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We’ve spent the last two Sunday thinking about Christian Formation. 
This morning we turn our thoughts to the later years. 
Current research is finding that mature adults may 
     require more change, growth, and personal development 
         than they have at any time previously in their lives. 
It is a time of great freedom and great loss  
          and demands all of our spiritual resources. 
 
First, let’s think about the increasing freedom that comes with age. 
For middle class Americans, the boundaries of middle age are expanding. 
These days we often hear talk about the young-old or the third age of life. 
For mature adults in this category,  
     retirement can be challenging, stimulating, engaging and participatory. 
Without the responsibilities of family and jobs, 
      they are free to push out into new areas of growth. 
This can bring new perspectives and opportunities. 
 
It is an age to fully engage the meaning of life, to grow closer to God. 
It is a time when persons own their convictions,  
        to become more truly who they are at their core.   
As one writer put it:     
“Age puzzles me.  I thought it was a quiet time. 
My seventies were interesting, and fairly serene.  
But my eighties are passionate. 
I grow more intense as I age. 
To my own surprise I burst out with hot conviction.” 
 
The church needs to tap into the energy, passion, and wisdom 
               of its mature adults. 
Now they have time to join a small group, volunteer at Vacation Bible School, 
         sing in the choir, go on a service trip, or engage in justice initiatives.  
Their wise and gracious spirits can infuse the congregation 
        with all the fruits of the spirit— 
           gentleness, kindness, peace, joy. 
Their generous hearts can make the church a nurturing space  
    for younger members and families as they offer 
            words of encouragement and blessing. 
This takes spiritual maturity, a reframing of one’s primary task  
          as a member of the body. 
This sometimes means letting go of the structures built in mid-life 
        to allow the Spirit to bring in the new. 
 



It means discerning what ways of being church  
     were based in the needs and ideas of a specific time in history,  
         and what things are eternal. 
It means investing in ones passions rather than frittering away time 
         in diversions that leave one empty and unfulfilled.  
This takes the great wisdom and love that comes with age.   
 
If the freedom of retirement is the first reason elders experience rapid change, 
         the second reason is loss. 
Maturing adults experience more losses than at any pervious stage of life. 
People who study adult development are discovering that loss 
            can best be seen as a stimulus to change. 
When loss is framed as a potential for growth 
     and understood with compassion, it can be embraced with purpose.  
 
The later years often bring losses at a rate  
        that a younger person might find difficult to endure. 
Loss of eyesight, hearing, mobility, health. 
Loss of a spouse, a son or daughter, a close friend. 
Loss of career identity and influence. 
Loss of memory.   
These are things over which we have little or no control. 
 
Yet these years can be rich as person engage their losses 
       in order to gain wisdom and spiritual insight. 
Jesus taught us that life is a paradox:  we have to lose in order to gain. 
But what we gain is at the very heart of our reason for living.   
Our losses can be instructive life changes that help us grow closer to God.   
 
Aging is a time of ongoing transformation as we are continually unveiled,  
       giving the Holy Spirit room to transform us  
              from one degree of glory to another. 
It is a holy task of letting go:  
     we eventually stand as naked and vulnerable as the day we were born. 
As Christians we follow Jesus who engaged this process 
      with courage and amazing spiritual strength. 
 
Henri Nouwen ends his book, AGING, says it like this: 
  The Son of Man died “when he had lost everything: 
  “his power to speak and to heal, his sense of success and influence, 
       his disciples and friends—even his God. 
When he was nailed against the tree, robbed of all human dignity, 
   he knew that he had aged enough, and said: ‘It is fulfilled.’ 
But the dead body of Jesus has become the sign of hope and new life 
          for many who bear their aging lives in patience. 



And passing by they say, ‘In truth, this man was a son of God.’ 
The Son of Man who grew into the fullness of the Son of God.” 
  
Jesus was the light that came into the darkness of our human frailty. 
He revealed to us that when the outer husk is stripped away,  
     the kernel still remains until it is ready to burst open to new life.   
 
Aging is, in fact, a progressive force ordained by God 
        that teaches us how to be more authentic. 
We can be spiritually transformed by aging as we embrace 
        all it brings to us and engage fully in the process.   
Elders need the support and encouragement of the church 
       during these times of spiritual labor.   
 
But just as our elders need us to stand by them, 
      we also need what they are learning in this process. 
The church, more than any other institution, needs the wisdom of its  
      most frail members if we are to retain our spiritual center. 
They function much like our physical hearts. 
Although they may become less visible as the years go by, 
   less and less the face or the feet of the congregation, 
      they have the opportunity through their prayers and wisdom  
           to bless the congregational body 
               with their grace and joy and peace. 
They can become spiritual guides for our own unveiling 
                and ongoing transformation.  
 
Storytelling becomes an important tool in this part of the journey. 
Writing or taping ones story  
     is a way to affirm God’s faithfulness throughout ones life, 
            as well as to pass it on to future generations. 
Our stories are not only for ourselves, but part of the ongoing history 
          of all those who come after us. 
 
Henri Nouwen names three more tools that we need for this part of the journey: 
         hope, humor and vision. 
Hope is different than wishing. 
We wish FOR, we hope IN. 
It is built on the hope that God loves us no matter what, 
  the solid conviction that we do not earn love by what we do, 
        but we are completely loved for who we are. 
It is the hope that what we lose in usefulness, we are gaining in meaning. 
It is hope that the hymn writer voices with the words, 
  “NOTHING is lost on the breath of God, nothing is lost forever; 
   God’s breath is love, and that love will remain, holding the world forever. 



   No feather too light, no hair too fine, no flower too brief in its glory, 
   no drop in the ocean no dust in the air, but is counted and told in God’s story.”   
It is the hope that God notices the passion of our hearts  
          even as our physical strength is diminishing.   
It is the hope that death is not our end, but our beginning. 
 
Aging can also be a time of increasing humor. 
It is a way of not taking ourselves too seriously. 
Comical things happen as our bodies fail us.  
Kathleen Fischer in her book WINTER GRACE writes this: 
“One day at a senior center I watched an elderly couple, 
   heads bent over a piece of paper they were reading,  
     laughing happily together.  (They shared it and it read) . . . 
‘Everything is farther away than it used to be. 
It is twice as far to the corner, and they have added a hill, I’ve noticed. 
I have given up running for the bus.  It leaves faster than it used to. 
It seems to me that they are making the stairs steeper than in the old days, 
   and have you noticed that smaller print they now use in the newspapers? 
There is no sense in asking anyone to read aloud: 
  Everyone speaks in such a low voice you can hardly hear them.’” 
 
In this piece the reality of aging is transformed 
   from cynicism and hopelessness to laughter and delight.   
Humor recognizes the reality of our human condition, 
    but it holds it lightly.  Laughter declares it is not final. 
Laughter is also social and needs to be shared— 
       the joke, after all, is finally on all of us. 
Such laugher is essential to lift us out of our isolation and prick our illusions. 
Rigidity of spirit is a hazard of aging as we become overly attached  
        to our ideas, values, habits and expectations.  
Humor is the exercise our spirits need to keep us flexible. 
As G. K. Chesterton put it,  
“Life is serious all the time; but living cannot be. 
You may have all the solemnity you wish in your neckties,  
       but in anything important, if you do not have mirth,  
         you will certainly have madness.”  
Laughter helps us relax, expands our vision, and opens us to the sacred. 
 
Hope and humor can lead us beyond ourselves— 
    to embrace a vision that invites us into the future. 
It is a vision where the distinction between life and death slowly loses its pain. 
It is a vision where all the divisions of life melt away 
       and unite into one over-arching rainbow. 
Henri Nouwen, reflecting on the story of the aging Simeon 
     holding the baby Jesus and proclaiming the light for all the nations, 



writes, “And so young and old embrace each other 
  in the realization that maybe, after all, old age is not the ‘last segregation’ 
       but the last illusion, since it is revealed to us that ultimately  
           we are not divided between young and old,  
               but united as children of the light.”   
 
 
 
As Paul says in our scripture text for the morning, 
  “Now the Lord is the Spirit,  
       and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 
And all of us, with unveiled faces,  
      seeing the glory of the Lord as though reflected in a mirror, 
   are being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another;    

for this comes from the Lord, the Spirit.” 
 
As we age and the veils, the masks, are removed one by one, 
      may we allow the Spirit to transform us from glory to glory, 
              until we stand fully unclothed in the presence of God. 
 
This is our hope.  This is our faith. 
                         
 
 
 
 
 

 

  


