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“Continuing to Wait” 
Texts: Galatians 4:4-7 and Luke 2:22-40 

Last Fall, Diane and I had the opportunity to visit Norway and Estonia for a vacation.  We spent 
a few days in the town of Trondheim, Norway enjoying the scenic walks and attractions.  One of 
the highlights was  day spent at the Cathedral located there.  The Nidaros Cathedral was built on 
the burial site of St. Olav, a Norwegian king and the patron saint of the nation.  Olav is credited 
with bringing Christianity to Norway.  So, following his death, they began building a cathedral in 
his honor. 

Work began in 1070 and would not be completed until 1300.  But, even then, it is difficult to say 
that the work ever ended.  Like many great cathedrals, the work too generations to build and 
there was constant need for renovations and improvements.  The cathedral was damaged several 
times due to fires and had to be restored.   

In the 1900’s architects uncovered images of the front of the church which showed statues lining 
the entryway.  The statues long since deteriorated so work was begun to create new ones.  Most 
of the statues are of biblical figures, Adam and Eve, the disciples, St. Paul and others.  But other 
statues featured great historical figures or representations of virtues like faith, hope, love, peace, 
justice and compassion.  But, in a tip of the hat to the times of the renovations, one of the angels 
has an intentional resemblance to the musician Bob Dylan. 

I loved the beauty of the cathedral, inside and out.  We spent several hours and could have spent 
many more.  The one statue that stood out more than the Bob Dylan as an angel is one that sits 
on the top of the cathedral barely visible to the human eye.  We searched diligently to find it and 
probably would have been better off with binoculars. 

But, off to one side on the top is a small carving of a stone mason.  The statue looks like it is still 
at work, putting one more stone into the building.  It is a symbol of the reality that the cathedral 
is never finished.  Though construction began more almost a thousand years ago, the work never 
ends.   

I love that idea!  When visiting any of the magnificent cathedrals, I am aware that they often took 
centuries to build.  What that means is that the person who designed the cathedral never lived to 
see its completion.  The original contributors who initiated the project would never live to see its 



finality.  The people who worked on it throughout the years would add their own unique gifts…a 
carving, a window, the solid foundation that would support the work that would follow, but in 
most cases they would not live to see its completion.  But all their work together added to the 
inspiring beauty of that cathedral. 

One of the things that means is that to build a cathedral requires patience.  Something that 
magnificent will not likely be completed in one’s lifetime.  It takes trust.  The finest architect 
might initiate the project, but at some point they will turn it over to someone who will turn it 
over to someone else, perhaps multiple times.  One has to trust those who will continue the work.  
It also requires the trust that enables those who will continue the project will understand and 
maintain the intent of the project.  One would never begin to build a cathedral if they thought 
that future generations would change their mind and say, “Let’s turn it into a bank.”  Yes, there 
will be changes and adaptations, but it takes trust to believe that the purpose and intent will be 
honored. 

Such patience and trust do not come easily for anyone.  But they are important virtues.  We see 
that exemplified in this morning’s gospel reading.  Following the birth narratives that we read on 
Christmas Eve, Luke’s gospel proceeds to show us that the holy family follows all the necessary 
requirements for the fulfillment of the Jewish Law.  Jesus is circumcised on the eighth day.  
Following that, they made the trip to Jerusalem to present him in the Temple. 

There are two elements to this trip.  The first is a purification rite for Mary.  According to the 
Law, a mother was unclean following a birth and before re-entering the Temple, had to make an 
offering.  While this ritual is foreign to us today, for many it was considered a time of celebration 
and gratitude.  Women would rejoice with one another and share their stories.  In a day without 
facebook or social media, this was the chance to share one’s news and status with others and 
delight in the good news. 

The other element of this trip was the presentation of the firstborn male in the Temple.  Once 
again, an offering accompanied this presentation.  It is worth noting that Luke specifies that these 
rituals were made with the sacrifice of two turtle-doves or pigeons.  The importance of this detail 
is found in the fact that the prescribed sacrifice would have been a lamb.  But, for those who 
could not afford it, the turtle dove or pigeon could be substituted.  It is a subtle way of indicating 
that Mary and Joseph were of humble, even poor financial circumstances. 

While making these offerings, Jesus will have an encounter with two individuals.  The first of 
these is a devout man named Simeon.  Luke tells us that Simeon was guided by the Spirit to be in 
the Temple that day.  He might not have had reason to be there, but something compelled him to 
do so.  And the result was that he was there when Jesus was presented.   

Although he was still a baby in arms, Simeon realizes that this child will be special.  He takes the 
child into his own arms and rejoices that this child will bring salvation to all people, that he will 



be a light to the Gentiles and for all people.  All that he has hoped for and prayed for is finally 
coming to pass through this child.  As he holds Jesus, he offers him a blessing. 

But there is more.  There at the Temple is a widow named Anna.  She has been staying at the 
Temple and praying for many years.  When she sees Jesus, she begins to rejoice.  This child is 
what she has been waiting for.  All those years of waiting and hoping are not fulfilled. 

Simeon and Anna are the poster children for holy patience.  Day after day, year after year, hoping 
for a glimpse of the holy child.  And day after day, year after year, it didn’t happen.  But they had 
never given up hope.  And finally their patience pays off.  

It is interesting that both of them celebrated and rejoiced, but they would not likely get to see this 
child live into that fulfillment.  Jesus is still a baby.  He still has many years before he will begin 
his ministry.  Simeon and Anna will likely never get to see him heal a blind man or feed a large 
crowd.  They will never hear his voice as he teaches and preaches.  They won’t get to see the 
example of his own life as he puts into practice the art of forgiveness.  On that day in the Temple, 
they were content knowing that that day was coming.  That was good enough for them. 

In seminary I served a little urban church on the northside of Chicago.  During the prayer time, 
the pastor would ask members if they had things they would like to pray for.  There were often 
prayers for family members and friends who were sick, for people facing surgeries and things 
like that.  But, week after week, there was a woman who would ask for the same thing.  She 
would always say, “Peace in the Middle East.”  She wanted that.  She prayed for that.  And in her 
own way, she kept a daily vigil longing for that moment. 

That is the persistence of our faith.  We keep showing up.  We keep praying.  We keep longing.  
And like the building of a great cathedral, even if it doesn’t happen in our lifetime, we never stop 
hoping for that day.  We do so because we believe that God will work for all things good.  As 
Martin Luther King, Jr. put it, we believe that the long arc of history bends toward justice.  There 
were a lot of people who chipped away at slavery and racism, and they did so believing that we 
are all beloved children of God.  There are a lot of people praying for and working for peace in 
the Middle East.  And even though that seems just as distant today as it did when Barb was 
praying each Sunday in the Bethany United Methodist Church, we believe that God longs for the 
peace of all nations.  And so we continue. 

The end of the year is always a good time to pause and reflect.  How have we grown in this past 
year?  Where have we stretched ourselves?  Where have we become more of the people God 
created us to be?  Many of these changes may have been very subtle, but they have happened, 
maybe without even thinking about it.  And this is true for us both as individuals and as a 
community of faith.  

And by the same token, we ask ourselves, where are the cutting edges for our growth.  How do 
we want to be different one year from now?  The examples of Simeon and Anna serve us well in 



such endeavors.  We remain open to the places where the Spirit is leading us, we persevere 
through those difficult times and we seek to be patient with ourselves and those around us.  None 
of these things is easy, but that is part of the faithful life, continuing to ask God to work within 
us, to mold us as individuals and as a community of faith, to be all that we can be. 

There is an old story about a man visiting one of these magnificent cathedrals early in the 
construction phase.  At the entry, he encountered a carpenter and asked what he was doing.  The 
carpenter replied that he was building the doors that would grace the entryway of the cathedral.  
A little farther inside, he encountered a second worker and asked what he was doing.  The man 
replied that he was a stone mason, cutting the bricks that would make up the walls of this grand 
edifice.  A little farther inside, the man found a carver working on an intricate piece of marble.  
He asked the man what he was doing and the carver replied, “I am building a cathedral.” 

Friends, that is exactly what we are doing.  We are building a cathedral.  We are building a 
cathedral with our lives, a shining example of faithfulness that can guide and inspire others.  And 
we are building the cathedral of this church.  Not the bricks and mortar construction, but the day 
by day example of faithfulness that is done with patience, perseverance and the guidance of 
God’s Spirit.  For what has been, we say thanks.  And for what will be in the coming year, we say 
yes.


