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 When I was a junior in high school (way back in the Ford administration), 

the first exercise in my chemistry class was to light a candle, observe it and to 

write a scientific description of my observations.  Our teacher, Dr. Frank Swicker, 

walked up and down the aisles as we wrote our essays, encouraging us to be 

thorough in our descriptions but cautioning us to avoid drawing conclusions.  The 

next day, Dr. Swicker returned our papers – heavily laden with red ink.  Now I 

would be the first to admit that I am no scientist.  I got decent grades in math and 

science – and even won a few ribbons for science fair projects along the way – but 

chemistry would never be my forte.  Yet I was not alone.  No one in the class, it 

seemed, was able to describe a simple burning candle without jumping to 

conclusions – how did we know it was made of wax, Dr. Swicker asked us, unless 

we had tested it?  True, it had a waxy appearance, but it could have been made of 

something else.  Very few in the class bothered to observe the rate at which the 

candle was gradually consumed in the process of burning.  And hot is such a 

relative term – hot compared to what?  Well, you get the idea.  As difficult as it 

was to endure in that chemistry class, the exercise had a point.  When we think 

about it, we jump to conclusions all the time.  Our senses bring information to our 

brain and we process that information almost instantaneously based on our prior 

experience.  We rarely look at things in a new way, in an objective way. 
 

 When Mary and Joseph brought the child Jesus into the Temple that day, he 

must have looked like every other infant.  In appearance, there was nothing 

remarkable about him or about his parents.  The gospel does not tell us that they 

were dressed in an unusual way or that they behaved in a way that drew attention 

to themselves.  Indeed, Saint Luke goes out of his way to point out that Mary and 

Joseph were merely fulfilling the commands of the law.  They were good and 

faithful Jews who consecrated their first-born son to the Lord as did every other 

family.  This little family probably encountered hundreds of people that day in the 

Temple and throughout Jerusalem – people who looked, but did not see; people 

who concluded that they were just like every other young couple with a newborn 

son.  They were plain, ordinary and unremarkable. 
 

 Simeon and Anna saw things differently.  Their eyes were human and with 

them they saw the ordinary that day.  Like everyone else, they saw a young 

mother, a devoted husband, and a little child.  But Simeon and Anna saw 

something more.  As we said two weeks ago with respect to John the Baptist, 

Simeon and Anna had both their human sight and the eyes of faith.  So when they 



encountered Jesus that day, they saw something more than a forty-day old little 

boy.  With eyes of faith, Simeon saw salvation.  He saw a light of revelation to the 

Gentiles and glory for Israel.  Simeon saw the Christ.  With eyes of faith, Anna 

saw a reason to give thanks to God and to proclaim to all who would listen a 

message of redemption.  Anna, as well, saw the Christ.  You and I would have 

undoubtedly passed Mary and Joseph and Jesus in the Temple that day and nodded 

and smiled at the sight of the cute child and then gone along our way.  These 

elderly, holy ones, these prophets saw in Jesus the spark of the divine, the presence 

of God – something the rest of the world overlooked. 
 

 The Church, in her great wisdom, invites us to bless candles on this day in 

particular.  Why today?  True, Simeon identifies Jesus as the “light for revelation,” 

but many other gospel passages do the same.  Today’s feast, I suggest, goes to the 

very heart of our Church’s teaching regarding “sacramentals.”  Sacraments, as you 

know, are signs that are means of grace instituted by Christ Himself.  Their power, 

their effectiveness comes directly from the hand of God and no human power can 

stand in the way.  By contrast, sacramentals are signs of God’s presence instituted 

by the Church – capable of enhancing our faith if we are open to God’s grace, but 

ineffective in the absence of that faith.  Together with water and oil and incense, 

blessed candles are among the most common sacramentals in our rich Catholic 

tradition.  In their beauty and their simplicity, candles enhance our liturgical 

celebrations.  But more than that, they invite us to look at the ordinary in an 

extraordinary way.  Long before electricity took over, candles were the most 

common means of bringing light to a darkened room.  Ancient peoples understood 

the value and importance of candles for ordinary human existence.  Yes, the people 

of Jesus’ day would have appreciated the ordinary, human value of a candle, but 

likely would not have seen in it a symbol of the divine.  Like us, perhaps, they 

would have looked at candles and water and oil with human eyes, but not with eyes 

of faith.  In her gift of sacramentals, the Church invites us to become like Simeon 

and Anna – to look beyond the ordinary and the obvious and to see the 

extraordinary and the divine.  Like the members of that chemistry class, may we 

never see candles in the same way again.  May we always see in their flickering 

light a symbol of warmth and the light of Christ.  And may we never again look at 

other people as ordinary and unremarkable and unimportant.  May we always look 

at another person as our brother or sister, as the beloved child of God. 


