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Chapter Eight



Kissing: The intimacy of the Song of Songs







At the heart of this ‘book of books’, the Bible, lies the love song, the Song of Songs. Sandwiched between Ecclesiastes and Isaiah lies this jewel of a book. Between the sadness of Solomon and the comfort of the coming Christ, this song shines like a mysterious pearl in the sea. If you blink you might miss it, so short are its few pages, its 117 verses. And many do miss it, or miss its meaning. And yet it is known as ‘the greatest of all the songs’, ‘the best of all songs’, or simply ‘The Song of Songs’. Why is it that through the centuries, this little poem has held some of the most effective disciples enthralled for life? Why is it that as the twenty-first century comes of age, new readers are meditating on this love song? What can it bring to the melee of worry and hurry that is our lot in life? I believe the Song is the greatest song because it looks at the subject of greatest importance. This is, it seems to me, the one thing needful, the thing that matters most in this transitory life: our love relationship, one might even say love affair – or lack of it, with the living God. 

As I have said, I am writing this book for those who are coming to realise that this is the life and death subject. Keeping love for God burning and not letting that fire go out is the key to everything, the one thing that Christ is calling for and seeking. The Song of Songs is really about fulfilling the commandment of commandments. I believe it gives keys to finding, gaining and maintaining a capacity to love God strongly and hence to love others sweetly, despite the waves of suffering that crash over us all. The fact is, so few of us do love God today with heart, soul, mind and strength. 

Many may give assent to this in their hearts, but not quite know where to go from here. The Bible offers a startling image for intimacy with God, namely the kiss: ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth – for your love is more delightful than wine.’1 This is the celebrated start to this Song of Songs. It is intimate, personal, challenging – and even off-putting to those of a reserved temperament, like many of Anglo-Saxon or Asian background. Some make this more palatable by translating it ‘the kisses of his Word’, but even so, it cannot but lead us into this call to intimacy with God. Put plainly: Do I desire to be ‘kissed by God’? If I do, what does this mean and how does it work? 

The truth is that this tiny phrase has multiple many-layered – and ultimately nourishing – interpretations. Some Church Fathers said that it means welcoming the incarnation: the kissing of humanity and coming into flesh of God. For Origen it meant this, but also the teachings of Christ. ‘For the kisses of Christ are those that he bestowed on the Church when in his advent he himself present in the flesh spoke to it words of faith and love and peace.’2 So it means loving the Word and meditating on it, even in a biblically illiterate generation.

Kisses here indicate the birth, the teachings and also the death of Christ. During the Welsh revival the hymn ‘Here Is Love Vast as the Ocean’, the so-called love song of the revival, was composed and sung, with the lines:





On the mount of crucifixion,

Fountains opened deep and wide;

Through the floodgates of God’s mercy 

Flowed a vast and gracious tide.

Grace and love, like mighty rivers, 

Poured incessant from above,

Heaven’s peace and perfect justice 

Kissed a guilty world in love.3



Here the kiss of God is lauded as the pouring out of his love upon the cross. Then for others, this ‘kiss’ has meant the intimacy of relationship with the Holy Spirit. Twentieth-century British evangelist David Watson used to say (drawing on Bernard de Clairvaux), ‘Lovers have many ways to tell each other of their love: the word, the touch, a letter or a kiss. In the same way Christ is the Word of God, the Bible His love letter, but the Spirit is His kiss . . .’ He would preach that his listeners seek to be ‘kissed by God’, to receive the fullness of the Holy Spirit. Incidentally, it may be that a reluctance to embrace the manifest experience of this sealing – or to put it more poetically, the ‘kissing’ – of the Holy Spirit is responsible for the reluctance of some to dare to read the Song of Songs allegorically. 

Others, in this verse, see the soul of the Christian saying, ‘Let him kiss me’. Scottish preacher James Durham builds on this, suggesting, ‘By “kisses,” we understand most lovely, friendly, familiar and sensible manifestations of his love . . . Let him, who is the most excellent and singular person in the world, kiss me, a contemptible, despicable creature.’4

Another commentator, James Pennington, continues: ‘What is the kiss of your mouth? It is where the human and divine become completely one. How much we struggle with the belief that you divine lover really love this poor little human so plagued with sin and infidelity: O give me the kisses of your mouth!’5 Back in medieval times, Bernard de Clairvaux (author of the hymn ‘O Sacred Head Sore Wounded’) felt this has to do with refreshment for the one who is fulfilling the commandments, trying to obey the devout life, but utterly dry: ‘True it may be I am fulfilling the commandments in one way or another, but “my soul is like earth without water” (Psalm 142:6). Therefore if my whole burnt offering is to become worthy, Let him I pray and beseech “kiss me with the kisses of his mouth”.’6

I think this is challenging for many Christians, bordering as it does on mysticism. C.H. Spurgeon came across similar reticence in his day. In his sermon on Songs 1:7, ‘Love to Jesus’, he says:



‘Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His lips, for His love is better than wine.’ ‘No,’ you say, ‘that is too familiar for me.’ Then I fear you do not love Him, for love is always familiar. Faith may stand at a distance, for her look is saving. But love comes near, for she must kiss, she must embrace. Why, Beloved, sometimes the Christian so loves his Lord that his language becomes unmeaning to the ears of others who have never been in his state. Love has a celestial tongue of her own and I have sometimes heard her speak so that men have said, ‘That man rants and raves – he knows not what he says.’ Hence it is that love often becomes a Mystic and speaks in mystic language, into which the stranger intrudes not.7 



Against the charge that such ‘spiritual affections’ are self-indulgent and impractical, Spurgeon goes on to say:



 Oh, you should see love when she has her heart full of her Saviour’s presence, when she comes out of her chamber! Indeed she is like a giant refreshed with new wine. I have seen her dash down difficulties, tread upon hot irons of affliction and her feet have not been scorched. I have seen her lift up her spear against ten thousand and she has slain them at one time. I have known her give up all she had, even to the stripping of herself, for Christ, and yet she seemed to grow richer and to be decked with ornaments as she made herself poor, that she might cast her all upon her Lord and give up all to Him. 



In fact, some of the most effective missionaries, taking the gospel into new cultures, have been nourished by the Song of Songs and this idea of the kiss of God. This remains a great missions need today. How does the Church address a world that does not speak her language? The nineteenth-century missioner J. Hudson Taylor was a man of such stature, in my opinion – theologically, missiologically and practically, in terms of this ‘translation’ between cultures – that we have not seen his like since. He was a man of extreme courage and selflessness in the face of danger. If there is revival in China today it is certainly in part due to him. During his ministry he was to be found writing on the one hand a magazine entitled simply China’s Millions, and on the other an allegorical commentary on the Song of Songs, Union and Communion.8 This is about the possibility of growing into unbroken communion with God as Hudson Taylor saw evidenced in the bride’s experience in the Song of Songs. 

Continuing the meditation we are engaged on: the kiss of God has been likened to a human kiss that resolves everything. Herman Hesse, in his novel Narcissus and Goldmund, describes it hauntingly:



At that first kiss I felt

Something melt inside me

That hurt in an exquisite way

All my longings, all my dreams, and sweet anguish,

All the secrets that slept within me came awake,

Everything was transformed and enchanted

And made sense.9



‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth’ takes on richer meaning when we realise that proskuneo is the most common Greek word for worship used in the New Testament. It means ‘to come towards to kiss’. So this first verse of the Song of Songs describes the essence of what can be found on the lips of worshippers across the world. Psalm 2 hints at this with its mysterious last verse, ‘Kiss the Son . . .’ 

We know that in times of revival the Song, and especially this part of the Song, seems to have become clear. We might even say that without what we might call ‘revival in the heart’, we will find it hard to grasp and appropriate full intimacy with God. The nineteenth-century evangelist Charles Finney used to say: ‘In times of Revival the language of the Song of Songs became as natural as breathing.’10 Jonathan Edwards, the saintly principal of Yale, spoke in like terms during the Great Awakening in the eighteenth century. His wife Sarah wrote of a personal encounter with the Holy Spirit as ‘continuing all night long with a constant, clear, and lively sense of the heavenly sweetness of Christ’s excellent love, of his nearnesss and dearness to me, and my dearness to him’.11

Sixteenth-century Puritan Richard Sibbes spoke of the Spirit as ‘the sweet kiss of the soul’ – experiencing ‘spiritual ravishings, the beginning of heaven – heaven before its time’.12 Puritan Samuel Rutherford, writing from a Scottish covenanter’s jail, could write of ‘a springtide of God’s love’. He writes: ‘My sweet Lord has taken off his mask and said “kiss thy fill” – the bridegroom’s love hath run away with my heart – Oh love, love, love.’13

The kiss is a universal symbol of intimacy, whether between friends or lovers. The kiss of God therefore indicates a supreme experience of the presence and the love of God. As Origen said, we can indeed experience it through reading the Word of God in a quiet time of meditation, alone with God or in a crowd. I would say the ‘kisses of his Word’ are to be experienced daily. But just as in a marriage we need to take time to kiss, and it may take the right atmosphere and a certain ‘settling down’ into affectionate communication, in the same way we may feel we cannot rush into the kisses of God, but that they are to be cultivated, and asked for, as a bride may ask her husband or a husband his bride. Someone said: ‘Is not the kiss the very autograph of love?’14 We kiss him; but also, he kisses us. When a newlywed husband is told: ‘You may now kiss the bride’, whoever heard of a bride who replied: ‘No, I don’t like kissing.’ It may be challenging, in that it is intimate and to proceed we have to drop our guard and remove our masks. But it is not to be missed.

This in turn brings transformation. In children’s fables, a kiss awakened Sleeping Beauty; a kiss turned the frog into a prince. ‘Soul meets soul on lovers’ lips,’15 said Shelley, and another said: ‘When I kiss you, I can taste your soul.’16 So it is that the kiss of God implies ‘connection’. Remembering our thoughts on the transfiguration, we might say it is a mountain-top experience. And on a mountain-top we may feel especially ‘connected’ to the Creator. It is interesting that Psalm 19, as well as speaking of the heavens telling of the glory of God and pouring out speech, also describes the sun coming out as ‘like a bridegroom’. So when we feel ‘connected’, we may say that the kiss of God is an appropriate way to describe it. Furthermore, Psalm 85:10–11 suggests a kissing of heaven and humankind when justice is on the earth. Often those involved in such work are themselves very connected people: ‘Love and faithfulness meet together; righteousness and peace kiss each other. Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, and righteousness looks down from heaven.’

The Song of Songs adds more to our understanding if we read on from those first lines: ‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth – for your love is more delightful than wine. Pleasing is the fragrance of your perfumes; your name is like perfume poured out.’17

Even the best wine, if you have too much of it, will leave you with a hangover. The kiss of God is better than wine! Wine may be given up for it – sometimes fasting from wine and food will help us to enter into a season of encounter with God, and to experience the kisses of God. 

This discipline, of course, has an ancient pedigree. Of the young John the Baptist, it was promised, ‘He is never to take wine’,18 echoing the call of that rare group of people in the Old Testament, the Nazirites, who so wanted God and his kingdom that they lived lifestyles that were set apart for God, lives that included seasons of fasting to show their devotion to God. Daniel and his friends were a similar company, who refused a hostile society’s fine foods and wines. In an alien culture, they heard God and changed history. And today, I know of young, set-apart leaders who will declare a year’s fast from alcohol in order to draw near to God, because they know that his love is better than wine and they long to focus on it. Always, in my observation, the results are powerful. 

The kiss leads to awareness of the smell of the other – the scent of holiness. ‘Your name is like perfume poured out.’ The ‘fragrance of your perfumes’ suggests the aroma of Christ, and looks forward to Paul’s insight to the Corinthians: ‘But thanks be to God, who . . . through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ . . .’19

The perfumed ointment can mean the virtues of the Holy Spirit, fragrance coming from the character of the Holy Spirit smelt on believers. The name of Jesus is also powerful. Some have felt it is like music from a far country. And to rehearse the names of Christ is like healing ointment. There is an old song: ‘Thy name is as ointment poured forth: Jesus.’20 This echoes Gregory the Great, who wrote: ‘Your name is an unguent poured out of its divine immensity for the sake of our nature; from being invisible it renders itself visible . . .’ He then remembers Christ ‘emptied himself taking the form of a servant’ and says: ‘What Paul calls “emptied” Solomon calls “emptied out”.’ Since then the Lord has been made known to the human race by the humility of the incarnation; it is said to him: ‘Your name is like ointment poured out.’21

We come back, pleasingly, to the idea mentioned above of ‘fragrant saints’. Those who are kissed by the kindness and presence of Christ will find his fragrance imparted to them: they will themselves become fragrant. 

Later we read: ‘My lover is to me a sachet of myrrh, resting . . .’ (Songs 1:13). Somehow, mysteriously, the aroma of Christ comes to perfume the bride of Christ. In this particular case the perfume is identified as myrrh: the aroma associated with suffering and preservation in the face of death. One Church Father, Nilus of Ancyra, movingly comments: ‘She calls Him ‘‘sachet of myrrh’’ on account of his suffering and his death and the apparent disgrace that derives from the cross when he compressed the power of the Godhead, inactive, into his body as into a tiny bag.’22

Let me end this meditation on the ‘kisses of God’ with the following reflection. Such intimate experiences serve to draw us further and deeper into our walk with God and our love for Christ. They draw us into this privileged position of ‘abiding’, of resting, of remaining – of continuing in the love of God and living in his embrace.

In chapter 2:6–7 we find: ‘His left arm is under my head, and his right arm embraces me. Daughters of Jerusalem, I charge you by the gazelles and by the does of the field: Do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires.’

Three times in the Song of Songs comes the mysterious phrase ‘do not awaken love until it so desires’.23 This can be read as an instruction to ‘abide’ and not to just hurry on to the next thing. Rather the presence of God (his arm protecting us) is so pleasant as to be treasured and enjoyed for as long as possible. Thus Durham again: ‘If a sensible presence be not tenderly entertained, it will not last. Believers should be most careful then when they are admitted to near and sensible fellowship with Christ, that nothing may fall out which may provoke him to depart . . . The least sinful motions should be suppressed as having a great tendency to stir up the beloved to be gone.’24

If these testimonies intrigue and inspire you, then take time to ask God for such a revelation for yourself. Speak to him clearly and, in the quiet place of personal prayer, make the experience of this revelation your request and prayer pilgrimage from now on. You will surely not be disappointed.





Collect for Kissing

Lord Jesus, you taught us at all times and in all places to be ready for you: our coming bridegroom. Mercifully grant that we may receive that grace of which your prophet speaks, and kiss us with the kisses of your Word. May our souls be warmed by your ever-fragrant love, that we may carry the aroma of that same love into our homes and into our land. We ask this by your merits alone. Amen.





I have gone backward in the work,

The labour has not sped,

Drowsy and dark my spirit lies,

Heavy and dull as lead. 

How can I rouse my sinking soul

From such a lethargy?

How can I break these iron chains,

And set my spirit free?

My sins increase, my love grows cold,

And Hope within me dies,

And Faith itself is wavering now,

O how shall I arise!

Anne Brontë, ‘Despondency’





Love is enough: though the World be a-waning, 

And the woods have no voice but the voice of complaining, 

Though the sky be too dark for dim eyes to discover 

The gold-cups and daisies fair blooming thereunder, 

Though the hills be held shadows, and the sea a dark wonder, 

And this day draw a veil over all deeds pass’d over, 

Yet their hands shall not tremble, their feet shall not falter; 

The void shall not weary, the fear shall not alter 

These lips and these eyes of the loved and the lover. 

William Morris, ‘Love Is Enough’ 





Many waters cannot quench love . . . 

Song of Songs 8:7





Chapter Eleven


Healing




My children sometimes joke with me that I would like to have a massive banner inside our church building greeting people as they walk in, proclaiming: ‘Feel the Love!’ But I haven’t yet. I don’t know if it is the fact that it would be uncool or presumptuous that restrains me. Recently I was moved by the pink neon artwork sign hung under the huge stained-glass windows of Liverpool Cathedral by the British artist Tracey Emin, which read: ‘I felt you and I knew you loved me’. There is a hunger for love. And yet do we actually believe that we are loved by God and receive his love?

Alienation, loneliness and disintegration are so prevalent throughout our world today. There are so many broken marriages and relationships, so many people who have not been faithful to the love they once promised, so many children in revolt against their parents. 

I believe part of the call to love God is also to receive love personally from God. Jesus implies the importance of allowing ourselves to be loved when he reminds his disciples to love their neighbour as themselves. Unfortunately, often the last person we will give our attention to caring for is ourselves. Often things are pushed below the surface until in the end there will be some kind of relational meltdown or depression. The bride of the Song of Songs laments: ‘[They] made me take care of the vineyards: my own vineyard I have neglected!’1 It is good to ask God to plough, replant, weed, prune and thus restore our own personal landscape and history. We do this not simply in order better to love others, but also because if he loves us, we would miss the mark badly if we refused to receive his love. Like a bride who keeps constantly cooking and cleaning, but will not take time to be loved and to love, we would miss the point – and end up ruining the relationship. 

I want to admit that there was a time when I found it hard to believe and receive the love of God and, as a result, I often did not live lovingly. As a leader I instead put pressure on others to do what I wanted. Many reading this, from all kinds of professions, may identify with this inner fear of failure. We compensate for this, which can lead to needless striving, overwork, controlling behaviour, and anything and everything other than joy. In the past, I may have had vision, it is true, but I have not been at rest in it. I have glimpsed the church community’s calling to be a deep joy in the city. But I have been striving in my own strength, and wrongly controlling people to make it happen: I have not been a joy but a fear.

This came to a head for me some years ago in Paris, where we lived for ten years, serving in a French-speaking church in inner-city Belleville, at the heart of the capital. A Swiss pastor friend was a colleague in the same church. One day he did not come to a meeting I was hosting. My reaction was shame, regret, and fear that he might leave the church. I called a meeting with him and let him know of my disapproval and distress. He calmly said: ‘Charlie, why do you get like that, and what is going on inside you that brings such fear and control?’ He was an experienced counsellor who had himself suffered and been divorced. He was broken and open and he had nothing to prove. Nor was he intimidated by me. Gradually he helped me over a period of time to ask the question: What is going on?

Shortly after the first incident, the same anger and frustration arose again when I became irritated with an unsuspecting member of the church for wanting to give too lengthy a notice that was not part of my plan (sad but true!). My reaction was such as to lead to a breakdown in relationship with the man in question (though he was himself a troubled man), which alerted me to look beneath the surface. I began to ask myself: Why? What did I fear? What was I ashamed of that led me to control others and get tense and fearful if things went wrong? I wanted to love God and love people, but I could switch suddenly to being paranoid about failure









































Chapter Eighteen



Departing







I remember ringing my father from a ferry on our way back to France to tell him that I had applied for and been appointed to the post of Rector of St Aldates in Oxford. His reaction was memorable: ‘St Aldates?’ Then he sighed and said quietly: ‘Nunc dimittis servum tuum, Domine . . . in pace.’ He was quoting Simeon’s prayer when Jesus was first brought to the Temple, in effect saying: ‘Now I can die happy.’ I think it may have been partly because after our years apparently lost among the poor in France, this was at least a ‘proper job’! But maybe it was more because he had been the architect for Pembroke College next door and had become acquainted with the reach and influence into the lives of Oxford students and future leaders, as well as the poor, of this wonderful church we now serve. 

At any rate, once I had understood what he was saying, I reacted by telling him he was nowhere near ‘departing’ and I expected to see him present at my induction in Oxford. Sadly, as it turned out, in the nine months between the idea of moving and the reality of arriving, the shadow of his death did fall, and he never lived to welcome us home.

That conversation has been in the back of my mind when over the years I have meditated on Simeon’s ‘departing in peace’. Now, at the end of this book, it is fitting to turn to the subject of ‘finishing well’, the task of persevering, after the different epiphanies that may come our way, through to the end, whenever that may come. 

The fact is that many ‘heroes of faith’ in the Bible, for all their wonderful achievements, do not finish well. If we think of David or Solomon or Gideon, or even godly young Josiah, whose life finished prematurely because he ‘did not listen to the words of Neco from the mouth of God’,1 we see that departing in right standing with God is a challenge. 

Perhaps this is truer today than at any other time. People live longer, and endure greater physical weakness, so remaining faithful to holy dreams and to God for a lifetime is challenging on a new level. It seems that almost weekly we read of people who ‘fall’ morally and spiritually, often well after their sixtieth birthday. Whether it is politicians, sports administrators, journalists, business leaders, educationalists, it seems like a syndrome. And Christian leaders are not exempt. Whether it is the stress of office, pressure of life, or a moment’s carelessness or recklessness, people fall. So to see Simeon and Anna ‘waiting for the consolation’ and still living powerful prophetic lives into their eighties is a fine encouragement with which to end this book. 

Simeon’s sighting is redolent with significance, as was that of the Magi with which we began our journey. It happens forty days after the birthday of Christ, when the time comes for the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple, sometimes known as Mary’s ‘Purification’, celebrated annually on 2 February.

I sometimes ask myself how often dear Simeon wondered if he had waited in vain, like so many of us. We read that he was ‘looking for the consolation of Israel’2 and that he had been told he would not die before he saw the Lord’s Christ. At any rate Simeon, moved by the Spirit, went into the Temple courts. He was in the right place at the right time. And when the parents brought in the child, as the law required, everything made sense. It was an ordinary moment, a bit like registering a birth. But in his being there, and seeing salvation, Simeon’s whole life made sense.

As I draw this book to a close, I return to the image of new fathers or mothers holding their child in their arms for the first time. I have listened to the stories of so many: they are often aware of an epiphany. Sometimes people will say they had no idea of the existence and depth of the wells of love within them that the arrival of their own child draws forth. As I have said: this is an epiphany of love. We need to treasure and look after this well of love. It will not, God willing, run dry, despite the times of trauma that come to every family. The same may be true of grandparents, whose wellsprings of love are renewed and replenished as they hold a grandchild in their arms for the first time. They are awed by the power of love. Parents and grandparents alike may be struck by the risk and vulnerability this brings as they embark on a lifetime of care and affection for a new human being who up until then they had not met. Yet the child triggers into being a crowd of emotions.

What of those who are childless? Will the arrival of a baby not remind them of their own longing or loss? But even those who are single can find themselves arrested by love as they welcome a new child of a friend or relative, like Anna who came up after Simeon and rejoiced at the birth.

I think of Anna as one who was perhaps childless. We know she had suffered the loss of her husband early in life. And yet she rejoiced unreservedly. What was Anna’s story? We read: ‘She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow until she was eighty-four.’3 She had, no doubt, a secret history. I would love to have heard it. 

I am reminded of the story of one single woman approaching her forties and childless. She had every year deeply dreaded and often completely avoided Mother’s Day services at church because of the conflicting emotions, sadness and loss that were dragged up in her in spite of herself. Yet one year, reading Isaiah’s ‘Sing, O barren woman’ passage, a journey of gathering wisdom, of new insight, began. It came to completion at the arrival of a child to whom she was to be godmother. Then she too had an epiphany. 

She ‘heard’ God say to her: Sing, O barren woman, you who never bore a child; burst into song, shout for joy, you who were never in labour; because more are the children of the desolate woman than of her who has a husband.4

It was as if, gradually, she came to understand the privilege of being a single person who could extend love to dozens of children and enjoy them all. A bit like Heidi Baker in Mozambique,5 one called to be a ‘mother to many’, she saw her own destiny in the ordinary event of the birth of another person’s child. And her life was transformed from one of bitter sorrow to a beautiful spreading out of love. From now on she would give herself to these children. She would make time for them. She would be an aunt to many in a world so in need of extended families. For this one woman, that moment of epiphany signalled the beginning of a journey to healing.

Returning to Anna: she stands, I believe, for the many senior people in our communities. They are worth getting to know, and worth hearing. In an age of obsession with youth, and neglect of the elderly, we need to be reminded of this. In our church community in Oxford, we meet in extended family groups we call ‘pastorates’. One of these was successful partly because it was a real mixture of people in their twenties and thirties alongside the elderly. Last summer, Anita and I visited the dilapidated country house that this group books for a week each summer and saw the connections between old and young. We saw the affection, community and respect between the generations. In this day of collapsing culture and disintegrating community, the Church can connect the generations perhaps like no other people on earth.

So Anna loved him and Simeon took him in his arms. This is a moment of tenderness and affection, of love for Christ after long years of waiting. It is a moment of joy and peace. It is a moment to savour and, I believe, one that is common to many who at last see! Simeon breaks out in a glorious love poem, the Nunc Dimittis,6 translated here in the King James Version: ‘Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word. For mine eyes have seen thy salvation, which thou hast prepared before the face of all people; a light to lighten the Gentiles, and the glory of thy people Israel.’7

It is interesting that this happens at the end of his life. Simeon is old. Rembrandt’s paintings of the Presentation show him as achingly so, and seemingly almost sightless. And yet at almost the last moment of his life, he sees this wondrous thing. 

The same is true of Simeon’s counterpart, Anna. She is eighty-four years old, but she too is waiting – waiting for epiphany; as Luke puts it, for the redemption of Israel. Again, they have had an inkling of what is coming; they are waiting and preparing and praying, and then they see it. 

The epiphany happened late in life. If you are reading this at age sixty, perhaps this means that you have only twenty-four years still to wait for destiny to arrive, if it is to be at the same age as Anna! Things that are mighty can happen when we are old, and we can finish well. It was not until he was seventy-five that the saintly John Stott was eventually named by Time magazine as ‘one of the 100 most influential people on earth’.8

And in our time there are thousands certainly who are similarly preparing and praying and waiting. They are doing their best to be in the right place at the right time, so that they might see his glory, and finish their lives lovingly and well. Perhaps there are those who may want to pause, to remember promises of old for them or for humankind. It may be the promise of revival, the promise of renewal for a child, the promise of awakening for a country or a community. Today’s Annas and Simeons may be those called to a lifetime of loving prayer and waiting, as well as pouring out love, until he comes. Perhaps those reading who identify with this will be encouraged to dust off their dreams and reignite them in the place of prayer so that they are in the right place at the right time – so that they are ‘in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day’, as John on Patmos was, so that at last they may see it and depart in peace.

Here is an old man, Simeon, seeing at last what he has dreamt of for years. And now, he says, he can depart in peace: to use the vernacular, he can ‘die happy’. 

We may ask: What is it that can enable man, born to die, to use such language as this and to say he can ‘depart in peace’? What can take the sting of death away? There is really only one answer to this: a sight of Christ and his power; faith in Jesus to take away our alienation and lostness and sins, and reconcile us to God. 

This is an experience common to all, at whatever age, who see and understand who Jesus is. Simeon sees this in a moment of epiphany. One old saint who used to preach once a year in the church I serve comments on this:



What can deliver from the fear of death? Nothing but strong faith can do it. Faith laying firm hold on a Saviour – faith and faith only can enable a man to look death in the face and say: ‘I depart in peace’. It is not enough to be weary of pain and sickness and ready to submit to anything for the sake of a change. It is not enough to feel indifferent to the world when we have no more strength to enjoy its pleasures. We must have something more than this if we desire to depart in real peace. We must have faith like old Simeon, even that faith which is the gift of God. But dying without such faith we shall never find ourselves at home when we wake up in another world.9



Many reading this, having learnt how to see, may be comforted in the face of death. And if not, why not reach out and lay hold of him now and put your trust completely in Christ, like old Simeon? May we all have our energies renewed by the example of Anna and Simeon and be able to ‘finish well’; and, at the end of our journey, short or long, depart in peace, having seen our salvation. 



Cranmer’s First Evening Collect

O God, from whom all holy desires, all good counsels, and all just works do proceed, give unto thy servants that peace which the world cannot give, that both our hearts may be set to obey thy commandments and also that by thee we, being defended from the fear of our enemies, may pass our time in rest and quietness; through the merits of Jesus Christ our Saviour. Amen.





‘Come,’ he replied, ‘and you will see.’ So they went and saw where he was staying, and spent that day with him. It was about the tenth hour . . .

‘Come and see,’ said Philip . . .

‘You shall see greater things than that . . . you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.’ 

John 1: 39, 46, 50
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