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Dramatic Poem Reading 
 
“Go to the Limits of your Longing” 
Maria Rainer Rilke, Book of Hours, I 59 
 
God speaks to each of us as he makes us, 
then walks with us silently out of the night. 
These are the words we dimly hear: 
You, sent out beyond your recall, 
go to the limits of your longing. 
Embody me. 
Flare up like a flame 
and make big shadows I can move in. 
Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror. 
Just keep going. No feeling is final. 
Don't let yourself lose me. 
Nearby is the country they call life. 
You will know it by its seriousness. 
Give me your hand. 
 
Introduction 
 
1. In the grand sweep of the human experience and taking into consideration average life spans over 

the ages, our modern notion of retirement in the United States is by in large a fading picture of the 
industrial age that began in the middle 1700’. Prior to the industrial age, few even considered 
retirement because life spans were so short. For instance:1 

 
• In the Neolithic age (beginning 10,000 BC) life span was a nasty, brutish, and short twenty 

years.  
• It jumps to twenty-six in the Bronze and Iron Ages, and up to twenty-eight in the ancient 

Greece and Rome, making Socrates a seventy-year old anomaly when he died in 339 BCE. 
[Jesus would have been considered “mature” at 33!] 

• By the early Middle Ages, we pushed into the forties…During the early sixteen hundreds in 
England, two-thirds of all children died before the age of four, and life expectancy declined to 
only thirty-five years.  

                                                
1 Diamandis, Peter H.; Kotler, Steven. Abundance: The Future Is Better Than You Think (pp. 189-190). Free Press. Kindle 
Edition. 
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• It was the industrial revolution that started us on our trend toward longevity…By the early 
twentieth century we were still in the low forties, but that began to rapidly trend upward until 
now our average life span is a record 78.8 years.2  

 
2. Fascinatingly, as our average life spans have risen, mandatory retirement based upon age is now 

illegal in most countries.3 But, it was only as recent as the early 1970’s that about half of 
Americans were forced to retire by 65. And, today, while it is illegal to force retirement except for 
explicit safety concerns, it is social and institutional pressures, our aging bodies, the AARP mailing 
that arrives when you turn 50, and our social security benefits program that all serve to trigger our 
thinking about retirement.  

 
3. In a teaching series on work life, it felt important to include the modern dynamics of retirement in 

our lineup, but our challenge is that Scripture does not have much, if anything, to say about 
retirement. The Judeo-Christian Scriptural tradition was written over a 6,000 year period of time 
when life spans were consistently short (again, always with some famous exceptions) and largely 
impacted by the demands of the agrarian way of life. Everyone worked to eat until their bodies 
were too disabled to work any longer, and then they died. There were no 401k plans, Social 
Security pay backs, intentional retirement communities or nursing homes. You lived for perhaps 
three to four decades, and it was over.  

 
4. To say our religious tradition does not have much to say specifically about retirement isn’t to say 

that that it doesn’t have anything to offer us to think about as we approach and enter retirement. 
In, fact, considering that we live much longer than ever before and retirement is being expanded 
into extended seasons of life, Scripture offers us many things to consider, including the 
perspective of today’s Scripture.  
 

5. Today’s Scripture models for us reasons to live all of our lives expressing extravagant gratitude 
toward God and others such that the autumn seasons of life can be marked by joyful memories 
and continued moments of having loved God and others well.  
 
Matthew 26:6-13 
 

6 While Jesus was in Bethany in the home of Simon the Leper, 7 a woman came to him with an 
alabaster jar of very expensive perfume, which she poured on his head as he was reclining at 
the table. 
8 When the disciples saw this, they were indignant. “Why this waste?” they asked. 9 “This 
perfume could have been sold at a high price and the money given to the poor.” 
10 Aware of this, Jesus said to them, “Why are you bothering this woman? She has done a 
beautiful thing to me. 11 The poor you will always have with you, but you will not always have 
me.12 When she poured this perfume on my body, she did it to prepare me for burial. 13 Truly I 
tell you, wherever this gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be 
told, in memory of her.” 

Matthew 26:6-13 

                                                
2 http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/10/08/us-life-expectancy-hits-record-high/16874039/ (accessed 8-23-
16) 
3 http://www.nextavenue.org/is-it-time-to-abolish-mandatory-retirement/ (accessed 8-23-16) 
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New International Version (NIV) 
 
6. This account, occurring only a few days before Jesus’ crucifixion, death, and resurrection, offers 

us a few considerations as to how we can live in every season of life such that as we enter the 
autumn season our days will filled with meaning and purpose. The first consideration is that of 
giving ourselves to the practice of extravagant gratitude toward God and others.  

 
A. Extravagant Gratitude toward God and Others 
 
1. Gospel biographers Matthew, Mark and John tell this same account in slightly different ways at the 

beginning of their passion narratives. All three located the setting in the town of Bethany, which is 
in the modern day West Bank about one and a half miles from Jerusalem. In the first century 
Bethany was where Mary, Martha, Lazarus, and, as today’s text says, “Simon the Leper” lived.4 It 
is assumed that Simon was healed of leprosy at some point by Jesus, and hosted a meal in honor 
of Jesus and his disciples as they were making their way to Jerusalem.  
 
The very expensive perfume of this account was estimated to be worth a year’s wages, over three 
hundred denarii. That statistic doesn’t mean much to us today except that in that time one denarii 
was typically what a laborer received for a full day’s work.5 Imagine the value of a full year of labor 
and it is easy to see why the disciples would be upset. After all, at one point Jesus told a rich 
person to “sell everything that they had and give it to the poor.”6 Even more, it is certain that the 
itinerate ministry program of Jesus was under constant financial pressure as they had to rely 
exclusively upon individual donor support. So, it only made sense to the disciples that the perfume 
should be received as a gift so they could sell it, and use the money to fund their mission and give 
it to the poor. 
 
Nope. “She has done a beautiful thing,” Jesus said. What was she doing, though? 
 

2.  Gospel biographer Mark takes a slightly different angle than the Matthew: 
 

6 “Leave her alone,” said Jesus. “Why are you bothering her? She has done a beautiful thing to 
me. 7 The poor you will always have with you, and you can help them any time you want. But 
you will not always have me. 8 She did what she could. She poured perfume on my body 
beforehand to prepare for my burial. 

Mark 14:6-8. NIV 
 

There is evidence of deep love for the Christ, here. And, when Jesus said, “She did what she 
could” there is a clear recognition that this woman did not wake up that morning and turn to 
shelves of expensive perfumes, each worth a year’s wages, and think to herself, “now which one 
should I bring to the special dinner in honor of Jesus…”  
 

                                                
4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bethany_(biblical_village) (accessed 8-25-16) 
5 Mark gives a fuller description of the unguent and its value (over three hundred denarii, a year’s wages; so also John 
12:5). France, R.T.. The Gospel of Matthew (New International Commentary on the New Testament) (p. 974). Eerdmans 
Publishing Co - A. Kindle Edition. 
6 Matthew 19:21. 



WORK LIFE “Retirement”  © 2016 Dan Collison  Page 4 

No, it is most likely that this perfume was her most valuable possession and she probably thought 
about pouring it out on Jesus for weeks…maybe months before this moment, because she loved 
him and had a deep gratitude for the love, acceptance, and freedom she received through him. 

  
3. This scene is a picture of the circle of generosity between God and us and probably why Jesus 

said this story would be told the world over. When we encounter and waken Christ authentically, it 
is a holistic body, soul, and mind experience that is all about love. Created in the image of God, 
everyone is imbued with love and acceptance upon conception, but depending upon our 
upbringing or life circumstances and in light of our capacity to sin, our embedded identity becomes 
hidden from us. And, like a circuit designed to be connected, the presence and embrace of Christ 
re-connects us to our Creator and awakens us to a whole new way of looking at ourselves and the 
world around us that was a part of our design all along, but we couldn’t see it. 
 
Like the woman, who was known to have been deeply touched and awakened by Jesus’ love and 
concern for her in a violent time in which women were most often considered property, our entire 
beings and whatever kinds of marginalizations we experience—and our good, our bad--
everything, is held, accepted, forgiven, and invited into the ongoing process of personal renewal 
and realizing at deeper and deeper levels that every fiber of our being is loved by God.  
 
One result of this re-connection is that we reach back to God and close the circle, or circuit, with 
extravagant gratitude.  

 
4. The stories of people who give their most precious material possessions to God, or to others on 

behalf of God are legion and legend. Anonymous gifts. Public gifts. Estates. Houses. Orphanages. 
Hospitals. Foundations. You name it, throughout history Christ followers have given extravagantly 
to God and others because awakening to Christ and becoming the beloved of God is like what 
Jesus said--tapping a deeper wellspring that wants to pour out and overflow out of gratitude and 
connection to limitless love. And, as Jesus indicated, it isn’t the amount that matters, it is the intent 
that enhances and intensifies the aroma of our gratitude to God and the world. 
 

5. One of the most generous people I have had the privilege of knowing was Bill Mooney. I first met 
Bill as he was a guest in our winter shelter for those facing homelessness. He was a bit of a loner 
who didn’t have any family and had been coming and going in shelters for many years. He 
struggled with mental illness for his entire adult life. The professional shelter staff had an affection 
for Bill because he was always affable, but was also always avoidant when it came to finding 
permanent housing. While spending a six-month season in First Covenant’s shelter one volunteer 
named Shelly learned that he hadn’t made the connection to get eye glasses, so she took him to 
an eye appointment. Another Shelly noticed that Bill didn’t have socks, and bought Bill brand new 
and comfortable socks that he promptly gave away to others because he just didn’t like wearing 
socks! 

 
6. Another shelter volunteer named Marlys shared dinner with Bill multiple times and, at his request, 

brought him to a few of the church social events. Eventually, Bill connected with many in the First 
Covenant community, who, along with professional staff celebrated his first permanent housing 
experience where he told me he was really, really, really nervous, but that because his community 
was supportive and urging his safety, that he was going to give it a try. 
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7. Bill succeeded in remaining housed and spent a few years living life more holistically than on the 
streets. Sadly, Bill was diagnosed with cancer and died in the summer of 2014. But, he didn’t die 
alone. He had forged friendships and experienced personal peace in housing that had been 
illusive until there were a sense of community surrounding his life and cheering him on. And, I 
share all of this as a backdrop to something that many may have not known about Bill and his 
bent toward extravagant gratitude.  

 
Every Communion Sunday we set out wooden bowls as a benevolent offering for those in the 
community that have financial need. And, every communion Sunday Bill would empty whatever 
was in his pockets into the bowls, typically some wadded up singles and change. Sometimes he 
would give me a “giving envelop” and write out the amount on the total line with amounts such as 
$3.53, $5.27 as if to say, “I want to give back, and this was everything that I had in my pocket.” 

 
8. Beautiful and extravagant gratitude. Bill’s life practice can be our life practice and give us joyful 

memories in every season of life, and I have to say, as I am 48 years old and only two years away 
from AARP sending me my welcome packet, the joyful memories of extravagant gratitude give us 
a deep sense of a life well lived and a living slide show in our minds of people’s lives that we have 
touched because we chose to give extravagantly to God and others.  

 
Beyond “extravagant gratitude” there is a second perspective in today’s text that we should pay 
attention to. Jesus said, “The poor you will always have with you, but you will not always have me. 
When she poured this perfume on my body, she did it to prepare me for burial.”  
 
B. Honor the Boundaries of the Human Experience 
 
1. This is so interesting because what Jesus seems to be saying is that investing in key life moments 

is as important as attending to the larger needs of society. So, the second perspective is this: 
honor the boundaries of the human experience by thoughtfully attending to key moments of life as 
they arrive, whether or not they come with pain or joy. Marker moments are both planned and 
unplanned experiences such as births, deaths, dedications, graduations, baptisms, engagements 
and weddings, separations and divorces, sicknesses and tragedies, windfalls, job promotions, and 
yes, retirement.  
 
Each of these life moments are invitations to pause and be fully awake and attend to and invest in 
all that is taking place. These moments offer us the opportunity to reflect back and look forward in 
order re-orient and re-prioritize our lives, our relationships, and our understanding and relationship 
with God as well. We can choose to not invest, to not be present, and to not do our best to plan 
ahead for that which we know is coming. We can even be hyper religious like the disciples who 
ultimately missed Jesus’ point as well. But, in doing so, we would be missing out on the great 
revelations of life that are like seeds embedded with in the life marker moments. 

 
2. Speaking personally, for years I felt immortal and didn’t give life markers much of a thought, 

largely because my parents were the ones who invested in the marker moments. It was in my late 
30’s and early 40’s that I first realized I had begun to enter a new season of life that both invited 
me to begin to take more leadership and acknowledge that I too will eventually arrive at the 
autumn stages of life.  
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3. The first marker was having a colleague’s spouse die suddenly of a heart attack. Then, having 
another pass away from cancer. Yesterday, I helped lay to rest the 59 year hold husband of a 
musician from my former church who died on August 11 of the same form of Leukemia my father 
passed away from when he was 70. 
 
Several years ago and early in my awakening to this new season I was startling by my wife Holly’s 
father saying to me (and I remember the moment and exactly where I was sitting at the time) “well 
Dan, I figure I have about 10 summers left.” Looking back, he was spot on. But, I had never 
thought of counting summers before then. Now, with both of our family fathers having passed 
away, and more and more friends and colleagues experiencing similar and varied transitions, I 
have become increasingly aware of the boundaries of the human experience and am searching 
for ways to honor them and learn from them. 

 
Even silly things like going down nostalgia lane and watching the 1980s and 90’s “Back to the 
Future” movie trilogy with my two sons triggered the realization of boundaries. Do you remember 
that that character “Doc” set the DeLorean Time Machine for date a loooong way in the future, 30 
years in the future, as in last October 26, 2015. Ouch! 

 
Those here who are 50 and above know the thresholds that I am talking about. Those here 40 and 
below, maybe not, but you will soon enough! And, when the thresholds arrive and we awaken to 
the real boundaries, we honor them by paying attention to what is going on inside ourselves and 
with those closest to us. Then, with courage, accept the invitation to both let go of some things we 
have been hanging onto while picking up and engaging new things.  
 

4. As mentioned in the God at Work with Chris and Roger Fossum, Developmental Psychologist Erik 
Erickson’s final two stages of human development are making the choices to be generative over 
stagnancy, and self-accepting over despair.7 This is where close friends and family are an 
essential part of determining the shape of things such as retirement.  
 
I recently read a news article that spoke to this. Randy Johnson was the longest serving Hennepin 
County Commissioner having served on the board for 38 years. He was 69 and announced that 
he was going to run for his seat yet again, only to reverse his decision a few days later because, 
(and I quote the article) “his change of heart was the result of some deep conversations with his 
wife over the weekend. [He said] ‘She expressed a strong preference that I retire and we do 
[family things] while we’re still able to do them”8  

 
5. Preparing, approaching and entering retirement are all opportunities to take stock in the arc of our 

lives. And, rather than attempt to keep the status quo, or alternatively panic, or scramble to try get 
everything in and done as soon as possible before we die, we need to remember that our life’s 
vocation is discernable in fresh and new ways in every season of life because, as Christian author 
Parker Palmer once wrote vocation is…: 

 
“…[not] a goal to be achieved but as a gift to be received. Discovering vocation does not mean 
scrambling toward some prize just beyond my reach but accepting the treasure of true self I 
already possess. Vocation does not come from a voice ‘Out there’ calling me to be something I 

                                                
7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Erikson%27s_stages_of_psychosocial_development (accessed 8-27-16) 
8 Reinan (http://www.startribune.com/john‑reinan/273043871/) Star Tribune (accessed 8-26-16) 
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am not. It comes from a voice ‘in here’ calling me to be a person I was born to be, to fulfill the 
original selfhood given me at birth by God.”9 

   
Conclusion 
 
1. The journey of self-discovery and receiving the gift of vocation doesn’t end at retirement. Not only 

doesn’t it not end, in fact, for some, it can be when it really begins to take shape because some of 
the obligatory matters of life have been settled. Seriously, some people really take flight in 
retirement and enjoy completely new discoveries. I once met a man who took up painting for the 
first time as a 70-year-old and mastered a very unique and detailed painting art form before 
passing away in his 90s. Even a President of the United States can have their most productive 
and generous work happen in their retirement as is what former President Jimmy Carter describes 
about his retirement. 
 

2. Returning for one final thought flowing from today’s Scripture--Whomever you are and whatever 
you choose to do to prepare for and embody your retirement, all of us are encouraged to embody 
all of life and the autumn seasons of our lives with extravagant gratitude while honoring the 
markers and boundaries of the human experience. We are invited to pour out our very best for the 
love of Christ and a wild love of our world. This will ensure joyful memories and continued 
moments of having loved God and others well, all the while continuously awakening to our best 
selves. 

 
3. To conclude our teaching series on work life, we will hear again the poem that was read before 

the sermon “Go to the Limits of Your Longing.” And, after it is read, I invite us to have a few 
minutes of silence to reflect on what we believe is our God given vocational themes at this 
moment, and imagine these themes and our work life like an invaluable perfume with which we 
break open the jar and fill our world with an amazing aroma.  

 
“Go to the Limits of your Longing” 
 

God speaks to each of us as he makes us, 
then walks with us silently out of the night. 
These are the words we dimly hear: 
You, sent out beyond your recall, 
go to the limits of your longing. 
Embody me. 
Flare up like a flame 
and make big shadows I can move in. 
Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror. 
Just keep going. No feeling is final. 
Don't let yourself lose me. 
Nearby is the country they call life. 
You will know it by its seriousness. 
Give me your hand. 

--Maria Rainer Rilke, Book of Hours, I 59 
 
SILENCE 
                                                
9 Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation, © 2000 Jon Wiley & Sons. Pages 10. 
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Prayer 
 
God of every chapter and season of life—we are before you today to experience and listen to your 
voice in the discernment of our vocational themes and in all areas of our lives. Help us to be fully 
awakened to your embrace of all that we are, and receive our joyful and extravagant gratitude in 
response.  
 
In Jesus’ name. Amen.   
 
 
Benediction 
 
As our week now begins, may we live all of our lives expressing extravagant gratitude toward God 
and others such that the autumn seasons of life are marked by joyful memories and continued 
moments of having loved God and others well.  
 
Go in peace. Amen. 


