
Bless the baby    3 February 

 

I am a bit of a wimp about blood and bodily functions so I keep 

my eyes shut for the gory bits. But I have to confess to really 

liking BBC’s ‘Call the Midwife’.  I thought it had finished after a 

number of seasons so was delighted to discover it had returned 

earlier this year. 

 

 So if I miss a good portion of it, why am I watching it I hear you 

ask?   

And, for those of you who haven’t the faintest idea what I am 

talking about and think it all sounds like women’s stuff anyway, 

I am about to fill you in. 

 

Jennifer Worth was a midwife who worked in Poplar, in the East 

End of London in the 1950s. She was based at, and lived with, 

a small community of Anglican nuns, who were also midwives. 



Poplar was an area of considerable deprivation in this post war 

period.  But it was also a very mixed community.  

 

This was pre ‘the pill’ time so there was always plenty going on 

to keep the midwives busy.   

 

Jennifer wrote a diary about the events she took part in and this 

eventually was published. So far so true. In fact she eventually 

wrote three books. In January 2012 her first book was adapted 

as a drama series for television. 

 

Why do I like it? Well, each episode is introduced by Vanessa 

Redgrave, playing Jennifer Worth. She has this amazing voice 

that seems to have got more gravelly as she has got older.  

She sort of sets the scene but also makes some profound 

comments on life. 



I like watching the stuff that defines the era: the clothes, the 

hairdos, the attitudes and David, of course, likes the cars.  

Although there aren’t a lot of those in this poor part of London.   

Bad feeling flares up every now and again, but there is a great 

sense of community: people helping each other out. 

 

But best of all are the babies-well that’s after they have been 

cleaned up.  The actual births are a bit close to the mark for my 

liking. Babies are being born all the time in this programme. 

 Yet each one is treated as a miracle: each one seems to be a 

delightful surprise: each one welcomed as if it were the first 

baby ever to be born. In spite of many being born into already 

large families. 

 

And nothing changes. Remember when James and Cat bought 

James to church for the first time?  There was kind of silent 

gasping of breaths and turning of heads as we all tried to get 

sight of him.   



And so it always is-even when we don’t know the parents 

bringing the baby. You would think we’d never seen a baby 

before.  Babies always seem to be a source of delight. Even if 

we reluctant to admit it most of us love to see a baby. 

 

So, maybe it wasn’t so surprising that Simeon and Anna were 

delighted to see Mary and Joseph in the Temple at Jerusalem 

with their small baby. Anna was 84 and a woman so of course 

she was good for a bit of baby worship but even Simeon 

wanted to play a part in this piece of action.  

 

So what were Joseph and his young family doing, in the 

Temple anyway? Not their normal stomping ground, I imagine. 

So a bit of background. 

 

Family was (and still is of course) very important in the Jewish 

tradition.  And this is reflected in their religious life and 

practices. And post birth rituals are an important part of this. 



Not only did the poor mother go through actually having the 

baby but there were lots of religious rites of passage to have to 

go through afterwards.  Well, ‘lots’ is a bit of an exaggeration 

but certainly enough. And this, remember, was well before the 

days of disposable nappies. 

 

Basically there were 3 lots of ceremony to go through after a 

family had had a baby. 

 

When a boy baby was 8 days old he would be named and 

circumcised.  This was to symbolise Jewish separation from 

Gentiles (that’s from non-Jews) and to recognise the Jewish 

unique relationship with God. 

 

Secondly, in the Jewish faith, all first born males were 

considered holy or consecrated to God so, when he was a 

month old, the baby was taken to the temple and bought back 

or redeemed from God, with silver coins. 



Thirdly, for 40 days after the birth of her baby, a mother was 

considered ceremonially unclean and was forbidden to enter 

the temple.  

At the end of the 40 days the parents could bring a lamb and a 

dove or a pigeon for a ‘sin offering’.  The priest would sacrifice 

the gifts and declare the woman clean. If the family couldn’t 

afford a lamb a second dove or pigeon would do.  This, you 

notice is what Mary and Joseph did.  

 

So Mary and Joseph and Jesus were in the Temple to observe 

a rite of passage.  This was Jewish law and was not an unusual 

event.  So there were probably many young families there 

doing a similar thing. What was it about Joseph and his family 

that particularly caught the eye of Simeon and Anna? Even 

Mary and Joseph seemed to be surprised by the attention given 

to them. 

 



We are told that Simeon was ‘guided by the spirit’.  Somehow 

he knew that that day he had to go to the Temple and I 

suppose that some sort of urge or feeling or inclination-call it 

what you will- was God’s way of telling him that here was a 

special baby.  

 

Likewise with Anna.  She actually lived in the Temple. But she 

too found herself being in the right part of the building, at the 

right time. She must have seen hundreds of young families 

passing through but she too had this sort of kick in the solar 

plexus that told her that what was going on, in front of her own 

eyes, was unique. 

 

These two elderly people had lived difficult and often unhappy 

lives under foreign domination but had never given up on hope. 

All their lives they had been waiting for God’s promised 

redeemer and now they knew he was here.  He was here to be 



part of their lives and to share in their suffering.  At this special 

moment, he was actually there in front of them. 

 

Have you had that feeling?  That inner voice telling you that you 

need to be somewhere else, that you need to call someone , 

that you need to say something special to a friend, that you 

need to be part of a godly moment?  

 

I think God does that a lot-that’s how he works in the world.  My 

failing is that I am not always listening or that I don’t always 

trust my own feelings. Maybe I need to open my ears to God a 

bit more. 

 

But the other thing that inspires me about this story is that it’s 

not only about a baby.  

How I would have loved to have met Luke who told us about 

this event.  I think he was such a nice man. He’s so inclusive. 



He has something to say to all shapes and sizes and to all 

nations. Luke wants us to know that God’s salvation is for all 

people: which ever part of the world they are from, however 

much money they earn and however old they are.   

 

God’s love isn’t just for adorable babies, for stroppy teenagers, 

go getting millennials or mid-lifers but it’s for the older 

generation too.  This story  really crosses the spectrum. 

Whilst babies get plenty of good press, so often it is we oldies 

who get left out.  So hurray for Simeon and Anna. 

 

 I have been impressed by two people recently who would call 

themselves the older generation.  I’m sorry, but they are both 

women. 

Some of you may know Wendy Rogerson.  Her husband was 

vicar at St Johns, Neville’s Cross. Wendy was a midwife and in 

1959 left Newcastle to run a remote clinic in Borneo, in a place 

where many had never seen a white woman. This was ‘Call the 



Midwife’ with knobs on!  But Wendy, who is nearly 90 now, kept 

a diary and it’s just recently it has been published by SPCK.  

Not bad, going to press for the first time in your 80s. 

 

The other woman is Lily Ebert.  She was speaking on the radio 

last week about her and her family’s experiences of being in 

Auschwitz. She was taken therein 1944 at the age of 4. She 

now goes into schools talking about those experiences.  But 

with her on the programme was her great granddaughter who 

clearly had a huge amount of respect for her Great Granny and 

wanted other young people to hear her story. 

 

So, thank you Luke for reminding us not only that we have a 

Saviour who lived among us.  Thank you for reminding us that 

all in your church have a future or have a backstory and all are 

valuable, as we listen to what God has to say to each of us. 

Amen. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


