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Candlemas February 6, 2022 
St. Paul’s/Resurrección, Mount Vernon, WA Rev. Paul Moore 
 

Candles of Many Kinds 
 
When I was about 5 years old my father got a generator and wired our jungle house with 
single lightbulbs in all the rooms.  That was as close to the electrical grid I got until I was 
7, outside of trips to the city.  Until then, light came from 2 Coleman lanterns hung in 
strategic places in the rafters above the walls in our ceiling-less house.  If that wasn't 
enough, we used flashlights, though batteries were expensive and didn’t last very long.  
Then there were candles.  They didn't give off much light, but you could read by one, and 
you could play with the soft paraffin that dripped off the sides.  Candles were the 
mainstay of after-dark light. 
 
According to sources I found, candles in one form or another have been in use by humans 
for 12 thousand years.  Light in the darkness, they allowed humanity to colonize that part 
of the day that is dark.  Where I grew up that was about 12 hours of every 24.  At the 
poles, it is essential for survival.  Candles mean more than just light.  They mean being 
able to see in the dark, to free the active human being from the cycles of the sun and 
moon, to move freely and without fear among otherwise unseen things. 
 
The theme fits Epiphany season, punctuated in mid-stream by Candlemas, that we 
celebrate today.  Falling 40 days after Christmas, it lands on the day Mary would have 
had the restrictions of recent childbirth lifted, and when every firstborn male child was 
redeemed by sacrifice according to the law.  In telling this story, Luke locates Jesus 
squarely in the tradition of Israel, a child of the Chosen People.  Just like candles are 
more than just light, Jesus is shown to be more than just a child of Israel.  Jesus, though 
he is God, shares fully in not just Israel’s story, but the human story.  In the western 
church, the feast celebrates Jesus' presentation and the purification of Mary.  In the 
eastern Church it has a different name.  It is called Hypopante, or "The Meeting," the 
meeting between Christ and Simeon and holy Anna; a meeting of the world with God.  
Such a meeting cannot be without its consequences. 
 
The readings show what I mean.  In the first lesson from Malachi, the prophet predicts 
the coming of the divinely appointed messenger who will purify Israel.  The messenger 
will be as a refiner's fire and a fuller's soap, shining light on the truth of God and our 
condition, and bringing healing where there is brokenness, an essential authenticity to the 
meeting of God and humanity. 
 
The lesson from Hebrews is a theological argument.  The Son of God has come in human 
form, tasting death with us to break the power of the devil, and opening up for us the path 
to life, making him a compassionate high priest who meets us in the midst of life and 
death. 
 
The Gospel lesson tells the story at the heart of this celebration.  Another Jewish boy is 
brought to the Temple for dedication, because he is firstborn.  As required, the parents 
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bring a sacrifice, but then Simeon takes the child in his arms and begins to say some 
amazing things.  On the personal level, he is a peace because the final piece of his life has 
fallen into place.  On a public level, this child is destined to be as a refiner's fire and 
fuller's soap.  Even Mary's heart will not be immune to the upheaval to come.  Then 
Anna, of the tribe of Asher, (we would call her a nun,) speaks up.  Asher is one of the 
tribes that was "lost" in the Assyrian conquest of Israel in 721 BCE, yet, here she is, tying 
Jesus to ancient Israel.  Simeon looks forward, Anna looks backward, and they meet in 
this child.  God’s candle burns constantly in the midst of the human condition. 
 
Candlemas is celebrated in many different ways depending on geography, history and 
culture.  Here at St. Paul's and Resurrección might find it useful to borrow the Eastern 
idea that this is about meeting.  In England, where the Anglican tradition was first forged, 
On this day people brought their candles to the church for blessing.  Blessing candles 
reminds us that God shines in our homes as well as at church.  In Mexico, where 
Resurrección's cultural heritage comes from, whoever got a little baby Jesus in their piece 
of the King's Cake on Epiphany is up for tamales on Candlemas.  Tamales are made of 
corn, the foundation of ancient and modern Mexican agricultural economy.  When we 
gather around corn we gather around the center of our wellbeing in community.  God 
cannot be far away.  Both traditions are about meeting one another in community with 
God. 
 
What can that kind of meeting mean? 
 
This is about the Church.  When God and people get together, we form the community of 
faith.  I am a member of the Washington Immigrant Solidarity Network.  It is a 
community with a purpose, to defend and expand the rights of immigrants in the state of 
Washington, regardless of immigration status.  It is a community, but not a community of 
faith.  I was a member of the Rotary Club in times past.  The Rotary Club has just about 
singlehandedly reduced Polio to the lab worldwide, yet it is not a community of faith.  A 
community of faith gathers around common experiences of God.  We codify and 
represent them through a common set of beliefs and traditions.  When we gather, we 
celebrate and strengthen those common beliefs and traditions, but we also meet God.  Just 
like England and Mexico are joined at Candlemas, Heaven and Earth are joined in a 
community of faith. 
 
When God and peoples get together, we get a multicultural community of faith.  The 
Episcopal Church of Our Savior is a small congregation in southeast Dallas.  We become 
Episcopalians there.  I became Jr. Warden there.  I began my path toward the priesthood 
there, and I was priest-in-charge for a time.  The small congregation was largely light 
skinned and blond with blue eyes, but that is a little misleading.  The patriarchs of two of 
the main families still read the Czech newspaper published in the Metroplex every week, 
and decried the fact that their grandchildren were losing the mother tongue.  I don’t think 
I have never worshipped in a community of all one culture. 
 
When we look at ourselves closely, we see that we are diverse, and that is a very, very 
good thing.  Human culture forms and gives texture to the experience of the divine.  A 
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mono-cultural congregation is black and white.  It has no way to be stretched and awed 
by the rainbow of human experience of God, nor would it have cause to learn humility 
before that which is other.  God in a multicultural community teaches us humility and 
awe, without which we cannot draw near to the divine. 
 
Finally, multicultural communities of faith are the foundations for the Beloved 
Community.  Our world is becoming more multicultural all the time.  The Mount Vernon 
School District is 38.1% White, 0.8% Black, 2% Asian or Asian/Pacific Islander, 55.7% 
Hispanic/Latino, 0.4% American Indian or Alaska Native, and 0.9% Native Hawaiian or 
other Pacific Islander.  45% are eligible for federally funded free or reduced-price meal 
programs, and 30% are English language learners (according to US News and World 
Report.)  The Seattle School District has students that speak 154 different languages at 
home. 
 
If this is what our youth look like, what will the general population look like in 10 years?  
20 years?  30 years?  Cultural isolation is becoming impossible.  Communities of faith 
have historically been largely monocultural.  Assumptions about how the world works, 
and therefore how God is to be experienced run very, very deep in our social 
consciousness, usually well below the threshold of awareness.  It is so easy to gather with 
people who are like us.  Whereas that is understandable, but it cannot be the church of the 
future.  If the church is to serve the world and not an ethnic group, if the church has any 
grasp of God's call to show forth God's glory in ALL the world, if the church has any 
sense of just how big a God, God is, then the Beloved Community must be multicultural. 
 
And that is a good thing.  Multicultural communities are more tolerant, more humble and 
more willing to change.  Multicultural communities are more prepared to be surprised.  
Multicultural communities of faith are more open to a fuller and broader experience of 
the God of the universe, and isn't a relationship with that God what we are all here for? 
 
St. Paul's and Resurrección are sister congregations; one family, one faith, o ne tradition, 
one building and one priest; like linked stars, revolving around one another, sharing light 
and life.  Today, when Christ is presented among us and we celebrate the coming of the 
light of Christ into the world, we can bless candles, and we can eat corn tamales, and we 
can give thanks to God for one another. 


