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iGeneration, Part 4: Finishing Well

April 20th, 2008

As we continue our series called iGeneration, I’d like to start off by reading again our core text taken from Psalm 71:17-18.  King David writes: “Since my youth, O God, You have taught me, and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds. Even when I am old and gray do not forsake me my God, until I declare your power to the next generation, your mighty acts to all who are to come.”
You see, God has this plan where the truths and passions and experiences of our faith would be passed along from one generation to the next… 

· That there would be a new generation who would themselves walk in deep friendship and rich intimacy with God… 

· Then, one day, as an even newer generation is given birth, they’d have the opportunity to pass the baton of faith & passion for Jesus down to them.

· It’s incredible to me because there is a sense in which God’s dream… God’s work of passing the faith down to the next generation… is at risk with each new generation.

You see, everybody in this room is here this morning-- you are here-- because you, to some degree, had someone pass down the torch to you. 

· Maybe it was your parents. Maybe it was a teacher. Maybe it was somebody in ministry… Whoever it was, somebody nurtured your faith. 

· Somebody saw gifts and potential in you. Somebody took the time and prayed for you.  Somebody gave you responsibility. Somebody cheered you on. 

We have to understand this. That, in every generation, from Abraham’s to ours… in every generation… somebody passed the torch to somebody else. 

· Not a single generation was skipped. That’s why we’re able to be here today.  
· It’s one of the reasons why it’s so important to our vision here as a church to be a multi-generational community…
· Where, across the generations, everyone is loving and connecting and learning from each other… and giving & receiving wisdom and mentoring… 

· Where, as David writes in Psalm 145:4-5,  “One generation will commend your works to another. They will tell of your mighty acts. They will speak of the glorious splendor of your majesty.”
This is just one reason why the writer of Proverbs says of the older generation, in Proverbs 20:29… that “A gray head is a crown of splendor.” 

· That’s right there in the Bible… and, honestly, the more I grey, the more I appreciate passages like that!

· Truth is, growing older & grey is a reality that we’ll all share at one time or another… not just the challenges of growing older… but, far more important, the opportunities that growing older can bring. 

· If you remember, last week we spoke about starting strong.  Well… this morning, we’re going to focus on what it means to finish well. 

Of course, the idea of aging carries with it all kinds of thoughts and emotions for all different kinds of people.

· At the end of the day, however, John Ortberg explains that aging is simply the result of experience plus deterioration.  (Age = Experience + Deterioration)
· Experience, that’s very good… and in the Bible it’s to be honored and to be respected. 

· In fact, God’s plan was for His people to revere those who age. 

· For example, Leviticus 19:32 says: “Rise in the presence of the aged. Show respect for the elderly and revere your God. I am the Lord.”
And yet, it’s certainly no secret that in our society today, we worship youth, not age. If you don’t believe that, then just watch an hour or two of the Disney Channel… 

· where the kids are as cool as can be… and the adults are all complete idiots. 

· Just look at who our culture celebrates… look at who our advertisers are marketing to… look at who’s gracing the front cover of nearly every magazine.

· Just look at the endless websites pawning the newest “fountain of youth” product… guaranteed to either add years to your life or take years of wrinkles off your face.

You look at all of this and you realize not only how youth obsessed we are… but how anti-aging we’ve become as a culture. 

· And yet, as I’ve shared, the Bible clearly sees the wisdom & experience gained through age as a thing far more prized than the strength of youth.

· In fact, over and over again, we’re told just how the elders within one’s community should be respected & revered.  

· The word “elder, for example, is used 175 times in the Bible… 

· And especially in the Old Testament, it speaks about how years can bring the kind of experience & maturity that will enable the older generations to come alongside, to mentor and guide and cheer on those who are younger. 

For example, we’re told in the Book of Leviticus 27:1-2&7, that “If anyone makes a special vow to dedicate a person to the Lord... Let the amount be set of a male between the ages of twenty and sixty at fifty shekels of silver… If it is a person sixty years or more, set the value at fifteen shekels.”

· In other words, if you wanted to make a special offering in the temple on behalf of yourself or a close friend or relative of yours, 

· Then… if you’re between 20 & 60, you’d need to pay 50 shekels of silver.  But if you’re over 60, then you only have to pay 15 shekels.

· You see, you didn’t know this… but the idea of a senior discount comes directly out of the Bible. 

The point is that old age, in the Bible, is viewed as a prize. That’s why it doesn’t make a secret of people’s ages. It says of Abraham in Genesis 25:8: “Abraham died at a good old age, an old man, full of years.” 
· The older people were, the more respect they received. That’s how the community was to work. 

· In chapter 5:12 of an ancient commentary on the Book of Exodus, called Rabbah, we’re told, “How welcome is old age. The aged are beloved by God.” (Exodus Rabbah 5:12) 

· This whole understanding of respect and aging was deeply entrenched in the culture Joyce and I lived in through our five years living in Tajikistan.

· In every way, those “crowned” with grey hair were respected and appreciated.  It made people not only tolerate getting older… but they welcomed it.

But along with the wisdom & experience that comes with aging… also comes the inevitable weakening/deterioration of our bodies. 

· It’s a strange irony that I suppose everyone complains about at one point or another… 

· that just when you have the wisdom & experience to make the kind of dent in the world that you’d like to make… all of a sudden you lack the stamina & strength to pull it off.

One of the most colorful passages on this is in the Book of Ecclesiastes 12:1 where the writer says: 

· “Remember your Creator in the days of your youth before the days of trouble come and the years approach when you say, ‘I find no pleasure in them…’” 
· I love this passage, because it reminds those who are still young to be thinking about what it would mean to finish well…

· To “finish well” in spite of the “days of trouble” that will one day come your way and my way… “When the keepers of the house tremble and the strong men stoop…” 
· In other words, when age comes, you lose a little height and strength goes down. 

In fact, here’s one way to tell if you are aging… let’s do a little experiment. Ok? Everybody stand up. 

· Now… if you made a little noise when you stood up, you are aging. It’s one of the ways to tell. When you are a kid, you don’t do that. 

· Everybody take a seat. And, yeah, if you made a little noise on your way down, then the aging deal is kind of advancing.

· The writer goes on. This is all under the deterioration category: “When the grinders cease because they are few…” What are the grinders? The teeth. 

· No dentists in those days, no dentures so the grinders started to disappear.
“And those looking through the windows grow dim…” What is looking through the windows about? Your eyes. No laser surgeries or contact lenses back then.

· “When men rise up at the sound of birds…” What do you think he means by that? He just can’t sleep any more… 

· when just the little noises begin waking you up and you start asking other people, “How did you sleep?” 

· When you are a kid, no kid asks another kid, “How did you sleep last night?” It doesn’t happen… till you reach those “days of trouble!”

· “Men rise up at the sound of birds, but all their sounds grow faint.” What’s that about? Hearing starts to go. 
When the almond tree starts to blossom… Want to guess what color almond blossoms are? White. The hair starts to go white. 
· I love this one: “And the grasshopper drags himself along…” There used to be a spring in his step… but he ain’t hopping any more. 
· “And desire is no longer stirred.” No medicine for that back in those days (no Viva Viagra commercials back then)!!
· You see, those are the “days of trouble” that the writer of Ecclesiastes was speaking about… 
· Where, along with all the accumulated experience & wisdom that accompany age… comes a measure of physical deterioration.
Truth is, our bodies will sag a bit, they’ll ache more than they had, and you look at your hands and realize they’re not quite full of the strength they once had. 

· Hair will start growing where you don’t want it to grow and stop growing where you do want it to grow. 

· And sadly, our weight will leave the poles and head right down towards the equator. 

· Some of you, I know, are young and vigorous and you’re thinking, “that will never happen to me!”
· And those of us who are older want you to know we understand and we love you, but it will happen to you. 

· And we are kind of looking forward to it. In fact, it’s already started. 

Did you know that when you’re in the embryonic stage, the human brain is actually creating—your body’s creating 50,000 nerve cells per second?!

· It’s no wonder the Psalmist wrote in Psalm 139:14 that “We are fearfully and wonderfully made.” We are! 

· But then, as you continue developing, those nerve cells start dying. In fact, before you’re even born, more than half of your brain cells will die.

· In other words, you were getting dumber before you were even born! Which, of course, raises the question, how can you, then, age well?

· There’s a lot being written today trying to answer that question. 

But keep in mind that, if you want to answer this question from the perspective of God’s Word, then you’ll likely end up in very different place than if you’re taking a purely secular approach. 

· Now, let me tell you why that’s important.  In the days of ancient Rome or ancient Greece, what do you think was the average lifespan of a human being? 

· According to a brilliant historian out of the University of Chicago named Martin Marty… the correct answer is 20 years of age.  

· The average lifespan of a human being back in ancient Greece or Rome was 20! 

· Fast-forward 1,000 years to medieval Europe, and it was in the low 30s.

· As recently as 1800 in our country it was 36! Today in the U.S. it’s 77, and higher than that for women. 

You see, throughout history people just didn’t live that long. It’s estimated that over 25% of every human being who has ever made it to 60 years or older, are alive today. 

· Twenty-five percent of every human being that ever hit 60 is walking the planet right now!  

· In spite of our being a youth-centric culture, the truth is that we have more seniors today than every before in history.

· So, what do you need to do in order to age well?  If we were looking at this from merely a secular perspective, we’d be talking about like freedom and independence and security and comfort. Not unimportant!

· But, from a Biblical perspective, there are three more important ingredients I think we’ll need in order to age well, to finish well.  

· The first is…

1. We need Conviction…wholehearted faith.

In other words, for me to finish well, I’ll need to live with the conviction that I can trust God with my tomorrow, not because tomorrow will be easy… 

· but that I can look forward to tomorrow because God is already there and He’s waiting for me.

· Let’s look at a guy from the Bible by the name of Caleb whose story is told in the Book of Numbers. 

· Caleb, as some of you will remember, was one of 12 scouts sent out by God to spy out the Promised Land after Israel had left Egypt.

· When the scouts returned, 10 of them said, in Number 14:3-4,  “Let’s go back to Egypt and be slaves. This assignment is impossible. We can’t do it.” 
· Only Caleb & Joshua trusted God and said, in 13:30: “We can surely do it.” 
Because of Israel’s unbelief, Caleb had to spend 40 years of his life wandering through the wilderness. He was 40 when he went out with Joshua as a scout. 

· By the time they finally crossed the Jordan River into the Promised Land, he is 80 years old. 

· Listen to what Caleb says five years after that, in Joshua 14:7-8. He said, “I was forty when Moses sent me from Kadesh Barnea to explore the land. And I brought him back a report according to my convictions, but my brothers who went up with me made the hearts of the people melt with fear. I, however, followed the Lord my God wholeheartedly.”
By the way, if you lack Caleb’s spunk and wholehearted faith… if you tend to live with a negative attitude when you’re 40, there’s a good chance you won’t ever reach Caleb’s age of 85. 

· There are a lot of studies on this. Psychologist Martin Seligman studied several hundred people in a religious community, dividing them up into four groups… 

· From most to least in terms of who lives with faith-driven optimism. 

· He found 90% of the most optimistic faith-filled people were still alive at the age of 85… While, only 34% of the most negative, pessimistic people made it to that age.

Another study, the largest of its kind, tracked over 2,000 adults over the age of 65 in the southwest United States. 

· Optimistic, faith-filled people, had lower blood pressure, better health habits, feistier immune systems and were half as likely to die at a younger age than negative people. 

· If you Google anti-aging products, over 16 million sites will come up trying to sell you something to help you live longer. 

· And yet, if you simply choose to live with God-driven faith and hope, you’re likely to live a decade longer than people who live with a negative attitude. 

· If that scares any of you… then consider that something you should be working on!

It’s kind of interesting. There were 12 spies sent out. Joshua and Caleb had faith. We can do it. Let’s go for it. 

· The other 10 said: It cannot be done. Let’s go back and be slaves in Egypt.

· Anybody want to guess what happened to the other 10 by now? They are all dead. None of them made it to Caleb’s age. Faith is such an amazing, life-giver.

· There are all kinds of stories about this. Let me just share one with you. 

· There’s a man named Dr. Paul Brand who has co-authored several books with Phillip Yancey, one of the most popular Christian authors today.

In his day, Paul Brand developed techniques that helped untold numbers of leprosy patients in India. In fact, Phillip Yancey says that he admires Paul Brand more than any other man he’s ever known. 

· But, actually, I don’t want to tell you about Paul Brand… I want to tell you about Paul Brand’s mom—Evelyn Brand. 

· When she was a young, single woman she felt called by God to go to India… something that would take a lot of faith today let alone back in 1909 when Evelyn went.

· While there in India, she eventually met another missionary named Jessie. They got married and began a ministry to people in rural India. 

And yet, through those first seven years ministering together, they never once had anyone give their life to Jesus.

· Then, one day, a local Hindu religious leader grew deathly ill. In fact, nobody would go near him because it was so dangerous… except Evelyn and Jessie, who nursed him as he was dying. 

· He said: This God, Jesus, must be the true God because only Jessie and Evelyn will care for me in my dying. 

· And, from that day on, they experienced 13 years of wonderful, powerful ministry together… till Jessie died.

At 50 years of age, everyone expected her to return back to her home in England… but she wouldn’t do it.  

· This faith-packed, feisty woman ends up staying another 20 years under that same Mission Board. 

· When she turned 70, Paul Brand said of his mom, “This is how to grow old. Allow everything else to fall away until those around you see only love.” 
· That’s finishing well. This is wholehearted faith. The second thing you need if you are going to finish well:
2. You need a challenge. You need a problem. 

This is what Caleb said, in Joshua 14: 10-12: “So here I am today, 85 years old! I am still as strong today as the day Moses sent me out. I’m just as vigorous to go out to battle now as I was then. Now, give me this hill country that the Lord promised me that day. You yourself heard then that the Anakites were there and their cities were large and fortified. But, the Lord helping me, I will drive them out just as he said.”
Let me ask you.  If you had to fight a battle against a fierce enemy, would you want to fight it out on a level playing field… or against an enemy secured in fortified cities up in the hill country? 

· You see, that’s what Caleb asked for… the hardest challenge. But he’s not just facing an ememy up in the hill country…

· He’s asking to go against the Anakites, Israel’s most formidable opponents. 

· They were the ones talked about back in Numbers 13:33 when the people said: “We saw the descendant of Anakites there. We seem like grasshoppers next to them.” 
He wasn’t asking to take on the Wimpites down in the valley… He asked to face the Anakites-- Israel’s most formidable opponent… who lived in the hill country!

· This guy, Caleb, is 85 years old. You think he is going to ask for a nice condo at Shalom Acres? 

· But instead, he’s asking for the privilege of a really hard assignment. “God, just give me the hill country.”

Marian Diamond is a leading researcher on aging at Berkeley. In fact, she’s one of the world’s leading neuro-anat-omists. 

· One of the things she’s found is that deliberately induced problems or challenges, are required to keep your brain healthy & developing.

· In other words, putting yourself in challenging situations… that would require your taking risks of faith… is vital to keeping one’s brain alert and healthy.

She’s done a lot of work with rats… and in one experiment, some of them were just given food, but another group had obstacles placed in front of their food dish. 

· They had to find a way over, around, through, somehow past the obstacles. 

· You see, the rats that had to figure out how to get around the obstacles, developed a thicker cortex.

· They were able to navigate other mazes more quickly. They were able to solve problems more proficiently. 

· They were less likely to spend time watching Dancing With The Stars choosing to invest their time watching more sophisticated programming like American Idol!

And yet, the fewer problems a rat had, the faster its brain went downhill. That’s why, if you love a rat, you ought to throw as many problems at it as you can.

· “In terms of successful aging,” she writes, “it is not enough to continue activities the same way year after year with the same expenditure of mental and physical energy.” 

· The brain requires new challenges if it is to remain a healthy, functioning organ. Give me hill country, God. 

· God has wired us up so that our bodies, our brains, our minds, our spirits require, not comfort, ease, security, but challenge. 

3. And then, if I’m going to finish well, I’ve got to be in community. I’ve got to be connected. I’ve got to have relationships. 

Caleb was one of two faithful scouts. Joshua was the other one. And yet, it was Joshua who got to be the new leader after Moses’ death. 

· You figure… Caleb could have withdrawn, sulked, isolated himself. 

· But, instead his engagement, his commitment to God’s people, just keeps growing. 

· He was immersed in the people of God. Think about this... Caleb’s generation… the generation of those that left Egypt with him all died out. 

· That means Caleb, as an older man, had to develop a whole new circle of friends. 

· He had to become mentor and guide and cheerleader for an entirely new generation. All of his peers were gone. 

He apparently did it to such an extent that they all said: “When we do go up to the hill country, we want Caleb, 85 years old, to be the one to lead us!
· You see, Caleb was not only committed to this vision of passing down the torch… but was also committed to community. 

· Truth is, study after study has shown how life-giving community can be… and how terminal isolation can be. 

In fact, the same Dr. Diamond I mentioned earlier wanted to see the effects of isolation in aging. 

· She found that if 12 rats were in a cage together in community… and if they were regularly given challenges… 

· then their brains developed far more than if they lived alone or if they lived in community without challenge.

· Then she split up those rats who are both living in community and who are regularly being challenged.


To one group, she had her researchers hold each rat… each and every day,  showing them affection: “You are one sweet rat”… or, whatever you say to a rat.

· Turns out that these rats ended up living significantly longer than those rats who received no real affection. 

· In fact, they were not only living longer, but even after the other rats had died, their brains were still developing.

· In other words, community gives life and isolation destroys it. 

That’s part of God’s plan for His community Where, across the generations, everyone is loving and connecting and learning from each other… 

· Where the generations together, young and old, are giving & receiving life & hope… and giving & receiving wisdom & mentoring… 

· You see, that’s God’s plan… and I believe it’s God’s plan for our church…  

· that the Vineyard be a place that not only welcomes those of every age, but genuinely prizes each generation… 

· Particularly those who have been around the block a few more times than the rest of us.

I’m certain that anyone in our home group would agree with me… how the senior member of our group, in her 70s, blesses our socks off each week.

· She’s a wonderful woman… who’s walked the walk a lot longer than the rest of us. 

· She is one of those people who, whether she realizes it or not, regularly “declares God’s mighty deeds” as she shares with us her experiences.

· To those of you like her, who have tasted both the experience and weakening that comes with those grey hairs, I just want to offer an encouragement from Isaiah 46:3-4.
· God says, “Listen to Me, O house of Jacob… Even to your old age and gray hairs I am he who will sustain you. I have made you and I will carry you; I will sustain you and I will rescue you.” 
Evelyn Brand certainly discovered this as she grew older.  In fact, by the time she hit 70, the Indians began calling her “Granny Brand.”

· She spent nearly her whole life over in India… as young, single woman, as a married woman, and 20 years as a widow. 

· She is 70 years old and she gets word from the Home Mission Office in England saying that they wont be extending her term any longer

· So, they threw her a party to celebrate her time in India and everybody there cheered her on for her faithful, loving ministry to them.

Thinking they were saying goodbye forever, Evelyn said, “I’ll tell you a little secret. I’m not going back home. I’m staying in India.” 

· She had had a little shack built with some resources that she had kind of smuggled in… and then she got a pony. 

· And on that pony, this 70-year-old woman began riding from village to village, telling people about Jesus. She did that for five years on her own till one day she fell off and broke her hip. 

Her son, Paul Brand, this eminent doctor, comes and says: “Mom, you had a great run. God’s used you in amazing ways here… but its time you say goodbye.” 

· At 75 years of age, she said: “I’m not going back home.” God, give me the mountain! 

· She spent another 18 years traveling from one village to another on horseback— falls, concussions... you name it.  But she kept going.

· Finally she hits 93 years old. She just can’t ride horseback any more… and yet, for another two years, the men in those villages… 

· because they loved Granny Brand so much… they put her on a stretcher and they carried her from one village to another. 

She was 95 years old… and still cried out, “God, give me the hill country.” You see, that’s finishing well! 

· It’s not about retiring comfortably. It’s not about having a great 401K. It’s not even about having a healthy body. It is not about security. 

· It’s about saying, “God, give me another mountain.” 
· You see, finishing well is about being people who cry out for more than comfort and security.
Finishing well is about facing those new mountains with faith-driven optimism… knowing that there are still battles to fight…
· Knowing that there is a new generation coming along… a generation for whom you would sacrifice your time, your own comfort, your own taste in what church “ought” to look like… 
· To pass along your passion for Jesus and your many experiences walking with Him through life.
So, will you do it? Will you make it part of your life mission to give away what you’ve been given… to those who come after you? Will you do it?
· You see, that’s a part of who God made us to be. To be “passers of the torch…”
· To cry out as David did, “Since my youth, O God, You have taught me, and to this day I declare your marvelous deeds. Even when I am old and gray do not forsake me my God, until I declare your power to the next generation, your mighty acts to all who are to come.”
