
The feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple 

Today we are celebrating the Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple – which is 

often known as Candlemas.  There has been an interesting history to this change of name – 

from a very short title to a long one, Candlemas is so much easier to say than the Presentation 

of Christ in the Temple!  Does it matter – I hear you ask yourselves – well, as we shall see, the 

words really do matter! 

For some, Candlemas is the actually the time for the crib figures to be put away, as this was 

the time when the Christmas season was considered to be truly over.  And it is a moment in 

the Church’s year, when we look back through Epiphany and the Baptism of Christ, and at the 

same time look forward to Lent and Easter.   

Originally the feast was a minor celebration, one of many in a very crowded liturgical 

calendar.  But in the year AD541 a terrible plague broke out in Constantinople, killing 

thousands of people.  The Emperor Justinian 1, in consultation with the Patriarch of 

Constantinople, ordered a period of fasting and prayer throughout the entire Empire, and, on 

the Feast of the Meeting of the Lord (another title for this feast day), arranged great 

processions throughout the towns and villages and a solemn prayer service to ask for 

deliverance from evils, and the plague ceased.  In thanksgiving, in the following year the feast 

was of course elevated to a more solemn celebration and established throughout the Eastern 

Empire by the Emperor.  By the 7th century it was known by its new title, ‘The Feast of 

Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

Whatever you know it as, Candlemas, or the Feast of the Meeting of the Lord, or the Feast of 

the Purification of the Virgin Mary, or the much more Anglican The Feast of the Presentation 

of Christ in the Temple is among the most ancient feasts of the Church and is the most ancient 

of all the festivals in honour of the Virgin Mary. 

So, what is the ‘feast’ all about?  What is there to celebrate?  Through the various titles that 

this feast has gathered, we can glimpse different aspects of what it means, or has meant, to 

different generations. 

It is now known in the Anglican Church as the Feast of the Presentation of Christ.  This is 

because, as we all know, it commemorates the Presentation of Christ by his mother in the 

Temple at Jerusalem, exactly 40 days after his birth.  We are told that Jesus was brought by 
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Mary and Joseph to the Temple, Joseph carrying the customary sacrifice of two turtle doves.  

In the Temple Jesus is taken into the arms of the righteous Simeon and watched over by the 

Prophetess Anna. 

Of course, this encounter between the righteous Simeon and the holy Anna and the baby 

Jesus is why the Feast is also known as ‘the Meeting of the Lord’.  According to an old 

tradition, Simeon was one of those Seventy translators who in the third century before Christ 

had translated the Scriptures of the Old Testament into Greek.  Coming to the words in the 7th 

chapter of Isaiah the Prophet, he had been awestruck by the affirmation that a Virgin would 

give birth.  He had been told by the Holy Spirit that he would live until he saw these words 

fulfilled.  And at the fulfilment of these words, Simeon utters those moving words that begin: 

‘Now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace according to thy word…’   And soon after 

uttering these words, he dies, as does Holy Anna, who has also been waiting to see the 

fulfilment of the promise of the Holy Spirit that she too would see the Messiah in great old 

age. 

The feast has yet another name.  It is known, certainly in the Roman Catholic Church, as ‘The 

Purification of the Virgin Mary’.  According to the Old Testament, the Jews were commanded 

to present their male children at the Temple in Jerusalem 40 days after their birth.  This was 

to give thanks to God and pray for the purification of the mother and health of the child, for it 

was considered that after the vital 40 day period, it was almost certain that all danger to 

health had passed.  Jesus was only 40 days old, the salvation of the world is dependent on his 

mother.  This is why although the Feast is a feast in honour of our Lord, honour is also given to 

the Mother of God.  Indeed, this is the Feast of all mothers. 

And then of course there is the name of Candlemas.  The origin of this name is slightly more 

vague, but probably more interesting!  Some would say that this name was given to the feast 

in memory of the Roman custom of lighting candles on this day, which recalls the lights in the 

Temple at Jerusalem or that the blessing of candles on this day recalls Simeon’s reference to 

the infant Jesus as ‘the light for revelation to the Gentiles’ 

However, Candlemas is one of those examples of an occasion when Christian doctrine and 

tradition meets folklore and popular superstition.  Although there is plenty of evidence that 

candles were indeed blessed on this day, Candlemas is also important within secular and 

pagan calendars.  It is also interesting for us in a rural area, as on this day it was tradition to 
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remove cattle from the hay meadows and from the field that is to be ploughed and sown for 

the coming spring.  Shakespeare’s ‘Twelfth Night’ is recorded as having its first performance 

on Candlemas Day in 1602, and the day remains one of the Scottish quarter days, on which 

debts are paid and law courts are in session. 

Modern pagans believe that Candlemas is a Christianisation of the Gaelic festival of Imbolc, 

which was celebrated in pre-Christian Europe (and especially Celtic nations) at about this time 

of year.  Imbolc is celebrated by modern Pagans on the eve of 2nd February, at the 

astronomical midpoint, or on the full moon closest to the first spring thaw.  This is also the 

date of St Brigid’s Day.  In Ireland, Brigid, or St Brigid’s Day is celebrated.  Brigid is a virgin, yet 

she is also the patron of midwives, and along, with St Patrick, she is the patron saint of 

Ireland.  In Ireland and Scotland she is known as the ‘foster mother of Jesus’.   

In other parts of the world, the feast has been influenced by pre-Christian customs such as the 

spreading of ashes by farmers on their fields on this day of the year to ensure a better 

harvest, keeping ashes on the roof of a house to keep evil spirits away, and the belief that 

newlywed women needed to jump over fire to purify themselves before getting pregnant.   

I’m sure many of you know about that other popular belief, that if the weather is good on 

Candlemas day, then more cold and wintry weather will come before the Spring finally arrives. 

So, you now have an idea of the history of this feast, but what does it mean to us today?  How 

do we make sense of all the pagan and Christian symbolism that we have inherited?  Fire 

jumping aside, what today can we give to our Lord as we kneel before Him this morning?   

Perhaps this is an opportunity for us to look into the spiritual mirror and reflect on what 

happened to us through Advent and at the start of another New Year.  Has 2019 started off 

well?  Have we managed to keep up those New Year resolutions to give thanks to God more 

frequently?  To say our prayers more consistently?  Or perhaps even to go to Church more 

often than we did last year? 

It is not for me – or anyone else – to judge whether you have or have not kept any promises 

you made to yourself, or to ask whether you even did make promises.  But today is an 

opportunity to reflect on the encounter that Simeon and Anna had with Jesus.  They had 

waited a lifetime to encounter the Christ, and as soon as they set eyes on him they knew.  

They knew and recognised him for what he was: the son of God.  
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For us it may not be so easy.  There is so much that gets in the way of our faith, worldly things 

occupy us, and we may not recognise the encounter with Jesus when it comes.   

But if the church we belong to is truly to be the body of Christ in this place, in these villages 

that we serve, then we need at the least to be open to that encounter, open to the possibility 

of the reality that Christ is waiting to meet us, just as he met Simeon and Anna 2000 years 

ago.   

So, on this Celebration of Candlemas, of the Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple, 

on this Feast of the Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary, on the Feast of the Meeting of 

Christ, one thing is certain: Christ is ready to meet us, are we ready to meet him? 

 

Amen. 


