Letting go and letting God

I remember one Christmas, long ago when I was still at University, I played the organ at a church overlooking the sea.  It was in Bridlington on the east coast of Yorkshire – where I was born - made famous by the Shipping Forecast on Radio 4.  It comes during the reports from the Coastal Weather Stations: Stornoway, Lerwick, Leuchars – and then, just before Sandettie Light Vessel Automatic  – Bridlington.  So there I was in Holy Trinity Church, smells and bells in abundance – especially at Midnight Mass.  It was the first Midnight Mass I’d accompanied on the organ – and it was magical!  I even think it was snowing outside.  As the choir processed round the church, the crib was blessed, I pulled out all the stops and thundered in with the last verse: ‘Yea, Lord, we greet thee, born this happy morning.’  
The following day I came down to earth with a bump.  In another church in Bridlington – the Priory Church – a Midnight Mass had also taken place.  Again the church was packed, the choir sang their hearts out and the very accomplished organist, who was about to retire, accompanied them magnificently.  His final voluntary was thrilling - but the last chord was ugly and out of place and it seemed to last for ever.  Suddenly the congregation realised what had happened.  The organist had slumped forward and collapsed on the organ keys.  He’d succumbed to a massive coronary.  He died before they got him out of the church. What a way to go!  All right for him – a tremendous shock for everybody else.  At his very emotional funeral, Nunc Dimittis was sung – ‘Lord now lettest thy servant depart in peace.’  Somebody said it was very appropriate that someone who’d served the church for many years should seem ready to say ‘Now Lord, you can let your servant depart in peace’ – except it certainly wasn’t a peaceful ending – not with the tuba stop out and all the pedal reeds!

The beginning of February sees the Church’s celebration of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple, sometimes known as Candle-Mass.   We’re introduced in the Gospel reading for that day to the old priest Simeon.  He too was ready to say good-bye.  Most casual observers in the Temple that day would have hardly spared a second glance at an ordinary looking couple with their child.  But Simeon’s eyes were enlightened.  He’d been waiting and watching for that moment and now it had come in a way that he could never have predicted.  In that six-week-old baby he saw God coming into the situation.  
It’s like the artist John Constable watching a child trying to paint a landscape.  He saw the child becoming more and more frustrated so he stepped forward, took the brush and made a few strokes with it on the canvas.  Nothing of what the child had done was altered but the whole picture was transformed.  That’s what it was like with Simeon.   Suddenly he was transformed.  He was ready to let go and move on.  ‘My eyes have seen the salvation,’ he said.  And it’s that picture of hope, that response of Simeon’s which I believe shows us a way forward – all of us who feel frustrated by the changes and chances of this fleeting world – all of us who look in dismay at the political confusion around us and are fearful of so much that may lie ahead - all of us who feel caught up in a pattern of decline  - all of us who dread the gloom that sometimes seems to creep around us and pull us down – all of us who search anxiously for that flickering light at the end of the tunnel.  Watch and wait for God in your situation - consciously prepare for his coming.  Watch and wait with faith and trust, remembering that picture of the old man with the infant Christ in his arms.  And let’s learn from that Gospel picture three things: first, to come to terms at whatever stage of life with what we are and who we are: ‘Yes, Lord, this is where I am in life - these are my strengths and these are my weaknesses.  This is the situation that causes me pain, anxiety, sometimes anger.  Come into that situation and help me see it by your light, the light of eternity.’ 
And then secondly, we can learn from the one who waited so long for God’s promise that whoever we are and whatever we are, God wants a special thing from each one of us.  He’s created us to do him some definite service - he’s committed some work to us that he’s not committed to anyone else – something that no-one else can do – part of his plan for us that was there even before we were born.  He’s not made us for nothing.  He’s made us for a purpose.  

And the last thing I think we can learn from Simeon, that great watchman of the Lord – and here I’m definitely preaching to myself! – is to look again at those features of our lives to which we’re giving most of our time and attention.  It may be that some of the things we’re hanging onto may have to be shed in order that life may be simplified.  It may be that this is the time to move into a new awareness of God, into a new relationship with him.  But it will mean letting go in order to move on – and that letting go will not always be easy.  ‘Now Lord, you can let your servant depart in peace.’  When we do let go and let God, he will be full of joy and delight – be sure of that.  But the surrender must be there, otherwise we will never move on; otherwise the gifts and promises will never be ours.  They’ll be snatched away – and it’ll be our fault.  No-one else’s……..
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