
The Song of Then, Now and the Not Yet 
 
Luke 2:22-33 
 
22 When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph and Mary took 
him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23 (as it is written in the Law of the Lord, “Every firstborn 
male is to be consecrated to the Lord”[b]), 24 and to offer a sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the 
Law of the Lord: “a pair of doves or two young pigeons.”[c] 
 
25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He was waiting for 
the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was on him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Holy 
Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s Messiah. 27 Moved by the Spirit, he went into 
the temple courts. When the parents brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the 
Law required, 28 Simeon took him in his arms and praised God, saying: 
 
29 “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, 
    you may now dismiss[d] your servant in peace. 
30 For my eyes have seen your salvation, 
31     which you have prepared in the sight of all nations: 
32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles, 
    and the glory of your people Israel.” 
33 The child’s father and mother marveled at what was said about him. 34 Then Simeon blessed them 
and said to Mary, his mother: “This child is destined to cause the falling and rising of many in Israel, and 
to be a sign that will be spoken against, 35 so that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed. And a 
sword will pierce your own soul too.” 
 
Isaiah 9:1-7 
 
9 [a]Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled 
the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the nations, by 
the Way of the Sea, beyond the Jordan— 
 
2 The people walking in darkness 
    have seen a great light; 
on those living in the land of deep darkness 
    a light has dawned. 
3 You have enlarged the nation 
    and increased their joy; 
they rejoice before you 
    as people rejoice at the harvest, 
as warriors rejoice 
    when dividing the plunder. 
4 For as in the day of Midian’s defeat, 
    you have shattered 
the yoke that burdens them, 
    the bar across their shoulders, 
    the rod of their oppressor. 
5 Every warrior’s boot used in battle 



    and every garment rolled in blood 
will be destined for burning, 
    will be fuel for the fire. 
6 For to us a child is born, 
    to us a son is given, 
    and the government will be on his shoulders. 
And he will be called 
    Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
    Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 
7 Of the greatness of his government and peace 
    there will be no end. 
He will reign on David’s throne 
    and over his kingdom, 
establishing and upholding it 
    with justice and righteousness 
    from that time on and forever. 
The zeal of the Lord Almighty 
    will accomplish this. 
 
Psalm 27:13-14 
 
13 I remain confident of this: 
    I will see the goodness of the Lord 
    in the land of the living. 
14 Wait for the Lord; 
    be strong and take heart 
    and wait for the Lord. 
 
I do not think much of the theology of “Star Wars.” As much as I have enjoyed the movies, as much as I 

love Yoda, with his high-pitched, growly, voice (which, incidentally, is also the voice of Grover and Fozzy 

Bear on Sesame Street and The Muppets), I think his theology or philosophy or whatever you want to 

call it is full of baloney. How does he keep missing how unsuccessful this theology is? He keeps telling a 

teenager, whom he knows to be bigger than his own britches, “Let go of your attachments!” This is like 

telling a teenager to want to clean his room or to enjoy getting up early. The very best teenager in the 

world can’t pull that off. “Anger leads to fear, fear leads to hate, hate leads to suffering,” Yoda says, as if 

uttering a great truism. Claptrap and hooey, I say. Anger is a perfectly valid emotion which, used wisely, 

is a good and necessary element of self-preservation. Martin Luther King, Jr. got angry and led a 

movement; Jesus got angry and cleaned up the temple—anger can be destructive, but it doesn’t have to 



be and the fact that Yoda and the Jedi keep ignoring that fact is what keeps getting them into situations 

where a young person with great power goes horribly awry and creates giant lasers shaped like planets 

which blow up everything. This should be a sign unto them. They keep forgetting their past and thinking 

that somehow THIS time will be different. I just want to ask them, “How’s that workin’ out for ya?” 

When Anakin Skywalker asks Yoda to help him deal with a dark premonition he has been having, Yoda’s 

completely unhelpful response is, “Always in motion is the future.” Thanks, little dude. It’s no wonder he 

tried to kill you. 

 

It’s interesting to me how bleak the future is in most of our stories—there are dystopias everywhere in 

the future, if our writers and artists are to be believed. We’ll end up ruled by one evil empire or another; 

invaded by aliens who just want to mine our planet for minerals and regard us as mere parasites to be 

exterminated; we’ll turn on each other and make our children battle to the death or buy into horrible, 

desperate lifestyles where corporations own everything. We’ll forget all our love of liberty and freedom, 

all our defiance and intelligence and allow ourselves to sink, once again, into dark ages of ignorance and 

fear. The only science fiction series I know of where the future isn’t bleak is “Star Trek,” which claims 

that by the 22nd century, poverty was abolished and everyone on Earth was treated fairly. To that I say, 

“Pish posh.” To pretend like human beings are ever going to figure out how to work together and love 

each other in such a way that everyone is treated equally and fairly and the wealth of the world is 

shared as a matter of course is to ignore all of human history. It is to forget what it is to be human, and 

what free will looks like, and the realities that cause, even a healthy person, with many advantages and 

decent intelligence, to fail, once again, to make it past 2pm on the first day of a New Year’s diet. 

 

I suspect that this is why Jesus didn’t spend a whole lot of time talking about the future. Whenever he 

was asked about it, he offered up one of his patented snarky answers. Jesus has a fair few of these, 



beginning with his smart-alecky, 13-year-old response to his parents who have walked back toward 

Jerusalem for three days, not knowing where he was or if he was even alive. When they find him in the 

temple he says something to the effect of “You’re not my dad.” It is my hope that, though unrecorded, 

what happened then was that Mary whapped him upside the head and Joseph dragged him back to 

Nazareth by his feet. His reply to questions about the future, with the exception of predictions about his 

own death and resurrection, were vague to the point of being infuriating. “There will be wars and 

rumors of wars,” he said. Ever heard of a time in history when there weren’t wars and rumors of wars? 

He might as well have said, “Babies will be born and several people will get colds and call in sick to 

work.”   

 

This story of Simeon, tucked in here with the birth narrative in Luke, turns out to be one of the most 

compelling parts about thebirth story. I mean, it’s a pretty great story—there are angels everywhere, 

and stars; there’s some social commentary and a good bit of miracle mixed in. And there’s history as 

well—Jesus’ own lineage as a descendant of David is crucial to the story, as is the importance of his 

being born in the city of David, Bethlehem. And then there’s this guy, Simeon. We tend to think of him 

as old, although the scripture does not explicitly say that he is. It calls him “devout” and “righteous,” and 

it says that the Holy Spirit “rested on him.” Whatever else he was, Simeon was a true believer and 

someone who had devoted himself to a life of belief. And when he sees Jesus for the first time, he is 

guided by the Holy Spirit and he takes Jesus, who is still a small baby, into his arms and sings: 

 

“Now that I’ve held him in my arms, my life can come to an end! 

Let your servant now depart in peace, for I’ve seen your salvation,  

He’s the light of the Gentiles, and the glory of his people, Israel!” 

 



In previous verses, Luke refers back to the “law of Moses,” and says that Jesus’ parents brought him up 

to Jerusalem as a baby because “Every firstborn male shall be designated as holy to the Lord” (Lk 2:22). 

Jesus is connected to his past through his parents, through his lineage, through the law. From the 

moment of his birth, the moment of his conception, who his people have been is part of who he is and 

part of who he will become. This passage is not so much about the details of the future or what will 

actually happen as it is about having faith that God is in the future and that, no matter what happens, 

God will be with us. When Simeon takes the baby and holds him for the first time, he’s satisfied. He 

doesn’t ask to move in next door so he can watch over the baby; he doesn’t give the parents any 

instructions about protecting him or looking out for Herod or raising him correctly. He’s done—he’s 

satisfied. He can die happily, he says, knowing that God has intervened in the world and the future is in 

God’s hands. In an extraordinary act of faith, Simeon celebrates a future that is yet to be and then lets 

go, trusting in the peace that tells him that his own work is done and that everything else is in the hands 

of God. 

 

I know that at any given moment, many of us feel uncertain about the future. Some of us are venturing 

into the new world of middle school or high school, where everything is fraught with the desperate need 

to belong, to have friends, to be part of the whole scene in one way or another. Some of us have been 

applying to colleges and have spent the last month or so waiting to see if the envelope that arrives will 

be the big, fat envelope or the little, skinny one. Some of us are living with the realities of the corporate 

world, where down-sizing happens, where restructuring can mean that suddenly the job we thought we 

had doesn’t exist anymore. Some of us are living in seasons of change, where relationships have 

changed or health issues have changed. It can all make the future look like a roiling mass of heartache, 

loneliness and trouble. However unhelpful Yoda’s observation may be, it is, perhaps, accurate to say 

that the future is always in motion.   



 

And yet, here’s a model for us to consider. At this moment in the story, Jesus is just a tiny baby. His only 

contribution to the world up to this point has been some burps and some filled up diapers. Like every 

baby, the potential is there for him to do something, to be someone of significance, but before that 

happens he must survive infancy and childhood; he must be nurtured and grow; he must evade illness 

and accident and malice and ignorance and emotional or mental destruction. There’s quite a bit 

standing between a baby and the work of a full-grown adult. But Simeon doesn’t require that those 

details be provided for him. He doesn’t have to know how Jesus will get there, or even the specifics of 

what Jesus will do. He simply holds the baby in his arms and feels the assurance of the Holy Spirit that 

everything will be all right. He knows his history and the stories of his people; he knows in whom he has 

placed his trust. He is content that the arrival of this baby signals a turning point in the fate of his people 

and that God is at work through this child in an extraordinary way.  

 

The Psalmist puts it this way: 

 

The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? 

The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid? 

 

At the end of the psalm, he says this: 

 

 I remain confident of this: 

    I will see the goodness of the Lord 

    in the land of the living. 

 Wait for the Lord; 



    be strong and take heart 

    and wait for the Lord. 

 

The psalm is pervaded with the confidence of the future tense—“I will be confident,” “he will hide me,” 

“I will sing and make melody to the Lord.” Interestingly, the future tense is equally as definitive as the 

present tense—it contains a certainty, a confidence that the future being expressed will, in fact, come to 

pass.  

 

When Julie Andrews leaves the convent for the first time in “The Sound of Music,” to go work for 

Christopher Plummer and all those children, she sings, 

 

“What will this day be like, I wonder? 

What will my future be, I wonder? 

It could be so exciting, to be out in the world to be free 

My heart should be wildly rejoicing,  

O what’s the matter with me?” 

 

In the end, she decides that she has confidence in herself, she sings: “I have confidence in confidence 

alone, beside which you’ll see that I have confidence in me.” It’s a great word—being confident in 

yourself, confident in good outcomes and in your ability to face them, and I think a lot of us rely on that 

most of the time. We have confidence in our intelligence, confidence in our work ethic, confidence in 

the systems in which we live. We have confidence that playing sports will make our children stronger 

and ready for the world; we have confidence that participating in the arts will make them smarter and 

more mentally agile; we have confidence that doing acts of service will help them to be better people 



and enable them to see others as valuable human beings. We have confidence in the work of the church 

and in our own ability to make the world a better place through our work and our own individual and 

collective efforts. But do we have confidence that God is at work in the world, doing things that we 

cannot? Can we let go of our need to control the outcomes of our lives enough to give God a chance to 

be at work, to do things we cannot do, to do things we have not even imagined?  

 

The story of Simeon is not incidental. In fact, it is a story often repeated in the collection of stories that 

make up our scripture. Abraham doesn’t even know where he’s headed when he takes off on the 

journey on which God has sent him. Moses has no idea how he’s going to get Pharaoh to let his people 

go. David is a shepherd boy, for goodness sake, who expects that the most exciting thing that will 

happen to him is fighting off a few lions. Gideon’s something like an accountant who does not expect to 

be leading troops into battle; Simon is a fisherman, Mary is a virgin, Saul is a Pharisee—do you see the 

pattern? It’s not our job to know what’s coming. We are terrible at this. We can barely predict what the 

weather’s going to be this afternoon, much less what’s going to happen to us in the coming year, the 

coming years and decades and centuries. All we need to know about the future, as people of faith, is 

that God is there. Really, when we decide that we will be people of faith, that is all we are really 

saying—that we will attend to the way that God has been, is now and will be in the world. That we have 

confidence in the love of God and in God’s ability to be at work in the world.  

 

Everyone out there in the world is making predictions for the new year right about now, so here are 

some of mine: I predict that Star Wars costumes will be big this Halloween; I predict that we will have 

several weeks of very hot weather this summer, accompanied by periods of torrential rain and some 

thunder storms; I predict that people will eat dinner with their families on Easter and that attendance at 

church will be higher than average on that day. Beyond that, I can’t tell you—I’m terrible at predicting 



the future and lucky when I remember to think about what I am doing tomorrow morning. But as people 

of faith, we are free from the terrible burden of the future; we are free from the fear of terrorism or 

war; we are free from the fear of death and destruction. If we’ve been paying attention to our history, 

we know that these things will happen, alongside all of the triumphs and victories which will also 

happen. Ultimately, though, what we believe is that God is at work in our lives, with good things for us 

to do, with lovely people for us to be with, with a presence in our lives of peace and joy, of hope and 

happiness and a way through all the difficult things that happen along the way. And we have our own 

songs to sing, songs that connect us to our past and that speak of a bright future, songs that give us 

strength in dark times and guide us toward the next right thing. We have spent a season singing songs of 

hopefulness, songs of joy, songs of love for this promised baby. But tomorrow we face reality, stark and 

cold, filled with good and bad, with easy and hard. And so, holding that baby in our hearts, we must sing 

other songs. Songs like: 

 

We shall overcome, we shall overcome, 

We shall overcome, someday— 

Oh, deep in my heart, I do believe, 

That we shall overcome some day.  

 

Reinhold Neiber said, “Anything worth doing will probably not be achieved in one lifetime, so we are 

saved by hope.” Songwriter Carrie Newcomer says it this way: 

 

As a cold wind begins to blow, standing here on a new threshold,  

I can see there’s a light, there’s a light in the window. 

And the world is made of stone, and the world is made of glass 



And the world is made of light and it’s moving very fast 

We pass from mystery to mystery so I won’t lie 

I don’t know what happens when people die. 

But I hope that I see you walking slow, smiling wide as the sunrise grows 

Drop my map with a thousand folds, in the distance I see it glow, 

There’s a light, there’s a light, there’s a light in the window. 

 

The very best thing we can say to each other in this New Year is “May you always know that God was 

with you, that God is with you and that God will be with you, all the days of your life.”  


