Candlemas 2024
If you look on the Vision and Strategy page of the Church of England website you will see that its vision is to be simpler, humbler, bolder. And its three priorities are 
· To become a church of missionary disciples 

· To be a church where ‘mixed ecology’ is the norm by adding new churches and new forms of Church to our parishes, cathedrals, schools and chaplaincies.

· To be a church that is younger and more diverse

If you look on the Diocese of Oxford website you will see that its vision is to be 

A more Christ-like Church: and its areas of focus are: 

· Environmental action

· Christian formation and discipleship

· Growing new congregations

· Schools, children and young people

· Addressing poverty and inequality
You’d expect the national church and the church in our diocese to have something in common and the points of overlap are instructive – they concern growth through new forms of worship and new congregations and an emphasis on youth.
Nothing wrong with that, we might think. But notice the absence of any reference to the old and the aged. I wonder what that is all about?
This is something on which I reflected repeatedly during my nine years as the Older People’s adviser for Oxford Diocese, and I could talk for a very long time about it; but, you will be glad to know, this morning I am going to be simpler, humbler, and bolder, and I’m going to invoke a gardening metaphor. 
This is the time of year when we begin to think about spring pruning. And each year I am faced with the same problem. I look at the brown mass of my different clematis plants tumbling over fence and pergola and I ask myself is this a one Group One, a Group, Two, or a Group Three? (If only I’d hung on to the original labels!) Group One and Two produce flowers on the old growth and only need a light pruning. Group Three produce flowers on new growth and so last year’s woody growth needs to be pruned back – it’s effectively dead wood. It’s really important not to mix these up; if you prune a Group One or Two clematis hard back you will have no flowers because they depend on the old growth.
I’d like to suggest that in recent times the church has made exactly this mistake. It rightly wants growth but it conflates growth with what is new. It looks at last season’s growth and treats it like dead wood. 
Yet if we look at the grower’s label, by which I mean the Bible, it becomes clear that the church is like a Clematis from Group One or Two. The new growth comes out of the old wood.
Last week’s Gospel (Kirsty) told of the foundational act of Jesus’ ministry. The changing of water into wine. John is careful to explain that the water, so full of potential, was held in stone purification jars from the old Jewish dispensation. And this, the first of seven signs in that Gospel leads into a set of seven I am sayings where Jesus takes an image from the Old Testament, such as bread, shepherd, vine, and applies it to himself. Like the wine that fills the old jars full, he is the fulfilment of the old covenant. There is a deep continuity between the old and the new.
Yet there is also tension. Jesus talks elsewhere about the problem of putting new wine into old wineskins; the Pharisees accuse him of ignoring the tradition of the elders because he does not wash his hands properly before eating (I have a similar problem with my grandsons); and it is the elders who hand him over to crucifixion. Clearly, not all old wood is fruitful. How are we to tell?
This morning’s Gospel proves to be very helpful here. A young couple with a fresh new baby visit the Jerusalem Temple, the centre of the Old dispensation, in order that the mother may undergo purification rites in obedience to the Old Jewish Law. And they run into two older people. Older people hanging around in a place of worship – maybe not a lot has changed. And these older people turn out to be pivotal. 
Firstly, they receive the baby with joy (the human joy of the elderly when encountering the hope, indeed, the promise of new life); and secondly they give something back. Simeon is a model of patient waiting, the more contained of the two. He speaks privately with the parents about Jesus, he places their story in the context of God’s plan of salvation which has been there from of old; and he also places his own story in that plan – now that he has seen Jesus, he can let go of earthly concerns, trusting that God is faithful to his promise. He can depart in peace. 
Contrast this with Anna – the activist and extravert – she has already had one career as a wife and perhaps a mother, and now like so many women she blossoms in later life, has a career-move and becomes a prophet. And she tells anyone who will listen, and perhaps also those who would rather not, that Jesus, the redeemer is here. Older people are not all the same.
But what Simeon and Anna do have in common is something that we don’t always associate with older people. They are not looking back with nostalgia. We are told that Anna is fasting and praying, as it were, in anticipation, and that Simeon was ‘looking forward’ to the consolation of Israel. 
And in the Acts of the Apostles Luke develops this theme. On the day of Pentecost Peter quotes the prophet Joel to explain what is happening when the Holy Spirit is poured out on the believers:

In the last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams. Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall prophesy.
What a vision of diversity – of old and young, slave and free, male and female. Older people are valued here not because of the wealth of wisdom and interesting experiences they have accrued over a lifetime, but because of their capacity to dream and to prophesy. 
In the last days – the threshold of the old age giving way to the new - those who are living in their last days are seen to be valuable for who they are now, not who they ‘used to be’, and for their capacity to act as visionaries. This capacity seems to be enhanced by the awareness that our earthly life may be drawing towards its close, by increasing frailty, even by dementia. This phase of life can so often be a sacred place and, to use a phrase from Celtic spirituality – it’s a thin place. 
But precisely because the old are marginalised in so many ways their insights and gifts are often overlooked and lost. We know that Mary and Joseph attended carefully to Simeon’s words. It’s not so clear that anyone listened to Anna, and her words have not survived. 
There is a requirement in the churches for us to honour older people in the same way as any other group, to recognise and celebrate those fresh expressions of church in residential care settings, to make space for older to share the insights given by living on the edge with the rest of us – to listen to the old stories and the wisdom of years but, more importantly to be with them in that thin place that opens a vision to eternity.

And we need to empower this old wood so that it bears fruit in the young, to heed the Psalmist’s call:  
old and young together!

Let them praise the name of the LORD, 
not to separate them from each other but to facilitate conversations and mutual understanding.  
Finally, we are to recognisenow

 that old wood is often still growing, that for those of us who are older, the journey continues. Perhaps more quietly, perhaps in solitude, even in loneliness and through dark places, but it continues. In the words of TS Eliot: 
Old men ought to be explorers 

Here or there does not matter 

We must be still and still moving 

Into another intensity 

For a further union, a deeper communion 

Through the dark cold and the empty desolation, 

The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast waters 

Of the petrel and the porpoise. 

In my end is my beginning.

 
