.  
 
The most basic, the most ordinary act of eating is how we remember Jesus.  
 
Time and again, Jesus comes to us in the ordinary aspects of life. And maybe that’s the 
real miracle.  Not that the person was supernaturally healed or the prodigal came home, 
but that there was a community praying for that person to be healed…that there was a 
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parent who never stopped loving that prodigal…a parent who never gave up hope.  
Maybe the miracle is that Simeon and Anna never stopped hoping, never stopped living 
out the answers.  Maybe the miracle was that in the midst of oppression and hardship, 
Jewish mothers still took their sons to the temple to worship.  Simeon and Anna were 
able to see the miracle that they were waiting for because they continued to participate 
in the common life and ordinary practices of the Jewish people. 
 
And just as Jayber found his calling and Simeon and Anna found their hope by living out 
the answers, perhaps that is where our calling and our hope can be found as well. And 
yet, that’s so hard to do right now because so much of our “ordinary” life has been 
upended. We can’t gather together in worship. We can’t sit around the table with 
people we love.  What I’ve realized is that what I’ve  missed more than anything during 
this pandemic is the ordinary. Sure, I’ve missed a date night every now and then to a 
fancy restaurant with Mary Page. I’ve missed being able to go to things like live sporting 
events. But those aren’t the losses I grieve the most. What I grieve are things like being 
able to meet someone in a coffee shop. I grieve being a new part of this church but not 
being able to worship together with you, not being able to get to know many of you.  
 
But when I’m having my better moments, I realize that it wasn’t those acts in and of 
themselves that made them so important to me, but rather it was the meaning behind 
those acts. We can’t worship together and yet worship still happens. This year at 
Christmas Eve, rather than joining with you and singing our favorite Christmas hymns 
and holding up the light of Christ, I sat on my couch with the people in this world I love 
the most, all of us in our pajamas and worshiped via live stream. Nina lay in my lap. 
Julian decided to twirl during all of the songs. More than once, Mary Page and I smiled 
at each other. Of course, I missed Christmas Eve worship in the way I was used to it, but 
Christmas Eve worship still happened.  
 
I’ve missed seeing friends and family so often over these last ten months, but I’ve 
learned that you can have a really fun time seeing friends over Zoom. It turns out that 
physical distance cannot stop community, cannot stop love, cannot stop worship. We 
haven’t been able to do those ordinary acts in the ordinary ways, but we’ve still been 
able to find joy, to find meaning, in the things that always make life worth living—love, 
community, and relationships. In the hardest year of my lifetime, the hardest year I 
imagine any of us have ever experienced, in spite of all the pain and suffering in our 
lives, in the world…we have still found hope.  And we live out that hope through the 
ordinary acts of life: praying and worshipping, through texting and Zoom calls, through 
planning those amazing family and friend reunions that will happen some day.  And 
even in this past year, even in 2020 and in the dawn of 2021, hope breaks through, and 
we see what Simeon and Anna saw….the one we’ve been waiting for. 
 
But this past year had taught us that living out our hope in this way is anything but easy. 
We are approaching one year of living basically in quarantine, one year where our whole 
world has been upended. Living by hope right now, finding hope in the ordinary right 
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now is really hard. Simeon knew this.  For anyone who has spent a lifetime living out the 
answers, living out their hope, knows the depth of pain this sort of life demands.  And so 
Simeon knows what is ahead for Mary.  He might not have known that Jesus would be 
crucified, but he knew that Mary would suffer.  And so after affirming the hope and the 
joy that this child brings to the world, he says to her, “A sword will pierce your own 
soul.”  Simeon speaks as one whose soul had been pierced many times before, as one 
who knows that love is always accompanied by suffering.   
  
Mary would come to know the truth of that statement in ways beyond my 
understanding. To love means that we will suffer. To love another means we are 
opening ourselves up to the possibility of unbelievable pain and grief because being a 
part of a community means that the pain of one person is also your pain…the suffering 
of your child is also your suffering…the grief of your friends is also your grief.   
 
And yet, it is in the way of love, in spite of its suffering, that we find ourselves and our 
calling in this world.  It is in this way that we like Simeon can say, “Now I have seen your 
salvation.”  It is in this way that we, like Anna, can give thanks over the birth of this 
baby.  I doubt Simeon could have recognized salvation if he had not known pain.  Anna 
could not have understood the hopefulness that this baby offered if she did not know 
grief.  But for Simeon and Anna, and later for Mary, they all discovered that though love 
demands suffering; love also overcomes suffering.  
  
Perhaps Jayber puts it best:  
 
This is, as I said and believe, a book about heaven, but I must say too that it has been a 
close call.  For I have wondered sometimes if it would not finally turn out to be a book 
about hell – where we fail to love one another, where we hate and destroy one another, 
where we destroy the things we need the most, where we see no hope and have no faith, 
where we are needy and alone, where things that ought to stay together fall apart, 
where there is such a groaning travail of selfishness in all its forms, where we love one 
another and die, where we must lose everything to know what we have had. 
 
But the earth speaks to us of heaven, or why would we want to go there?  If we knew 
nothing of hell, how would we delight in heaven should we get there?  There is a light 
that includes our darkness, a day that shines down even on the clouds.  A person of faith 
believes that the most hopeless of people is not lost.  He does not believe this easily or 
without pain, but he believes it.  His belief is a kind of knowledge beyond any way of 
knowing  He believes the child in the womb is not lost, nor is the man whose work has 
come to nothing, nor is the old woman forsaken in a nursing home.  He believes that 
those who make their bed in hell are not lost, or those who dwell in the uttermost parts 
of the sea, or the lame man at the Bethesda Pool, or Lazarus in the grave, or those who 
pray, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me.” None are lost.  
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And when we get down to it, that’s what our faith is all about: that God comes to us not 
just in the extraordinary but in the ordinary, in the things that happen all the time, and 
especially in the most difficult of times. God comes to us through the birth of a baby. 
God comes to us in the sharing of bread and wine. God comes to us in the love of a 
friend who calls to check on us or in the support of a church that prays for us.  
 
Even this year, when nothing feels ordinary, God still comes to us. This hope does not 
come easily, this hope may take a lifetime of living out the answers, but this hope 
comes.  And so like Simeon, like Anna, like Mary, and like Jayber, we too can say that 
though evil is real and always not far from our midst, grace is more real, that though 
hate is all around us and threatens to consume us, love is more powerful, and though 
grief is a companion to all those who love, hope will see us through if for no other 
reason than because in the midst of all the suffering and darkness of the world, babies 
are still born, people still come together in love, and communities still know how to 
support each other. It is through these ordinary acts of life that we still meet the one 
coming to bring us hope so that we like Simeon can cry out, “I have seen the salvation of 
God.”   


