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	 I’d	like	to	begin	our	sermonic	journey	today	with	a	quotation	from	

our	44th	President…	

 “Hope…Hope in the face of difficulty…Hope in the face of 

uncertainty. The audacity of hope! In the end, that is God’s greatest gift 

to us...A belief in things not seen…a belief that there are better days 

ahead.” 

  Hope is the rarest of commodities these days. We live in a time of 

tremendous cynicism and despair. As our political system, the legislative 

and executive branches of our government, dip to new lows, it’s more and 

more difficult to hold onto anything resembling legitimate or authentic hope. 

I have always been somewhat of a “glass is half empty” kind of person, so it 

seems rather disingenuous of me to preach to anybody about hope. And yet 

today I am going to try.                                                                               

 One of the things that I’ve turned to again and again when hope is 

hard to come by is the situation in first century Israel, the very time in which 

Jesus entered the scene. Talk about a dark time in human history! Israel, the 

tiny, beleaguered nation, was, once again, under foreign occupation. In 

centuries past, it had been the Babylonians, the Persians, and the Egyptians 

who had conquered and enslaved Israel. This time it was the mighty Roman 

Empire. There were armed soldiers on every street in Israel. There were 

constant beatings, rapes, and, yes, even crucifixions on pretty much a daily 

basis in Israel. The people in Israel had resorted to more and more desperate 

measures, as morale in their country reached an all-time low. There was 

even a group of Jews known as the Zealots, who were plotting a violent, 

armed overthrow of the Romans when Jesus turned up.                                                                      

 It was in this hopeless and despair-filled context that we find one of 

my favorite unsung heroes of the Bible doing his thing. The man I’m 

speaking of is Simeon. Simeon was older and probably in worse shape 

physically than anybody in this church. He was an elder in every sense of the 

word. We’re not told a ton about him, and Luke 2 is pretty much his only 

appearance in all of the scripture. But suffice it to say that his little cameo 

appearance in this Christmas story made a huge difference! 



 Luke tells us that Simeon was “waiting for the consolation of Israel.” 

That means that he, like so many other Israelites, was sick and tired of the 

Roman occupation and tired of the fact that Israel was being ruled by yet 

another foreign king. Simeon knew the scriptures. He’d read and studied the 

prophets. He believed firmly in the promises of Yahweh. And so, while 

many others were complaining and arguing about Israel’s awful situation, 

Simeon studied the Bible, and he studied the times. He seemed to know that 

it’s always darkest right before the dawn. He also knew that there was no 

way Yahweh would ever leave his people in the dark with no hope, without 

a savior. So he started going to the temple each and every day. Luke tells us 

that Simeon was “prompted by the Holy Spirit. And let’s be clear – the only 

way we will ever get prompted by the Spirit is by reaching in, by doing the 

hard, quiet work of meditation and contemplation. That’s why it is so very 

important for us as a congregation to get better at meditation and 

contemplation. It’s only when we quiet ourselves, when we slow down, 

when we shut up and listen to God, that His still, small voice can direct us, 

the way it directed Simeon all those years ago.                                                                             

 Now let’s not forget another couple of first century Hebrews for 

whom times had grown very dark and very hopeless. I’m speaking of Mary 

and Joseph. On top of all the crap the Romans were putting on all the Jews, 

Mary and Joseph’s oppression at the hands of the Romans – and at the hand 

of their fellow Jews - was even worse. We modern folk tend to forget that 

Mary was, at best 14 or 15 when she became pregnant, and you can imagine 

how that would gone over with her parents, not to mention her synagogue. 

We can smugly say all we want about this immaculate conception and 

believing in a virgin birth, but I can’t think of a single parent or rabbi in 

human history who would have bought that story, especially if his pregnant 

teenage daughter was the one trying to sell it!                                      

 So poor Mary had been walking around with a burgeoning belly and 

no husband for months, getting every dirty look and every snide comment in 

the book. Joseph would have too, though probably in a different way. Then, 

in the 9th month of that problematic, unplanned pregnancy, good old Ceasar 

levies a new tax, another scam designed to drain every last penny out of the 

Jews. And thanks to Ceasar, Mary and Joseph had to journey on foot and on 

old donkey – while nine months pregnant - all the way to Bethlehem. What a 

nightmare! And we know, of course, that when they arrived in the City of 

David, there was not a single, available room. So, to add insult to injury, 

Mary gets to deliver her very first child in a disgustingly filthy animal stall. I 

can’t believe that Mary and Joseph were any too thrilled with this God of 

theirs by this point. Can you? But they went through with it, and when the 



trip to Bethlehem was all over, when the screaming baby was in their arms, 

they then had to take another trip, almost immediately, this time to the 

temple in Jerusalem – to have their baby circumcised. And it’s there, at the 

temple, that they meet an old, old man, an elder in every sense of the word - 

Simeon.                                                                                                   

 Old grizzled, faithful, contemplative Simeon walks right up to this 

exhausted, confused, beleaguered and overwhelmed couple and asks, “Can I 

hold your baby?” I have to believe that after that long journey from Nazareth 

to Bethlehem, that noisy, stinky, and brutal birth in the stable, and then the 

additional several days journey to Jerusalem, Mary was probably more than 

willing to hand this little savior boy to pretty much anybody who would take 

him! So Simeon, the elder, takes the child Jesus in his arms and says, “Lord, 

in this child you have done what you promised. I’m ready to die now, 

because my eyes have seen the savior of Israel.”                                                                              

 Can you imagine the power and impact of these words and this 

moment on young Mary and Joseph? Simeon’s declaration here -- a 

declaration he was only able to make because of how consistently he had 

done the hard work of reaching in, of creating a quiet channel for God to 

speak – must have been an unbelievable blessing to Mary and Joseph. 

Because of that work, that quiet, contemplative listening that Simeon had 

done throughout his entire life, Simeon had somehow been able to hang onto 

hope through such a devastatingly hopeless period in his country’s history. 

Simeon held fast to hope. He believed in God’s promises, despite all the 

terrifying darkness around him. And his hope in this tender moment was 

fulfilled.                                                                                            

 And let’s be sure to notice that Simeon’s hope – forged by all that 

reaching in over the years – became Mary and Joseph’s hope too. All those 

crazy dreams Joseph had been having, all those ridiculous angelic visits and 

weird prophecies this poor couple had been trying to sort out in their heads. 

And then…and then this gentle, wise, elder approached them in the temple 

and shared his fervent, long-held hope with them. And it is this hope, this 

Simeon-inspired hope, that allowed Mary and Joseph to move on, to 

continue on this wild ride of an adventure with God, an adventure that will, 

quite literally, change the world.                                                                   

 It’s amazing what a little hope can do in world of despair. Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu knew a little something about despair, growing up and 

pastoring in Apartheid South Africa, all those years – generations, in fact - 

of white oppression and exploitation. But somehow, like Simeon, Tutu never 

lost hope. In fact, he once said that, “Hope is being able to see that there is 

light despite all of the darkness.” Can you do that…? Can you hold onto 



hope? Simeon could. That was his gift as an elder to the Christmas story and 

to the world. Bishop Tutu could too. That was his gift to the beleaguered and 

hopeless people of S. Africa. Now it’s our turn. Can we, as individuals and 

as a church family, offer hope to a dark, dark world?                              

 Now, keep in mind, hope is rarely if ever most effectively conveyed in 

words. Even in Simeon’s case, while he used words, it was probably much 

more his actions that gave birth to hope in Mary and Joseph. Simeon had 

come to that temple day after day. He had read the scriptures time and time 

again, to better understand those messianic prophecies, and that led Simeon 

to come to that terrified, young couple with his physical presence and with 

all that hope oozing and overflowing from his heart. Similarly, if we want to 

be purveyors of hope, we, too, must rely on our actions to speak more loudly 

and powerfully than our words.                                                               

 It seems to me that an awful lot of hope is transmitted over in our 

parish hall on Friday evenings. Sure, Tony and his crew serve food, but it’s 

their faithful, welcoming presence, each and every Friday night, that lets 

those guests know that they matter, that they are loved, and that they have 

reason to keep hope alive.                                                                           

 As many of you know, last weekend I had the opportunity to go to 

New Orleans for some continuing education. One of the fun side benefits of 

my trip was that I got to reconnect with an organization I was a part of in the 

years immediately following hurricane Katrina. The group is called RHINO, 

which stands for Rebuilding Hope in New Orleans. The St. Charles Avenue 

Presbyterian Church, and its pastor Don Frampton, started this organization 

to bring groups of people together from all over the country, who wanted to 

help in the rebuilding effort. I took three different groups from the 

Presbyterian Church in Harbor Springs down to work with RHINO. We 

helped build three Habitat homes on a street called Ferry Place. We worked 

side by side with the folks whose homes those would become. Our RHINO 

teams gave them hope in a hopeless time. Pastor Don and his church were so 

wise to call their organization “Rebuilding Hope in New Orleans – and not 

just Rebuilding homes - for Katrina’s worst devastation had been wrought on 

the hearts and minds of those New Orleanians.                                             

 As this holiday season gets busier and busier, may each of us 

remember Simeon – the quiet, slow-moving, prayerful elder – who managed 

to plant his hope into that overwhelmed, holy family that very first 

Christmas. I think our 44th President – Barak Hussein Obama – was right 

when he said, “Hope is God’s greatest gift…Hope in the face of difficulty… 

Hope in the face of uncertainty…belief in the things we can’t yet see…a 

belief in better times ahead.” May hope abound in you and in me this 



Advent. May hope overflow from you and from me, as, once again, we 

prepare for the coming Christ child. Amen. 


