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Ulysses, Greek king and fearless warrior, lived the life of a career military soldier.   But like all soldiers, the time came for Ulysses to lay down his weapons and return home to his family.  Alfred Lord Tennyson imagined what it must have been like for this ancient warrior to walk away from a life of adventure and replace it with the relative safety of home.  He captured this in his poem, “Ulysses”.  In many ways, the modern soldier, retiring after many years of service, may share the same feelings:


“…Match’d with an aged wife, I mete and dole unequal laws unto a savage race,


That hoard, and sleep, and feed, and know not me.”

Yes, back at home, Ulysses noticed that his wife had become older, probably not a wise thing to comment about! With perhaps more time to really look at each other, it became obvious that the years had been marching on. Perhaps his own reflection even surprised him. Without his uniform, he may have felt somewhat exposed, weakened. 

Next he was confronted with the somewhat mundane, daily events of family life.  The modern day warrior may boast proudly of a family that developed a working rhythm which supported his military career.  But with retirement, that same family may experience a sort of identity crisis. The permanent return of the career soldier has changed the rhythm of the home. Even a highly desired change can cause stress as those affected attempt to remodel patterns of behavior that are no longer needed or desired.  


“Much have I seen and known; cities of men and manners, climates, councils,

                     governments,…


I am a part of all that I have met…


How dull it is to pause, to make an end, to rust unburnish’ed, not to shine in use!


As tho’ to breathe were life.’

Military service is a parade of people and missions.  Upon retirement, the retirees are no longer a part of the big parade.  Who they are, their adventures, stories, and the events that molded much of their adult lives can be attributed to their time in military service.  They were constantly performing maintenance, training, practicing, preparing for the next assignment, always kept in a state of readiness, and now:


“My mariners, souls that have toil’d, and wrought, and thought with me


…you and I are old.”

In the midst of the battle, a soldier doesn’t have a chance to stop and think about aging.  It is only after the soldier walks off the field that he begins to feel the aches and pains brought about from years of wear and tear.  For many retirees, this pause in life feels like a signal to slow down, or even to stop.  The nagging, “If I am retired – I must be old” feeling may begin to surface.  Financially retirees may need to locate a job to supplement their retirement income. They may feel very insecure about their ability to find a place in the civilian workforce.  What does he have to offer this ‘new world’?  The retiree needs to appreciate that as a soldier he was a team leader, planner, mentor/motivator, time manager and problem solver, to say the least.   The retiree did not check these qualities and skills in at the door during a retirement ceremony!  Like Ulysses, the retiree carries with him a part of all the experiences he has met. Success in the past is a major indicator of future success.  If a retiree can guide his thinking in this direction, he can begin to move forward.

.  


“Some work of noble note, may yet be done,


Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.


Come, my friends, ‘tis not too late to seek a newer world…

Tho’ much is taken, much abides, and tho’ we are not now that strength which in old days moved earth and heaven;


That which we are, we are;

One equal temper of heroic hearts, made weak by time and fate, but strong in will…”

Tennyson’s Ulysses looked back on his life and saw where he had once been a driving influence, a contributor. He was hit with the realization that he was still that same person, maybe older, but not without valuable experience and strength of character.  That reflection was the first step in planning his future.  Like Ulysses, the retiree must evaluate his past experience and recognized the strengths he still possesses. He must take the initiative and seek current, relevant training in order to develop a new state of readiness.  This major life change will need the same tenacity that was required to become a successful soldier.  The retiree must call up that dogged, stubbornness that would not allow him to surrender or give up in the past.  Tennyson perhaps said it best as Ulysses decides to charge into the future prepared:


‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”

