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Now I can die in peace.  Have you ever thought that?  Have you ever been at a point in your life where you feel that you have seen everything you wanted, done everything you were supposed to, that you had lived long enough and if you died today, it would be ok?  I don’t know about you, but I’m not at that point.  I want to see my kids grown and secure and established.  I would like to see grandchildren someday.  I would like the Cubs to win the World Series.  If today were my last day, I would regret not being around for those things, at least I think I would regret it.  Maybe I wouldn’t rest in peace.  Would  you?  What is there you still want to do?  What would you want to happen so that you could say with relief and even a bit of joy, “Lord now I can depart in peace?”  In the Old Testament, God makes a promise to Abram and Sarai that they will have a son, and therefore Abram will be able to go to his ancestors in peace and be buried in a good old age.  Also in Genesis, when Jacob goes down to Egypt and discovers that his son Joseph is alive after all, he embraces him and says, “Now I can die in peace.”  What would have to happen for you?

Philip Newell is the author of many books on Celtic Spirituality and he once spoke about his father and how he is now aging and worrying about his departure from this earth.
His father was born off the Shankhill Road in Belfast, Northern Ireland, the most militant of Protestant communities. He was born in 1922, the same month as the Irish Civil War began. He breathed in the infection of soul that tore apart the life of a whole nation. He knew within himself the hatred that divided North from South, Protestant from Catholic. He lived that hatred.
But in his mid-eighties Newell’s father asked to be taken to the south of Ireland. He had never been before to the Republic of Ireland, which is predominantly Catholic, although you can find a few Presbyterian Churches if you look really hard. Newell arranged a family holiday in County Kerry a beautiful area as I can tell you, but a batstion of Republican sentiment where the IRA are looked on as heroes, and on the first Sunday he took him into Dingle Town, naively thinking there might be a variety of churches to choose from. They could find only one, St Mary's. So there they were standing outside a Roman Catholic church, Newell feeling slightly apologetic to his Protestant father. "You know, we don't have to go in there," Newell said. To which his father responded, "I want to go to church and I want to go in there." Yet still unsure,  Newell said, "And we don't have to stay for the whole service!" To which his father  replied, "I want to go to church and I want to stay for the whole service."
The priest on duty that day was a delightful Irishman, whose warm style was endearing. When it came to the intercessions, he said, "Now we pray for the weather, Lord. It's not been too bad but it could be much better. And we have people visiting from all over the world, Lord, and we'd like them to see our beautiful country, so we pray for the weather, Lord." And on and on he went.
Then it came to the distribution of the mass, there was the Belfast-born Protestant old man with tears streaming down his face going forward to receive the bread and the wine from a Roman Catholic priest from the south of Ireland. There is hope for the world. Newell says, “Never in my life could I have imagined that this would happen.”
What are the divisions in our lives and communities that we cannot imagine being healed? What is the hatred between religions and nations that we fatalistically assume to be eternal?  Isn’t that what the coming of Christ is all about?  As Paul says in Galatians we are now adopted as children of God, and the Spirit of the Son is in our hearts and we all call on God, calling him Father. 
The late Presbyterian pastor and poet David Steele wrote about Simeon. In a poem, he recalls hearing that Simeon, a bit of a codger, began to worry that he might miss the child that God had promised to let him see, and so he was going back and forth to the Temple every day in his final years, not just waiting for Jesus and Mary and Joseph, but just in case pronouncing that very same blessing over all the babies presented to him.  How would he know?  Maybe he didn’t, so maybe he just started blessing all the kids.  It's meant to be funny, this image of Simeon, but then, suddenly, Steele turns and says this:
“When I read the blessing
And thought about it,
I began to wish he was right,
About Simeon--and those babies.
And I began thinking about our babies.
And I wished someone,
Some Simeon,
Might hold my grandbabies high--
And yours--
The born ones and the not yet
Proclaiming to them
With great conviction,
"You are the saviors of the World!"
Meaning it so absolutely
Those young 'uns would live it,
And love it,
And make it happen!” (Presbyterian Outlook, April 17, 2002)
Simeon and Anna welcome the coming of the Christ child, as do we, and we proclaim together that somehow things will now be different because he is here.  Our lives will not be the same, neither will the world.
We begin a new year today, 2012.  We don’t know what the future holds for us, for our church, for our nation or our world.  But we know that our future, and our present is in the hands of a loving God whom we call, “Abba” Father.  No matter where our lives take us, no matter how noteworthy our accomplishments, or not; no matter where and when our lives end, we cannot escape the loving embrace of that father.  We can look forward to this year with hope and joy.  Like Simeon, we too have seen the Messiah and we know that all will be well.

