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	A few years ago there was a movie out called The Bucket List; maybe you saw this movie. Jack Nicholson plays a corporate billionaire, and Morgan Freeman plays a mechanic. These two guys meet in a hospital room and they get to talking. They don’t have a lot in common, except for one thing: They’re both terminally ill. And so, in that Hollywood way, they decide that they’re going to buddy up and do all the things they’ve ever wanted to do before they die. They go sky diving and drag racing, they see the Great Pyramids, they get tattoos. That is, they try to finish off their bucket list – all these things before they kick the bucket.
	Do you have a bucket list? Probably each of us has a vague idea, a handful of things we want to get around to while we’re on this good earth. Every once in a while in the paper there’s a story about someone who actually puts on paper this kind of life list. There’s a guy named John Goddard who did this. When he was 15, he wrote a list of 127 things he wanted to experience or achieve in his lifetime. He wanted to take a boat up the Amazon, climb the Matterhorn, take pictures of Niagara Falls, swim in Lake Victoria in Africa, type 50 words a minute, learn the sport of fencing, run a mile in five minutes, live to see the 21st century. He has done all of those things, but his list remains unfinished. “Visit the moon” might be his undoing.
	Like John Goddard, like the Bucket List guys, each of us has unfinished business in our lives, things we wish we had done, reconciliations to be made. Somebody smart once said that our goal should be to die with as few regrets as possible, and in my experience you most regret not anything you’ve done, but the things you’ve left undone. Dying is harder when you have unfinished business. 
	That’s the emotion that underlies this sweet little story from the Gospel of Luke, really the end of Luke’s narrative of Jesus’ birth. After this, we get a glimpse of the boy Jesus in the temple at age 12, and then it’s right on to John the Baptist and the beginning of Jesus’ ministry.
	The central character here is a man named Simeon. The scripture doesn’t say so, but church tradition holds that he is an old, old man. He lived in Jerusalem, so he must have been city-smart, a man of the world. He would have seen a lot in his life. And he was a deeply spiritual person; the scripture says that “the Holy Spirit rested on him.” You’ll recall that later on when Jesus is baptized in the Jordan River, the Holy Spirit comes down from the sky in the form of a dove and rests on him. So this resting presence of the Holy Spirit is a parallel between Simeon and Jesus. 
	There’s also a parallel between Simeon and Mary, the mother of Jesus. Because just as the angel visited Mary with the startling news that she would bear God’s Son, the Holy Spirit has come to Simeon with a surprise: He will not die before he has seen the Messiah, the Savior promised to faithful Jews, the one they’ve been waiting for since forever. 
	So ever since that revelation, Simeon has had some unfinished business. His bucket list remains undone, and his life won’t be complete until he sees the Messiah. So he waits. And wonders.
	And then, one fateful day, a young couple comes to the temple with a baby to be blessed, and Simeon’s eyes are opened. He takes the holy Child in his arms and recognizes Jesus for who he is, the Son of God. And Simeon prays a prayer of thanksgiving, and basically he says to God, You’re as good as your word; I’ve seen the Messiah, and now I can die in peace. The bucket list, he says, is finished.
	If you’ve ever held a newborn baby, maybe you’ve felt a little bit of that kind of promise. Every birth is a statement of God’s hope for this fractious world. Every new life is a new beginning for humankind. Surely Simeon would have felt that kind of hope, magnified by the realization that in this new life rested a dramatic new beginning for humanity. 
	Like so many of the characters in Luke’s Gospel, Simeon is there as an example for you and me. What’s important to Luke is that we recognize this Child as Savior, Messiah and Lord, the three great Christian claims about Jesus. Simeon’s example is that he sees with his tired eyes the truth of what Jesus represents. It’s a truth that’s not all sweetness and light. Hear again what Simeon says to Mary: “This child is destined for the falling and the rising of many in Israel, and to be a sign that will be opposed so that the inner thoughts of many will be revealed – and a sword will pierce your own soul, too.” We don’t have time to explore that prophecy fully, but Simeon is saying that Jesus will grow to become the fulcrum on which the whole of our relationship with God will turn – and it’s in the opposition to him, and there was plenty, that humankind’s deep sinfulness will show its ugly self. And, of course, the pain in his life will break his mother’s heart. There’s also that.
	And so in this passage Luke gives us an example of a witness – someone who sees the Christ and recognizes and worships him. More than that, he experiences a transformation. “Master,” he says to God, “now you are dismissing your servant in peace.” This is the language of manumission, the release of a slave from servitude. What does Simeon receive from the fulfillment of this prophecy? He gets freedom. After a long lifetime of experiences, none of which fully satisfies him, many years of working through his bucket list, the one experience that becomes the liberating joy of his life is to know and worship the Christ. In this holy Child is his life’s peak experience. And all the rest falls away to insignificance. 
	With the alleluias of Christmas still ringing in our ears, we too can take to heart this freedom of new life in Christ. Jesus is born, and we are free from all sorts of unfinished business that constrains our life. Free from the feeling that God is distant, untouchable, unknowable. Free from the idea that God judges us harshly from way up in the sky. Free to live in the joy of the Holy Spirit, knowing that God is indeed with us in all our humanness, and loves us enough to give God’s very best.
	With Simeon, we can hold that Child in our arms, and know God’s love in its fullness. Thanks be to God! Amen.
