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“Do You See What I See?”
Galatians 4:4-7            Luke 2:22-40 December 31, 2017

My go to Advent Devotion Book is titled “Watching for the Light.”  
Gifted to our family in 2001, the year of its publication, it comes 
out every year along with the Advent wreath and candles.  The first 
decorations of Christmas.  And will remain out until Epiphany, on the 
12th day of Christmas.  The daily readings are culled from the writings 
of God thinkers as diverse as 13th century theologian, Thomas Aquinas 
and modern era American poet Sylvia Plath, from early Christian 
Bishop, John Chrysostom and reformer Martin Luther to the founder 
of the Catholic Worker movement Dorothy Day and Italian composer 
Gian Carlo Menotti.

Along with the scriptures we read in this season from Matthew and 
Luke, these writings bear witness that humble shepherds and gentile 
kings, practicing priests and peasant maidens, poets and revolutionaries, 
humans the world around…who have found their worlds darkened 
by poverty, personal loss, oppressive regimes, national disaster, the 
everyday cares of life…have been watching for (and finding) the light 
of God’s salvation.

Even as far back (and even farther) as 700 years before Christ’s birth, 
folks have been watching for (and finding) the light of God’s salvation.  
In the seventh chapter of the book of Isaiah we read about the terror of 
Ahaz, king of Judah.  Faced with a “one-two punch” on Jerusalem from 
the kings of Aram and Ephraim, King Ahaz and his people, “shook 
as the trees of the forest shake before the wind.”  But, God, through 
the prophet Isaiah, speaks to Ahaz saying,  “Look! Do you see what I 
see?  There is a young woman?  She will soon bear a son.  His name will 
be Immanuel.  That means, God is with you.  Before this child is old 
enough to eat solid food, the kings of which you are so afraid… they will 
be no more.  The dawn is coming.  I will be with you.  The darkness of 
this hour will be consumed by the light of my salvation.” 

Perhaps this is the scroll that will be read in the temple that day, over 
seven centuries later when, in Jerusalem, an elderly man opens his eyes.  

This is the day.  He can feel it.  “Go to the temple.  I have something to 
show you.”  Simeon dresses quickly.  Slips on his sandals.  Splashes water 
on his face and lays his prayer shawl on his shoulders.  He is out the 
door with a spring in his step that hasn’t been there for years.  He climbs 
the stairs wishing he could still take two at a time.  The usual crowd is 
there.  Those who are praying and those who are teaching.  Those who 
are bringing sacrifices.  And those who are waiting and watching.  Old 
Anna is there…of course.  Their eyes meet, a smile of happy recognition, 
a word of commiseration…“same old, same old.”  Simeon leans on his 
walking stick.  With eyes sparkling in expectation, he scans the crowd.

In Bethlehem, Mary wakes Joseph. They wrap the baby in freshly 
laundered swaddling clothes.  They are glad to be heading home.  It’s 
been nearly seven weeks since they came with the crowd, to do what was 
required by Roman decree.   They have been grateful for the hospitality 
they received, but they are tired and ready to get back to “life as usual,” 
in Nazareth. 

From here they will go first to the temple, for it was written in the 
Law of God…every first born son must be dedicated to the Lord.  They 

have the five shekels they will need for the pair of birds needed for the 
sacrifice, but little more.  From there they will take the three-day journey 
down to Nazareth…and finally be able to sleep in their own beds again.

Two and one half hours later, (I googled it.  From the Church of the 
Nativity in Bethlehem, you turn left on Manger road… no kidding… A 
6.3 mile walk will bring you to the Temple Mount.  Google says it will 
take you 2 hours and 10 minutes, but I rounded up because Google 
doesn’t take into account the extra time it takes when you are traveling 
with a baby.)  So…two and hours and thirty minutes later, shekels 
exchanged for turtle doves, Mary and Joseph enter the outer court with 
their first born son.  Here women and men, Jews and Gentiles, priests 
and peasants mingle before being sorted by holy hierarchy.

Simeon sees them first and leans over Anna, his voice catching as he 
whispers, “do you see what I see?”  He is off before she can answer.  He 
finds his voice by the time he gathers the child in his arms.  

The hope of the world is in his hands.  A prayer of thanksgiving is 
on his lips.  “Now, I may depart in peace, for my eyes have seen your 
salvation…which you have prepared in the midst of all peoples…a light 
for revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.”

While Simeon’s prayer turns to cautionary words for Mary, “this light 
you have born in your body and now offer to the world, will not be seen 
by many, will be opposed by others, will pierce your very soul,” Anna’s 
proclamation rises above the chaotic clatter of the crowd as she began 
to “speak about the child to all who were looking for the redemption 
of Jerusalem.”

Simeon and Anna knew the promises of God.  They were attentive 
to the nudging of the Spirit.  They knew the stories of scripture when 
God had intervened to save God’s people.  They had lived enough of 
life to have their own stories of God’s saving grace.  They had heard the 
stories of friends and family, where God’s light had broken through the 
darkness again and again.

Where others saw a peasant family carrying out a required ritual, 
Anna and Simeon saw the fulfillment of God’s promise, “I will be with 
you.  My light will dawn.  I will redeem my people… all my people.”  
Where others were busy about their own errands of the day, Simeon 
and Anna saw God at work.  

And what did they do when they saw the light for which they had 
been watching?  They embraced it, thanked God for it, and told anyone 
who would listen about it.

And what of us?  Perhaps we have woken today eyes sparkling with 
expectation, knowing we will see here, some sign of God at work, a 
vision of God with us.    Perhaps we have come here only to fulfill the 
requirements of the law, or the expectation of our parents.  Perhaps we 
are road weary, ready to get on home, back to life as usual.  Perhaps 
we are looking into the year ahead, wondering what it will hold…for 
ourselves, our families, our friends, our nation and world.

How will this story of two who saw, embraced and proclaimed God’s 
light shape our own seeing in our ordinary and extraordinary days 
ahead?
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Over the weeks that I have been living and working with this text in 
preparation for this sermon, the story of Simeon and Anna has made 
me aware of God’s in breaking light in my own life, in the lives of my 
friends, in the news.  Let me tell you three short stories.

The first, is the story of the Christmas classic song, that inspired the 
title of this sermon.  My friend Laura shared it with me just a few days 
ago.  Noel Regney, who had fought in the French resistance during 
WWII and with his wife Gloria Shayne Baker.  That’s right, husband 
and wife team, Gloria and Noel, were asked to write a Christmas song 
in the fall of 1962.  For thirteen days that October, America and the 
world, stood in terror, “shakings as leaves of the forest shake before the 
wind,” to quote Isaiah, as the threat of nuclear war seemed imminent.  
Noel wrote the lyrics to this song, recorded by hundreds of artists and 
which sold millions of copies, in the midst of the Cuban Missile Crisis.  
It was his prayer for peace.  Gloria, who wrote the tune, relayed in an 
interview that when they had finished the song, they couldn’t even sing 
it, they were so moved by it.  The song tells of the wind, whispering to 
a lamb, who whispers to a shepherd boy, who whispers to a king, who 
proclaims to  people everywhere, “Do you see what I see?” “Do you 
hear what I hear?” “Do you know what I know?”  A star, a song, a child 
sleeping in the night, will bring us goodness and light.  The message of 
a distant light, a tiny sheep, a shepherd boy, a mighty king.

When art duo, Haas and Hahn, move into a neighborhood, it will 
never be the same again.  In 2005, Dutch artists, Jeroen Koolhaas and 
Dre Urhahn, founded the Flavela project.  Their vision helps to turn 
rough neighborhoods from Rio de Janeiro to North Philly into art 
galleries, transforming the way locals feel about themselves and their 
neighborhoods.  Partnering with local residents, Haas and Hahn create 
monumental paintings.  One whole city block is transformed into a 
patchwork of color.  A former eye sore becomes a blue sky background 
for a three story tall boy flying a kite.  A concrete covered drainage 
ditch becomes a tumbling mural of flowing water and swimming gold 
fish, injecting tremendous esteem into the flavela.  Where many saw 
poverty and hopelessness, Haas and Hahn saw painters and possibility, 
and helped others to see…goodness and light.

My final story is a bit more personal.  It is the story of a pastor and 
a church.  The pastor came with high expectations to church that day.  
Since she was a child, she knew that one sure place to experience the 
in breaking of God’s light was at church.  It could be found, if one 
were looking, in the friends met, the scriptures read, the songs sung, 
the sacraments celebrated.  This day, experience had told her and the 
Holy Spirit assured her, she would see again the light revealed, for this 
day there would be baptisms!  Cousins were being baptized.  Families 
formed from love across religious traditions and national borders were 
coming to bring their babies to be claimed and blessed by God and the 
people of God.

But everything was chaos that day, so much so that the pastor almost 
missed seeing the miracle of light, peeking in from 1000 different 
places.  Microphones were misplaced, printed liturgies were forgotten, 
everything got out of order and mixed up.  Pablo babbled brightly (and 
loudly) over the holy words the pastor was valiantly trying to say.  Then 
Eliza spit her pacifier out.  Everyone saw it bounce down the stairs.  
Mom wanted to go get it, but she was right in the middle of promising 
“to turn from the ways of sin.”  So she let it sit there on the stairs.  

A few minutes later, when the congregation was promising to teach 
these children about Jesus, Eliza’s three-year-old cousin, Luka, stepped 
out from his pew … adding a preschooler to the already chaotic mix.  

Quietly, Luka proceeds to the stairs, picks up the pacifier, hands it to 
Eliza’s mom, and slips right back to his seat.  

Totally off (our) script, Luka showed us one way we might live into 
the promise we were making.  Comfort those who are in distress. Pick 
up the pacifier!  His chief concern was his cousin, not our attempts at a 
“perfect” ceremony.  Luka’s act of compassion completed the perfection 
of the day.

A little child will show us…goodness and light.
This is our story.  Into the darkness, the light will come…we know it is 

true, for we have seen it before and have faith we will see it again.  
Salvation has come…the spirit of the Son is within each of us.  The 

child bringing the pacifier.  The artist coloring the neighborhood.  The 
song writer praying for peace.  

As we step into whatever this year may bring, may we have eyes to see 
the light for which we watch.  May we hold hope in our hands and join 
the stars in thankful praise.  May we proclaim to all who will listen, we 
have seen God’s salvation…we have seen, and expect we will see again … 
goodness and light.


