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According to Greek mythology, the God Chronos, medrRhea, who bore him three sons and three dasghte
But, because an Oracle had predicted that, oneGlapnos would be overthrown by one of his own stires
fearful father swallowed each of the children whiggy were born.

After Chronos had swallowed five of Rhea’s childrehe fled to Crete where she bore the lastZeuns
Hiding the child, she wrappedstonein swaddling clothes and presented it to Chromt® again gulped it
down, presuming it to be his offspring. (He mustheen pretty near-sighted?)

Thus, according to legend, Zeus was raised to n@hho secrecy, and, eventualhg did vanquish his
father, as predicted. The writddomer, reports that Chronos was banished to a regioadibrihe earth and
chained there forever. But we know bett@hronos still swallows every mother’s child in this world for
Chronos... is time.

As children, we are blithely unaware of this basic fact of hareaistence. Life seems to pass so slowly that
“tomorrow seems forever,”and we are impatient to grow up, totally oblividaghe mortality decreed by the
devouring Chronos.

Then,during our 20’s and 30’s we are preoccupied with achieving the goalsweite been told will bring
happiness and fulfillment to our days. The tempeesis up, but we're so busy pursuing these objecthet the
finiteness of time istill not a conscious concern.

Later we begin gradually to recognize, as time h@sahe face in the mirror, that subtle changebeairgy
wrought—to reveal the reality of our mortality. Weually don’t “feel” that much older, but suddemlg find
ourselves in our 40’s, and wonderifigpw did it happen so quickly!”

Thus we enter what one psychologist caitéddle-essence,’comparable to the adolescence of youth, when a
host of questions rise up to haunt us: Prufrockistential questions which reflect what's been tedrfian
identity crisis.”(The difference being that the adolescent thinks hienows the answers!)

Then we begin to question the goals we have puranddvonder why the achievement of them hasn’t been
more satisfying.Gail Sheehy in a book entitledPassages, revealed such disillusionment when she quoted a
prominent, network newscaster confessing, “I'mhattop of the mountain that | saw as a young maah, a

it's... mostly salt.”

And so, many of us succumb to what | cdlhe Prufrock Syndrome:” gripped bythe angst of aginga
feeling of helpless anxietyPrufrock’s are a weak man'’s insights into his unfulfillect]iind inability to
change it.

There is so much in Eliot's poem which we won’tdie to explore (the tyranny of time again?) basitally,
and relevant to our purposes this mornifgufrock invites us into a twilight state of consciousnesg'like a
patient etherized upon a table...”) of a middle-ageellectual who is timid, yearning, uncertain, dadrful
that life has passed him by. He reflects a selfipit mood: the feeling of having entered what acpsjogist
calls“the forlorn forties.”

“There will be time,” he keeps telling himself, but he knows better bsede has seen “the moment of his
greatness flicker...” and seen “the eternal footmald his coat and snicker...” and recognizes thatHaes “



known them all.. the evenings, mornings and aftensdin which he ) measured out (his) life withfeef
spoons...” Indeed, he haad time “for a hundred visions and revisions... andisleas which a minute will
reverse.” So, how then should (he) presume anc:“diaturb the universe..” with his questions? Awalild it
have been worth it, after all, if someone should $&hat’s not what | meant at all.”

Prufrock’s mid-life crisis stems fromlass of beliefin the meaningfulness of his life. He sufferairthe
feeling that his was, iBhakespeare’s words, “A tale told by an idiot, fullof sound and fury.. signifying
nothing.” And he lacked the will to do anything about it.

Other poets have written of this moddiatthew Arnold in “Dover Beach” concludes a similar lamentation
with these words:
“Ah, love, let us be true to one anothe
For the world hath really neither joy...
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help fgain;
And we are here as on a darklinghpla
Swept with confusealarms of struggle and flight
While ignorant armies clash by night
Thus, many of us experienttee angst of aging

——
Most people react to this mid-life experience vaithenial of the reality of aging, whictakes one of three
forms:

The first (which often has great appeal) is thatlefiance: in Dylan Thomas’ words, “To rage, rage aainst
the dying of the light.” There is a certain nobility in the determinatiorfgo down fighting!” denouncing
the injustice of it all; just as we’re beginningléarn the rulesf the game, the two-minute whistle blgws
signaling that it's almost over! But bitternes®ften the price of such defiance, and the satisfadf it may
turn sour.

The second form of denials a preoccupation with thoughts of eternity It would replace fears of mortality
with dreams ofmmortality. Such adherence to faith in an “aftée-liserves, for many, to dull the pain of
aging. This thought has great appeal, of coursg] am willing to keep an open mind to the posgipif it's
being true. But, as comforting as the promise beyof my physical infirmities falling away and roging
with loved ones again in an after-life, with noardirst-hand evidence of its validity, | get léttomfort from
what seems to be wishful thinking. (I hope thatshdieupset any of you? | really don’t want to undere your
belief.)

And, finally, there is the silliest of all denialdte effort to disguise our agewith cosmetics, and clothing, and
behavior which fools no one but ourselves. Ouruals obsession with youthful appearance contribtaehis
anxiety- driven effort,ignoring the exquisite beauty of well-earned wrinkés!

One of the saddest expressions of such realityi@vasthe sexual affair which seeks to recaptureyouth by
proving our attractiveness to someone youngessually succeeds only in hurting all those concerned

--1ll—
But | would suggest thdhere is a place betweeRrufrock’s self-pitying despair and the denial of ging: a
place where all of us can live out our later yeargth contentment, if not ecstasy, with abidingsattions, if
not earth-shaking achievements, with a sense obwuarvalue,

It involves acceptance, but not surrenderan honest recognition of the realities of agliig having less
physical energy, but a refusal to let those realigmbitter or defeat out spirits.



The closing lines ofennyson’s poem, “Ulysees,feflects the attitude I'm suggesting: “Tho’ mushaken,
much abides and tho’
We areot now that strength/ which in old days
Moved earth and heaven,
That which we are, we are
One equal temper of heroic hearts
Made weak by time and fate, swbng in will
To strive, to seek, to find, and noto yield.”

That's what | would say to the ego-centric whining oAlfred: muchdoesabide, much to seek and findle
need not yield to despair_ordenial.

(I might also add what theartoon character, Porky, said to Churchy LaFemme when he whined abous life
brevity, “Aw, shudupyou’re lucky to be here in the first place!”)

One bonus of our growing older is self-understandig. Whatever aging does to us physically (and it's
particularly frustrating for an ex-athlete to gréat and clumsy) it need not stop our intellectuad @motional
development. Indeed, unencumbered by the anxi@ecpupations of earlier yearge are freerto explore,
discover and accept our unique identities as persenOf course, there are days when | can’t stand what |
understand! But then | can always change,ehlly want to. Growth in understanding need neease; iis
beyond the grasp of Chronos.

Love abides also: indeedyur capacity for human relationship becomes greatdren we’ve achieved a better
understanding of ourselves. Indeed, bméy when we have worked through some of our “hang-tipat we
cantruly love another human being. Perhaps that’s \Bnatvning had in mind when he wroteGGtow old
along with me/ the best is yet to be.”

Another reality which abidesis suggested in a poem Bpbert Frost which concludes with these familiar
lines:

“The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But| have promises to keep

And miles to go before | sleep, and miles tdgtore | sleep.”

Life can always have “promises to keep,fneaningful purposes to pursue, They need not blkelvgbaking
endeavors. Every act of caring for another humamgbeis capable of giving worth, meaning and joyto
days.

But what | most want to communicate to J. AlfredfRyck is summarized in a poem bigrman Hessecalled
“Steps:” it begins
“As every flower wilts,
and every youth gives way to age,
Soflowers every step of life.. (and then concludes)
In all beginnings lives a magic
Whichdoesprotect us, helps us live.
Joyfully we shall wander_throughour lives
Not hang on one, as if it were a home.
Life’s spirit does not want to bind or hinder:
It wants to widen us and lift us step for step.
The call of life, to us, will_neverend.
Well, heart, take leave then... and renew.”

That's the challengeto renew our lives at every step.To re-define and re-invent our selves. As angploet,
Stanley Kunitz put it, “I have walked through many lives/ anaim not who | was..” and then he concludes,



“Though | lack the art to decipher it/ no doubt tiext chapter in my book of transformations is adiyewritten,
I am not done with my changes.”

Similarly, the playwright, Edward Albee,when asked by a reporter how he would classify difves a
dramatist, repliedjl wouldn’t. | consider myself a work in progress.” Well, that, of course, iwhat we all
must be “a work in progress:” continually re-writing tis¢ory of our lives. It's not an easy task, of smyrand
sometimes requires what the song describes agléahelp from my friends.” But, as tl&erman poet,
Goethe wrote, “The moment one definitely commits onesén providence moves too.Boldness has
genius, power and magic in itBegin it.. now™

During 55 years in the ministry | have seen magefs of aging. Some have been beautiful andebaad
committed to such unending renewBhere are many of them in this Congregation(Visit the Active Minds
group on Thursday afternoon, average age 75! andl yeeet some of them.) We would do well to emeala
such exemplars of graceful aging.



