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Today is Sexagesima--the sixtieth or so day before Easter and the second Sunday in Pre-Lent. But if today, February 2, were not Sexagesima, we would be celebrating another occasion the Prayer Book calls "The Presentation of Christ in the Temple, commonly known as the Purification of St. Mary the Virgin." When two commemorations fall on the same day, we go to a chart in the front of the Prayer Book which tells us which one is more important, and which lessons to use.

At any rate, Jesus tells us a parable this morning which describes various ways people respond to the Word of God. "The Word of God" means several different, but related, things. First of ll, the Word of God is any message we get from him no matter how we get it. God tries to communicate with us all the time--mostly through the things he causes or allows to happen in our normal lives. Everything that goes on is telling us something. It is a Word from God.

In a more direct sense, the Word of God is the Bible. God communicates to us through the Bible, through sermons which are based on the Bible, through the Prayer Book which is the Bible made usable, and through our study of the Bible--alone and together.

The Word of God is also Jesus himself. St. John gives him that name. "Word" in this sense means "the way you present yourself--the way you show and reveal who you are." God presents himself to the world as the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, Jesus the Messiah. Jesus says, "I and the Father are one. ..He who has seen me has seen the Father."

The parable of the sower uses a poetic image from agriculture to talk about the way the Word of God is communicated. The sower--who is God or the instrument he uses to preach or teach or otherwise make his point--tosses out the seed which is the Word. This sort of sower does not place the seed carefully--he throws it out--broadcasts it.

The various kinds of ground onto which it falls respond to the seed in different ways. Jesus uses those responses to talk about the way different people respond to communications from God. Some never get the message at all. Some keep with it for awhile but then fall away if they are tested. Others make some effort to respond, but what they realty care more about are convenience and comfort and power and position.

Then there is the good ground--the people who respond positively and hang on all the way. That is the group where we all think we see ourselves. The fact is we spend most of our time either by the wayside, or ground against some rocks, or choked with thorns and vines. Lent is the time to ask God to help us become more receptive and fertile.

The Old Testament Law said that women who had given birth to boys remained unclean for forty days after which they were purified. Boy babies also had to be presented in the temple in Jerusalem and then bought back as a reminder of how God bought Israel out of slavery in Egypt. Both these ceremonies took place on the forty-first day of the baby's life. February 2 is forty days after December 25. Joseph and Mary went through the rituals not because Jesus was extraordinary, but because they were ordinary Jews.

What gives the story a twist is the response of two of the people in the temple. They reveal what kind of ground they are. The first is a man named Simeon. God had revealed to Simeon that he would not die before he had seen the saviour of Israel--the Messiah. When the baby Jesus is carried into the temple to be presented, Simeon recognizes who he is, and he tells God, "I can die now, because I have seen him--your salvation, the consolation and glory of Israel who is also the light to lighten the Gentiles."

The other person watching this scene is an elderly prophetess named Anna who fasts and prays in the temple all the time. She too recognizes this baby as the Saviour and tells everybody in Jerusalem who was looking for redemption that he has now arrived.

So Simeon and Anna both show that they are good and fertile ground. They expect a Word from God, and when it comes they respond. Simeon goes on to speak directly to the Virgin to tell her something abouthow we respond to her son. He says, "This child is set for the fall and rising again of many in Israel; and for a sign which shall be spoken against; that the thoughts of many hearts will be revealed."

He is telling her that, finally, what determines God's evaluation of everyone--Simeon, Anna, and we ouselves, is how they respond to Jesus, God's Word made flesh. How you respond to the presence of God in the world is what determines everything.

Jesus himself gives us these somewhat chilling words to contemplate: "The Father loves his Son and has put everything in his power. Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever disobeys the Son will not have life, but will remain under God's punishment." Don't you think it's time to get serious?

