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A time of growing anxiety among us all creates within us two paradoxical even contrary emotions.  We yearn for stability.  We want a new and different future.  These feelings can work together.  We find ourselves in a situation not of our choosing.  That, painful though it is, opens the door for something different.  We are required to journey on.
In Essex and East London – what my diocese consists of – we are going through all of this now.  10,000’s of commuters entering the City via Liverpool Street each day are anxious for their future.  There are fewer people on the trains.  Since, right across both Essex and East London we have some of the poorest people in the UK, we are witnessing deterioration in the social fabric.  Child poverty is on the increase and people are anxious about how they will meet the demands of the future.  Crime is rising again.
The micro traumas experienced in families and households and the macro traumas in communities – and Gaza comes to mind – mean that either at a personal or at a political level there is no going back.

The story and the Feast of the Presentation of Christ in the Temple mark the movement from the old to the new as the Gospel of Luke presents it to us.  We call it Candlemas because the people were traditionally given candles to symbolise the light that had come into the world in this child presented to God in the Temple – light which we are called to carry to bring hope in a darkened humanity and world.  
The light we hold in our hand guides us as we make our pilgrimage through the pain of this world.
It ought to encourage us that this enormous message of hope was born in a context where hardly anyone noticed.  An insignificant couple with child in arms arrives at the Temple for her to make the offering of purification and for them to present their child recently circumcised and named to God in the Temple.  Yet two elderly and prophetic people saw something special – the man Simeon the woman Anna had been stirred within to see this child as the fulfilment of the promise and the hope for all people. The extraordinary thing in the story is that Simeon saw the full meaning – hope and salvation born in this child in the face of all people and the one who brings true light not just to the ancient people of God but to all – to the Gentile as well as being Israel’s glory.  
You would not think in these past weeks that Israel is a light to the Gentiles.  You would not think seeing the Hamas rockets that hope for all the peoples of the world has been born within the life of Israel?  This is surely the darkness of the world and our humanity.  We need to remember that it was into such a dark and violent world that the hope of the Gospel was born.  This child being presented in the Temple is called to live out his calling in an occupied land seething with religious and political factions.  In that respect not much seems to have changed in the character of life in the Holy Land. A tiny and diminishing Christian Church is struggling to keep alive this message of hope in the Holy Land.
But there is light shining in the darkness.  Not the phosphorous flairs raining down on the children of Gaza but the work of those who struggle for healing and for the people so dreadfully caught in the midst of all this hatred.  That Norwegian doctor struggling, at the height of the war, in the hospital running out of supplies and overwhelmed by the casualties –light in the darkness. The people who embody in their own lives the hope of a different future.  
How do we, either in the institutions of the University and society or within our own personal sphere embody hope?  We always have the choice to stand where we are or to open the door to a different future through the vision we catch in the midst of the challenges of the present.  Institutions make possible what people can do.  We move things on not by the abuse of power but through the liberation of people as they see light shining in the darkness.  

I have been reading the Prime Minister’s Christmas Book by Tony Badger on the first 100 days of FDR.  One of the first things he did, by Act of Congress was to create the Civilian Conservation Corps.  Within weeks over a quarter of a million young men – not women(!) – were enrolled and 1,300 camps in operation.  These youngsters planted forests and created roads, fire breaks in the forest.  50 years later people who had taken part still recalled the impact it made on their lives. Roosevelt spoke ‘of the moral and spiritual value of such work’.  Liberating people to respond to the light shining in their midst.  

What can be done for the emerging generations in Israel and the Palestinian territories?  How can we move away from the brutalising of the young – be they soldiers in the Israeli Army just out of school bossing Palestinians about who are old enough to be their grandparents?  What will the children on the Gaza do with the nightmares they have actually experienced?  Over 50% of the population there is under 21 – are we producing another angry and radicalised generation who have no hope except to fight however hopeless the war might seem?  That is why the DEC Appeal, around which there has been controversy with the BBC, is so important.  Ordinary citizens of our country, through giving via trusted and experienced agencies, are seeking to bring light into the darkness of the lives of the people living on the Gaza.
That was the meaning of Jesus life and ministry.  He liberated people.  That was what these two elderly religious folk saw when the child was brought to the Temple.  Salvation. Liberty, redemption shone from this child.  Light was shining in the darkness.  If only people had their eyes open to see!  The Gospels record how this sense of promise came to be fulfilled.  

Institutions, governments and authorities are there to do the things that increase the space for people by shining a light of hope in the heart of the sense of darkness all around.   

What that does is turn a moment of deep distress and darkness into one where opportunity begins to open up.  From the old to the new through the crisis - this is the journey that is possible.  It is the very shape of the journey of Jesus ministry.  Jesus lived and acted out the life of the Kingdom, suffered the abuse and rejection of the Cross and opened up through such pain a new life for all who care to travel with him.
I met someone recently on one of our diocesan evening classes who shared with me that he had gone through the pain and distress of redundancy a decade or more ago.  Then he said to me, ‘I would not be here tonight if that had not happened to me’.  Friends, church, family – I do not know – had helped him through the distress.  People had shone a light and through it he had found a new vocation and meaning to his life.  

That is what the Gospel means in practice.  Governments, universities, churches increasing the space and holding up the light of truth to open up opportunity.  People responding by sacrificial care and effective action for those shut out and on the receiving end of our darkness.  This beautiful story of Luke brings us to these things.  Our world is in urgent need of the testimony to such truth.
