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“A Purposeful Encounter”

“Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word …”

One day, you miss catching your regular evening train by one minute; only to take a seat on the next
train next to the person who will one day become your spouse. At a flea market, you buy an old
painting mainly for the frame, only to discover that underneath that painting is a valuable masterpiece
worth thousands of dollars. You return home to retrieve your sunglasses when the phone rings, and
on the other end is a long-lost friend who is at the airport to pay you a surprise visit.

In each of these instances, you are experiencing serendipity, a “fortunate happenstance or peasant
surprise, luck that takes the form of finding valuable or pleasant things that are not looked for.”  The
word was coined by Horace Walpole in 1754, based on the Persian fairy tale The Three Princes of
Serendip, who were “always making discoveries, by accidents and sagacity, of things which they were
not in quest of.”  Experiences of serendipity prove the adage that very often “life is what happens to
you while you’re busy making other plans.”

The encounter in today’s Gospel lesson may at first appear to be an example of serendipity.  Forty
days after Jesus’ birth, “the time came for their purification according to the law of Moses, [and Mary
and Joseph] brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord.”  It is a reminder that Jesus was
born into an observant Jewish household who present their firstborn son in obedience to the
commandments of God in the Torah:

· “Consecrate to me all the firstborn; whatever is the first to open the womb among the
Israelites, of human beings and animals, is mine… When the Pharaoh stubbornly refused to
let us go, the LORD killed all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from human firstborn to the
firstborn of animals.  Therefore I sacrifice to the LORD every male that first opens the womb,
but every firstborn of my sons I shall redeem.  It shall serve as a sign on your hand and as an
emblem on your forehead that by strength of hand the LORD brought us out of Egypt.” –
Exodus 13:2, 15-16.

· “When the days of her purification are completed, whether for a son or for a daughter, she
shall bring to the priest at the entrance of the tent of meeting a lamb in its first year or a
turtledove for a sin offering… If she cannot afford a sheep, she shall take two turtledoves or
two pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other for a sin offering; and the priest shall make
atonement on her behalf, and she shall be clean.” – Leviticus 12:6, 8.

Jesus’ presentation is a reminder to us that, in Paul’s words, “when the fullness of time had come,
God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, in order to redeem those who were under the
law, so that we might receive adoption as children.” (Galatians 4:4-5).  Born a son of Israel, he would
be the one who would be “a light of revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.”
(2:32).

Those words were spoken by a man the Holy Family encounters in a seemingly serendipitous fashion
when they “brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law.” (2:27).  Being
visitors to Jerusalem, they had no idea who they would encounter at the Temple, especially this
elderly man who would light up when he lays eyes on their child.  Luke introduces Simeon to us as a
man who was “righteous and devout, looking forward to the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit
rested upon him.”  (2:25).  But then the Evangelist states clearly that the encounter that is about to
take place has nothing to do with serendipity, but will be a most purposeful encounter: “It was



revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s
Messiah.” (2:26).  We have no idea how long Simeon was waiting for the fulfillment of God’s promise,
but there was no doubt in the old man’s mind that one day he would encounter the one who he and all
the people of Israel awaiting in trust and hope.

The day in which Simeon’s waiting would end probably began as had every other day of his vigil at
the Temple; as the sun rose, Simeon took his place where he could watch the crowds leaving the holy
site for the arrival of the fulfillment of God’s promise to him.  Every day previously had ended in
disappointment; the Lord’s Messiah had not appeared.  But on this day, everything changes: “when
[Jesus’] parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him what was customary under the law, Simeon
took him in his arms and praised God …” (2:27-28).  Luke does not record Mary and Joseph’s
reaction when this stranger approaches them and takes their infant son into his arm; but the
Evangelist later reports that they “were amazed at what was being said about him” (2:33) as Simeon,
with tears running down his face, looks up to heaven and sings out a song of praise that will be
shared by all who rejoice at the coming of the Saviour of all nations:

· “Master, now you are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; for my eyes
have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for
revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” – 2:29-32.

This hymn, which has become known as the nunc dimittis from its Latin translation (nunc dimittis
servum tuum, Domine, secundum verbum tuum, in pace) is “inspired speech, and therefore in it the
Holy Spirit is declaring Jesus to be the means of salvation for all people, Jew and Gentile.” (Fred
Craddock).  Because of its implications of fulfillment, peace, and rest, the hymn came to be used at
the conclusion of worship as the congregation was invited to “depart in peace.”  In the Service Book
and Hymnal, the worship book of the Lutheran Church in previous generations, it was the post-
communion hymn sung by the congregation who had “seen your salvation” in Word and Sacrament in
worship.  

· “The Nunc Dimittis forms an appropriate and beautiful conclusion to the Service, relating the
mystery of the Holy Communion to that of the incarnation.  It expresses fullness of spiritual
satisfaction and realization in person appropriation of God’s promises and in appreciation of
the world significance of the ‘salvation prepared before the face of all people.’  As sung at this
place it also reminds us of the conclusion of the first Supper – ‘when they had sung a hymn
they went out into the Mount of Olives.’ [Matthew 26:30].” – Luther D. Reed, The Lutheran
Liturgy.

As we are able to “depart in peace” at the conclusion of worship because of what we have
experienced when we gather in God’s presence, Simeon can now “depart in peace because the
consolation of Israel which he awaited has come, and this consolation of Israel has proved to be a
revelation to the Gentiles as well.” (Raymond Brown).  In an encounter that was not serendipitous but
quite purposeful, God has fulfilled the promises made to Simeon which will be the same promises that
will be fulfilled to all people as we behold the child presented to us as the Child that has been born to
us, the Son that has been given to us.
In this purposeful encounter with the Holy Family, Simeon exemplifies “a devout response to God’s
promise and God’s response to human devotion.” (Alan Culpepper).  As the Holy Spirit had revealed
to Simeon that he would not see death before he witnessed the arrival of the Messiah, so also would
Jesus promise his disciples that “there are some standing here who will not taste death before they
see the kingdom of God.” (Luke 9:27).  As Simeon waiting patiently for the fulfillment of God’s
promises even when he left the Temple day after day without seeing the coming of the Messiah, we
too wait patiently knowing that God’s promises are trustworthy and true, and that the day will surely
come when what has begun with the birth of our Saviour at Christmas will be fulfilled and we can at
last “depart in peace.”  Even if we do not with our own eyes experience this fulfillment during our lives,



we can still depart in the peaceful knowledge that “the one who calls you is faithful, and he will do
this.” (1 Thessalonians 5:24).

· “By the time a mature Jesus comes onto the stage of history, Simeon and Anna will be long
dead.  So will most of the shepherds who came to see the child in the manger, and possibly
Joseph, who watched over him, and some or all of the magi … Thirty years or more will pass
before the gospel story recommences in the ministry of Jesus.  In the meantime they who saw
the baby, knelt at the stable or laid their tributes before him would not know what became of
him.  They would know only what they had heard and seen back then.” – John Stendahl, The
Christian Century.

Simeon wasn’t the only person watching and waiting at the Temple for a sign of the fulfillment of
God’s promises.  Luke introduces us to Anna, who he describes as “a prophet … the daughter of
Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher.” (2:36).  This daughter of Israel was watching and waiting along with
Simeon as she “never left the temple but worshipped there with fasting and prayer night and day.”
(2:27), fulfilling the prophecy of Joel that describes the day when the Lord will “pour out my spirit on all
flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your
young men shall see visions.  Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour out my
Spirit … Then everyone who calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved.” (Joel 2:28-29, 32).  As
Simeon voices the praise of all God’s sons who experience the fulfillment of God’s promises, so Anna
is the forerunner of all God’s daughters who will be called to witness to our Saviour’s birth as she
“began to praise God and to speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption of
Jerusalem.” (2:38). 

· “Simeon and Anna, who represent the pious ones, declare that Jesus is the one who will bring
salvation for Israel, but not all would receive this salvation.  Jesus himself would be rejected,
and many in Israel would reject the gospel, but it was also meant for ‘a light of revelation to the
Gentiles.’” – Alan Culpepper.

After this encounter with Simeon and Anna at the Temple, the Holy Family return to their home in
Nazareth, where “the child grew and became strong, filled with wisdom; and the favour of God was
upon him.” (2:40).  But the lives of each of them were very different after this most purposeful
encounter.  For Mary and Joseph, it was a day they would remember for the rest of their lives, both in
the words of the songs that each of these persons sang but also in the haunting words of Simeon that
“this child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be
opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed – and a sword will pierce you own soul
too.” (2:34-35).  Even though the child was far too young to comprehend what was being proclaimed
about him that day, his parents would probably have told them the story of their encounter at the
Temple and what they had heard, words that our resonate when our Lord begins his ministry that will
be the fulfillment of God’s promise of “a light for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people
Israel.”  The purposeful encounter on that day would have implications for each member of the family,
and for all members of the family of God.

Aspects of our lives may continue to be changed by random, serendipitous experiences that happen
to us; but there is nothing random or serendipitous about our encounter with our Saviour.  As the Holy
Spirit led both Simeon and Anna into the presence of the Lord, our Lord continue to call us and
encounter us purposefully in his word, in his presence in the Lord’s Supper, and in the assurance that
God will accomplish his will on earth as it is in heaven, for God continue to purposefully encounter all
people because it is God’s will for “everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.”
(1 Timothy 2:4).  We can “depart in peace” knowing that God is with us in the birth of our Saviour and
will accomplish all that God has promised us in Christ – and there is nothing serendipitous about that!
Amen.


