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Although we're exploring God's presence in the various seasons of life, we're not going chronologically.  A couple of weeks of weeks ago we looked at the time of parenting and the most important thing we pass on to our children.  We leap today all the way to the season of growing older, the major transition of retiring, and of learning to age gracefully. 


In developing this series I listed 40-50 topics/milestones/transtions on which we might preach and asked my colleague which they'd like to explore.   Maren responded quickly, "I don't know exactly what you have in mind with 'beyond the pension plan' but somehow I don't think that's one for me."  It seems so far off.   But it sneaks up on you, and recently, I'm thinking more about such matters.  After all, as Bryan mentioned last week, we have preachers who are of various generations, and I guess it was no secret what generation was mine!


At least once a week a friend in church here forwards to me an e-mail-usually humorous-- about the distinctive "joys" of growing older—in this fervently youth oriented world of ours.   There are jokes about your new best friends "Arthur-itis" and "Ben-gay."  Before Halloween I got one which said "you may be too old to go trick or treating if you find you have to ask for candy with a high fiber content." This week it was a poem about the row of "bottles on our shelf which cause us to analyze ourself…the yellow pill goes to my heart so it will not stop, the white one I take so my hands don't shake, the purple goes to my brain and tells me I have no pain—and on and on—you get the gist. And a little picture reminding me that you can tell you're growing older when one day you look in the mirror and the face you are shaving is your father's. 


One of special marks of the church is that it is one of the few places where people of all ages not only gather but also consciously seek to bear one another's burdens.   It is the community of faith, the body of believers that seeks to understand and provide support for people at very different stages of life.   So this season of growing older may not be your season, but it may be that of your parents or grandparents, or neighbors, or the person sitting right next to you this morning. 

What most characterizes this season of life?  We know the pitfalls---We can get so anxious about our pension plans or 401K and develop a not so minor obsession about whether we'll have the resources to carry us through to the end.  Our life can seem to be dominated by doctors' appointments and worry about health issues.  My mother used to say sometimes the golden years are a bit tarnished.   We know those who don't navigate retirement well, who are still determined to make their mark and earn status by achievement.  Still others fill up time with endless activities, even if daily golf and evening bridge don't quite provide a purpose for life.   


But what of the possibilities?  The Economist reported research which confirmed that the two happiest periods in people's lives, are childhood, the elementary school years and those senior years, the "mature years."   Life  has a u-shaped form to it—lots of generally carefree happiness as kids, then a gradually decline in perceived happiness, to that time which is toughest, when we have the full burden of raising children, and yet are also concerned with the difficulties of our aging parents and are striving to get ahead in our career and balance all the demands of home, family, community, and wondering if marriage and family life and career is all we thought it was supposed to be when we were younger.   Then people get happier, more content as the years progress and life takes on different rhythms.   What is it that can make these maturing years as among the happiest?  Certainly they are a time of reflection and self assessment. 

This is what the author of the book of Ecclesiastes, sometimes identified as Solomon, sometimes just identified as  "the preacher," is doing.  And, at least on first look, his assessment of his life is rather bleak. "Vanity of vanities, all is vanity…and chasing after the wind.  What do people gain for all their toil?  A generation goes, a generation comes, but the earth remains (the same) forever."  It sounds like the musings of a depressed man, someone who has worked for thirty five years for Allegheny Power, only to lose his job 2 years before the pension kicked in, someone forced to retire with a golden parachute and a new watch in order to make room for the new young Turk with the MBA and the computer savvy, someone who has tried hard to help and had to endure that phenomenon of 'no good deed going unpunished.'  


And even if the transition to these years is under more favorable circumstances,  there can be a void, a sense that one's most active years—building the career, raising the family, taking leadership in major community enterprise are behind you—and what is the ongoing purpose.   There is a time for everything Ecclesiastes tells us, a time to be born and a time to die, a time to keep silence and a time to speak, a time to weep and a time to laugh.  God has made everything suitable for its time, even if we can't always fathom God's precise plans or purpose along the way.  But if you keep reading,  Ecclesiastes conclusion is not despair over the endless cyclical repetition of things or the resignation of that old Peggy Lee song "Is that all there is?" but rather a determination to find satisfaction at every stage of life.   Since life has its progression, its seasons, there is nothing better "than to be happy and enjoy ourselves as long as we live.  It is God's gift that all should eat and drink and take pleasure in our toil."


Martin Luther offers his summary of the message of Ecclesiastes:


Solomon intends to forbid vain anxieties, so that we may happily enjoy


the things that are present and not care about the things that are 


future, lest we permit the present moment, our moment to slip away…Let


us therefore, be content with the things that are present and commit ourselves


into the hands of God, who alone knows and controls both the past and the


future.

Learning how to value each stage of life for its particular blessings is the key to contented living.


That is not easy in a culture that encourages us to nip, tuck, and color to turn back the realities of time.  The Hebrew culture values the wisdom of the older years in the ways ours doesn't.   "The glory of youths is their strength," we read in Proverbs, "but the beauty of the aged is their gray hair,"  (or might I add, the bald head).  We know that age in some ways is a matter of attitude, that some people grow old beyond their years, while others stay fresh and open.  We hear that 60 is the new 40.   When does old age set in?  At some level, it is whenever we begin to realize that certain possibilities are cut off, by choice or by circumstance.  We realize we may not marry or have a family, or we perceive we have taken a wrong turn which puts certain limits on our future, or the die is largely cast regarding the trajectory of our career.  There are times when we have to make adjustments and come to grips with certain realities. 


Life requires ongoing assessments, but not premature resignations.  I remember visiting a spirited women at a retirement community.  I must have expressed surprise that she was keeping company with an elderly widower, because she looked me square in the eye, placed her hands on her hips, "let me tell you, honey, there's life in these old bones yet."   I always regretted not having learned a musical instrument, but somehow figured if I hadn't learned in my youth, I was too old to learn.  Sometime after I moved here I finally realized that was crazy—why couldn't I learn to play piano in my 50s-and so I have.  My teacher, Marsha Barley, will tell you I'll never become Billy Joel or Rudolph Serkin, --or play like Amy--but learning a new skill has been a great joy for me as I've gotten older. 



Transitioning successfully into the older years requires above all developing a spiritual maturity.    In many ways, these years provide a freedom unknown through most of life: freedom of time, of place, of mobility, of relative wellness, of energy, and for many, adequate finances.  Responsibilities for raising children are largely behind, though of course the concern never ceases.  One can have the joy of being invested in grandchildren's lives, being able to enjoy them, while knowing they are ultimately not your responsibility.  I remember how wonderful it was for our boys to retreat to their grandmother's house when parental expectations got too great, and how easily she was able to love them unconditionally.  

So freedom is a gift, and retirement years offer a wonderful freedom to make new choices about how we spend time.  Now I'm not sure retirement is really a biblical concept.  Can you imagine Peter or Paul planning to spend years of leisure sunning themselves on the island of Malta.  Our text from Ecclesiastes reminds us that each time in life is to be lived to the fullest, as a disciple,  in response to the good news God has given us, thought the shape of our life might be very different from those active, middle years.  We know the transition of baby boomers to senior status will shape our culture in new ways, as my generation has done at every other point.   Clearly the fact we live longer has created the need for different kinds of planning, and the rise of a whole host of enterprises to help us deal with the recreational, lifestyle, health, mobility, residential, financial, and emotional needs of an increasingly aging population.


They'll change lots, but will the baby boomers grasp the spiritual opportunities of this period.  Jane Marie Thibault, a gerontologist at the  U of KY Medical School, who visited here a couple of years ago, argues the gift of God in later life is the opportunity for "a deepening love affair" with God.   It is a time when we have to acknowledge that the die is cast.  That which we have been able to do or acquire is gradually losing its value.  The "doing" and the "having" are giving way to the "being."    It is what we are as a child of God that takes on increasing importance, not what we have yet to accomplish.   There are spiritual dimensions to having to deal at times with lots of loss; the things we once did with ease now become more difficult.  The relationships we once valued change as people we loved move away or develop health problems or even die.  Those who lament they are not still in the summer of life can find the retirement years terribly difficult.  Those who are unable to take pleasure in the gifts God has given, what we still have, rather than what we no longer have, what is changed or has been lost, can soon become miserable.  The aging years can be a time of tremendous satisfaction or a cruel trial—and although we well know there are things that happen over which we have no control, at any stage in life, how we get through them depends on the choices we make.   Matters of the spirit come to forefront. 

The life's assessment that often takes place during this stage in life means learning to value the successes, but also to acknowledge that the disappointment and the failures have their meaning, too, and all have worked together in the fulfillment of God's plan.


God's plan for our life—that's a big idea isn't it.   That is why as we grow older we sometimes grow restless even if we have been part of church our whole life, because we sense more and more than it's not just about church, it's about what's going between us and God. What has God's plan been, what is it now.  Are we connecting, are we growing to know and love God more and more, as that time grows shorter between now and when we will meet God face to face.  Paul Tournier, the great Swiss physician and spiritual counselor, in one of his final books, on the seasons of life, reminds us of a great truth:


No matter at what age this event takes place, the personal encounter with


God constitutes the one great fact of existence.  It is the only

 one which throws clear, though somewhat veiled, light upon life's meaning. 


It is developing this kind of spiritual maturity—grasping that it is no longer what we achieve, what we accumulate, what we build—but who we are before God, one who loves and who is loved—that enables us to grow old gracefully.  


It is impressive to me that so many of our church family want to continue to grow in their knowledge and love of God as they grow older.   They continue to study the Bible—A good portion of the Disciple IV class have long had their AARP cards.  I was thinking about some of the saints I've known and loved in this church.   At Gen Stimmel's funeral this week someone was commenting how much they miss the patriarchs and matriarch's of the church, whose faith provides such an example. "Will we baby boomers ever be like that?" she was asking wistfully. Some of you may remember Gen always sitting out in the hallway between services, always here even when mobility was hard, reaching out to some child, letting them know the body of Christ included her—a 90 year old-- who cared about them.  For years she was a prayer partner for one of the children's Sunday School classes, and came down regularly to visit that class.   Some of you remember Louise Buncutter as your Sunday School teacher, still determined to do what she could, and reminding us that there is no retirement from being a faithful disciple.  None of this—I've put in my time, now let someone else take over.  

Psychologist Carl Jung once commented that after 40, the hungers and needs of all those who he counseled, were at the root spiritual, and the remedy ultimately in making connection with the living God in a rich vibrant way. It's not that God becomes the consolation prize when all else in life is diminishing.  It is that that our desire for the source of love which lasts when all else fails just gets stronger. 


There is a beautiful little story of a boy and his grandfather sitting on a dock in late afternoon, fishing.  They talked about many things—why sunsets are red, why the rain falls, why the seasons change, what life is like, who God is.  Finally the boy looked up at his grandfather, as the old man was baiting the hook for him, and asked, "Does anybody ever see God?"  It was an reasonable question for a seven year old.  The old man thought for a while, and then, looking across the blue waters, responded, ''Does anyone see God. Son, it's getting so I hardly see anything else." 

That's it, isn't it?  The promise of seeing God, and yearning for a life in our mature years beyond the pension plan.

THANKS BE TO GOD WHO GIVES US THE VICTORY THROUGH JESUS CHRIST!
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