
Getting	Older	
some	thoughts	for	the	Feast	of	the	Presentation	

As some of you may know I have been following the politics of a country of which I am 
not a citizen and in which I have no right to vote with perhaps excessive interest and 
scrutiny for the past year.  I am talking about the United States.  I want to begin by 
sharing a couple of thoughts about the life and person of the newly-elected President, 
Joe Biden.  I am not making a political point here.  Nor am I suggesting that President 
Biden is a perfect politician or human being.  Nor making a claim that all the expectations 
of his presidency will come to fruition, though I hope many do.  I am thinking rather about 
two particular themes of his life and how he appears to be as a human being.


It is well-known that Biden has had more than his share of hardship and sometimes 
tragedy in life.  His father and family suffered financial set-backs in his youth.  He himself 
lived with a stammer which brought him some bullying at school and which he has 
struggled all his life to work through.  His first wife and young daughter were killed in a 
road accident, leaving Biden to bring up two young boys alone.  Many years later one of 
those boys, his son Beau, by then a State Attorney, was diagnosed with and eventually 
died from cancer of the brain. 


What has impressed me from interviews both with Biden and those who have 
encountered him is the way in which with that life experience he appears to have become 
a person of profound compassion and empathy.  People talk of a man who goes out of 
his way to listen at length to someone randomly encountered who is struggling with life, 
with cancer, with a stammer; and who often as not has kept in supportive touch with that 
person, sometimes for years.  


The second thing I have observed is that Biden appears to have retained a vibrant and 
hopeful interest in the changing world around him, something I sometimes find hard to do 
as one realises how entrenched are the vested interests and the sheer human ignorance 
and selfishness which stand in the path of hope and of justice.  I watched an interview in 
which Biden talked at length about possibilities for ecological renewal, apologising if his 
was going on too long or being boring but saying how excited he was by it.  The poet T.S. 
Eliot wrote that old men should be explorers.  I am not suggesting that seventy-eight is 
old.  But whatever age we are, as health allows us, we should be explorers, hopefully alert 
to possibility, not falling into the crippling distortions of nostalgia or bitter despair at the 
world but having minds and hearts open for the possibility of hope and the courage to 
make that hope actual.


Our reading from St Luke’s Gospel tells of two remarkable elderly people who greet Mary 
and Joseph as they bring the infant Jesus to the Temple in Jerusalem for the appropriate 
ceremonies and sacrifices.  One is the old man Simeon who was ‘looking forward to the 
consolation of Israel.’  In hard times of Roman occupation and the puppet reign of Herod 
he was hopeful and expectant that God was yet at work.  His is not a naive hopefulness.  
We read that he said 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.’  He understands that there are many vested interests against the freedom, 
hope and justice which are God’s gifts of grace - as there are today.  Those vested 
interests feel threatened and in feeling threatened turn to various kinds of violence - as 
came to pass when, thirty-three years later, Jesus was crucified by the vested interests of 



the priesthood, the Roman authorities, the puppet Herodian dynasty - and the fickleness 
of the crowd.  Mary’s soul was indeed pierced with a sword. Human nature, the nature of 
human power, hasn’t changed much in two millenia.  We hear also of the prophetess 
Anna, praying and fasting in the temple for years, seeking God’s gift of hope and praising 
God and sharing the message with any who would listen when she found that hope 
revealed.  Two extraordinary characters, Simeon and Anna.


Now I know that as fifty approaches - just a year and three months away - I feel a weight 
of age.  I know too that some reading this sermon will think that ridiculous and be kind 
enough to tell me I’m just a spring chicken.  But whatever age we are, or feel we are, it’s 
worth asking the question, who do I want to be?  We ask that question in the knowledge 
that we have no idea what joys or sorrows this strange, beautiful, fragile life has in store; 
nor of what our span of years will be.  But that fragility makes the question more urgent: 
who do I want to be?


My reflections today give me two answers.  I want to be someone who is self-aware 
enough to know that I am no better than anyone else; that I need grace - love and 
support in hard times, mercy and forgiveness where I fall short - as much as anyone.  I 
want to be someone who is deeply thankful for that grace when and where I find it. I want 
to be someone who, in the humility of self-knowledge and thankfulness for grace 
nonetheless, is growing in compassion and empathy for others in their struggles, whether 
with life or with themselves, whoever they may be.


And I want to be someone who, as the years go by, doesn’t lapse into nostalgia or 
despair and disappointment.  I want to be someone who is able to look honestly and 
realistically at the world and at people, at myself even, yet hopefully.  I want constantly to 
seek God’s hope, to live in expectation of grace - of courage and mercy, trust, hope, love 
- and believe in the possibility that they may yet change the world.  I want to hear the 
thoughts of those very different from myself in age or culture or background with an open 
and hopeful mind.


I want to see, like Simeon, the salvation which God has prepared in the presence of all 
peoples.  
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