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Who made the world?

Who made the swan, and the black bear?

Who made the grasshopper?

This grasshopper, I mean--

the one who has flung herself out of the grass,

the one who is eating sugar out of my hand,

who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down--

who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.

Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.

Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.

I don't know exactly what a prayer is.

I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down

into the grass, how to kneel in the grass,

how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,

which is what I have been doing all day.

Tell me, what else should I have done?

Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon?

Tell me, what is it you plan to do

With your one wild and precious life?

Mary Oliver is a tiny, gray-haired poet who might be a Buddhist, because so many of her poems include minute details of animals, plants, and insects -- her wonderment at their existence, and her wonder at the gift of life itself—the gift of life to all of us.

Sometimes this life is so much fun and so awesome, I can hardly stand it.  And sometimes it nearly scares me to death.  I suppose it would be more comfortable if I looked forward to heaven and a glorious afterlife.  But I think heaven is here, in this life (along with hell, some days).  When I realize that for me, this is all there is, I want to see every place, travel all over the world, read lots of really good books, climb pretty mountains, write more poetry and sermons, spend more time at the piano, become a good bridge player, beat my son-in-law at Scrabble, listen to the dreams of my grandchildren, grow gorgeous flowers and vegetables, run a marathon, become a good horseback rider, play amazing tennis, exercise more, lose weight, hike the Milford Track, climb all the world’s sacred mountains, Learn Spanish, French Greek and Sanskrit.  Do more effective, social justice work that makes a serious difference and on and on and on…But the most important of all these, is to make a difference.

I know there is not time for all of this, and that’s the problem for me and for all of us -- beginning in our youth when we struggle to figure out what kind of persons we want to become, what kind of work we want to do, who we want to spend our lives with, what to do about our religious impulses.

If we are fortunate, we have the support and guidance of our parents, the wisdom of mentors, and models to emulate.  If we are very fortunate, we have models who demonstrate healthy values, good character, and who listen to us pour out our hopes, dreams and aspirations.

As we progress through life, we continue to question ourselves. We continue to question our decisions, our choices, our actions…and as we progress through growing up, education, raising our families (or not), and doing our work, we begin to realize that life does not go on forever.  This gift comes to an end, and we don’t know what happens after that.  But the realization that our time is limited can cause anxiety and distress.

When I was 25 I decided that it was all downhill after that….not downhill in terms of ease, but downhill in terms of opportunities.  I went for a medical exam, began to seriously consider marriage, and reassessed my career.

Around forty, lots of us experience a “mid-life crisis”.  We look around and ask, “I this all there is?”  My brother was a successful attorney, married with two children, a nice home and a boat…He lapsed into a depression and with therapy and support from his friends, recovered.  Later he remarried, changed careers, resumed playing tennis, took up painting and sculpture, and finally retired.  During his recovery he also volunteered and offered financial services to several civic organizations.  At my suggestion he volunteered free legal services to people. 

Some men have affairs, buy sport cars, and begin to drink more.  Some women become depressed, and excessively concerned about their appearances, get plastic surgery, and may also drink more or have affairs.  The feeling that life is passing you by is a strong motivator for seeking adventure.

No one wants to come to the end of the big journey, and wish they had seen more, done more, learned more.  No one looks back and wishes he’d spent more time at the office.  Although it is very true that some people love their work so much it doesn’t feel like work to them.  Most people look back and wish they had spent more time with family and friends, and done more to make a difference in the world.

Life is a series of choices, and there’s the rub.  We can choose.  Every year I make a list of things I want to do before I do.  Unfortunately, every year I am a year older and the list gets longer, not shorter.  To do more with less time requires commitment, discipline and a lot of determination.  And we all have to set priorities at different stages in our lives.  Do I watch TV or do my homework?  Do I set aside time for exercise or sit longer with my morning coffee?  Some years ago I was whining to myself that I didn’t have time to go to the gym, walk for an hour, or build exercise into my daily routine.  Then I read that Tip O’Neill, a very large man who was Speaker of the House of Representatives, was going to the gym every morning at 5:00 a.m. to work out.  Now he was a busy man….of course he had someone to drive him to the gym, and someone to do the laundry, change the sheets, cook, clean, and take care of his administrative and personal business.  Still….I said to myself if he could do it, so could I (a little later in the day).  Later, in seminary, one of my professors who had taught at Harvard told us about an exercise group of very bright professors, on the fast track, who exercised together at 6:30 every morning.  It was the “in” thing to do.  Well, I have an elliptical machine, and I manage to get on it for about 15 minutes three times a week, and walk my dog around the neighborhood several times a week, but that’s it for me and exercise, except for cutting the grass.

I buy books, mostly related to ministry or philosophy, and rarely finish reading them.  I confess it takes a lot to hold my attention.

What I’m getting at here is that I know my time is limited, and that I am not doing as much as I would like to do…not reading as much, not spending enough time visiting with friends or making new ones, not practicing the piano, playing the flute or guitar.  I do read a lot—two to three hours a day, and watch over an hour of news every evening.  It is important to keep informed, and that is not easy here, or anywhere.  It requires going to multiple sources.  

There is so much to do, so much to see, and there are so many people who need a hand up.  So many people to comfort.  I’m thinking of volunteering to take my sweet and gentle dog around to nursing homes to visit people and let them pet her.

How are you spending your life? Is there something you’d like to do that would enrich your spirit?  Prepare a meal regularly for the homeless shelter?  Help a child with homework or reading?  Take a class at one of our local universities?  Learn a new language?  Improve your golf game?  Some people get busier and busier as they get older.  I heard a man on television the other night say that he has decided to sprint to the finish.  He is more accomplished and wiser now that he is older.  And has more to offer.  He doesn’t ever plan to retire.  He loves his work.  But even in retirement life is full of opportunities for enjoyment, learning, service, and my personal favorite, watching and helping things grow.

Think about how you would like to look back on your life.  How do you want to be remembered?  How do you want to think of yourself?  

I don't know exactly what a prayer is.

I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down

into the grass, how to kneel in the grass,

how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,

which is what I have been doing all day.

Tell me, what else should I have done?

Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon?

Tell me, what is it you plan to do

With your one wild and precious life?

Amen

�   Mary Oliver, The Summer Day.





