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“The End of an Era”

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

Mr. Grillo made the best Italian ices in central New Jersey.  He had a small stand in front of his house on Terrell
Road, and every summer people would travel from all over the state to enjoy his homemade ices in a variety of
flavors.  While there were many other places to purchase Italian ices, no one made them any better than Mr.
Grillo, who became a fixture of summertime in New Jersey.

As summer approached, we would always watch for signs that Mr. Grillo was about to open his stand for the
season.  But one year, his stand didn’t open.  We watched and waited, but it never opened.  No one knew
exactly what had happened; some people said that Mr. Grillo was sick, while others reported that he had
moved to Florida to be near his children.  Whatever the reason, the closure of Mr. Grillo’s Italian ice stand was
the end of an era for everyone who had grown accustomed to his presence as a part of summer in New Jersey.
For people who visited the Temple in Jerusalem, Simeon and Anna were as much fixtures in that place as was
Mr. Grillo in my childhood.  Both were devout Jews in the latter stages of their lives who would be seen in the
Temple precincts every day.  Simeon is described by Luke as a man who was “righteous and devout, looking
forward to the consolation of Israel” (Luke 2:25), a term used for the restoration of God’s people and the
fulfillment of God’s redemptive work (“Break forth together into singing, you ruins of Jerusalem; for the LORD
has comforted his people, he has redeemed Jerusalem.” – Isaiah 52:9).  Anna is identified as “a prophet … the
daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher” (2:36), continuing the tradition of female prophets in the Old
Testament (“At that time Deborah, a prophetess, wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel.” – Judges 4:4).  A
widow whose husband has died many years previously, Anna “never left the temple but worshiped there with
fasting and prayer day and night.” (2:37).  Few people who saw both of these persons in the Temple area day
after day knew why they were such fixtures in this place; they were simply a part of what one might expect
when visiting the holiest site in Judaism – whether they were local residents or visiting Jerusalem as the Torah
required of devout Jews.

One family of devout Jews who had made a pilgrimage to the Temple were Mary and Joseph, who had arrived
in Jerusalem forty days after the birth of their firstborn son in Bethlehem.  The Holy Family traveled to the Holy
City to perform two acts required of devout Jews in their position: the redemption of the firstborn and the
purification of the mother.  As a reminder of the Exodus, the firstborn son of each family was to be consecrated
to the Lord: “Consecrate to me all the firstborn; whatever is the first to open the womb among the Israelites, of
human beings or animals, is mine.” (Exodus 13:2).  After the birth of a child, the mother was considered
ceremonially unclean for seven days and underwent purification for 33 days.  During this time, she was not
permitted to enter the Temple or touch any holy object:

· “If a woman conceives and bears a male child, she shall be ceremonially unclean seven days; as at the
time of her menstruation, she shall be unclean.  On the eighth day the flesh of the foreskin shall be
circumcised.  Her time of blood purification shall be thirty-three days; she shall not touch any holy
thing, or come into the sanctuary, until the days of her purification are completed.  If she bears a
female child, she shall be unclean two weeks, as in her menstruation; her time of blood purification
shall be sixty-six days.” – Leviticus 12:2-5.

After forty days, the woman was to offer “a sacrifice according to what is stated in the law of the Lord, ‘a pair
of turtledoves or two young pigeons.’” (Luke 2:24); the priest would then “offer it before the LORD, and make
atonement on her behalf; then she shall be clean from her flow of blood.” (Leviticus 12:7).  



As the Holy Family traveled to Jerusalem to fulfill what was required of them by the Torah, Simeon continued
to stand at his familiar spot, watching and waiting because “it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that
he would not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah” (2:26).  Day after day, he would scan the crowd,
looking at the face of every child who had been brought to the temple by their devout parents.  Luke does not
tell us how long he had been at his post, but there is no indication that Simeon every grew impatient or gave
thought to giving up and going home.  Like his ancestors who had waited for the fulfillment of God’s promises,
Simeon trusted that God was faithful and that even though “he feels death in his very bones, in every limb, as
death approaches day by day, and daily he grows weaker” (Martin Luther), he knows that “he would not see
death before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah.” 

One day, as the Spirit guided him into the Temple to his familiar position, Simeon scanned the crowd and fixed
his eyes on one family.  By their outward appearance, they probably didn’t look any different from the many
other families who were bringing their firstborn sons to the Temple; but through the eyes of faith, Simeon
knew that God was faithful and had fulfilled the promise made to Simeon.  He approaches the Holy Family,
takes the child in his arms, and with tears streaming down his face praises God in a song that would be sung by
generations who would also rejoice in the coming of the Lord’s Messiah:

· “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.” – Luke 2:29-32.

The Nunc Dimittis (a title taken from the first words of the Latin translation) declares the praise of God for
faithfulness and the redemption of God’s people.  As a faithful watchman, Simeon is dismissed from his post by
his master, because he has now seen the one who will bring salvation to all people – both Gentiles and
Israelites, anticipating Jesus’ commission to his apostles that “you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8).

When Mary and Joseph heard Simeon’s song, they “were amazed at what was said about him,” perhaps
recalling the night of Jesus’ birth in which “all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds told them”
(2:18).  Simeon then blesses the parents, following the pattern of the priest Eli when he blesses the parents of
Samuel (“May the LORD repay you with children by this woman for the gift that she made to the LORD” – 1
Samuel 2:20); he then turns to Mary and proclaims a second oracle:

· “This child is destined for the falling and 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 your own soul too.” –
2:34-35.

Simeon’s oracle foreshadows the rejection of Jesus, the fact that “he came to what was his own, and his own
people did not accept him” (John 1:11), that the birth of Jesus was not received as “good news of great joy” by
everyone: “not all will receive the salvation that has been prepared, see the light of revelation, or recognize the
glory of God in the coming of Jesus” (Alan Culpepper).  The one who will bring salvation will also bring
judgment:

· “For it stands in scripture: ‘See, I am laying in Zion a stone, a cornerstone chosen and precious; and
whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.’  To you then who believe, he is precious; but for
those who do not believe, ‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the very head of the
corner,’ and ‘A stone that makes them stumble, and a rock that makes them fall.’  They stumble and
fall because they disobey the word, as they were destined to do.” – 1 Peter 2:6-8.



Simeon’s final words to Mary warn her that “a sword will pierce your own soul too” (2:35).  When Mary
declares that she is “the servant of the Lord,” (1:38), she joins all who follow her son in servanthood in opening
themselves to the same suffering that the Servant would endure for the sake of others, he who was “wounded
for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his
wounds we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:5).  Mary will share in the pain of the rejection of Jesus and the division of
Israel; she will endure the agony of witnessing her son’s death on the Cross.

· “Simeon’s word to Mary is that Israel’s consolation and the salvation of Gentiles will not be without
great cost.  Jesus will bring truth to light and in so doing throw all who come into contact with him into
a crisis of decision.  In that decision, rising and falling, life and death, result… As much as we may wish
to join the name of Jesus only to the positive, satisfying, and blessed of life, the inescapable fact is that
anyone who turns on light creates shadows.” – Fred Craddock.

As Simeon departs the Temple scene, our focus shifts to Anna, the prophet who had also been a fixture in
these precincts as she worshiped with fasting and prayer night and day.  While her blessing is not recorded, it is
described as a moment in which she “began to praise God and to speak about the child for all who were looking
for the redemption of Jerusalem” (2:38), a prophet proclaiming that the words of one of God’s prophets from
of old has been fulfilled: “Break forth into singing, you ruins of Jerusalem; for the LORD has comforted his
people, he has redeemed Jerusalem” (Isaiah 52:9).  

· “These two aged saints are Israel in miniature, and Israel at its best: devout, obedient, constant in
prayer, led by the Holy Spirit, at home in the temple, longing and hoping for the fulfillment of God’s
promise.  And they, like Zechariah and Elizabeth, are old, ready to move offstage, to ‘depart in peace.’ 
God is doing something new, but it is not really new, because hope is always joined to memory, and
the new is God’s keeping an old promise.” – Craddock.

The next day, it was business as usual at the Temple.  Pilgrims arrived to worship and present offerings; the
priests offered prayers on behalf of God’s people; and parents arrived with their firstborn sons to present them
to the Lord and to fulfill the purification rites for the new mothers.  But something was very different that day:
those two fixtures, those two old people who were always present whenever anyone came to the Temple,
were gone.  Both Simeon and Anna had departed “in peace.”  We are not told where they went or how long
they lived, but what we know is that however long they were alive, they final days were filled with joy and
thanksgiving that God had fulfilled the promises made to each of them and to all God’s people.  They were able
to “depart in peace,” knowing the truth that one day would be proclaimed by St. Paul that “if we live, we live to
the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord; so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.”
(Romans 14:8).  Their departure from the Temple precincts was the “end of an era” for those who had grown
accustomed to their steadfast presence in that place; but the end of one era was the beginning of another era,
one in which the promise God made to Simeon and Anna – and all God’s people – was fulfilled, an era in which
we live in the sure and certain hope that in the presence of Christ there is “a light of revelation to the Gentiles
and for glory to your people Israel.”  The end of the era of watching and waiting is over, for the good news of
this Christmas season is that in the coming of Christ is the promise that the promise of God has been fulfilled,
for the one who abides with us is “Emmanuel – God is with us.”

· “It all depends on this, that we with the dear old Simeon open our eyes and see the babe, take him into
our arms, and kiss him, which means that he is our hope, joy, comfort, and life.  Where this faith is firm
and sure in our hearts – that this child is God’s Savior – there, indeed, it must follow that the heart is
content and is not afraid of sin or death, for it has a Saviour who delivers it from it.” – Luther, 1544.

I’ve had a lot of Italian ices over the years, but none as good as Mr. Grillo’s.  The closing of his stand was truly
the end of an era for many of us in my hometown.  I don’t know what happened to him, but I do hope that he



knew how much joy he brought to so many of us with the ices that he so skillfully and lovingly created.  When
he departed from us, I hope his days were filled with peace.  

The end of one era is the beginning of another; “every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end”
(“Closing Time” – Semisonic).  The end of the era of waiting for Simeon and Anna is the beginning of the era in
which these faithful watchers rejoiced in the fulfillment of God’s promises – as we all rejoice in this era in
which all Christians friends rejoice because “now we need not fear the grave – Jesus Christ was born to save!”
Amen.


