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[1
st
 reading: Malachi 3:1–4] 

[Psalm: Psalm 84 - or - Psalm 24:7–10 (alt)] 
[2

nd
 reading: Ephesians 1:3–14] 

[Gospel: Luke 2:22–40] 

[Liturgical date: Presentation of our Lord]  
[Location: USNA] 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

In this Navy and Marine Corps world retirement is a pretty big event.  Usually it is 

planned long in advance, and the retiree may know down to the day exactly when their 

retirement is planned years in advance.  It is a day where family, friends, and 

colleagues all gather round to celebrate the life that has been well lived.  Usually, in 

that group the retiree is the happiest person of all.  Speeches are given that are all well 

thought out, and everyone gets thanked.  Most of these speeches for a retirement 

ceremony, to be perfectly honest, can be a bit on the self-aggrandizing side. 

One of my favorite retirement ceremonies ever, however, was while I was at 

Chaplain School.  Naval Chaplaincy School has a tradition of having a Marine 

assigned who has had a successful tour on the drill field as a drill instructor.  Their job 

is to “show love” to the chaplain students in a way that only a drill instructor ever could.  

Staff Sargent Robert Sears was that man for us, and we were fortunate enough to 

witness his retirement.  His ceremony began with us going on a hump through the 

woods in Rhode Island near Newport.  We hiked for a while, were hot, sweaty and 

nasty and then we formed up in a clearing for the final part of the retirement ceremony.  

The ceremony was presided over by Chaplain Randy Cash, a relative of our own 

Chaplain Carey Cash.  He spoke quite eloquently of the work that SSgt Sears had 

done and the tremendous contribution that he had made to the Chaplain Corps.   

Then, as with all retirement ceremonies, the retiree was given his opportunity to 

address the gathered audience.  SSgt Sears had been standing at parade rest in front 

of us.  He came to attention, made a slight turn toward us in formation behind him, 

said, “Bye”.  He then turned back to Chaplain Cash and said, “OK, let’s go.” 

There are retirements, however, that come as a tremendous surprise; they are 

not planned for.  They can come as a result of failure of selection, selective early 
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retirement boards, medical issues, or any number of other circumstances.  They simply 

are not planned for, nor desired, and typically they are very painful.  We all know that 

can easily happen to any of us, but few of us think that it ever will.  If speeches are 

given at all they tend to be very humble.  Now, under these circumstances, rarely 

would you ever expect a retirement speech to be, “Master, now you are dismissing 

your servant in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have seen your salvation, 

which you have prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for the revelation to the 

Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.”1  Wow – what a retirement speech. 

Simeon, who delivered that retirement speech, had effectively just been handed 

his retirement notice, his pink slip if you will.  His came in the form of the infant Jesus.  

Simeon was not only surprised, he was seemingly elated.  What is even more 

surprising is the fact that his retirement notice was much more like a death notice, 

since this notice also signaled the end of Simeon’s life.  Still, Simeon, facing his own 

death, was very happy.  Yet, Simeon’s speech was humble, giving honor and praise to 

God.  There was nothing self-aggrandizing about it.  It was not sorrowful or looking in 

on himself.  Simeon’s speech was humble and thankful. 

Surprised in life are going to occur.  These can be seen as a blessing or a curse.  

They can be humbling, and a chance to turn our attention to God with praise and not to 

our self.  Or, we can see them as a chance to cry out in blame and moan and 

complain.  The way we respond is our choice. 

I recently read story by Fr Jim Martin2 who spoke of being invited to say Mass at 

his home parish, which for any pastor, priest, or other clergy is a tremendous blessing.  

Father Jim’s thoughts turned, however, not to what a blessing for me, but, what a great 

opportunity for the parish.  They get to see how well one of their own has done.   

Father Jim took this opportunity to visit family and stay with his sister, who still 

lived in that community, and her family, including two small sons.  The youngest of his 

                                           
1 Luke 2:29-32 

2 Between Heaven and Mirth by Fr. James Martin, SJ 
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sister’s sons had a very specific roll at the evening meal.  His job was to begin the 

family’s meal time prayer with, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit,” then the rest of the family would join in and pray their meal time prayer 

together.  Everyone knew this was his job, and no one dared infringe upon it, including 

Father Jim. 

When Sunday morning arrived and it was time to go to his home parish to say 

Mass, Father Jim stepped out, as he always did with the initial invocation, “In the name 

of the Father, and of the Son…”  In the midst of that solemn moment, his young 

nephew loudly announced such that the entire congregation could hear, “Hey, Uncle 

Jim, that’s my job!!” 

The surprise and humor felt by Jim and the congregation that morning sent the 

entire lot of them into joyous laughter.  That surprise reminded Father Jim in a very 

pointed way that it is about God and not Jim.  Jim was reminded that he is human and 

finite, just like you and I, because only God is God. 

The opportunities that we have to worship, as Chaplain Gore reminded us last 

week, are blessings to us all, entering into fellowship with the Body of Christ and God.  

Worship is our chance to honor and praise God.  Worship, is not about how great we 

are, but how great God is.  God invites us to this fellowship and this blessedness out of 

his great love for us.  Simeon got this.  Anna got this.  They recognized very quickly 

that they were standing on holy ground and that what they had was an opportunity to 

enter into a deeper relationship with God in praise and adoration of God.  For them, 

this was a chance to proclaim God’s greatness, and God’s love, and God’s redemption 

for all of creation. 

Simeon and Anna led lives both leading and participating in worship.  Worship 

was for them the center of their lives.  They saw time spent with God in worship not as 

some obligation that they must do, but instead as a blessed opportunity.  As a result, 

both of them were much more in tune with what God is all about and God’s blessings 

and redemption.  Both were able to see in Jesus what the average eye did not.  Both 
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were able to see in Jesus what even Joseph and Mary did not.  Because of that, what 

an incredible surprise they were greeted with that day. 

What about us?  How do we do with surprises?  Are we in tune with what God is 

all about, and see the presence of the holy even in the midst of challenges?  We each 

get surprises; some good and some bad.  They may be medical issues, professional 

issues, personal issues or any of a host of other things – they are a normal part of life.   

Honestly, for me on a very personal note, I don’t often deal very well with 

surprises.  I struggle with them.  I grumble and I groan and complain to my 

tremendously patient wife Emma.  Chaplain Madison Carter also lovingly receives and 

hears many of my laments of these unwelcome surprises.  Now, I haven’t been handed 

a retirement notice or pink slip as Simeon was, but it has often felt that way. 

I imagine most, if not all of you – including me, need a bit of fine tuning.  We 

often, collectively, struggle to see God’s blessings in God’s surprises.  At some level, 

each of us knows that we are mortal, and that we will not exist in this form forever.  We 

know that death will certainly someday come to each of us.  But, as with Simeon, we 

still have hope.  Simeon knew that the Messiah was coming and that he would witness 

the Messiah before he himself tasted of death.  I am not so sure that he knew the 

Messiah would be presented to him as an infant, but he knew, by faith, that he would 

see the Messiah himself.  And then, standing there in the Temple, the Holy Spirit 

revealed to Simeon that he was now holding the Messiah.  Wow, what a revelation and 

what an awesome feeling.  Simeon knew the Messiah, regardless of the form he came 

in, represented the redemption of Israel and the Gentiles. 

Today, as did Simeon and Anna, you and I also stand on holy ground.  Surprises 

and blessings await us around this altar.  Placed in your hands today will be placed the 

body of Christ, a light to the Gentiles and for the redemption of Israel.  Are you able to 

see and recognize this holy ground in the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ?  In 

this we recognize, one and at the same time, our mortality and eternal life in Christ, 

and his deliverance of the entire church. 
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Anna was so moved to have been standing on that holy ground that she went 

from their praising God, and proclaiming the Good News, to those who were “looking 

for the redemption of Jerusalem.”  In other words, she brought a proclamation and a 

blessing to those who were hungering and thirsting for righteousness.  She brought a 

proclamation of the Messiah as a child.  What a surprise!  What an unexpected 

blessing!  And, with that surprise and blessing, she blessed others. 

Today, you and I are confronted with our mortality as we stand on this holy 

ground.  Do we grumble and complain about our mortality and other issues, or do we 

praise God who is inviting us to his holy ground, the best surprise of all?  Do we keep 

silent, or do we proclaim the blessing and surprise in our praise of God? 

I encourage each of you to find, as I have, some accountability partner in your 

life.  My incredible wife Emma, and my brother in faith, Chaplain Madison Carter, both 

allow me the space to grumble and complain.  However, both also remind me 

continuously that I am standing on holy ground.  They remind me to praise God even in 

the face of adversity, even in the face of death.  Who reminds you?  Stay close to 

them, because they will help you stay in tune with God and God’s purposes.  God has 

given these people to you as a gift and a surprise, so praise God for his gifts and his 

surprises. 


