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When my nephew Seth was born, my brother and his wife asked family and friends to write letters which Seth would read later in life.  These letters were filled with our hopes and dreams for Seth and our promises to support him.  I haven’t read any of the other letters but I’m pretty sure none of us told Seth that he would be unpopular or a “sign to be opposed!”  Luke records Mary and Joseph as being “amazed” at the things that were being said about the infant Jesus.  I’m not a parent but I think the word “overwhelmed” might be more appropriate!  
This passage is somewhat problematic chronologically, since it doesn’t fit neatly into the narrative we are most familiar with.  It takes place 40 days after the birth of Jesus which Jewish law decreed was the amount of time needed for a woman to be “purified” after giving birth to a son.  So we’re out of sync with Matthew’s Gospel and the more familiar elements of Epiphany and the visit of the Magi.
But I wanted to focus on this text because it plays an important role as an overture to Luke’s Gospel.  Just as in a musical overture, the major themes that Luke will present are highlighted here.  
First, God keeps God’s promises.  Simeon was told by God, through the Holy Spirit, that he would not see death before the Lord’s Messiah had been revealed.  Simeon responds with the nunc dimittis, his song of praise.  That title is from the first two words of the Latin translation.  We just heard a wonderful version from the choir and one of my favorite settings is the Taizé version that closes our Wednesday night services during Lent.  
We see in this song another theme of Luke’s: that of the expansion of God’s kingdom to the Gentiles.  Coupled with this expanded view of God’s kingdom is not only the promise of the redemption of Israel, echoed by the prophet Anna, but also that Jesus will be met with opposition.  When we read later in the Gospel about Jesus’ conflicts with the Pharisees, we are meant to remember this passage.  
Finally, there is the appeal to the authority of Scripture:  four separate references to the Law of the Lord.  
Luke is presenting a Messiah who is not coming to overthrow existing society, but shake it loose from the status quo and expand God’s kingdom to all.  Yet even as we are told to reach out to Gentiles, tax collectors and other outsiders, we are also told to look within to examine our own thoughts.  Indeed, Simeon tells Mary that Jesus will be a “sword to pierce your own soul, too.”  It’s difficult to know what to make of this rather cryptic pronouncement; on one level it can be read as foreshadowing of Jesus’ death and the effect that would have on his mother, but I think we are meant to reexamine our response to God and those around us.
One of my favorite singer/songwriters is an Englishman named Peter Gabriel.  In 1989 he wrote a song celebrating the empowerment of women. Such an anthem was not out of character for Gabriel, a longtime supporter of the human rights group Amnesty International and founder of another organization, Witness, which also advocates for human rights.  He has been very active around the world, but particularly in Africa.  Here is a sample of the song:  “Waiting your time dreaming of a better life, waiting your time, you’re more than just a wife. It’s your day, a woman’s day, we are shaking the tree”1.    I like this metaphor because here again, the call is not for the overthrow of society, but an expansion.  Shaking the tree implies the removal of dead branches and loosening the grip of entrenched powers to allow room for the disenfranchised.
Three women who have been shaking trees in Africa and the Middle East are the 2011 recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize:  President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia; peace activist Leymah Gbowee and pro-democracy activist Tawakkol Karmen of Yemen.
Karmen is a 32 year old Muslim who spent most of last year living in a tent as part of an anti-government sit-in.  Johnson Sirleaf is a Harvard-trained economist who became the first women to be democratically elected in Africa.  She is currently running for a second term.
In the summer of 1990 Leymah Gbowee was a frightened 18 year old huddling with her family in St. Peter’s Lutheran Church in Liberia’s capital of Monrovia, along with 1,000 other refugees from Liberia’s civil war.  She and her family escaped the church only one day before soldiers attacked, looking for food.  In 1999 she returned to St. Peter’s and helped start the Women in Peacebuilding Network.  In 2002 she was sleeping in the network’s offices when she had a dream in which a voice told her, “Gather the women to pray for peace.”  Gbowee was baffled because she didn’t see herself as a religious leader.  As she put it, “It was like hearing the voice of God, yes but…that wasn’t possible.  I drank too much and I was sleeping with a man who wasn’t my husband!”2 After sharing the dream with a co-worker, the Liberian Women’s Mass Action for Peace was formed and began weekly prayer meetings, which quickly grew from a handful of women to over 1,000 praying each week in all kinds of weather and under threats of persecution and eventually contributed to the end of the war and Johnson Sirleaf’s election to President.
As committed as she was to peace for her country, Gbowee was a reluctant leader.  She says that she quit over 1,000 times before the peace agreement was signed.  God pulled her in a direction she didn’t want to go and shook her loose of a personal status quo that she felt defined her as unfit.

It’s easy to stand in a pulpit and say we need to be more like Jesus or we need to be more like Nobel Peace Prize winners.  The truth is very few of us will face a situation where the fate of society is hanging in the balance.  The challenge is to take these larger concepts and translate them to our own lives.

Every year, I am moved by the stories of Westminster’s young people as they reflect on their experiences on mission trips.  Whether it’s working with developmentally disabled adults or interacting with people of another culture or socio-economic class, many of them report seeing the world in a new way.  These mission trips are planned with the hope that the eyes of the students will be opened and they will have a better understanding of the world outside their neighborhoods.

Those of us, of a certain age, know that we don’t have all the answers, but we’ve got a pretty good idea how the world works.  We know our strengths and weaknesses and our preferred way of responding to God through service to our neighbors.

One of the most rewarding parts of my job as Westminster’s Coordinator of Discipleship Ministries, and what I look forward to in my future ministry,  is when a member tells me that she wasn’t sure about volunteering for a Habitat for Humanity Project, but she was glad she did because she got so much out of the experience.  Or when a member tells me that he always knew FEAST was a good program but didn’t realize how rewarding it would be to serve a meal and see the gratitude in eyes of the guests.

We all have different gifts and God has a habit of asking us to stretch those gifts and move outside our personal comfort zones.  Simeon’s prophecy sets us up for a Messiah who will not only challenge us to extend God’s love and justice out into the city and beyond, but also to look within our own hearts and continually re-examine our response to our neighbors.

When I started working for Westminster three and a half years ago, my first assignment was helping with the Homiletics Festival that the church was co-hosting.  One afternoon I was having lunch in the courtyard and seated nearby were two Methodist Ministers from California.  We started talking and they asked me, “What kind of church is Westminster?” “What do you do here?”  I very proudly said that we are an open door church.  They challenged me to define that and there were many ways I could have answered, but my first thought was of communion and the invitation we use to the table:  “This is not a Presbyterian table, this is the Lord’s table and all are welcome who put their faith and trust in the Lord.”

The two women looked at each other in mild astonishment and one said, “I thought we were the only church that did that.”  I had to get back to work and they had to get back to the conference, so we didn’t get a chance to take the conversation any further. Because the problem with throwing the doors open and inviting everyone to come in, is they might show up!  

A few decades ago this would have meant responding to women who felt called to one of the ordained offices of the church, but were prohibited from pursuing that call because of the politics of the time.  Today it might mean responding to a same-sex couple who want to consecrate their love in the sight of God and witnesses in marriage, but are prohibited by the politics of our time.  Or, it might mean responding to our guests in the Heller Commons who don’t want to attend worship, or adult education classes or volunteer at FEAST; they just want a warm place to sit and a cup of coffee before they head back outside to a life on the street.

The unfortunate reality of our world is that there will always be someone asking the question, “What about me? What about God’s love for me?” Our response to our Lord Jesus Christ, then, is a faith by which we should be comforted, but in which we should not be comfortable.  We need to shake some trees.

Thanks be to God.
 Amen.
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