Sermon 3 – The Presentation of Christ in the Temple
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- In the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
Today’s Gospel lesson from Saint Luke introduces us to another joyful feast of the Incarnation – of God becoming man, for the Life of the World. A father of the Church, Saint Cyril of Alexandria, who led the Church as a bishop in the 300s A.D., introduces his sermon on this occasion of joy by saying:

“Numerous is the congregation, and focused the hearers: – for we see the Church full: – but the one who speaks to you is but poor. He, nevertheless, Who gives to man a mouth and tongue, will further supply us with good ideas.”That seems appropriate!
On this day, Saint Luke’s gospel tells of the Presentation of the Christ-child Jesus in the Temple on the fortieth day after his birth, in order to fulfill the law. There are three key points which we may wish to take from this joyful feast:

1. That God came among us as one of us, the same God who had created humanity, guided it, and always called His created people back to Him, through giving them the Law and the Prophets;

2. That we He came to walk among us as one of us, He did not, although He Himself was God, refuse to submit to the very Law already set forth, but, in all humility and gentleness of heart, obeyed the Law to the full; and

3. That Christ fulfilled the Law, and we are made perfect precisely through the obedience and humility of Christ, by being joined to Him by the adoption of Baptism.

Saint Cyril refers to the feast of the Nativity as: “[seeing] the Immanuel lying as a babe in the manger, and wrapped in human fashion in swaddling clothes but extolled as God in hymns by the host of the holy angels.” As we journey through the story of the life of Jesus, Saint Cyril says that, when we come to the telling of the story of Christ’s parents bringing Him to the Temple to do what the Law of Moses required, “today too we have seen Him obedient to the laws of Moses, or rather we have seen Him Who as God is the Legislator, subject to His own decrees.” The gospel lesson makes very clear that Mary and Joseph obeyed, in bringing Christ to the Temple, the Law prescribed in the book of Leviticus, which said that a woman who had given birth to a male child should not come to the sanctuary until both

(1) a period of seven days of ritual separation had passed – after which the child was to be given a name, on the eighth day, at which time he was to be circumcised, the mark of the covenant made with Abraham, Moses, and all of the people of Israel; and:

(2) thirty-three more days had passed, a further period of “purifying.” The Levitical Law specified:

“And when the days of her purifying are completed, whether for a son or for a daughter, she shall bring to the priest at the entrance of the tent of meeting a lamb a year old for a burnt offering, and a pigeon or a turtledove for a sin offering, and he shall offer it before the Lord and make atonement for her… This is the law for her who bears a child, either male or female. And if she cannot afford a lamb, then she shall take two turtledoves or two pigeons, one for a burnt offering and the other for a sin offering. And the priest shall make atonement for her, and she shall be clean.” (Leviticus 12:6-8, ESV)
* As a side note, in the Orthodox Church, we still practice the rite of “churching” of a new child after 40 days, whether male or female.
Saint Luke records in his gospel that the parents of Christ fulfilled the Law, doing so with the allowance made for those with little money, of “limited income,” as we might say, unable to afford a lamb for sacrifice, but bringing two birds, one to serve as an offering for sin, and the other as a burnt offering – a total sacrifice to God.

Saint Cyril has an interesting interpretation of these two birds, the pigeon and the turtledove. He calls the pigeon the noisiest of birds, but says that the dove is mild and gentle, and that is how the Savior, Jesus Christ, is to us. He was gentle, soothing the world, and came like the promise in the poetic Song of Solomon: “The Voice of the Turtledove is heard in our land.”
Saint Cyril thus makes the connection between the symbol of sacrifice which the birds prescribed by the Law represent and the True Sacrifice which Is Jesus Christ Himself.

* Even in the matter of the ritual of circumcision, though Christ underwent it, Saint Cyril says that the meaning of this act of the Law was its foreshadowing of Christ, and its fulfillment in Him. Quoting Saint Paul’s assertion that, “circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing,” Saint Cyril)asks the rhetorical question, “would God require something that had no value – no purpose – a ‘thing of no account’”? His answer is that yes, God did command such a thing … but that the ritual contains the hidden manifestation of the truth. For on the eighth day Christ arose from the dead, and gave us the spiritual circumcision.” This “spiritual circumcision,” he says, is the very rebirth into new life in Christ which comes through Holy Baptism:

Just and Joshua (another form of the name “Jesus”) led the people of Israel through the waters of the Jordan River into the Promised Land, our baptism in Christ leads us into the Kingdom of God
            In the ancient Church, the feast of Epiphany or Theophany – which we celebrated at the beginning of last month – was one of the times in which new Christians were brought into the Church by the waters of baptism. The many hymns of that feast emphasize again and again the redeeming power of Christ and that through the material substance of water, his own baptism – another occasion of humble submission – made the way for us to also partake of the fullness of His fully-divine and fully, truly-human life, if we, also, submit and follow Him in humbleness of heart.

And here we come to point number 3 of this great mystery, and one which it is so easy, in our fallible humanity to forget: The Law is over-and-done-with. It has accomplished its purpose, not through any action by us, but by the action of Christ, God-with-us, the very God-made-flesh. Saint Cyril of Alexandria’s preaching on the Presentation of Christ tells us that,

“Christ therefore ransomed from the curse of the law those who, being subject to it, had been unable to keep its enactments. And in what way did He ransom them? By fulfilling it.”
The Law and its curse are removed by their fulfillment by Christ… and how great a salvation, a redemption, to be freed from being subject to a Law that could not save, and that no mortal human could possibly obey.

The modern Orthodox theologian Father Alexander Schmemann of blessed memory wrote on the loss of a sense of the sacred in the Twentieth-Century world.

The nature of what “religion” is, exactly, and how this is different from what the Church is occupied much of Father Alexander’s reflection. When presenting the Mystery of the Church, he wrote that:

“Christianity… is in a profound sense the end of all religion… Nowhere in the New Testament, in fact, is Christianity presented as a cult or as a religion. Religion is needed where there is a wall of separation between God and man. But Christ who is both God and man has broken down the wall between man and God. He has inaugurated a new life, not a new religion. It was this freedom of the early church from ‘religion’ in the usual, traditional sense of this word that led the pagans to accuse Christians of atheism. Christians had no concern for any sacred geography, no temples, no cult that could be recognized as such by the generations fed with the solemnities of the mystery cults. There was no specific religious interest in the places where Jesus had lived. There were no pilgrimages. The old religion had its thousand sacred places and temples: for the Christians all this was past and gone. There was no need for temples built of stone: Christ’s Body, the Church itself, the new people gathered in Him, was the only real temple. ‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.…’ (Christ said in Saint John’s Gospel). The Church itself was the new and heavenly Jerusalem: the Church inJerusalem was by contrast unimportant. The fact that Christ comes and is presentwas far more significant than the places where He had been.”
            Referring these thoughts back to the teaching of Saint Cyril: How striking that a Fifth-Century bishop, teacher, and Father of the Church would view the Presentation of Christ in the very Temple of Jerusalem, which had for so long been the focus of where God’s people, Israel, met their God, as one of the very moments (along with other such moments in the life of Christ) in which the Temple, the Law, and all their rituals and prescriptions were fulfilled by The One (and only one) who could obey, fill, and fulfill them.

Perhaps Father Schmemann echoes for our modern minds the same sentiment which Saint Cyril wrote about, and of which the Elder Symeon and the Righteous Anna raised up their aged voices to proclaim in song,

“My eyes have seen your salvation [a side-note: the Hebrew “Joshua,”translated “Jesus,” the name given the Child on that eighth day, means “Salvation”…]
that you have prepared in the presence of all peoples,
a light for revelation to the Gentiles,
and for glory to your people Israel,” …that we may give thanks to God and to speak of him to all who were waiting for the redemption of Jerusalem, and of all the world.
            It can be far too easy to be caught up in what we think that the “Law” demands of us, and to try, vain as the attempts to do so may be, and even though we know that they are vanity, to gain some kind of favor or standing with the transcendent God by trying to fulfill them. I can really only speak of my own, repeated failings and vain attempts to do “better”, by (occasionally, and rarely…) “doing pious things,” to somehow try to “be righteous” under the strength of my own, sinful weakness, which usually follow right after having completely failed in that very thing.

Saint Cyril speaks of those of the former Israel who “stumbled” upon the rock which Righteous Symeon spoke of, but also says:

“But many rose again, those, namely, who embraced faith in Him. For they changed from a legal to a spiritual service: from having in them a slave’s spirit, they were enriched with That Spirit Which makes free, even the Holy Spirit: they were made partakers of the divine nature: they were counted worthy of the adoption of sons: and live in hope of gaining the city that is above, even the citizenship of the kingdom of heaven.”
            The good news of the Gospel is that we do not have to be slaves to Law, but are invited to live free as adopted children of God. Christ has fulfilled all things. When we let go of our own attempts, and look to the example of His own humility and submission to God’s purpose – and follow Him in so doing, and thereby enter His life, through the path of His death and resurrection, participating in them by Baptism, in the Holy Eucharist, and in the daily mystery given by God which is this life, we may, truly, enter with Him into the joy of the fullness of the Eighth Day.

Be glad and rejoice – for “the time of singing has come, and the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land”.

                        - In the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
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