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Presentation of the Lord 2014 

How often when we Christians think about Mary do we not imagine either a Western 

European medieval Queen holding her hands together in a Frankish posture of homage 

and fealty, often with a rosary between her fingers, or a Byzantine princess dressed in 

splendid robes and sitting on royal throne?  These images of Mary, along with many 

others, are, as we must realize when we reflect on them, theological interpretations 

arising out of very particular cultures and times in the life of the church.  There is 

nothing wrong with them, unless, of course, they begin to block our access to the real, 

historical figure of Miriam of Nazareth, a young, poor Jewish peasant girl of the 1st 

century, who gave birth to and raised a little Jewish boy whom we Christians call the 

Son of God and Savior of the world.   

 

Today’s feast of the Presentation of the Lord in the Temple, or the Encounter of the 

Lord in the Temple, as it known in the Byzantine tradition, can help us to get through 

some of the blocks that we have inadvertently created in our theology, in our art, and in 

our spirituality, and can help see once again where we Christians have come from, just 

how Jewish this whole Christian business really is, and where the real light and glory of 

God are to be found.   

 

I think this is important for two reasons.  First, because we sometimes think and talk and 

act as if Christianity is some kind of new, different and fundamentally Gentile religion, 

succeeding and leaving far behind what some people see as the old degenerate religion 

of Israel and Judaism.  When we do this, we forget where we have come from and we 
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forget that we are not God’s first love; Israel is.   We Gentiles, St. Paul tells us, have 

been grafted onto Israel; we haven’t replaced Israel.   The second reason for reflecting 

on our Jewish origins is so that we never again forget that anti-Semitism has been a 

long and constant dark shadow in our history and has led us Christians to do 

remarkably wicked things to our Jewish brothers and sisters whom we have often 

treated as having been abandoned and rejected by God.   We need to remember what 

Pope Francis has written in his Apostolic Exhortation, The Joy of the Gospel, that we 

Christians cannot consider Judaism as a foreign religion.  With the Jews, we believe in 

the one God who acts in history, and with them we accept his revealed word.  We hold 

the Jews in special regard because their covenant with God has never been revoked, 

for “the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable” as St. Paul taught. 

 

Today’s gospel reading pulls us back into the religious world of Second Temple 

Judaism and reminds us that Miriam of Nazareth, who has come to the Temple to fulfill 

the rites of purification, along with her husband and young child, was not only a Jewish 

woman in the ethnic sense, but was a woman born into a people who trace descent 

from Abraham and Sarah.  Her faith in God was shaped by the covenant forged at 

Mount Sinai, it was nourished by dramatic Jewish narratives of God’s saving deeds in 

history, and it was expressed in the prayers, festivals, rituals and ethical observance of 

Torah.  Understanding the deeply Jewish roots of Miriam of Nazareth’s piety is 

important for understanding not only today’s gospel reading, but for understanding the 

integrity of her historical life, of who she was and is.  And it was this faith of Mariam, 

along with the faith of Joseph, that surrounded, nurtured and was passed on to Jesus 
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himself.  When we forget that, we then tend to create Jesus in our own image and 

likeness.  

 

Every religious tradition observes customs surrounding the birth of a child.  Luke’s 

narrative, despite a couple of inaccuracies due undoubtedly to the fact that Luke was a 

Gentile and probably was not completely familiar with the intricacies of how Jewish 

customs were actually carried out, nonetheless, depicts Mary and Joseph as religiously 

observant Jews carrying out these customs after Jesus’ birth according to the Law of 

Moses.  Here we glimpse Mary, a young daughter of Israel, now part of a married, 

parenting couple, growing into the long line of mothers in Israel, celebrating her 

childbirth in accord with prescribed ritual.  The scene is pervaded with an atmosphere of 

traditional Jewish piety, with the couple embodying the spirit of religious fidelity. 

 

In the book of Leviticus, it is laid down that after the birth of male child a woman is 

impure for seven days, and so excluded from worship in the Temple, that the boy is to 

be circumcised on the eighth day, and that the woman must then remain at home a 

further thirty-three days for her blood to be purified.  After this, she is to present a 

purification sacrifice: a lamb for the burnt-offering and a young pigeon or turtle-dove for 

an atonement-offering.  The very notion of ritual impurity- something, by the way, which 

is not at all to be equated with sinfulness, but is related to how close one can come to 

the holiness of God- is an idea so alien to us and to our Western culture that we can 

hardly imagine what it was like.  But it was part of the warp and woof of Jewish life 

honoring the transcendent holiness of God. 
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According to Torah, poor people needed to bring only two turtle-doves or two young 

pigeons, which is what Mary offers.  Luke, whose entire gospel is shot through with a 

theology of the poor and a theology of poverty, is making the point abundantly clear that 

Jesus’ family belonged to the poor of Israel, and that it was among the poor of Israel 

that the promises of God would be fulfilled.  The offering of two little birds reveals the 

social location of Mary and Joseph at the insignificant lower ranks of society. 

 

It’s not hard to imagine the scene- Joseph and Miriam climbing the great staircase to 

the Temple, babe in arms, emerging into the Court of the Gentiles, buying a pair of birds 

under the portico, heading into the Court of Women, Joseph going forward into the 

Court of the Israelites, Mary handing over her sacrifice to a Levite, both following the 

actions of the priest who kills and offers the birds, the great fire roaring on the altar.  

Here this young woman, who had expressed her faith in God when she had said “yes” 

to the strange happening that had turned her life upside down was now probably 

pondering the meaning of it all, as she carried out with her husband the law of the 

Covenant in ceremonies filled with their people’s profound gratitude for the living God’s 

gracious and liberating care.  This gospel text is a strong antidote to any attempt that 

would erase Mary and her son’s Jewish identity and would somehow paint the two of 

them as if they were Gentile Christians. 

 

The question, of course, is why is any of this important to us in Denver, Colorado in 

2014 as we get ready to watch the Broncos play in a Superbowl tournament.  My 

answer to that is – precisely because we live in Denver, Colorado in 2014 and are 
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getting ready to watch the Broncos play in a Superbowl tournament.  We need 

something to keep reminding us that we and our world and our time and our society- as 

important as they are to us- are, nonetheless, not the center of things.  The center of 

things is to be found elsewhere- at another time, in another place, with another group of 

people.  The center of things is to be found in a poor Jewish peasant woman with a pair 

of birds under her arms fulfilling a set of ritual regulations, the meaning of which we 

have little sense of, in a carpenter who has taken this woman as his wife while having 

more than a little moral doubt and hesitation, and in a little Jewish boy whose name will 

resound across the centuries after having lived, taught as a rather strange, offbeat 

rabbi, died on a Roman cross, and then was experienced by his friends as no longer 

dead.   This, according to us Christians, is the center of things. 

 

In that Temple scene, there is one more piece that we need to recall.  Two strange, 

charismatic old people, emblems of maturity and wisdom, intercept the progress of the 

couple with the baby as they cross the great court.  Anna, called a “prophet”, keeps on 

praising God and speaking about this child to everyone who was looking for the 

redemption of Israel.  And old Simeon cradling the baby in his arms, sings a canticle of 

praise to God for allowing his eyes to see the coming redemption of both Israel and of 

us, the Gentiles:  “Now, Lord, you may let your servant go in peace, according to your 

word, for my eyes have seen the salvation which you prepared in the sight of all the 

peoples: a light for revelation to the Gentiles and glory for your people Israel”.  “A light 

for revelation to the Gentiles and glory for your people Israel.”    That’s why 

remembering this odd scene with Miriam and Joseph and the child Jesus at the Temple 
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in Jerusalem in the 1st century AD is important for us in Denver, Colorado in 2014 as we 

prepare to watch the Broncos in a Superbowl tournament-  it keeps reminding us where 

the light and the glory are really to be found. 
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