Psalm 71:5-12, and 17-19. Jeremiah 17: 7-8 and Matthew 10:26-31.

When I started work here, as Simeon chaplain, one of the first conversations I had was with a woman turning out her cupboards at home. “I’ve found my old school reports,” she said. “As I stopped to read them I realised what early promise I’d displayed,”… and then, wistfully, she added: “But I ask myself: have I lived up to that promise? It’s made me wonder whether I have really amounted to anything?!”  

We can all look back and wonder, feel pangs of regret… perhaps an overwhelming sense of guilt, rather like Lady Macbeth realising too late… that "what's done cannot be undone."
Less dramatically, at the other end of the spectrum, life often has more than a touch of the absurd about it! Like the writer, Judith Stern, when considering the value of experience, who said: “Experience, a comb life gives you… after you lose your hair.” 
Talking of hair…that has to be one of the Bible’s most memorable images? Jesus is talking to his disciples, giving them a pep talk before they go out in pairs to proclaim the Kingdom of God, and he’s assuring them that God will be with them… because he cares for them SO much! “Even the hairs of your head are all counted. So do not be afraid.” I like a modern translation of this passage which presses home the point… not by talking about sparrows, but canaries… 
“What’s the price of a pet canary?” Jesus asks. “Some loose change, right? And God cares what happens to it even more than you do. He pays even greater attention to you, down to the last detail- even numbering the hairs on your head! So don’t be intimidated by all this bully talk. You’re worth more than a million canaries.” 
When I think of the accumulated wisdom just gathered here, in this room- the number of years lived, exams passed, professional qualifications and awards garnered… not to mention the rich practical experience… of how to raise children, ice cakes, upholster a chair… skin a rabbit?! You name it, almost any subject, and I bet we have someone here who could talk about it with authority or demonstrate how to do it.
There must be a temptation as we get older to put the younger generation right, to tell them exactly how it really is… because we’ve been through it! (And we know there’s nothing like going “through the mill” to teach an unforgettable lesson!) 

Yet, I wonder how often you find yourselves biting your lip, despite all that accumulated knowledge, because you now have the wit, (or wisdom), to know that the young have to learn for themselves; by experience…  
You may be familiar with the famous “Prayer of a Seventeenth Century Nun,” much copied onto tea towels. She was a good lady who to this day remains anonymous, yet whose prayer begins so personally, so trustingly: 

“Lord, you know better than I know myself that I am growing older and will someday be old. Keep me from the fatal habit of thinking I must say something on every subject and on every occasion…” 
and then later comes my favourite part: 
“With my vast store of wisdom, it seems a pity not to use it all, but you know, Lord, I want a few friends at the end.” 
Being able to laugh with friends is one of the great tonics of life; it’s what makes days so much more enjoyable if we move into residential care- perhaps after years of feeling more and more isolated at home- and find someone on the same wavelength, someone with whom we can share a laugh and a joke!
The way we reflect on our experience is vital. Wisdom is sifted out of experience as we reflect on it. Much of what I do as a Simeon Chaplain is to hear people’s stories, to listen for what they “treasure in their hearts” from what has happened to them, and to seek to reassure when doubts assail... to speak of God’s forgiveness. A chaplain seeks to accompany a person as- together- we make sense of our unique set of circumstances. 

Especially towards the end of life those who seem most reconciled to a situation are those best capable of sharing experience; of having a real dialogue with another… about what is most “real” for them. Such men and women can more readily, it seems, accept the good with the bad; they have a framework within which the tragic and happy events of their past and present take on meaning… and so give their whole life a sense of direction and fulfillment.    

No wonder that the price of Wisdom, (for the Bible writers), is “above pearls… nor can it be valued in pure gold.” Wisdom is like hidden treasure; it is the extraordinary concealed within the ordinary. Learning might lead to knowledge, but knowledge is not the same thing as wisdom, it isn’t so much the product of learning… as the fruit of our experience. Experience, then, needs to be reflected upon if it is to ripen into wisdom. 
Of course, life supplies a constant stream of experiences. The challenge is to reflect on them, and allow that experience to distil into wisdom. We know, for example, that no one reaches older age without knowing pain and suffering. Both are vital ingredients in the process of becoming fully human. Not that we grow in wisdom simply through suffering… but we grow through what we choose to do with painful experience; how we choose to respond to it. 

The act of, if you like,  turning poison into medicine… is a process that lies at the heart of much primitive wisdom; those of our own  Celtic traditions, the Aborigine people of Australia, (and supremely through the core belief of our own Christian spirituality: that Jesus’ life was a journey- culminating with a cruel death which in turn led to transcendent life. 

I’ve heard, for instance, of a tradition among Native Americans- a bereavement ritual- that takes the bitterness of grief and turns it into a kind of balm for the soul. An American Indian man when he is bereaved will go into the forest and choose a tree; he will then hit the tree several times with an axe, making a deep wound in the tree. This tree then becomes the man’s special place. He identifies the wound in the tree with his own grief. The tree becomes a focus for his grief, and whenever he feels the need… he will return to the tree simply to be quiet, or to weep, or to remember his loved one who has died. 
Each time he visits he is confronted by the wound in himself. As time goes by he sees the wound in the tree begin to heal, the sap dries up, and the tree continues to grow, its leaves bud in the spring and die off in the autumn. Despite the wound which has marked the tree for ever, it continues to grow, life goes on. Slowly the Indian begins to heal, certainly the mark remains, and he will never be the same again, but his life goes on, the seasons come and go and he continues… to grow.
Today we are celebrating older age in what, we hope, will become an annual service. A friend I visit in Alton said rather wryly the other day: “Oh, we’re celebrating old age now, are we?” Well, it is cause for celebration that people are generally living longer; longevity is steadily increasing year by year. Our quest though, must be, for both long and meaningful lives, not forgetting those who live with memory loss; one of the many forms of dementia (and their carers). 
Our Bible passages remind us that we have come from our God, our Creator, and it is to God… we shall return. Those “who trust in the Lord” are “like a tree planted by water, sending out its roots by the stream. It shall not fear when heat comes and its leaves shall stay green.” So wrote the prophet Jeremiah six hundred or so years before Christ. 
I’ll conclude with two, post-resurrection, perspectives on life and how we might live it… if we would be wise. Both of them stress our connectedness to each other and to all life. One is from a modern-day writer, another, (in the spirit of listening to our forebears, our elders) … is from a monk in Medieval times. 
First the writer Mary Wainwright… who urges us to use our memories, all our experience, and make our life a continuous act of worship:

“Sing your experience as a verse, part of the song sung

By the soul of the world.

Examine every day of your life to find its meaning

However small that may seem.

Listen to the earth as she breathes, to the universal pulse that 

Runs through all our lives.

Remember with humility our connection to each other

And to the divine.

Surrender to the guiding hand, which we may not see,

But that touches us all.

Have courage to show your light through the mists

Of earthly confusion.

Dance to the rhythms you thought you had forgotten.

Bring truth to each day…
Find your joy in your being

Be still, be silent, be aware, be peace

And you will know the reason for your existence.”
Such belief in our being held in connection with all creation is echoed in the words of the German mystic, Meister Eckhart, who discerned no less than the seed of the fruit of divinity within each one of us.
“The seed of God exists in us,” he wrote. “Given a hard worker and a good director it thrives apace and grows up into God whose seed it is, and its fruit is likewise God’s nature. Pear seed grows up into a pear tree, nut seed grows into a nut tree- God seed… into God, to God.”
Just as a gold or silversmith purifies his precious metal in the flame, so we allow God to hold us in life’s refining fire… for as long as it takes…to burn away the dross… until, just like a silversmith, God begins to see his reflection. I wonder, what joy it will be for God to hold a few grams of the pure you, and pure me…? And, in the meantime, we may trust that until the process is complete… God is, indeed, holding us. 
