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Today we recall the time when Mary and Joseph brought baby Jesus with an 
offering to the temple in Jerusalem. Guided by the Holy Spirit, when Simeon 
saw Jesus, he took him in his arms and praised God saying, “Master, now you 
are dismissing your servant in peace, according to your word; for my eyes have 
seen your salvation, which you have prepared for all peoples, a light for 
revelation to the Gentiles and for glory to your people Israel.” Joseph and 
Mary were amazed by Simeon's words. Throughout Epiphany, we celebrate 
Jesus as God's light to the world. On February 2nd, we remember the testimony 
of Simeon and Anna to Jesus as that light. Today's burning torches and candles 
also witness to this.   
 
In England, this festival is known as Candlemas. That's because centuries ago, 
people depended upon oil lamps and candles for light, especially during the 
long winter nights. On Candlemas, people took stock of their winter 
provisions. Being midway through winter, this was a good time to check on 
your stored goods. Do you have plenty of wood to keep you warm, adequate 
food, and enough candles to get you through the long nights? One of the 
customs on Candlemas was to take candle stubs and their drippings, melt 
them down, and make new candles. These then would be brought to the 
church and blessed. 
 

February 2nd also is Groundhog Day. One Christmas my father-in-law gave me a 
compact disc that I've enjoyed listening to many times called Groundhog-
ology. Its author Doug Elliott is a naturalist who lives in the North Carolina 
mountains. Elliott has devoted a lot of attention to learning about groundhogs. 
It all started when one of his neighbors brought him a groundhog he recently 
had shot that had been raiding his garden. Doug was puzzled about what to do 
with a dead groundhog, so his neighbor gave him some ideas. One thing Doug 
could do would be to render out the animal's fat to make groundhog grease. 
That's an old mountain remedy which can be applied to one's chest to get rid 
of a persistent cough, or to stiff joints to improve flexability. The neighbor 
also told Doug he could tan the groundhog's hide and make shoe strings, or use 
the hide for the head of a banjo or to make a drum. And of course he could 
cook the meat for a meal. Groundhogs played an important role for centuries 
in the lives of Native Americans and later of European Americans who settled 
in the southern Appalachians. 
 
 



Did you realize that Groundhog Day is the only day in the entire year that is 
named for an animal? Even if you knew that, you may not realize that the 
Presentation of Our Lord and Groundhog Day actually share important 
connections. But first, let's hear a little background information about Jesus 
being brought to the temple when he was a baby. 
 
The Old Testament book of Leviticus tells us that in giving birth to a child, the 
mother's loss of blood was thought to make her unclean or impure. Forty days 
after the birth of a boy or eighty days after the birth of a girl, parents were to 
bring an offering to the priest: two animals, normally “a lamb in its first year 
for a burnt offering, and a pigeon or a turtledove for a sin offering.” (Leviticus 
12:6b) “The thinking behind such a ruling was not only the contamination 
caused by shedding blood in childbirth but also the aura of danger associated 
with childbirth.”1 The concern was for the mother to be restored to 
community following childbirth. For those who could not afford a lamb, an 
offering of two birds could be substituted for a lamb and a bird, which was the 
offering that Mary and Joseph made. 
 
No one really knows when Jesus was born, but for centuries, most of the 
world's Christians have celebrated his birthday as December 25th. For a baby 
born on December 25th, February 2nd is its fortieth day of life. This festival of 
the church was first celebrated in Jerusalem in the late 300s. 
 

At some point, Simeon's prayer of praise while he held Jesus was set to music 
and became part of the church's liturgy and hymnody. Traditionally, it is known 
as the Nunc Dimittis for the first two words in the Latin version of the prayer, 
which mean “now you are dismissing.” Our Hymn of the Day is a version of the 
Nunc Dimittis. 
 
February 2nd is one of four cross-quarter days in the year, days that are 
midway between each summer or winter solstice and each spring or fall 
equinox. The most recent previous cross-quarter day was October 31st, 
Halloween. I've noticed that my pet turtle, Cinco, abruptly loses his appetite 
right around Halloween, and then it begins to return in late January or early 
February. This is similar to hibernation. For cold-blooded animals, it is called 
brumation. 
 

 
 

 
1 John H. Hayes, commentary on Leviticus 12:1-8 in The New Interpreter's Study Bible (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 2003), p. 162. 



Did you hear about an odd weather forecast in Florida last month for falling 
iguanas? Iguanas, like turtles, are reptiles, but reptiles do not really sleep 
through the winter. The reptile body's metabolism slows down in cold weather, 
which accounts for the roosting iguanas losing their grip in the trees and 
falling. Sometime in late January or early February, Cinco notices that the 
light is coming back. His appetite also comes back and he becomes more 
active. 
 

Ancient northern Europeans also noticed that the light was slowly making a 
comeback. So they processed outside around the church with lit candles for an 
often very chilly walk while the Nunc Dimittis was sung. Simeon had 
celebrated Jesus, the light to the nations, coming into the temple in 
Jerusalem. In the same way, people in European churches celebrated not only 
Jesus as the light of the world, but the return of light to the world as the days 
grew longer and the nights became shorter. Candlemas was a time for 
encouragement, for looking forward to winter's end and to longer days. In 
Groundhog-ology, Doug Elliott sings a little ditty about this: 
 

   February 2nd, Candlemas Day, 
   Half the grain and half the hay, 
   We'll eat our supper by the light of day.2 

 

Is it coincidental that Groundhog Day and the Presentation of Our Lord both 
fall on February 2nd? I don't know, but both holidays are about light. In terms 
of the groundhog as a weather forecaster, you know the story. When the 
groundhog comes out of its den on February 2nd, if it is a sunny day like today 
so that the groundhog sees its shadow, the animal goes back into its den and 
we end up with six more weeks of winter. Yes, I know it's sad – sigh. 
But if the day is cloudy and overcast, maybe raining, sleeting, or snowing so 
that the groundhog cannot see its shadow, then the animal stays out and we 
get to enjoy an early spring. It doesn't seem to make any sense. Why should 
bad weather predict an early spring, and why should a sunny day caution us to 
expect six more weeks of winter weather? 
 

Because it's about death, light, and life. Groundhog Day came to the United 
States from Germany. The animal that was thought to predict the weather 
there was not a groundhog, but a badger or bear. Badgers and bears, like 
groundhogs, hibernate. The people in ancient Europe noticed that during the 

 
2 Doug Elliott, “Groundhog Day” from Groundhog-ology. This resource provides other information that is 

shared in this sermon about various aspects of Groundhog Day and the church's festival of the Presentation 
of Our Lord. 



fall, these animals went into the ground. It was as if they had died. The 
animal's shadow went with it into the ground. But then in the spring, these 
hibernating animals came out of the ground, and some of the female bears 
came out with cubs. It was a foretaste of spring – more births, life returning, 
the days lengthening, and the nights getting shorter. 
 
In terms of the groundhog seeing its shadow, in Groundhog-ology, Doug Elliott 
views the shadow as a symbol for the soul. If the groundhog sees its shadow, 
that means the animal is still attached to its old soul: it needs to return under 
ground and sleep so the underworld can fully claim its old soul. Six weeks 
later, the animal will be ready for new life.   
 
After Simeon praised God for the gift of Jesus as a light for revelation, he 
blessed Joseph and Mary. But Simeon's final words to Mary were dark and 
shadowy: “a sword will pierce your own soul too.” 
 
It's cheery to have another opportunity to see the church in the glow of 
candles forty days after Christmas. But as we do so, we realize that the forty 
days of Lent are approaching. In the words of the Lenten hymn “Beneath the 
Cross of Jesus,” (ELW 338) we realize our self-understanding is most clear 
when we stand in the shadow of the cross. Simeon's words to Mary are also for 
us: “a sword will pierce your own soul too.”  
 

Like the groundhog on a sunny day seeing its shadow and returning 
underground to let go of its old soul, we need to return again and again to the 
shadow of the cross. That's where we go underground, so to speak, to confront 
our own shadow. That's where we continue to be transformed in the image of 
Christ – beneath the cross of Jesus. 
 

Simeon knew he had seen the salvation God had prepared for the world as he 
held Jesus in his arms. On this Presentation of our Lord, Candlemas, and 
Groundhog Day, we continue moving toward longer days and spring. Today's 
Gospel and the lit torches and candles remind us that our primary source of 
light and enlightenment each and every day is Jesus the Messiah, the light of 
the world. 
 


