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A lot of my job as a chaplain involves giving students some tough life
lessons. That their first job, or even their second or their third, is probably not
going to be as interesting or as challenging as their studies here in Oxford. That
their marriage, however supportive and loving it may be, is never going to be as
exciting and full of desire as those first heady days of courtship. That they may
never really know what meaning life has held for them, what their achievements
have achieved, when all is said and done.
I think we can catch a glimpse of that longing in the painting by Rembrandt
on the front of your service sheet. It is an image of Simeon from our gospel story,
as an old, tired man, his eyes closed in grateful resignation. For once the Christ
child, cradled in his arms, might be mistaken for a real baby, his eyes wide open in
that look of fearless curiosity that only infants can manage. The old one, who has
seen so much, closes his eyes in peace, passing the burden of vision on to the new,
infant hope.
In 1669, Rembrandt’s life was far from this contented vision: his debts were
mounting, his health failing, both his wives and all but one of his children were
dead before him. It’s no wonder that he longed for the consolation that Simeon
was promised, that one last shining moment of epiphany before the dark fell. Even
that comfort was, in a way, withheld from Rembrandt, who left this painting
unfinished on his easel. Longing for that last flash of consolation, Rembrandt
closed his eyes in death before he could achieve it.
It is an incredibly poignant story, but it is Rembrandt’s story, not Simeon’s.
Simeon is also longing, but for something that is beyond himself, beyond his own
achievements. He longs for the consolation of Israel. And I don’t think that can
have been easy. Luke tells us, in fact, that Simeon was warned that he would not see
death before he saw the Lord’s Messiah, using the word that Matthew uses when
he tells of the Wise Men and Joseph being warned in dreams against the treachery
of Herod. And, crucially, he does not tell us that Simeon is old, even though he
says very precisely that Anna is very old indeed. Simeon may be a middle-aged man
or even a young one when he takes the child in his arms and says those words:
‘Master, you are now setting your slave free.’ My time of service is now over, my
obligation is ended, my purpose is complete. I am free.
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For the aged Rembrandt, freedom meant freedom from the cares of this life.
The eyes that had seen so much could now close in darkness, because they had
seen the light of the world. We all long for this kind of certainty, whether we are at
the end of life or its beginning, a promise that all will be well, and all will be well,
and all manner of things will be well. But for those of us in the middle of life, or at
its beginning, who have yet not grown wearily resigned to the end of it, who
confidently expect to have many more years of successes and failures, this is a very
challenging promise, a warning, even. God will allow his faithful servants to depart
in peace, but only if we can accept that we come to an end. All manner of thing
will be well, but my own small story may be more or less well, as it is just one very
small part, the tiniest fragment of the story of humanity’s life with God, which
goes on around us and before us and after us. Simeon holds the Christ child at the
beginning of the drama of redemption, but he isn’t there for the closing act. He
doesn’t in fact see the consolation of Israel for which he has so waited at so much
cost. His is a bit part, to come into the temple at the crucial moment and say these
poignant words, and depart again, to say no more. Whatever his age, whatever his
stage in life, to accept this is his freedom.
One art critic has said of Rembrandt that ‘The Bible, for Rembrandt, was
ultimately about him. In its stories, he recognised himself.’ But I think that perhaps
Rembrandt knew all along that the real transcendent liberating truth of these
stories isn’t that they are about us, but that they free us from ourselves. Thirtyeight years before his death, Rembrandt revealed this wisdom in the painting that is
on the back of your service sheet, a painting that may show the Prophetess Anna,
the other key figure of our story. Unlike Simeon, the light falls not on Anna, but
behind her, catching the edge of her cloak, and lighting finally on her hand
following the scripture. The illumination isn’t in the prophet, but in the word, in
the greater story of which the prophet is only a part. Faithful Anna, who spoke
about Jesus to all who were waiting for him, would have agreed. In the end, my
moment of vision, what it means for my own ego, matters not at a jot. Grant us, O
Lord, the wisdom to see our own emptiness, that we might know our place in your
divine vision, for in your light we shall see light.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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