
The Overlooked 
   

The nativity story that St Luke tells at the beginning of his 
Gospel is longer than we often realise, as it takes two lengthy 
chapters of the 24 there are in his book.  The chapters include 
the angel’s visit to Mary, the census in Bethlehem and the 
shepherds’ visit to the stable.  They also include the angel’s visit 
to Elizabeth, Mary’s meeting with Elizabeth and the birth of 
John the Baptist.  Then they climax in the presentation of the 8-
day old Jesus in the Temple where he was greeted by Simeon 
and Anna.  In our observation of Christmas it’s so easy to 
overlook the part old Simeon and ancient Anna played in the 
Christmas story and it’s so easy to overlook that fact that 
Christmas stretches to Candlemas.               
 

Simeon and Anna form a bridge with the past and a bridge into 
the future.  When we meet Simeon we meet a prophet;   

when we meet Simeon we meet a devout priestly figure 
whose natural environment is the Temple.   

When we meet Anna we meet a matriarch who reminds us of 
Old Testament saints as devoted as Hannah and as formidable 
as Deborah.  In Simeon and Anna we meet two people who 
could have walked off the pages of the Old Testament.  And they 
speak in figures of speech garnered from the Old Testament:  
Simeon’s Nunc Dimittis is some ready-made canticle that Luke 
inserts into the story                     
 

In the last days of his life, Simeon holds a boy only eight days 
into his life and gazes into the future.  When we look at tiny 
babies who can be sure what lies ahead for them?  How can we 
even begin to imagine what experiences await them in the 
decades of living that lie ahead for them?  Yet Simeon looked 
into Jesus’s eyes and saw one destined to be saviour of the 
world, bringing light not only to Jews but the light of revelation 
to Gentiles.  His life would be as a sword to his mother’s heart.  
Anna, too, spoke of him as one who was to be a liberator.  So it 
is that these old characters look into the future as well as into 
the past.   
 



For St Luke, Anna and Simeon are ideal figures bridging back 
into tradition and reaching forward into the new Christian 
world;  he uses them as models for future Christian believers.  
They stand for us as we should be – devout, discerning, faithful 
and insightful.  But in Luke’s busy story of the first Christmas 
they are easily overlooked.             
 

Who are the overlooked in modern Christmases?  Sadly, there 
are many who, as the carol says, have winter but no Christmas.  
There are many away from home and kindred who are 
overlooked.  And there are many whose circumstance of wealth 
or lack of it or of age or abundance of it leaves them outside in 
the cold.   
 

To keep this morning’s sermon to a just bearable length, let’s 
look at only one overlooked group, the group Anna and Simeon 
remind me of – older people.  Time and again we say Christmas 
is really for the children or Christmas is for families.  No it’s 
not.  It’s for everyone.  Yet do we ever say Christmas is really for 
the older person?  Do we ever say Christmas is for today’s 
Annas and Simeons?      
 

Not only in wider society but also in churches, not only at 
Christmas but at other times too, older people can become 
invisible and unreachable.                
 

According to official statistics there are 10 million people aged 
over 65 in Britain today.  That means that if you were to line up 
the entire population every sixth person would be over 65.  
Because on average people are living longer, the forecast is that 
there will be nearly twice as many people over 65 by 2050.  
These are facts, not problems.   
 

The problem is that this is almost always regarded as a 
problem, for the health service, for social services and for the 
economy.  Have you ever heard a debate in the local education 
authority about what a burden children are to the education 
system?  Of course not, yet that’s how older people are 
discussed in the health, welfare and social services.  The ageism 
that’s ingrained in society means that the system stresses both 



their needs and what older people can’t do.  But hardly ever do 
we hear any rejoicing that people’s lives have been extended. 
     

Sadly, churches are little better.  It seems to be taking a long 
time for our churches at national level to recognise that there 
should be a fairer distribution of resources across the age 
ranges.  For too long ministry among older people was the 
Cinderella while work with children, young people and families 
went to the ball.  I have known churches being reluctant to run 
lunch clubs or launch live-at-home schemes for the elderly for 
fear of becoming known as a church for old people.  But if we 
ever overlook that the proportion of older people in church is 
even greater than that in the general population, we are serving 
neither our people nor our Lord.   
 

We need a gear shift in our thinking.  We need to think 
differently about older people, away from the stereotypes, to see 
that, like Anna and Simeon, they are individuals with wisdom, 
insight and capabilities.  All older people are founts of 
knowledge and experts by dint of experience;   

they are citizens with rights;   
they are contributors as well as receivers  

and they deserve investment, respect and honour.   
 

As Dame Cicely Saunders who founded the modern hospice 
movement said to those in her care, “You matter because you 
are you and you matter to the last moment of your lives.”    
 

Over the course of our lives, each of us will have what Burt 
Bacharach called ‘magic moments.’   Sometimes magic 
moments come thick and fast and at other times they are few 
and far between, but always precious, always affirming and 
often life-changing, so moments to cherish always.         
 

The momentary meeting in today’s Bible reading came near the 
beginning of an extraordinary life filled with magic moments.  
One of John Bell’s hymns from the Iona Community picks up 
that idea of a life with special moments.  It speaks of the life 
that began in a Bethlehem stable passed by many wandering 



strangers being full of apparently incidental meetings often on 
the margins of society –  

where a woman caught in adultery was about to be stoned,  
where lepers begged for alms,  

where despised tax collectors plied their 
unpopular trade,  

in quiet Gethsemane,  
on a rubbish dump outside the city wall  

and ultimately in the garden of resurrection where 
the Word became flesh cleared his throat and ended 
the silence.   

Each of these was unnoticed by the masses but was a wonderful 
individual momentary encounter with Christ.  None would have 
surprised Anna or Simeon.  
 

Luke 2: 25-40 shows the power and potential of the 
transformative effect of a momentary encounter.  It also shows 
how important it is that we overlook no one.  The frail child and 
the frail aged couple are equally precious in God’s sight.    
 

It was just for a moment that the elderly Simeon held the 8-day 
old Jesus in his arms, yet time could never erase the memory, 
neither for them nor for us.      
 

 

 


