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Aelred on Simeon and the Feast of the Presentation 
 
The Feast of the Presentation is an important and rich day in the calendar. As a Feast of the Lord, it is 
celebrated even when it falls on a Sunday. It brings together all the themes of the Christmas season, 
emphasizing the symbol of light, as if harking back to the reading of the Prologue of Saint John's gospel 
on Christmas morning. 
 
Our own Aelred is something of a specialist on the Presentation and other events in Jesus' early life and 
has left several memorable chapter discourses for this feast. The one I would like to present today, 
Sermon 34, dwells on moral lessons to be gleaned from the gospel reading. At the center is the child 
Jesus, brought to the temple by his young mother, and Joseph. But there they are met by two remarkable 
figures, Simeon and Anna, both in late old age. Aelred sees them as ultimate examples of spiritual 
maturity.  
 
Since he is addressing men, Aelred obviously centers his insights on Simeon, whose name the ancients 
understood as meaning "the one who listens to tears." The sermon is an invitation to us to engage 
wholeheartedly in what can lead to deep maturity like Simeon's. He says: 
 

I wish to impress upon you is that you will not be able to come to this point by idleness or 
pride, but by labors, vigils, fasts, tears, and contrition of heart. Whoever receives this 
spiritual response, however, can rightly be called Simeon, that is, the one who listens to 
tears. For you see that the interpretation of his name teaches us how we ought to arrive at 
his virtue. (S. 34.29; CF 77:60) 

 
The first outstanding thing about Simeon is the intensity of his desire for God and therefore the intensity 
of his prayer: 
 

There was a man in Jerusalem whose name was Simeon, [the gospel says]. He was one of 
those about whom the Lord said to his disciples, Many kings and just men wished to see 
what you see; but he was not among those about whom Jesus added, but they did not see. 
For, to be sure, this man greatly wished to see, that is, to see Christ, and because he greatly 
wished for it, he greatly desired it; because he greatly desired it, he greatly prayed for it, 
namely, that he might see Christ, and therefore he received it. (S. 34.5; CF 77:52) 

 
To give us a moral profile of Simeon, Aelred contrasts him to the most powerful man in Jerusalem at the 
time, king Herod: 
 

Herod was a most worthless servant while [Simeon] was without a doubt a true king. 
[Herod] because of his pride and greed was not able to rule himself; he did not know how. 
[Simeon] ruled himself well because he preserved the members of his body in holiness. 
Therefore the former was the servant of his vices; the latter, the king of all his bodily 
members. For this reason was it said so beautifully of him in the gospel, There was a man 
in Jerusalem. Clearly, he ought justly to be called a man. For he was living the way it is 
proper for a man to live, a man created in the image of God. (S. 34.6-7; CF 77:53) […] 



And if we are like this, brothers, we certainly dwell in Jerusalem. The name Jerusalem you 
know, means a “vision of peace”. If we are [like Simeon], we shall see peace, and we shall 
dwell in this vision of peace. (S. 34.10; CF 77:54) 

 
So, spiritual maturity has a lot to do with living in a state of inner peace or ruling well over one's inner 
world, to use Aelred's image. He goes on: 
 

O brothers, if we have ever experienced labors and sorrows, temptations and spiritual 
warfare—or if we do so now—let us desire the victory so that, having conquered the worst 
passions that disturb us, we can dwell in peace upon the earth. Let this peace be seen in us 
so that it may also be said of us that we “live in Jerusalem”, that is, in the vision of peace. 
(S. 34.12; CF 77:55) 

 
The paradox here is that the gift of inner peace is only possible on the other side of long, hard battles for 
that peace. Here we have a fundamental tension between the need for all-out investment on our part and 
the realization that any progress or victory comes solely thanks to God's help and grace. The closer we 
come to peaceful maturity the greater the risk of becoming prematurely secure and therefore susceptible 
to even greater falls. Here Aelred seizes on Luke's description of Simeon as righteous and devout or, more 
literally as the Vulgate has it, “just and fearful”. Aelred goes on: 
 

And that man, it says, is just and fearful.  How few there are, my brothers, who possess 
these two virtues together. Lukewarm and wretched, if we think that we have made even 
some spiritual progress or other, we begin to feel a certain security, and with security 
comes pride. . . . It is as if we were already beyond fear, and, unless the Lord looks upon us 
and permits us to be buffeted by vice and tempted, we soon come to the point where we 
make light of spiritual practices and abandon them. . . . Blessed are all those who imitate 
[Simeon], and who likewise learn to be just in such a way that they never cease to fear. (S. 
34.13-14; CF 77:55) 

 
Maturity, then, is not something we ever acquire; it is not a plateau we reach and on which we can settle 
down. Maturity first of all requires a degree of self-knowledge: each of us, with own unique make-up, 
must learn what it takes to do his part toward living in stability and peace. Maturity is a realistic and alert 
readiness for the next moment; it is not an acquired state. A big part of maturity is being aware of how 
fragile inner peace is and of how much self-honesty it takes to maintain that peace. Aelred himself 
provides a summary of these thoughts that serves well as a conclusion: 
 

[The consolation of seeing God] is the spiritual visitation of Christ, by which he deigns to 
visit our heart in compunction, in prayer, in the revelations of Scripture or of the 
sacraments. Perfect consolation is the vision of Christ himself. Let us desire this 
consolation, beloved brothers. Let us ask for this consolation by habitual good behavior, by 
worthy dealings with others, by continual prayer. But if we experience this desire within us 
and make progress in it, we must not become proud or attribute such progress to our own 
merits. For when the evangelist commends Saint Simeon to us by saying that he had all 
these good qualities, he carefully adds, And the Holy Spirit was with him. (S. 34.19; CF 
77:57) 
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