
Christian Formation:  The Middle Years                     June 23, 2013  
Jeremiah 18:1-6, Isaiah 64:8 
 
This winter we identified three priorities for Faith Church: 
Enriching Worship, Enhancing Christian Formation,  
         and Small Group Development. 
Last week we began a three-week series of worship and sermons 
      to help us catch a vision of Christian Formation.   
How do we allow God to form and transform us 
       into people who are alive with the Spirit? 
This morning we are focusing on the middle years. 
 
Many have pointed out that the middle years 
       are a lot like adolescence. 
Both times of life are crucial turning points. 
During the teen years we ask: 
   Who am I? 
   What am I going to do with my life? 
   What kinds of commitments am I going to make? 
 
During mid-life we look at those questions again. 
We re-evaluate who we are and what we are doing. 
Instead of asking, “What am I going to do?” 
      we ask, “Why am I doing it?” 
Instead of asking, “What commitments as I going to make?” 
      we ask, “Out of the many commitments I could make,  
                           what are my priorities?”   
We realize that can’t accomplish everything we had hoped to do.                                 
And we realize there is a gap between what we had hoped to become 
          and the reality of whom we truly are. 
One writer puts it like this: 
 “40 years is a merciless age. 
  It won’t allow self-deception any longer. 
  It doesn’t tell any more fairy tales. 
  It doesn’t hide anything. 
  Everything is unveiled, everything is revealed. 
      everything is betrayed. 
 Because this is the age when we become who we are.”   
 
And who we are is often not as great as our dreams. 
What we have achieved doesn’t always match our ideals. 
There is a certain amount of grief that hits us at mid-life. 
Grief as we let go of the idealism of youth. 
Grief as we come to terms with the limits  
     of our strength, of our time and of our resources. 
 
Our years of growing up and adapting to the outer world 
           have reached their climax. 
Perhaps this fact has been brought home 
          by some crisis in a job or in a relationship. 
We can’t be all things to all people. 
Or perhaps physical illness has made it all too clear 
     that one’s outer limits have been reached. 
We may find ourselves depressed, anxious, 
   withdrawn, full of self-doubt and low self-esteem, 
       easily angered and quick-tempered. 
We may find ourselves involved in frantic overwork 
     and activity, but no longer finding any satisfaction in it. 



We may find that unresolved issues of earlier years 
              come back to haunt us once again. 
These experiences are signaling the fact 
      that we are entering a whole new period of our life. 
The physical changes and psychological ripples 
    are preparing us for a new awareness of the spiritual. 
 
Instead of growing up, we are now called to grow down— 
    to reach into the depths and search for meaning and purpose. 
Now that we have made choices and learned skills, 
        we must find out WHY we do what we do, 
            what things make life worthwhile for us 
               and which ones keep us frantic and uncentered. 
Physical powers, activity and involvement in the outer world 
    now need to give way to increased introspection and solitude. 
The task of life now is to seek wisdom, meaning, and purpose. 
 
Of course, it’s always possible to abort the new thing 
       God is trying to do in our life. 
We can run away from the terrifying questions of mid-life. 
We can retreat into excessive material consumption. 
We can seek new romances.  
We can strive for greater professional stature. 
We can work more, eat more, drink more, 
        and desperately try to keep our attention on the outer world. 
All these are likely to only be temporary cures 
              which lead to greater distress. 
 
As we embrace our lives and the questions they bring— 
   which are basically spiritual questions—we find ourselves making peace with our past,   
       finding meaning in the present, and hope for the future. 
The Isaiah scripture this morning talks about God being the potter. 
The Jeremiah scripture says that God wants to RE-MAKE   
   those parts of us that need attention if we are to be useful and fruitful. 
The clay is still the same.   
But sometimes those things that have shaped our lives 
     have not held up well under the pressures of mid-life.   
Mid-life gives us an opportunity  
      for God to remold us in those places 
           that have become cracked and pitted. 
Our questions and anxieties open a door for us. 
We can allow God to remold us  
     into more wise and caring persons 
          or shrivel up into self-centered fixtures. 
 
These are some things that need to happen at mid-life 
   in order for us to become caring and creative persons-- 
     to reach out instead of becoming absorbed in our own little world 
         of how we thought life should treat us 
 
1.  We need to start valuing wisdom and seek to become wise 
      instead of concentrating on the physical strength and beauty 
         we so desired at the beginning of our life. 
 
2.  We need to become emotionally flexible. 
     We need to develop the capacity to shift 
        our investments from one person, activity, of life-setting to another. 
    Things no longer stay the same— 



       children leave, parents die, jobs change, situations alter. 
    We need to become centered enough on the INSIDE 
         so that we are able to respond to the outer changes 
               instead of being destroyed by them. 
 
3.  We need to become mentally flexible. 
     We need to remain open to new ideas, to keep seeking new truth, 
         and to be open to new ways of seeing things. 
     Persons who allow themselves to become wise  
              and emotionally and mentally flexible 
               can reach out beyond themselves in care  
                   instead of holding fast to their own self-centered world. 
 
Sometimes in mid-life we become stuck and preoccupied 
    with certain ways of being and cannot move on 
         to embrace the bigger picture—the next step. 
We identify ourselves so much with a certain profession 
      that we keep plodding away at it even if it’s not longer working for us. 
We invest so heavily in our children that we can’t let them go. 
We get in a rut in the way we relate to our spouse, 
       or in the particular roles we fill long after it is helpful 
 We over-identify with an ideology or religion 
       and are not open to new truth. 
We become so invested in financial security  
   that we miss our chance to find security 
       in caring relationships and with God. 
 
Joyce Rupp says it so well in a poem using the image of a map*.   
“I keep pulling it out—the old map of my inner path. 
I squint closely at it,  
   trying to see some hidden road that maybe I’ve missed, 
   but there’s nothing there now except some well-traveled paths. 
They have seen my footsteps often, held my laughter, caught my tears. 
 
I keep going over the old map, but now the roads lead nowhere, 
   a meaningless wilderness where life is dull and futile. 
‘Toss away the old map,’ she says. 
‘You must be kidding!’ I reply. 
She looks at me with Sarah eyes and repeats, ‘Toss it away. 
It’s of no use where you’re going.” 
 
‘I have to have a map!’ I cry, ‘even if it takes me nowhere. 
   I can’t be without direction.’ 
‘But you are without direction,’ she says, ‘so why not let go, be free?’ 
 
So there I am--tossing away the old map, sadly, fearfully,  
   putting it behind me. ‘Whatever will I do?’ wails my security. 
‘Trust me’ says my midlife soul. 
 
No map.  No specific direction. 
No ‘this way ahead’ or ‘take a left.’ 
How will I know where to go? How will I find my way?  No map! 
But then my midlife soul whispers: 
‘There was a time before maps when pilgrims traveled by the stars.’”  
 
At mid-life we are challenged to re-evaluate the roles and masks 
          that we have developed in order to function in society— 
               the maps that we have carefully followed. 



Even though some have been helpful, 
   it is possible that some of the roles you fulfill may be hindering  
          your growth into the person God created you to become. 
The dutiful son or daughter  
    may need to stand up to parental expectations.  
The rebel may need to see the value of traditional values. 
The super-mom may need to discover ways to develop her own gifts 
       and the person on a career-track how to invest in family.  
The risk-taker may need to become responsible 
       and the conservative more adventuresome. 
 
At this time of life, we also need to nurture some of the parts of our  
       personalities which we have never developed. 
The extrovert may find she needs more solitude. 
The person who works with concrete objects may find  
       they need to use their imagination. 
The thinker may find he needs to give himself permission to feel. 
Women may need to become more assertive   
         and men more nurturing.   
 
This doesn’t mean that we change completely. 
Like I said, the clay doesn’t change. 
We will always have our preferences for how we relate to the world. 
But allowing God to rework our clay into a more whole and useful pot 
         can open up whole new areas of growth. 
It can also bring some much-needed balance into our lives. 
 
All these areas of growth are POSSIBILITES at mid-life. 
Flexibility, wisdom, caring, living beyond ourselves, 
      developing underused parts of the personality— 
            these are ways God can be reworking our clay jars 
                   so that we can become more whole 
                          and more able to be a useful vessel. 
 
But how does one experience this re-creating   
     when you’ve bumped into the limits of mid-life  
       and find yourself anxious, depressed, and full of self-doubt? 
     when the cracks and pits in your clay 
               begin to make your pot disintegrate? 
 
After years of growing up and trying to find ones way in the outer world, 
   how does one return again to the potter’s wheel  
           and allow God to begin healing our crazed selves? 
 
Like I said before, this is a spiritual journey. 
It is an inner journey of finding out the kind of clay we are 
       and what God’s original intent was for us.   
It is discovering the authority of the voice of God within us  
         instead of depending on outer authorities to guide us. 
It is letting go of outer attachments-- 
   letting go of the expectations of others that no longer fit who we are, 
   letting go of our dreams for our children so they can follow their dreams, 
   letting go of our need let the culture measure our success. 
This happens as we enter into solitude 
        and find new ways of being and caring. 
 
But how to begin this inner journey? 
 



How do we place ourselves again on the potter’s wheel 
        so that God can refashion us into more sturdy and useful pots? 
Two ways I’d like to suggest this morning are storytelling and prayer. 
 
By storytelling I mean discovering your own story. 
God has created each of us to be part of a larger story. 
Our lives each are a unique story within that larger one. 
It is a story to be created and discovered. 
We need to listen to the story of our lives. 
It has a beginning, middle, and an end. 
 
Sometimes our story becomes fragmented— 
    we become alienated from a part of our story. 
Our task then is to reconcile with the past— 
   to let that which is painful  be transformed  
        into inner wisdom and strength. 
 
Sometimes this means journeying back into pain 
   and allowing God’s acceptance and love 
       to heal that which has been broken. 
It’s all right to allow other people to help you  
          as you return to your story to find healing. 
 
We also need to trace when we have felt the hand of God in our lives. 
As you look over your life— 
     when and how have you experienced God? 
When were you guided, when were you kept from disaster, 
      when did God provide for your needs?     
When we look over our lives and see where God has been, 
      we experience a new awe and wonder. 
We realize that God loves us and has been part of our lives. 
That should give us courage to continue and to trust 
        that God is still recreating and healing us 
               even when we can’t always see or feel it. 
 
Lastly, we need to see our story in the light of the Biblical story. 
What are the Red Seas which God has opened up for you? 
What dreams have died so that something new could come to life? 
When have you experienced love stronger than death? 
What does it mean that you are part of a story 
     of a people that struggles and copes and still goes on. 
What does it mean that your life will continue into eternity? 
 
So reflect on your story. 
Own your story and rejoice in what God has and is creating in your life. 
God the potter is still creating and re-creating. 
 
The second way to begin the inner journey is through prayer. 
Mid-life can bring on a faith crisis. 
It is a time of rebirth, but it can feel like a time of death. 
 
To move on, one has to believe— 
    believe that there is more to life than the barrenness  
        one has bumped up against. 
Prayer is the way to reach out to that MORE. 
It can be reaching out in agony and questioning-- 
        that is powerful prayer, 
     because when one reaches out  toward God, one ceases to be locked up in oneself. 



It is the way we place ourselves again on the potter’s wheel 
             and ask to be healed and refashioned in God’s image. 
 
It is possible to have God all around you and not pay attention. 
It is like having blood in your veins  
     and not being aware of it until you get a cut. 
Mid-life is often a time when we get cut. 
The outer structures of one’s life crumble. 
The way inward is through prayer. 
 
Finally, our task at mid-life is to imagine our future-- 
       how is God re-creating us at the potter’s wheel? 
When we dare to take the journey inward, 
       we begin to know ourselves in a new way. 
New goals and possibilities emerge. 
Often people find that the whole first half of life 
     now seems as preparation for the rest of life.   
This is resurrection. 
This is rebirth. 
This is allowing our cracked pots to be remolded 
            into something strong and useful that will last for 
                   that rest of our lives and into eternity. 
 
So reach back into yourself as you remember your life story, 
     reach up to God through prayer, 
          and look forward into your future with imagination 
                  as you see how God is refashioning you. 
 
 
 
*from DEAR HEART, COME HOME: The path of midlife spirituality, by Joyce Rupp, 1996. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


