
Prayer (Rev. Ashley):

Spirit of Wisdom

We give thanks for each moment, for this precious life. We direct our intention toward recognizing

what we have learned through life’s joys and challenges, and celebrate all we have been and all we

are becoming. May we find ways to appreciate the struggles of others, to reach out beyond ourselves

with the gifts we can offer, and to continue our journey of growth and learning through contemplation

and service. Amen.

Readings:

Unwillingly Miranda wakes,
Feels the sun with terror,
One unwilling step she takes,
Shuddering to the mirror.
Miranda in Miranda’s sight
Is old and gray and dirty;
Twenty-nine she was last night;
This morning she is thirty.
(Ogden Nash)

Don’t prioritise your looks my friend, as they won’t last the journey.
Your sense of humor though, will only get better with age.
Your intuition will grow and expand like a majestic cloak of wisdom.
Your ability to choose your battles, will be fine-tuned to perfection.
Your capacity for stillness, for living in the moment, will blossom.
Your desire to live each and every moment will transcend all other wants.
Your instinct for knowing what (and who) is worth your time, will grow and flourish like ivy on a castle
wall.
Don’t prioritise your looks my friend,
they will change forevermore, that pursuit is one of much sadness and disappointment.
Prioritise the uniqueness that make you you, and the invisible magnet that draws in other like-minded
souls to dance in your orbit.
These are the things which will only get better.
(Judi Dench)



Message

First, a confession. I gave a version of this talk a few summers ago to my home congregation.

Before I retired. Before I turned seventy. And most importantly, before I moved to Riderwood. For all

those reasons, the title is the same, but not much else.

At that time, I was working on what I thought would be my third book on gender and fashion,

the last installment in a trilogy that began with Pink and Blue: Telling the Boys from the Girls in

America, followed by Sex and Unisex: Fashion, Feminism, and the Sexual Revolution. Book three,

Age Appropriate, was to be about the interplay between age and gender in women’s fashions. But the

more I researched and thought, the less it made sense to write that book. In fact, the story that

begged to be told is not about clothes at all. Today, that book consists of five magazine files of drafts

and notes, a three-year-old proposal, and a new title: Que Sera, Sera: A Generational Autobiography.

The title, of course, comes from the popular song released in 1956. I vividly remember hearing it on

the radio and television, and singing it at the top of my lungs while standing on the playground swing.

“Que sera, sera” (“Whatever will be, will be”) exemplifies how popular culture can teach us what to

expect from life. The stories found in folktales, advertising, song lyrics and television can be very

enticing, especially to the young. As Carol Pearson once wrote about the power of archetypes in our

lives, “When we are children, we may inhale stories without exhaling the parts that do not serve us”.

Seven-year-old Jo saw a beautiful blonde woman telling her own growing up story, simultaneously

nostalgic (“When I was just a little girl…”) and content with the present. The twist, I realized decades

later, was that what seven-year-old me saw as the infinite possibilities of “whatever will be '' was

nested in the expectation that we would become like our mothers. I am sure we could all have a good

time deconstructing our favorite songs and stories from our younger days and comparing notes about

cultural expectations, and about our journeys on and off those predetermined paths.



So, in the middle of trying to write that book, I wondered what lessons we had learned about

growing older. This led me into the large and growing body of work on aging and ageism.

About learning how humans age: remember being bombarded with information about puberty

throughout middle school? Here I was learning about aging, this time, and realizing that most of what

I “knew” was the geriatric equivalent of playground myths and jokes about old people. Some of the

biological facts I already learned through personal experience. “Hair sparse and gray”: check. “Skin

like parchment”: check. “Fewer curves”: check. “Wrinkles”: check. What I thought I knew about

cognition turned out to be far too simplistic; I recommend Daniel Levitin’s book on the neuroscience of

aging for anyone who really wants to know what is going on between their ears. The worst thing we

can do is equate aging with dying. “Well, aren’t we all dying, our whole lives?” No, we are not. Yes,

once we reach adulthood, our bodies age in predictable ways. That’s how we are programmed. But

we are also programmed to do many other things that not only do not diminish with age, but are

actually enhanced. and are The dying process is unique from aging. There are symptoms that signal

the approach of clinical death, as respiration and circulation slow down, and after the heart stops

beating, the death of brain cells brings on biological death. Now that we have dispensed with that

cheerful information, consider this: dying can happen at any age. You don’t need gray hair, wrinkles,

or bad knees to die. You also don’t need to be “old” to have gray hair, wrinkles, or bad knees. My

exploration began with the book Aged by Culture by Margaret Morganroth Gullette. I hope she won’t

mind my borrowing her title. Oh, and don’t worry about jotting down all my references. There are

copies of my reading list available after the service. You can take the professor out of the classroom,

but you can’t take the classroom out of the professor. According to Gullette, the most important belief

about growing older in modern America is that aging is synonymous with decline. The specter of

decline — getting weaker, less capable, less attractive, and less important — can be found

everywhere in our popular culture. Gullette admits that getting older has its daunting aspects. But the

decline narrative is something more than simple recognition of these biological realities. It’s negative

stereotypes, and it results in ageism.



When I moved to Riderwood, I was taken aback by the amount of ageism I found, not so much

from the staff, but from other residents. According to Gullette, I should not have been surprised.

Ageism, like sexism and racism, is learned in childhood and reinforced throughout our adult lives.

Ageist younger people grow into ageist older ones. I have heard residents express reluctance to

socialize with older residents, or a preference to just meet younger ones. Hardly a day goes by

without hearing an old person joke or seeing an ageist cartoon on Chatterwood. Much of this also

intersects with ableism, linking age and disability into a double whammy of damaging messages

about the worth and dignity of older people, including ourselves. As anti-ageism activist Ashton

Applewhite writes, “Ageism is the only form of discrimination we practice against our future selves”.

So, as a community which covenants to “affirm the worth and dignity of every human being”

what can we do to counter this cultural narrative? Are we inevitably consigned to the roles dictated by

culture? Well, are we?

I believe the anti-ageist journey, like becoming antiracist, begins with ourselves. So I have

begun to explore the growing body of literature about the positive aspects of life past middle age.

Refreshingly, I have found that the best of these incorporate what Margaret Gullette would call the

“progress” narrative view of aging. Seeing aging as growth and progress does not require us to deny

the realities of decline and loss. Instead, the progress narrative balances it with an awareness of the

compensating gifts that a long life offers, such as wisdom, enlightenment, and perspective.

Because we have been under-informed and misinformed about the biological changes

awaiting us, and because I remember buying “What’s Happening to My Body?” for my children when

they approached adolescence, I have sought up-to-date, science-based sources on the topic. So far,

my favorite is Daniel Levitin’s Successful Aging, which goes far beyond his specialization in

neuroscience. That’s all the summary you are going to get from me. While having an accurate picture

of how I might decline is important, my chief interest is in how to amplify the progress narrative.



I want to thank Riderwood neighbor Elaine Tiller for loaning me the book “From Age-ing

to Sage-ing” by Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi. It is both wise and inspiring. So much so by the

time I had read the first chapter I ordered my own copy. Its value lies in two key messages. First,

Rabbi Zalman envisions the increase in human longevity over the course of the twentieth century not

as a burden, as seen in so much of the “decline” literature, but as an opportunity to advance human

understanding by harnessing the strengths of elders. By elders, he does not mean “senior citizens”,

which he calls “an honorific title” that masks “our nonessential” existence. “Senior”, he argues, implies

a static position. Elders have a role to play in society, and he coined the word “eldering” to denote the

process of growing into that role. The bulk of his book is devoted to his second message, the how of

eldering. I will attempt an overview, to give you a taste.

Each season of life has its purpose. For Rabbi Schacter-Shalomi, though the purposes of

childhood, youth, and maturity are different, they can all be summarized in a single word: to grow. I

am reminded of the words of Margaret Fuller: “Very early, I knew that the only object in life was to

grow.” How can the purpose of old age be any less? What kind of growth befits the gift of twenty or

even thirty years beyond the psalmist’s “three score and ten”? Here are some suggestions:

● Developing contemplative skills to nurture the elder within

● “Harvesting” the spiritual, emotional, and intellectual growth we have achieved by

journaling and contemplating our experiences (the good and the bd)

● Healing broken relationships, where possible

● Letting go of grudges and old hurts, if reconciliation is impossible

● Preparing to leave a legacy

● Coming to terms with decline, loss, and our own death



We can do these things on our own, but that would miss a wonderful opportunity. I didn’t move

to Riderwood to keep myself amused and busy until they cart me away. I am not done learning and

growing yet, and I don’t think I am alone. So I ask: how can we leverage our unique location and time

of life to do this work as a community? Riderwoodians are not all the same age, but various

generations living together. There is ample opportunity to observe humans from their sixties to past

100 — and to learn from them. We can see that age and disability are not always correlated, though

ageism and ableism often are. We can compare and contrast our lives. I know what it was like for me

to be part of the “having it all” generation of working mothers in their maternity power suits. Tell me

about what it was like ten or twenty — or thirty — years earlier to be a young college graduate. Tell

me what it was like to be a draft-age high school graduate. Let’s elder together.

Closing words

The Elder Creed

An elder is a person who is still growing, still a learner, still with potential and whose life continues to have

within it promise for, and connection to, the future.

An elder is still in pursuit of happiness, joy, and pleasure, and her or his birthright to these remains intact.

Moreover, an elder is a person who deserves respect and honor and whose work it is to synthesize wisdom

from long life experience and formulate this into a legacy for future generations.

-Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi
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