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When you hear the word “ritual,” what kind of response do you have?  Do you 
feel something within you relax and set you at ease?  Do you feel something 
within you in tense up and push back?  Different people have different 
responses, often based on our own experiences - on the whats, the whys, and 
the hows of the rituals that have been part of our lives. 
 

In the story we read today from the Gospel of Luke, we heard about the rituals of 
faith that Mary and Joseph engaged in during Jesus’ infancy.  As was the custom 
they brought him to be circumcised, they had a naming ceremony, and then, 
when forty days had passed, they went through a purification ritual.   
 

We can wonder about these particular rituals…about the whys and the hows, 
about what is behind them.  But today I invite us simply to sit with this idea of 
how rituals play a role in our lives and in our faith.     
 

Because we, too, have rituals for various occasions.  We invite parents of infants 
to bring their children into the community of faith for dedication.  When people 
are old enough to make their own decisions about baptism, we invite them to be 
baptized.  We have religious rituals around marriage, vocational ministry, and 
death.  These are among what we might call the “bigger” rituals - the things that 
we don’t do everyday, many of them only once in a lifetime. 
 

And then we have more routine rituals.  Things like worshiping on Sundays.  
Things like prayer, whether while we are gathered at the church or in other 
settings.  Things like our annual singing “Silent Night” as we gather around the 
sanctuary by candlelight on Christmas Eve.   
 

According to Merriam-Webster, ritual is “the established form for a ceremony or a 
ceremonial act or action” (Ritual Definition & Meaning - Merriam-Webster).   
 

But really rituals can be so much more than that. 
 

Rituals are not just about going through the motions of doing what someone 
taught us or told us to do.  Rituals are about meaning making.  They help us set 
the experiences of our lives in a larger context and help give meaning to what we 
are doing. 
 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ritual
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Rituals, as David Brooks reminds us in a New York Times article, also “provide 
comfort because they remind us we’re not alone. Billions of people have done 
this before as part of the timeless passages of life” ("There Should Be More 
Rituals! The small acts that keep a society together” by David Brooks. The New 
York Times. April 22, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/22/opinion/rituals-
meaning.htmls (nytimes.com)). 
 

And while sometimes we do simply go through the motions, we simply show up, 
we simply do what is expected.  If we are paying attention, in rituals we are often 
given the opportunity to hear God anew and to see ourselves more clearly.  
Rituals both remind us of who we are and they help shape who we become.  
They help us connect with our identity. 
 

We saw that in the scripture today.  Mary and Joseph brought Jesus to the 
temple to be dedicated.  And there, not only did the religious leader say the 
words and do the motions of the usual rituals, but two elderly people who were 
paying attention, spoke on behalf of God, helping to shape Jesus’ identity. 
In him they recognized the fulfillment of prophecy.  In him they saw hope for the 
future.  In him they trusted that God was moving.   
 

And what a gift their presence was.  Because sometimes we aren’t paying 
attention.  Sometimes we need someone to stop us in our tracks and to remind 
us of the meaning, of the possibility, of our call.   
 

Friends, we have been asking the question, “How does a weary world rejoice?”  
We have been brave enough to name our weariness.  And we have been looking 
for tools that can help us find joy and share love and work for justice in the midst 
of it.   
 

Rituals just might be one of those.   
 

What if we chose to root ourselves in rituals in order that we might find deeper 
meaning?  What if we chose to root ourselves in rituals in such ways that we 
remember that we are not alone?  What if we chose to root ourselves in rituals 
with a commitment to pay attention to what they say, not only about God, but 
about who we are called to be?   
 

Rituals connect us not only to the traditions of our faith, but to each other.  And 
rituals, even those that happen within the buildings and ceremonies of our 
religious tradition, don’t only draw us inward, but point us outward, shaping us to 
live as Jesus’ presence in the world.   
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/22/opinion/rituals-meaning.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/22/opinion/rituals-meaning.html
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Many of you have read this already in our devotional booklet, but I want to share 
the poem “Muscle Memory” by Rev. Sarah (Are) Speed.   
 

“When the world falls apart around me,  
when the rug is pulled,  
and the house is on fire,  
when all I can do 

is swallow the cry in my throat,  
take me to the table.  
Tell me how people have fed each other.  
Tell me how they’ve torn the bread with wrinkled hands  
and children’s hands.  
Tell me how they’ve said, This love is for you,  
as they looked you in the eye.  
Then take me to the font.  
Float my hands in the pool.  
Let me feel weightless.  
Tell me to leave my burdens there.  
Then take me to the front doors.  
Remind me how we throw them open.  
Take me to the creaky pews,  
pews that have held the straightened spines  
and silent prayers of so many.  
Take me to church.  
Move me through the rituals.  
Tell me why it matters,  
so that next time,  
when someone else’s world falls apart,  
I will have the muscle memory to share” (Poem “Muscle Memory” in sermon by 
Rev. Sarah (Are) Speed, A Sanctified Art LLC, sanctifiedart.org). 
 
Amen. 

 
 


