ARRIVANT AU TERME DU VOYAGE

By THOMAS H. BRIGGS III 

I am almost a nonagenarian, and I don't like it.

I have had a good life, a rich one, professional success beyond early ex​pectations, many friends of various interests, wide interests of my own developed by following up every lively curiosity, and all the comforts of living that one might desire.

How times are altered; 

if I care To buy a thing, I can; 

The pence are here, and here's the fair; 

But where's the lost young man?

I look back not with sadness on a lost youth and young manhood, but rather on a life well and happily spent. But old age is not the best of life, Robert Browning to the contrary notwithstanding. He looked on it with over‑optimistic expectation; I look at it realistically with limited expectation of future achievements.

There is so much that I could do if there were time! There is so much that I could have done better if I had had the wisdom that age brings, and so many tasks that I should have performed more expeditiously had I realized, as few ever do, that time runs out.

When freed from imposed duties some are content, with sighs of relief, to sit idly in the sun, to play innocuous games, to spend their evenings in superficial reading, to procrastinate action, and, like the Lady of Shalott, watch the world go by without desire for eager participation. Their days move by uneventfully. As with James Lee's wife, "If a magpie alights, it seems an event." No sensible person will of course refuse the pleasures of some idleness, but he should realize that it is, and should be, a minor part of life. There is no pleasure comparable to that resulting from work that promises some good to others.

It is easy to slip into obsolescence. If the retired who refused the challenges of opportunity had read of the decline to death in life of Edgar Lee Masters' Cato Braden, who, yielding more and more to the trivial, shirking responsibilities, blinding himself to opportunities, and procrastinating necessary activities, which alone can keep one alive, he could hardly have failed to profit from the tragedy.

"He grows sluggish, lies him down to rest, And dies unknowing."

At retirement one faces a challenge to prove himself in a new life. I myself had made preparation for retirement by developing numerous interests of a varied kind: humani nil a me alienum puto. The personal satisfaction that comes from cumulated and enriched interests is more important than any practical utility, and their pursuit gives continuing and increased pleasure. But pleasure alone cannot justify living.

When one retires he enters a realm of personal sovereignty, with no compelling clocks or calendars, with no duties that he does not impose on himself. Having had a long life of industry, seeking to achieve professional ideals in which I confidently and passionately believe to be important, I could not be content with intellectual inactivity. I had a backlog of projects, too many, I realized, to be completed; but that was no excuse for not working at them as long as strength held out. Some of my own professional ideals, clearly defined in my own mind, are too lofty to be appreciated by those who are content with others less lofty and more immediately practical. But in retirement I could continue to explain them and to argue for their eventual acceptance. "When the forts of folly fall" it is my hope that at least some of them have helped breach the wall.

A teacher presents his ideals, makes assignments, and gives marks, of the validity of which he is seldom certain, but the results of his influence lying in the future, often in the long future, he cannot know. He may often envy a mason, who at the end of a day or even of an hour can see with certainty the amount of wall that he has built.

Of the thousands of a teacher's students most of them pass from his knowledge, some satisfied merely with acquired credits and making little or no effort to apply what they were taught. But there is a band of Gideonites of whom he is justly proud, seeing that they are achieving practically what he taught theoretically. They carry on the torch which he hopes will light fires in many, many others. But, alas, as Papini noted in his Life of Christ, some who profess to be disciples, having understood incompletely, make absurd what is fundamentally sound.

Even at my advanced age I do not feel old, as one will inevitably do if he gives up his ideals, his ambitions, and his hopes, and ceases his active efforts at achievement. Besides activities of his own choosing, whether to promote professional ideals or to increase personal interests, association with friends helps one to ignore age. But as former friends move away, become alienated by diverging interests, or die, the aging is left lonely unless he has begun earlier in life to make new contacts with the younger generations. That is not always easy. The aged cannot expect to make real friends by extended reminiscences, being laudator temporis acti se puero. Once told tales may win applause, but many repetitions cause boredom and ridicule. The younger generations though conventionally respectful of age, cannot be expected to welcome proffered friendship unless it brings something that they want. So if the aged wishes to make friends with the younger, he must go to them with expectation of giving more than of getting. He must approach them with hope that what he has to offer will be welcomed: some knowledge of their own fields of interest or expressed willingness to learn from them; he must learn to listen appreciatively and to give advice only when it is sought.

However much in old age one may wish to be active in the world of thought and action, gradually he must come to a realization of lessening abilities with the weakening of the physical body: nothing tastes or smells or feels as good as in earlier years, and decreasing desires are easily satisfied. As life comes nearer and nearer to its close one cares less and less about more and more until the time comes when he cares, really cares, less and less about anything. He has less to give and less that is wanted by others. That is Nature's kindly preparation for an unregretted end of life.

Every person lives like a man drifting in an oarless boat down the Niagara River, powerless to accelerate or to retard his progress toward the inevitable end of his voyage. Certainly he cannot turn back and avoid his now recognized failures or do the things that he neglected to do. For many years he thinks not at all or only momentarily of the Falls at the end of his journey. Usually he is eager to get ahead to see what lies around the next bend of the river, however unimportant that may be. But eventually he comes to realize that there is only a little way more to go, and even then he is likely to wonder less about the termination than about what he can accomplish in the days left to him. If with resignation he complacently awaits the end, he dies before the coroner is summoned to pronounce him dead.

Many have comfort and even a pleasant anticipation and hope of finding after death eternal happiness, each longing for something different, as a reward for the pains of life ‑‑ release from responsibility, perpetual ease, worshipful service, or opportunity for accomplishing what was impossible in earthly life, perhaps "splashing at a ten league canvas with brushes of comet's hair." But there are others who do not share Cleon's desperate yearning for immortality as the culmination of life

"I, the thinking, feeling, active man, The man who loved his life so overmuch, Sleep in my urn? It is so horrible. I dare to imagine at times to my need Some future state revealed to us by Zeus, Unlimited in its capabilities for joy As this is in its desire for joy."

Whatever the future, each person approaching the end of his journey looks back with satisfaction or with distress on the life that he has spent. The failures of the thinking, feeling, active man are likely to be less in his mind than are hopes for the survival of what he has worked for. He who cannot look back with pride and with pleasure on his life in this world has no right to a better one hereafter. That he may attain as a reward for faith and worship, but he has not earned it by service to his fellow men.

If he has striven according to his strength, if he has found or made opportunities for service to others, however far he has failed of attaining the goals that he set for himself, he has had in this life a richness of reward regardless of what the future holds. Like Faust, he can with honesty say "J'arrive sans terreur au terme du voyage."
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