On Entering the Middle Years

A Sermon Delivered on April 29, 2007

by

The Reverend Axel H. Gehrmann

“Life should begin with age 

and its privileges and accumulations, 

and end with youth 

and its capacity to splendidly enjoy such advantages.”

-- Mark Twain
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Reading: from Passages  by Gail Sheehy, a chapter entitled “Setting Off on the Midlife Passage”  (p.350) 

The middle of the thirties is literally the midpoint of life. The halfway mark.  No gong rings, of course.  But twinges begin.  Deep down a change begins to register in those gut-level perceptions of safety and danger, time and no time, aliveness and stagnation, self and others.  It starts with a vague feeling…


I have reached some sort of meridian in my life, I had better take a survey, reexamine where I have been, and reevaluate how I am going to spend my resources from now on.  Why am I doing all this?  What do I really believe?

Underneath this vague feeling is the fact, as yet unacknowledged, that there is a down side to life, a back of the mountain, and that I have only so much time before the dark to find my own truth.


As such thoughts gather thunder, the continuity of the life cycle is interrupted.  They usher in a decade that can be called, in the deepest sense, the Deadline Decade.  Somewhere between 35 and 45 if we let ourselves, most of us will have a full-out authenticity crisis.

Reading: from an article entitled “Fifty-Two” by Michael Ventura  (from The Best Spiritual Writings 1999, p. 307)

It’s become a cliché that inside everyone there’s an “inner child.”  Pop culture is an enormous, omnipresent machine designed to tantalize and trick this Young One within.  The Young One seems the only part of you that our commercial culture takes seriously.  Your Young One is seduced into consuming like an adult while remaining too young to think like one.  Your Young One is flattered into thinking it’s your true self, the one you must always look like, the one you must never leave behind.  This gives the Young One burdens and responsibilities beyond its capacities – making your young One all the more insecure, all the more vulnerable, and thus all the more susceptible to the lies it is being sold…


The most insidious result of our buying into this cult of the Young One is that we insult and shame the Old One.


The Old One has been in us from the beginning, just like the Young One.  You can see his expression sometimes even in the face of an infant.  Or in your own face in a childhood photograph.  Or in the unexpected wisdom of a grade school or high school kid – something utterly true and perceptive, completely beyond their experience, yet theirs nonetheless.  It’s the Old One talking.  The Old One in us, waiting to take over from the Young One when it is time.


When adults of other eras taught their young to “respect your elders,” they were also respecting the Old One who lived within each young person – strengthening the Old One, giving the Old One a source of pride, so that it would be up to the task when it was needed.  But our culture insults and shames the Old One at every turn – and sells the idea that, in order to be accepted, we too must insult and shame our Old One by trying to stay young. After […] years of insult and shame, our Old One is weak and frightened and riven with self-doubt.  It’s no wonder we are afraid of aging, for how can such an Old One come forth in us and be strong when its time comes?


So we are left with only the Young One with which to face infirmity and death.  But the Young One is unprepared for this, for the Young one is incapable of believing in death.  You might say that its job is not to believe in death, not to value, much less respect, death.  That’s part of the Young One’s beauty.  With its audacity, the Young One gives us great strength, at the proper time.   But that time passes.  And after it passes, only the Old One can give us the strength we need.
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Before I begin this morning, let me offer you a word from our sponsor:  this morning’s sermon is brought to you by the organizers of last year’s service auction.  The service auction is a major annual fundraiser of our church.  Among the many exciting items up for bid was a “sermon for hire.”  Perhaps you too can purchase a sermon crafted to your own personal specification, while simultaneously supporting your church home.  Be sure to attend next year’s service auction.  This morning’s sermon topic, “On Entering the Middle Years,” was chosen by last year’s winner, Chris Hannauer.

* * *

A few weeks ago Chris and I got together for lunch to kick around the question, what does it mean to enter the middle years?  For both of us, we realized, this is not merely an academic question.  

Chris is happily married, father of two fine children, gainfully employed, and soon to turn forty.  I am happily married, father of two fine children, gainfully employed, and turned forty not too long ago.

We both find ourselves in that conspicuous period between 35 and 45 called midlife, or what Gail Sheehy calls the Deadline Decade.  It is a time when certain questions of meaning and mortality have a habit of arising with a new and surprising urgency.

Whether either of us is truly at the middle of our life journey, of course, we don’t know.  No matter what our age, we don’t know what the future holds.  Accidents happen, illnesses strike.  None of us know for certain how many days or decades our lives will continue.  The fact that some day we will die is not new news.  Any child knows no one lives forever.

Nevertheless these facts of life seem to take on a different kind of weight in so-called midlife.  I am now half the age my grandfather was when he died in his mid eighties, and past the midpoint of my father’s life, who died last year at 77.

What does it mean to reach the midpoint of one’s life? 

Perhaps it means I am no longer what is generally considered “young.”  I once read that men reach their physical prime by age nineteen.  And after that, it is downhill.  Somehow it seems this bit of biological trivia never truly sunk in for me.  For the better part of the past twenty years, I fancied myself physically and mentally just as able as I was at nineteen, with the added bonus of more life experience.  I have always considered myself young.

Unfortunately it is becoming more and more difficult to maintain this optimistic self-image.  The subtle clues are becoming more difficult to overlook.  For instance the quiet involuntary grunt that escapes my lips when I get up from the sofa.  Or the persistent twinge in my lower back that offers a constant reminder to be careful every time I bend down to pick something up.  Or the reflection in the mirror every morning, that gently tells me the young man with long curly hair I once was is history.

In some ways it seems aging means coming to terms with certain changes within us.  But in other ways it seems, as we grow older, we remain the same.  It is the world around us that is changing.  For one thing, it seems everybody else is getting younger.

I am sure those of you who are older than me, know exactly what I am talking about.  There was a time when respected authority figures like doctors, lawyers and police officers were mature adults.  Nowadays it seems many of them shockingly young.  Some of them look like mere teenagers, and yet we entrust them to guide us through the snares and dangers of medical or legal procedures, or to uphold the law.

* * *

The older we get, the less interested we tend to be in novelty, and the more we tend to trust tradition.  

When he turned forty, the neuroscientist Robert Sapolski realized that he was profoundly annoyed by the musical taste of his much younger lab assistants.  He disliked not only the latest trends in popular music, but also the fact that his young coworkers had remarkably eclectic listening habits – one day listening to punk rock, the next to Schostakovich, the next Irish folk, then Gregorian chants, followed by John Coltrane’s jazz, or Benny Goodman’s big-band hits.

In an article entitled “Open Season – When do we lose our taste for the new?” Saploski wrote: 

“At the age of forty, I listen to music constantly, but I can’t remember the last time I listened to a new composer.  And while I love all Mahler’s music, I now seem to listen only to the same two symphonies of his.  The same goes for reggae: it’s always the same trusted tape of Bob Marley’s greatest hits.  And if I’m going out for dinner I’m more and more likely to order my usual favorites.


How did this happen?  When did it become so important to have familiar ground underfoot?  For many people, that question would lead to some heavy soul-searching.  Being a scientist, I decided to avoid this by Studying the Subject.  A quick survey revealed that this all too familiar tendency had been ignored in the scientific literature.  Though there is research into why highly creative people tend to become less creative over time, no one knows why, as we age, we start buying those “Best of” anthologies advertised on late-night television…”  (The New Yorker, March 30, 1998)

Are there clear-cut time windows in our lives, during which we form our cultural tastes, during which we are open to new experience, or naturally drawn toward adventure?  And if so, is there a particular age at which these windows of openness slam shut?

After conducting a survey of radio music stations and their listeners, Sapolski concluded that most people are twenty years or younger when they first hear the popular music they will choose to listen to for the rest of their lives.  If you are over thirty-five when you are introduced to a new style of music, odds are over 95% that you will never choose to listen to it.  One window of openness has closed.

Wondering about other tastes we acquire, Sapolski turned his attention to gastronomy.  In order to determine our willingness to test novel kinds of food, he conducted a survey of Mid-western sushi restaurants.  He discovered that non-Asians who enjoy some good sushi were less then twenty-eight years old, when they first tried out the new sushi restaurant.  Those who were over thirty-nine when sushi came to town were more than 95% likely never to touch it.  Another window closed.

And finally, in order to examine our receptivity to fashion innovations, Sapolski did a survey of people who wear tongue studs.  He discovered that the average tongue-stud-wearer was under eighteen, when first exposed to the possibilities of piercing.  If you were over twenty-three the first time you heard about tongue studs, the odds are better than 95% that you will remain forever tongue-studless.

* * *

In some ways our perspective on life changes as we get older.  When we are young the future seems filled with limitless possibilities.  It seems there are an infinite number of doors through which we could step toward innumerable futures.  Any career seems a possibility, any skill seems within our reach, any goal we fancy seems attainable.  All we have to do is decide we want to pursue it.

And yet, with every day we grow older, with every year we head further along life’s path, some of these doors close.  We invariably reach a point at which we discover some entire realms of experience will now forever remain closed to us.  

Looking back on our lives at doors that have closed, windows that have shut, chapters that have ended, and looking into the future to see an ever narrowing path of ever smaller possibility can create a sense of wistfulness, sad wonderings of what might have been and what shall be no more, misty memories of youthful excitement and adventure.    

* * *

The Jewish psychotherapist and Holocaust survivor, Victor Frankl, learned, in the midst of his suffering in a concentration camp, that no matter what the external circumstances of our lives may be, we always have the capacity to create meaning.

Reflecting on the reality of aging, and the inevitability of death, he wrote,  “Each moment of which our life consists is dying, and that moment will never recur.  And yet is not this transitoriness a reminder that challenges us to make the best possible use of each moment of our lives?”

Every moment of our lives is filled with potential meaning.  And every moment that has passed contains a fullness of meaning that can never be taken away.

Frankl writes, 

“In the past, nothing is irretrievably lost, but rather on the contrary, everything is irrevocably stored and treasured.  People tend to see only the stubble fields of transitoriness but overlook and forget the full granaries of the past into which they have brought the harvest of their lives:  the deeds done, the loves loved, and last but not least, the sufferings they have gone through with courage and dignity.  

“From this one may see that there is no reason to pity old people.  Instead, young people should envy them…  Instead of possibilities in the future, they have realities in the past - the potentialities they have actualized, the meanings they have fulfilled, the values that have realized - and nothing and nobody can ever remove these assets from the past.” (Man’s Search for Meaning, p.175)

* * *

I think Michael Ventura is onto something, when he hints that we live in a culture obsessed with youthfulness, a culture in which the eternal goal seems to be that we each remain forever young. A culture in which the height of self-fulfillment is imagined to lie in appeasing every desire of our inner child.

As long as we look at aging as nothing but the inevitable loss of this inner child, growing older will remain a harrowing journey.  If the Young One is all we know, middle age will be the water shed moment in which we mourn the irretrievable loss of youth, and brace ourselves for the hopelessness of age.  

As long as we worship youth and only youth, no matter how old we are, no matter where we are on our life journeys, we will regard life as an inevitable decline, ending in nothingness.  Not only mid-life -- early-life, late-life -- any moment in which we are briefly roused from our daily duties and consider the larger sweep of life will be a source of despair, which can either lead us to a crisis, or prompt us to dig ourselves into a deeper hole of denial.

But the truth of the matter is that, if there is indeed a Young One within us, then there is also an Old One.  If there is a playful, adventurous youth in us, there is a wise, experienced elder as well.  And to live fully, we need to honor both of them.  

We need both the audacity of youth and the patience of age.  Each of them offer a unique strength and a unique knowledge.  If we are able to embrace both the youth and elder within us, the inevitability of age will not be a process of hopeless deterioration, but of wonderful and ever-surprising transformation.

The single lesson we need to learn in order to age well, the single lesson we need to learn to live well is to embrace all of who we are, to honor every dimension of our lives – the old and the young, the joyful and the difficult, the foolish and the wise, the fearful and the brave, the familiar and the mysterious, the weak and the strong.

The single lesson we need to learn is that every moment of our lives is filled to overflowing with meaning, every moment is an opportunity to grow, every moment a doorway to deeper living, every moment a window to a world transformed.  

May we resolve to make the most of our lives.

May we have the wisdom and the courage 

to make our every moment count.

Amen.
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