
(Candle mass) 
Malachi 3, 1-4 Hebrews 2, 14-18 Luke 2, 22-40 

 
When I lived in Antwerp I regularly preached in the cathedral: one of the most beautiful 
church buildings I know. There is the abundant light. The endless rows of pillars reaching up 
to the sky.  And at the front there are two huge triptychs by Rubens: the elevation of the 
cross and the descent from the cross. I myself find the descent from the cross the most 
telling. You see five scenes: on the back left the giant Christopher carrying the child Jesus on 
his shoulders. At the back right an older man carrying a lantern with a burning candle. On 
the front left there is the visit of the high-pregnant Mary to her cousin Elisabeth. At the front 
right Simeon appears who is holding the newborn Jesus in his arms. Finally, in the central 
panel, Rubens painted the Descent from the Cross. You see Mary, the mother of Jesus, the 
evangelist John, Nicodemus and a few others cautiously taking in the grey, mutilated body of 
the deceased Jesus. 
 
There is one common thread that connects these five scenes: it is always about people who 
carry Jesus: before the birth, just after birth, as a child, the deceased Jesus, and finally the 
light of the Risen Lord. In very different ways, people around Jesus make it possible for Him 
to come to life, grow and blossom, to pay the last respects to him, and finally, to allow him 
to be the light that leads people to life.   
 
To carry Jesus. It seems obvious. Or is it not? Often, we consider Jesus in the first place as 
the one who carries himself: Jesus who gives, who heals, who teaches and so on.  Rather in 
the mode of the one-way traffic. In today's Gospel text, and also in those scenes of Rubens 
that I just mentioned, we see people whose own actions are necessary to allow Jesus to be 
fully himself. They invite us to adjust our image of Jesus. 
 
We just heard Paul say in his letter to the Hebrews: "He wanted to share our existence". 
Jesus did not appear among us as a spirit or as a sorcerer; not even as God's superman who 
would come to clear up the matter.  But as a human being. As a vulnerable man who can 
only fulfill his task thanks to other people. This applies to his conception and birth as well as 
to his present existence as the Risen One.  
 
Thomas Aquinas defines the divine person as a "relatio subsistens": the essence of each of 
the divine persons is that they are in relationship with each other. The essence - the 
substance of God, Thomas states, is relationship. We humans, created in the image and 
likeness of God, are – exist only to the extent that we live in mutual connectedness with 
others, if at all possible on the basis of equality.  
 
This also applies to Jesus. Jesus is connected: connected with his Father and with his fellow 
human beings. Real connectedness is reciprocal. Like love.  It means that Jesus can only fulfill 
his mission with our active and conscious cooperation.  this is also fully valid today. Simeon 
was on the lookout. For a long time. His humble patience made the encounter possible. 
Simeon was allowed to carry the completely helpless baby Jesus in his arms and sing of 
God's greatness. In his beauty and tenderness. Also in his painful confrontation with evil. 
 



What do we do to carry Jesus? How are we committed to make possible that His light, today, 
can shine: in our own lives and in the lives of other people? How patient are we when it 
takes time to wait and to endure? Are we willing, not just to cuddle that beautiful smiling 
baby?  But also to stay with Jesus in the hour of battle and in the hour of death? Are we 
prepared to take his mutilated dead body in our arms, like Mary, John and Nicodemus did? 
 
We most often can't do this on our own. And yet we see it happening. Children who take 
care of their old father or mother for years, the dedication of teachers for their pupils even 
when they seem hopeless, volunteers who go to visit asylum-seekers who have exhausted all 
procedures or who welcome junkies with a smile every time, etc.    
 
Brothers and sisters, our Lord asks us to carry Him, especially when He takes the form of our 
wounded and needy fellow human beings. Let us not forget, however, that it is, above all, 
the Lord Himself who carries us and gives us strength. More strength than we dare to 
believe. All the strength we need.  The light, the warmth and the presence of the Risen One 
accompany us. The Lord precedes us. Always and everywhere. Also in carrying. 
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