
Imitation of Christ 
 
On the Feast of the Epiphany, a few Sundays ago, we heard Matthew’s story of the three wise 
men, really astrologers from Persia. According to Matthew, they were among the first to pay 
homage to Jesus, and to recognize who he was. 
 
It was people from outside the Hebrew tradition, who read the signs in the sky, followed the 
star, and came to Bethlehem – even as the priests and scribes who knew the birth would be in 
Bethlehem, ignored it. 
 
It was the outsiders who recognized Jesus, and the significance of his birth. 
 
Today, in Luke’s Gospel, we hear the story of how Simeon and the prophet Anna recognized 
Jesus when Mary and Joseph brought him to the Temple in Jerusalem for her ritual purification.  
 
Far from being outsiders, they were faithful Jews, waiting and watching for the promised one. 
Surely, knowing the passage from Malachi we just heard –“ the Lord whom you seek will 
suddenly come to his temple” – they waited in the temple. Anna, Luke writes, never left the 
temple, “but worshipped there with fasting and prayer day and night.” 
 
Likewise, Mary and Joseph were faithful followers of their tradition. They had Jesus circumcised 
on the eighth day and presented him in the temple on the 40th day, exactly as proscribed in 
Leviticus. They brought two young pigeons as an offering, which was the offering required of 
those who were poor. 
 
And when this poor, faithful Jewish couple brings their first born to the temple, Simeon knows 
his long wait is over: 
 

"Lord, now let your servant depart 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 revelation to the Gentiles 
and for glory to your people Israel." 

 

And at that moment, Anna, at age 84, “began to praise God and to speak about the child to 
all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.” 
 

The contrast between Matthew’s account of the Persian astrologers recognizing Jesus, and 
Luke’s account of faithful Simeon and Anna recognizing Jesus is striking to me. 
 
A few outsiders and a few insiders recognize that the promise has come in this person, this 
infant, while most of the world misses or overlooks the significance of what is happening. 



 
Jesus started his life steeped in the tradition. He is circumcised and presented in the 
temple, according to the tradition. Immediately following this story, Luke tells the story of 
Jesus teaching in the temple at age 12, after his parents had brought him there for the 
Feast of the Passover. 
 
Yet as an adult he overturns the traditions. 
 
He welcomed outsiders, while confronting and challenging the leaders of his tradition. 

 
When Jesus returns to Jerusalem just prior to his crucifixion, he says of the temple, “as for 
these things you see, the days will come when not one stone will be left upon another; all 
will be thrown down.” 
 
Simeon foresaw this when he said: "This child is destined for the falling and the rising of 
many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed…." 
 
In Jesus, we have the promise of a new creation, a new order.  
 

The world is turning upside down. Things we had taken for granted may fall. Unexpected, 
new things may rise. It’s hard to know what is in and out. 
 
How do we find our way? 
 
And where do we look for answers? 
 
Do we dig into our traditions to find the truth? Do we listen to the voices of outsiders? 
 
Is it both? 

 
How do we discern? 
 
For me, here’s what links Matthew’s story of the astrologers, and Luke’s story of Simeon 
and Anna: 
 
They all recognized that the promise was fulfilled in a person. 
 
It wasn’t about creeds, it wasn’t about traditions, it wasn’t about ideologies, it was about a 

person. It was about a person, who though God, shared our experience. 
 
As the author of Hebrews writes, “Since God's children share flesh and blood, Jesus himself 
likewise shared the same things.” 
 



This may seem like an obvious point – that it’s about the person. After all, every week in 
the Creed we proclaim our belief in the person of Jesus: “We believe in One Lord, Jesus 
Christ, the only Son of God…. By the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from 
the Virgin Mary, and was made man.” 
 
But I am not sure it is obvious.  
 
It’s easy to get caught up in believing in things, in ideas. 
 

The words of the Bible have been and are often still used to justify ideas many of us would 
find abhorrent: the oppression of LGBT people, second-rate status for women, racial 
discrimination, national sovereignty, the villainizing of Muslims. They have also been used 
to define who is in and who is out. Who’s enlightened, who’s not. 
 
What Anna and Simeon understood, was that the words of the scriptures pointed to the 
person of Jesus. That is their function. As we will hear over the next couple of Sundays, the 
law laid out in the scriptures doesn’t stand on its own, it is only realized and fulfilled in the 
person of Jesus. 
 

One of the things that distinguishes Episcopalians is that our faith is grounded in how we 
encounter Jesus in worship, more than in just the words of scripture or the creeds. In 
Baptism, we share our oneness with Jesus – how we are born, live, die and are one with 
him. In the rhythm of the liturgical year, we recall and retell the Jesus story – his life, 
teachings, promise. In Eucharist, we remember and relive the way that Jesus breaks bread 
with us and all who follow him, and how he gives himself to us.   
 
Through our worship, and our life in community, we come to know this person, as Simeon 
and Anna did. 
 

At the same time, we are an open faith. The person of Jesus is not confined within our 
traditions. We are not afraid to be informed by words of wisdom that come from outside. 
 
We know people who by their lives and example reflect the compassionate and self-giving 
love that Jesus demonstrated – who break bread with those on the fringes, outsiders, the 
poor, the prisoners.  
 
By listening, being open to, observing those we come from afar, we can know Jesus more 
deeply – especially, the breadth of his reach and the limitlessness of his love.  

 
As Simeon observed, "This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many.” 
 
Ours are troubling and uncertain times. And yet, there are causes for hope evident around 
us.  



 
Things are falling and rising. Falling and rising. 
 
And as they do, here’s the point: It’s not what we believe that matters. It’s who we believe 
in that matters. 
 
It’s not what creeds we adhere to, but how we find ways in our lives to imitate the person 
we have come to know as the Christ.  
 

No one of us has the perfect answer for how to do that. Every day, dozens of times a day 
we could ask ourselves what does that look like. How do I imitate Christ in this moment? 
 
That’s why it is so important to be on the lookout for all the signs, and words, and people 
that point to Jesus and help us know the example he set. It’s about being observant.  
 
Who knows where the next insight will come from – words from an ancient text, the stars 
in the sky, the example of someone in our lives, a new and challenging idea, a gift of grace 
given to us.   
 

And then, it’s important to make common cause with all those on the journey with us – 
insiders and outsiders. That’s why we come together. That’s why we celebrate together. 
Our imitations of Christ will always be imperfect, but they will be better when we act 
together and learn from each other.  
 
Amen. 
 
 


