NPMC, December 31, 2017 (Psalm 90)
Reflections at New Year
One of the practices, particularly in some earlier church traditions, is a devotional exercise referred to as “Examen”, which involves reflection on, and evaluation of, one’s thoughts and conduct.  For groups such as the Jesuits it is a daily practice.  For others it is the discipline of considering our situation at the end of the year, stepping back to assess where things are at, taking stock if you will.  And in that stock taking to make particular note of consolations and desolations, older language referring to the good things and also the difficulties which have been part of our life through the year.  Making resolutions for the New Year may have developed from this practice, since it generally also includes some reflection on the past with a determination to make changes.
When, like me, you are already well into your senior years, looking back over the past year probably tends also to lead to looking back at all of life.  The reality is that a lot more of our life is behind us than ahead of us.  And each of us is shaped , not just by the last year, but also by the accumulated lifetime of experiences and learnings.  2017 is but a small part of the whole, and an increasingly smaller part for older folks.

A few years ago, on my 75th birthday, our son-in-law Mark, ever the optimist, commented that sometimes in football, the fourth quarter is the most exciting part of the game.  My reply was that, while that might be true, sometimes by the fourth quarter the score is so lop-sided that one might as well quit watching.  However, on further reflection, I realize that to reach that milestone is indeed a gift of grace.  The Psalmist in perhaps a somewhat more pessimistic moment in Psalm 90 (9-10) declared “For all our days pass away under your wrath; our years come to an end like a sigh.  The days of our life are seventy years, or perhaps eighty, if we are strong; even then their span is only toil and trouble; they are soon gone and we fly away.”  John Loewen, upon turning 80, quipped that his warranty had run out.
As some of you now, I have, for the last 10 years, lived with serious limitations of my heart function, limitations which in the last year or two have become more pronounced, more limiting in that my most recent echocardiogram this fall revealed that my heart function is now only 25-30 % of normal, a somewhat disconcerting revelation.  However, I am grateful that a carefully prescribed cocktail of half a dozen mediations have kept me going over the last decade.  Me challenge, as it is in the later stages of life for many, is to learn to accept and to live with losses and limitations.  We all live with uncertainties, but sometimes this reality is a little closer to the surface.  I am certainly regularly reminded of my mortality.

Looking forward to the coming year on my most recent birthday, I shared with Renata that one off my goals is to spend less time feeling sorry for myself and to spend more time feeling grateful for all the good things I have experienced in my life in the past, and which continue still.
I have found that with reduced energy and mobility I have tended to become less involved in activities, to stay at home more, and thus make my world smaller.  My challenge is to push out the walls a bit more, to work at focusing more on others and the world around me, and less on myself.  Perhaps that is a challenge for all of us.

In spite of the limitations, there is still much to be thankful for in my life. Renata has now stood by me for over 53 years, supporting me and putting u with me in spite of my various foibles and failings.  We have shared many things and now she is taking on some of the tasks which I used to be able to do.  But, fortunately, if we were to check her DNA through Ancestry (However, please don’t waste your money on doing so) the results would probably show that she shares significant DNA with the energizer bunny! I find myself needing to say thank you more frequently as she provides assistance for me, which is certainly a lesson in living with gratitude.  Our children and grandchildren are a delight and we are blessed to have them in our life.  They remind us of the great cycle of life, remind us that as one generation passes, subsequent generations take its place.  I believe it is a part of immortality, and the birth of Jane, indeed the birth of each baby is a delightful reminder.
For the past 47 years we have been part of this worshipping community, have experienced the delights and challenges of being part of the fellowship which is willing to engage in significant learning and step out beyond our normal comfort zones.  Among other things, at various points we at NPMC have reaffirmed our commitment to be a welcoming and inclusive congregation.  It is a blessing to share this journey with you and with many others who have been part of NPMC over the years.  And I am grateful that we are blessed with skilled and committed spiritual leadership to direct us on this journey.

None of us can know the future with certainty. We make plans and assumptions for 2018 and beyond, but ultimately we are not completely in control. 
And we older folks become increasingly aware pf this reality, experience this revelation more frequently than when we were younger.  To live this awareness with serenity is a goal for us (for me) to strive toward.  To place our trust in the God who cares for us, to delight in family and friends who do not abandon us, will carry us through each day, to live gratefully and graciously.
Looking back to the past we will always have regrets, regrets about things we didn’t do, regrets about things we could have done better, regrets about opportunities that we lost; regrets that are part of our past.  We are well advised to leave them at the threshold of the New Year, to not allow them to weigh us down and sap energy and joy from the days that lie ahead of us.  Yes, we lived imperfectly, in fact that will always be our reality.  But we are people who live in hope and who are sustained by grace. We claim that grace from our God, and from the love and acceptance of our family and friends, the community of fellow travelers which surrounds us.

Over our lifetime, depending how things go for us, we adjust our wishes and expectations.  Young persons such as Kenna dream big and plan boldly. Others of us hope we can hold our own and not lose ground.  That is the way the cycle of life works.  One generation gives way to the next.

As our situations change we adjust to what becomes the new normal for us.  The Psalmist reminds us that as we look back we need to learn from our past, that we need  to learn ‘to count our days so that we gain a wise heart’.(90:12) May is be so for each of us in 2018 and in all our days.
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