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We Root Ourselves in Ritual 

In our home, we celebrate the twelve days of Christmas.  So beginning with 
Christmas Eve, after the service, our holiday really begins.  We go home and get on 
our pjs, this year we had matching ones.  Gather around the Christmas tree.  Bring 
the baby Jesus figurine down from his perch up on our Christmas tree, read the 
Christmas story again, eat some food, and then get ready for bed.   

In the morning we wake up around 7:00am.  The kids have to sit at the top of 
the stairs until Karen and I grab some coffee and tell them they can come down.  
We then find what has been left in our stockings. Eat some breakfast.  Then we 
start opening gifts, one by one, until everything under the tree has been exposed.   

Once everything is unwrapped, we eat some more.  Take our gifts upstairs and 
lay them all out on our beds to through the afternoon.   

This is our Christmas ritual.  It literally takes hours.   
Christmas in our home is full of ritual.  From the foods we eat, the movies we 

watch, the games we play, to the activities we do.  Everything speaks comfort, 
love, familiarity, inclusion, and joy.  It’s so special.   

What Christmas rituals do you share in your family? 
In a New York Times article, author David Brooks wrote:  “Rituals provide 

comfort because they remind us that we are not alone.  Billions of people have 
done this before as part of the timeless passages of life.  Rituals also comfort 
because they concretize spiritual experiences.”   1

Our scripture story today is bathed in ritual.  It has been eight days since Jesus 
was born. And Joseph and Mary begin the religious rituals involved with bringing 
new life into the world.    

21 On the eighth day, when it was time to circumcise the child, he was named 
Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he was conceived. 

Jesus Presented in the Temple 
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”), 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.” 

 David Brooks, There Should Be More Rituals! The small acts that keep a society together.” The New York Times. 1

April 22, 2019. 
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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 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.” 

36 There was also a prophet, Anna, the daughter of Penuel, of the tribe of 
Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her 
marriage, 37 and then was a widow until she was eighty-four.She never left the 
temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. 38 Coming up to them at 
that very moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who 
were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem. 

39 When Joseph and Mary had done everything required by the Law of the 
Lord, they returned to Galilee to their own town of Nazareth. 40 And the child 
grew and became strong; he was filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was on 
him. 

Let us pray.  Prayer of Illumination.   

I am struck this morning by the presence of ritual in our text today and how 
the Holy Spirit is present with the holy family as they live into them.  We will look 
at the Jewish practice of circumcising, presenting, and naming a baby.  Don’t 
worry, we’ll keep this very general and not graphic.  Then we will look at the 
purification requirements.  And finally, we will consider the role that rituals play in 
our lives and faith community.   

On the eighth day, Joseph and Mary brought their newborn baby to the temple 
for what was called the Brit-Milah or covenant of circumcision.  This ritual dates 
back over four thousand years to the time of Genesis 17 when God commanded 
Abraham that every Jewish male should be circumcised on the eight day as a sign 
of their covenantal membership in God’s family.  [Kind of a an odd sign if you ask 
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me.]  The family would gather at the temple or synagogue to witness the event, 
offer prayers for the child, and give the baby his Hebrew name. 

In our story today, it would have been the first time that Jesus would have 
been publicly known by that name given to him by the angel Gabriel before he was 
even conceived.   

After this ritual, Joseph and Mary would have returned to their home and 
waited the required length of time until they were considered ritually clean after 
childbirth.  Leviticus 12 says “A woman who become pregnant and gives birth to a 
son will be ceremonially unclean for seven days.  On the eighth day the boy is to 
be circumcised.  Then she must wait another thirty-three days until she can touch 
anything sacred or go to the sanctuary.  A woman who gives birth to a daughter 
will be ceremonially unclean for two weeks.  Then she must wait sixty days before 
she can touch anything sacred or to the sanctuary.   

What in the world?  Why God would have set that difference is a mystery we 
may never solve!   

Regardless, when the period for purification was over, she was to bring an 
offering to the Tent of Meeting or temple, a year old lamb for a burnt offering and a 
young pigeon or a dove for a sin offering.  If she could not afford the lamb then she 
could offer two doves or two young pigeons instead.  The fact that Luke only 
mentioned a pair of doves or two young pigeons most likely indicated that that was 
all that Joseph and Mary could afford.  After they had followed this ritual, Mary 
would have been considered ceremonially clean once again.   2

Now if we think these Jewish rituals sounds a little odd, just imagine what 
Luke must have thought.  He was a Greek convert to Christianity and didn’t grow 
up with all of the Jewish traditions and rituals.   None of this was part of his 
experience as a follower of Christ.  In fact, he most likely was not circumcised 
himself.    

The point that Luke makes in even telling this story was not about the ritual 
themselves, but to explain what the Holy Spirit did as Joseph and Mary 
participated in them. God showed up amidst the ritual through two unassuming 
elderly people, Simeon and Anna, who apparently hung out at the temple. 

Simeon we are told was righteous and devout.  The Greek word for righteous 
was dikaios.  It means equitable in character, innocent, or holy.  Interestingly, it’s 
the same word that Matthew used to describe Joseph’s character when he was first 
introduced to become Jesus’ stepfather by the angel Gabriel.  The Greek word for 
devout is elabus.  It means God fearing, religiously pious, or devout.  Those two 
simple words paint for us Simeon’s character.  If God were to show up to anyone, 
it would certainly be him.   

 Leviticus 12:1-82
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He had been waiting and expecting the Messiah to come sometime during his 
lifetime.  At least that was his prayer.   

I was amazed that in this short description of Simeon, the Holy Spirit was 
mentioned not just once, but three times.  Simeon was full of the Holy Spirit.  It 
was revealed to him by the Holy Spirit.  And he was moved by the Holy Spirit.  So 
the Holy Spirit played an important role in answering Simeon’s prayers.  And now 
with Jesus in his arms, Simeon said over him.   

“Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you may now dismiss your servant in 
peace.  For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight 
of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and a glory to your people 
Israel.” 

In essence, Simeon assumed the role of the priest who would have 
pronounced the blessing over Jesus when he was named.  But this blessing was 
nothing like what would have been uttered by the temple priests.   

According to the Holy Spirit, Jesus was God’s salvation, prepared for 
EVERYONE and a light for even non Jewish people to see God.  This was huge!  
Talk about stirring the pot.  You start including Palestinians and Roman citizens…
uncircumcised folk… in the mix of God’s covenantal family and those were 
fighting words.  Words that might even stuck a sword stuck in one’s side.   

But remember what the angel told the shepherds on the night that Jesus was 
born?   

“I bring you good news of great joy that will be for ALL people…  What 
people?  ALL people, and most especially for those who were once considered 
outcast.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you, to me, and to 
them: he is Christ the Lord.”  3

That was good news then, and it is good news today!   
No wonder Joseph and Mary marveled at what Simeon had just said.   
What this shows is that while we might root ourselves in ritual like Joseph and 

Mary, we cannot control the movement of the Holy Spirit who shows up however 
and whenever it wants.   

And if the encounter with Simeon was not enough to make these young 
parent’s heads swim, in walks Anna, an old prophetess.  We don’t know much 
about Anna other than she came from a line of Asher, one of the original twelve 
tribes of Israel.  She was mostly likely married like Mary by the age of 14, but her 
husband died after seven years and she remained a widow.  Like many of those 
who have lost a spouse early on, she must have experienced her fair share of grief, 
maybe even being a single parent.   

 Luke 2:10-113
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But notice that instead of succumbing to a woe is me mentality, she directed 
her attention toward a ministry of worship, fasting, and prayer.  Day and night she 
remained at the temple, perhaps praying like Simeon that God would send the 
Messiah.  And the Holy Spirit spoke through her as she gave thanks to God for 
Jesus and told everyone that he was the one they were waiting for.    

And where does all this begin?  With ritual.   
True, God could have worked in new ways, but ritual often gives us a starting 

place when we didn’t know where to begin.   
Ritual gives us words, when there are none to speak.  
Ritual creates space to worship where we can belt out the songs from our 

heart.   
Ritual is time proven, like foundations built upon rock that hasn’t shifted over 

time.   
Ritual builds community.   
Ritual honors what God has done but also serves as a spring board into what 

God will do next.   
Ritual is inclusive.  No matter where we are in our faith journey.  Ritual says 

there is a place for us.   
Ritual creates space for the Holy Spirit to show up among us.   
At Cascades we have some very important rituals called sacraments, which 

are outward signs of what God is doing in us.  The two sacramental rituals we 
observe are Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Notice I did not say circumcision.   

Baptism is the new sign and ritual of the new covenant in Christ that replaced 
circumcision to mark a person’s entry into the family of God.  It is for all people.  
Men and women.  Boys and girls.  Adults and infants.  Jew or Gentile.   

The Lord’s Supper is a ritual that we celebrate on the first Sunday of every 
month where we remember the Lord’s death and resurrection and spiritually feast 
off Jesus' body and blood. 

When new babies are born into our congregation, we put white roses on the 
communion in recognition.  

We honor birthdays and anniversaries each month and give to Friends of 
Service of Humanity our local food bank.   

We follow a liturgy, which is a religious ritual that helps us work through the 
order of worship. 

At Christmastime, we light candles on the Advent wreath as we mark the 
weeks leading up to celebrating Jesus’ birth and we sing Silent Night by 
candlelight.   

We stand and sing the Doxology or thanksgiving to God immediately 
following the offering.   

And there are many other things we do around here too. 
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The last thing that I want to say about rituals, is that when we are weary, or 
grieving, and just don’t know how to step into the waters of worship, ritual 
provides a great way to get our feet wet, until we can feel like worshipping once 
again.   

So whatever spirit we may find ourselves this Christmas, may we cling to our 
old rituals which remind us how God has been with us all along.  May we create 
new rituals that will help us experience God’s presence in the future.  And may we 
like Simeon and Anna expect that the Holy Spirit will show up as we practice our 
sacred rituals.   Amen.   
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