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Rule number 7.4, line 3 of subsection B, in the sermon writing rule book, reads: 
 

Don’t open a sermon with a book report or book review. However, in 
extraordinary circumstances an exception may be made on the first Sunday after 
Christmas. 

 
These seem like extraordinary circumstances so I’m going to exercise that exception.  
 
It dawned on me recently that Richard Rohr in “Falling Upwards: A Spirituality for the 
Two Halves of Life,” and David Brooks in “The Second Mountain: The Quest for a 
Moral Life,” are writing about the same thing. In exploring how we come to find 
meaning, contentment, and intimacy they both break life up into two parts. 
 
The first half is about achieving success and accomplishing goals. Brooks describes this 
as the first mountain. We climb what the predominant culture endorses for happiness – 
school, career, comfort, accumulation, adulation….  

But then, both Rohr and Brooks write about some transformational experience 
where we discover the top of the mountain to be less satisfying, or we see kind of 
meaninglessness in the first half. That transformational moment may be some 
manner of loss, or a sense of existential longing, or a struggle that we don’t have 
the emotional or spiritual capacity to resolve. But then we realize there is a second 
mountain, a second half, and we turn toward exploring meaning, making peace 
with mortality, and a deepening spirituality.  

 
We want certainty and clear answers for the first half, but live more comfortably with 
doubt and uncertainty in the second half. We want things to be black and white in the first 
half, but realize there are two sides to everything in the second half. We know our selves 
filled with both shadow and light, and know that everyone else must be that way too. 
During the second half we’re aware of paradox and irony – realizing that success is often 
found in failure and life is found in death. 
 
Now. I know that this take on life is seen through the lens of privileged white men in the 
second half of their lives, but I think it’s also a helpful frame for our text this morning….  
 
This first text after Christmas is about the first half and the second half. This story is 
about beginnings and endings. It’s about a young family at the beginning of the first 
mountain and an old man and old woman on the second mountain. 
 
Consider…. 
Mary and Joseph were following the rules and regulations for faithful Jewish parenting. 
According to Leviticus 12 a woman was ceremonially unclean after giving birth. If she 



gave birth to a boy, she had to wait 33 days to be purified from her bleeding. If she gave 
birth to a daughter, the wait was 66 days. So, Mary and Joseph obeyed the law. First, they 
had little baby Jesus circumcised on the eighth day, they waited, and then they got back 
on the donkey and headed to the temple in Jerusalem.  
 
Again, in keeping the same Levitical law, the presentation of their newborn involved a 
sacrifice. You were not to go empty handed. The top-drawer offering was a lamb, but if 
you couldn’t afford a lamb you were to present a pair of doves or two young pigeons. 
Joseph and Mary were commoners – they went with the birds.  
 
What’s remarkable here is that given all they had been through Mary and Joseph were 
quietly faithful to their tradition.  

There’s no indication that they had a handle on things.  
There’s no evidence that there were more visits from angels.  
There’s no story of additional encouragement or explanation from God.  
There’s no mention of special guidance or personal insight.  

They simply did what they knew to do, what their tradition taught them to 
do, and what the law required. They were climbing the first mountain. 
Five times in this short passage there is reference to Joseph and Mary 
following the Law of the Lord in bringing their child to the temple. 

 
Simeon and Anna, in the second half of their lives, were waiting in the temple. Anna, a 
long-term widower, found meaning and purpose in a religious life. Simeon, in his golden 
years, had some spiritual gift and confidence that sustained him. And, so they waited….  

male and female,  
old and faithful,  
without all the answers,  
a mix of shadow and light,  
they waited until they caught a glimpse of the redemptive activity of God in a 
baby.  

 
When Simeon saw the baby, he broke out in song. This was the end of a long road. His 
song is referred to as Nunc Dimittis – Latin for the first few words, loosely translated, 
“Now let me depart…” He had waited his whole life for some sense of meaning or the 
affirmation of God’s promise; now he had seen it and he could rest in peace. 
 
Fredrick Buechner describes that moment this way: 
  

When the moment finally came, one look through his cataract lenses was all it 
took. He asked if it would be all right to hold the baby in his arms, and they told 
him to go ahead but be careful not to drop it. “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant 
depart in peace, according to thy word, for mine eyes have seen thy salvation” he 
said, the baby playing with the fringes of his beard. The parents were pleased as 
punch, so he blessed them too for good measure. Then something about the 
mother stopped him, and his expression changed. What he saw in her face was a 
long way off, but it was there so plainly he couldn’t pretend. “A sword will pierce 



through your soul,” he said. He would rather have bitten off his own tongue than 
said it, but in that holy place he felt he had no choice. Then he handed her back 
the baby and departed in something less than the perfect peace he’d dreamed of 
all the long years of his waiting. 

 
Simeon saw God at work and sang that he could now sign off.  
Anna saw God at work and she wouldn’t shut up.  

When Anna saw the baby, she gave thanks and then told anyone who would listen 
about the redemption she had seen. Imagine a widower of 84 years discovering 
that what she had been waiting for was wrapped up in a baby blanket! What a 
wonderful colorful image.  

 
Oh! And a woman. The first preacher in the Gospel of Luke is a woman.  
 
Dear friends, you can make a fairly convincing case that Simeon and Anna were the first 
to recognize that Jesus was the Messiah.  

Mary is still pondering things in her heart.  
Joseph is a sturdy albeit silent bystander.  
But, Simeon and Anna are the first to see who Jesus is. 

 
Maybe those who are in second half of life are uniquely open to the muted mystery of the 
presence of God. Maybe old age softens certainty and makes space for the surprise of 
grace. I realize that this is a stretch and it reads too much into the text, but…. 

But, maybe there’s recognition that it doesn’t have to do with us and what we 
accomplish, maybe there’s space created by not having all the answers, maybe 
learning to wait is part of the lesson here.  

 
Because, if Brooks and Rohr are right, the fullness or completion of life has less to do 
with what we do and more to do with what God is doing. Life gets any sense of 
wholeness and culmination from outside of us. Life is finished by what God does, not by 
what we do. In the first or the second chapter, we are simply called to be attentive, open, 
receptive, faithful, waiting… 
 
In Richard Rohr’s words:  
 

It’s a gift to joyfully recognize and accept our own smallness and ordinariness. 
Then you are free with nothing to live up to, nothing to prove, and nothing to 
protect. Such freedom is my best description of Christian maturity, because once 
you know that your “I” is great and one with God, you can ironically be quite 
content with a small and ordinary “I.” No grandstanding is necessary. Any 
question of your own importance or dignity has already been resolved once and 
for all and forever. 

 
You know, Simeon and Anna really didn’t see anything more than the child. There is no 
evidence that they heard Jesus teach or saw him heal the sick and gather-in the 
marginalized.  



They didn’t see Jesus crucified. 
They didn’t know of the resurrection.  
What they saw was the child.  

This baby was going to fall off the screen for thirty years and emerge for three. Simeon 
and Ann didn’t see anything more than the child, but they saw enough. Without the full 
the picture they express thanks. Their vision was incomplete, and yet it was enough to 
sing and enough to share with any who would listen. They saw enough…. 
 
Dear friends, may it be so with us.  

May we see enough of Jesus to be faithful in the first half and sustained in the 
second half. May we see enough of Jesus when we’re building and when things 
are coming apart. May we see enough of Jesus to sing and want to tell someone 
about it. May we catch a glimpse of God’s redemptive activity even in a baby. A 
glimpse may be all we get, but may that be enough.  

 
Again Richard Rohr: 
 

People who’ve had any genuine spiritual experience always know that they don’t 
know. They are utterly humbled before mystery. They are in awe before the abyss 
of it all, in wonder at eternity and depth, and a Love, which is incomprehensible 
to the mind. 

 
Amen. 


