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To the Editor, Mr Kevin Flaherty,

Credo for Catholic Times February 2nd 2003, Fr Francis Marsden

Candlemas

Let the door of heaven open today, for the Eternal Word of the Father, without giving up his divinity, has become incarnate of the Virgin in time. And as a babe of forty days he is voluntarily brought by his mother to the Temple, according to the Law. And Simeon the elder takes him in his arms and cries out: “Lord now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen Thy salvation.” O Lord, who hast come to save the human race -- glory to Thee! (eastern-rite Vespers) 

The Feast of Candlemas – the Presentation of the Lord in the Temple -  falls this Sunday. Elderly Simeon and the prophetess Anna (84), who personify the best of Israel, recognise in Mary’s arms the child-Messiah. Their hopes and longings of many years are fulfilled, and Simeon utters the Nunc Dimittis: 

“Now, O Lord, You let your servant depart in peace, for mine eyes have seen Your salvation, which You have prepared for all nations, a light to enlighten the gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel.”
Today is a day to place on record our appreciation of all those elderly and holy Catholics, always at daily Mass, ever ready to do what they can for the parish and their neighbours. Like Anna they “serve God night and day with prayer and fasting,” and with the penances of health and family problems bravely borne.

It is a day to honour our older clergy, still running parishes ten or fifteen years beyond normal lay retirement age. Someone recently asked me when I would retire (I am 49 next month, still the baby of our deanery) 

Well, I replied, headteachers and managers often try to retire from 55 onwards. As a priest I have another 26 years, but 75 is a bit early in this Chorley deanery for retirement. My two neighbouring parish priests retired at 81 and 82 respectively. Two other deanery priests have already turned 75 but are continuing. The average age of priests in this diocese is apparently 67. As one grows older, one appreciates all the more their perseverance and fidelity to the Lord, these heroes of the faith like Simeon. 

In the Tridentine calendar, today’s feast appeared as the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary, but its current title is the Presentation of the Lord, reflecting the earlier tradition of a feast of Christ rather than of Mary. 

The eastern Churches use a more ancient title, the Meeting of the Lord, in Greek, Hypapante tou Kyriou. This emphasises the prophetic encounter with Simeon and Anna in the Temple, rather than the sacrifices offered under the Old Law. The Old Latin name of the feast, occursus or obviatio Domini, has the same meaning of “encounter.” 

“Receive him, O Simeon, whom Moses on Mount Sinai beheld in the darkness as the Giver of the Law. Receive him as a babe now obeying the Law. For he it is of whom the Law and the Prophets have spoken, incarnate for our sake and saving mankind. Come let us adore him!” 

It was the early Jerusalem Church, which first celebrated the solemn introduction of the Christ-child into His Father’s house. Thus were fulfilled the words of the prophet Malachi (3:1): “Behold, I will send my messenger, and he shall prepare the way before me: and the Lord, whom ye seek, shall suddenly come to his temple, even the messenger of the covenant, whom ye delight in: behold, he shall come, saith the Lord of hosts.” 

Malachi hoped that when the Messiah came, the decadent Temple priesthood would be reformed and purified: “But who may abide the day of his coming? . .  For he is like a refiner's fire, and like the fullers' alkali:  . . and he shall purify the sons of Levi, and purge them as gold and silver, that they may offer unto the Lord an offering in righteousness.”

The pilgrim Egeria records that in the fourth century, the feast was held on 14 February, and called simply the “fortieth day after Epiphany.” At that time Epiphany was kept as the feast of Christ’s birth. She describes how the Jerusalem Catholics went in procession to the Basilica of the Resurrection (the church built by Constantine), heard a homily on Luke 2:22-38, and offered the Holy Sacrifice. 

When the Roman feast of the Nativity (25 Dec) was introduced c.400 AD, the Feast of the Presentation was brought forward to February 2nd. 
From Jerusalem this “fortieth-day” feast spread through the entire Church. In 542 Emperor Justinian I introduced it throughout the Eastern Empire, in thanksgiving for the end of a great plague which had depopulated Constantinople. The Armenians call it: "The Coming of the Son of God into the Temple" and still keep it on the 14th February.

In the west it spread only slowly. It first appears in the Gelasianum, a manuscript tradition of the seventh century, but under the new title of Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary, thus switching the emphasis more to a feast of Mary. The blessing of the candles did not enter into common use before the eleventh century.

The background to the Gospel passage, Luke 2:22-40, is as follows. The Jewish Law contained a twofold precept concerning the birth of children.  Women were reckoned unclean for seven days after birth of a male child, and for another 33 days were not permitted to enter the Temple courts. Double those figures for a baby girl. 

Finally "when the days of the mother's purification were expired,"  sacrifice was to be offered either "for a son or for a daughter," (Leviticus 12:6). This offering was an expiation for the sin in which the child was conceived and born. It also signified a consecration of the child, who was presented in the Temple for the first time. The stipulated sin-offering was a young pigeon or turtledove.

Secondly, in the case of a male first-born son, the parents must also offer a holocaust in the Temple, a lamb one year old. "Sanctify unto Me every first-born that openeth the womb among the children of Israel." Every male child which opens the womb belongs to Yahweh, because Yahweh slew the first-born sons of Egypt on the first Passover night, but spared the Jews. (Ex. 13:2) Therefore the first-born male needed to be “redeemed,” literally, to be “bought back” from Yahweh, with an offering (Numbers 18:15)

The sacrifice of a lamb often exceeded the resources of the poor, so for them it was commuted to two pigeons or two turtle doves. Mary and Joseph being poor, this was their offering for Jesus, the "God with skin." 

"And so the Lord, who, “being rich, became poor for our sakes, that through His poverty we might be rich," (2 Cor. 8:9). He "wished the poor man's victim to be offered for Him" just as in His birth He was "wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger."” [St Bede]. 

St Bede explains the sacrifices in an allegorical manner: “The turtle dove, being a loquacious bird, represents the preaching and confession of faith; and because it is a chaste animal, it signifies chastity; and being a solitary animal, it signifies contemplation. The pigeon is a gentle and simple animal, and therefore signifies gentleness and simplicity. It is also a gregarious animal; wherefore it signifies the active life. Consequently this sacrifice signified the perfection of Christ and His members.” (Hom. xv in Purif.)

Although Jesus was not conceived in sin, and although Mary the all-graced One needed no purification, nevertheless the Lord wished to be "made under the Law." St Thomas Aquinas comments that it was fitting that the legal victims should be offered for Him who was the true Victim, in order that the figure might be united to and confirmed by the reality.

St Athanasius explains that as the Son of God "became man, and was circumcised in the flesh, not for His own sake, but that He might make us to be God's through grace, and that we might be circumcised in the spirit; so, again, for our sake He was presented to the Lord, that we may learn to offer ourselves to God."

The most moving part is the encounter with elderly Simeon and Anna. The name Simeon means, "God has heard." The name Anna means, "grace and favour." It is the Holy Spirit who prompts Simeon, and he realises that the child Jesus is to be a Light not only for the Jews, but for all nations. The candles which we bless today are to symbolise Christ the Light. 

“Rejoice, O Virgin Theotokos, Full of Grace! From you arose the Sun of Righteousness, Christ our God, to give light to those who sat in darkness! Rejoice and be glad, O Righteous Elder; you accepted in your arms the Redeemer of our souls who grants us the grace of resurrection.” (Troparion of the Meeting)

