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  To Keith and Bonnie Greer, parents who encouraged me (Peter) to look above the sun.


  And to Deane, who has stuck with me (Greg) through thick and thin—mostly thick, assuming that’s the positive half of the phrase.


  Of making many books there is no end.


  Ecclesiastes 12:12
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  Foreword
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  Bob Buford


  More than three decades have passed since my fortieth birthday, but that period in my life remains vivid in my memory.


  It was a time when I suddenly found myself in a “success panic.” I was the leader of a successful company, the husband of a woman I respected and loved, and the father of a beautiful son. I had everything that was supposed to make me happy. Yet gnawing questions haunted me: How could I experience such success, such blessings, while still feeling so unfulfilled? If success didn’t fill my life with meaning, what would? In exploring these doubts, I entered into a long line of people who have looked at their life’s work and wondered if there’s any purpose in it.


  At seventy-five years old, I now know without any doubt that resolution to these crucial questions is found in relationship with our Creator—the One in whom we live and move and breathe. That’s been true for all time.


  But the form that our response takes as we move beyond midlife changes from generation to generation. Part of the way forward for me, as I shared in my book Halftime, was finding a parallel career in which I could use my gifts to bring glory to God within my context.


  As today’s midlifers ask questions about how to live well in the second act of their lives, they face a unique set of challenges. This generation lives in a day marked by rapid technological advances, economic fluctuations, unprecedented numbers of depression diagnoses, increased globalization and the influence of postmodernism. Fortunately there are also new leaders rising up to help guide the conversation. Peter Greer and Greg Lafferty are two such leaders. And the conversation they initiate in this important and illuminating book reassures me that our younger generations are in good hands.


  With boldness and humility, Greg and Peter scrutinize mortality—including their own—with inspired wisdom, keen insight and refreshing humor. Using the book of Ecclesiastes—a segment of Scripture that is often overlooked because it’s so mystifying—as a guide, they bring fresh insight not only to biblical interpretation but also to age-old questions about existence and meaning.


  Through this book, Peter and Greg speak to the importance of deep relationships and connection with others. At the same time, they model the kind of discipleship they prescribe. Their friendship, which comes to life in the pages of this book, demonstrates how those who have already walked the path can offer the support and care needed to navigate this uncertain period. That’s where the unique power of this book lies.


  And although this book is about midlife, it isn’t just for middle-aged people. If you are, like me, an older man or woman, I encourage you to invite a younger person to read this book with you and to share your own story in the process.


  If you are in your twenties or thirties and midlife still seems far off, I invite you to spend some time looking ahead with someone who’s already journeyed through those years. As my friend Peter Drucker wrote, “There is one prerequisite for managing the second half of your life: You must begin long before you enter it.”1 Questions about meaning and significance confront us not just in midlife but throughout the course of our years, so the issues discussed in this book are relevant to just about everyone.


  Like many in their generation, these coauthors have already involved themselves in significant endeavors: Peter as president of a sizable nonprofit, and Greg as the pastor of a flourishing church. Yet they are asking questions to position themselves for even more significance in their second half.


  To navigate these years well, you must think about how to finish well. You can take my word for it: time vaporizes in the blink of an eye, so don’t waste your life being impeded by blurry vision. Rather, press on with clarity and with focus, so that you not only run the race but also keep the faith.


  Introduction
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  Recently I (Peter) awoke to a simple reality: there is more of my life in the rearview mirror than out the windshield.


  According to the World Health Organization, the average life expectancy for a person born in the United States is seventy-nine years.1 Having recently celebrated my fortieth birthday, I’m more than halfway there. I don’t need a cake full of candles to convince me of the brevity of life.


  Not long ago, I was in Miragoane, Haiti, a couple of hours from Port-au-Prince, to spend time with the staff of HOPE International, a global microfinance ministry in which I serve. Nearing the conclusion of our trip, our small team was on its way back to the capital city when we came across a line of cars stopped at a roadblock. The community had been promised electricity, but it had never come. In protest, a group of upset men was blocking the road with two giant buses.


  So we waited. And waited. There’s not much of an alternative when you reach a roadblock in rural Haiti. As more minutes passed, we realized we were going to miss our flights—and the urgent priorities waiting for us back home—if we didn’t find a creative way around this obstacle.


  Eager to help, Vitol, our driver and guide, stepped out of the car and returned moments later with a local community member who promised that he knew the protesters and could navigate the blockade. The few dollars he required for his services seemed like a bargain.


  Sitting in the driver’s seat and laying on the horn, our new driver carefully wound around the buses in our way. But a hundred yards later, we faced a more difficult barrier. A truck with slashed tires was blocking the road. A car had attempted to squeeze past it but got stuck in the ditch, extending the blockade.


  There was no way through.


  Our driver turned down a side road paralleling the main one in an attempt to bypass the mess. After passing an eerily empty police station, we heard shouting and saw some of the protesters rushing toward us, obviously upset by our attempted workaround. The mob swirled around our car. Up ahead we saw a man pull a pistol from his pocket and cock it. Screaming in Creole, he rushed menacingly toward us.


  I said something manly like, “Oh dear,” and then we ducked and prayed.


  After a heated discussion between the driver and the gun-waving protestor, we settled on a price and were able to continue on our way. A loaded gun is a powerful negotiating tool.


  Shaken but unharmed, we made it back to the capital city and flew off. When I arrived home, I hugged my wife and kids longer than usual. Reminded of the shortness of life, for the next week I took every opportunity to make sure they knew how much I love them.


  As if this event were insufficient to get my attention, four months later I was flying within the Democratic Republic of Congo on the only available airline, Mango Air, aboard an ancient Russian plane, the Antonov 26. (Note to self: always check make and model of aircraft before boarding.) The sketchy-looking machine was overloaded with cargo, primarily palm oil being transported from Kisangani to Bukavu.


  As the heavy plane struggled to take off, it barely cleared the trees. We then flew over the Congolese jungle at an exceptionally low altitude and managed to land safely. Later we found out that just two weeks after our flight, the same plane on the same route had caught fire while landing, killing everyone on board. I mourned for the men and women we had been with just a short time earlier.


  I am no adrenaline junkie, so these events had me thinking seriously about my own mortality for the first time. And now I find my fortyish body taking off slower, flying lower and landing harder than ever before. The decade that I’m entering isn’t known for bliss and smooth sailing.


  The December 2014 cover story in The Atlantic summarizes research showing the correlation between age and happiness. Life satisfaction steadily declines in the twenties and thirties, bottoms out in the forties, but then increases through the fifties, sixties and seventies. When plotted, this data looks like a U-curve reaching the lowest point right around the next mile marker on my road.2


  This U-curve has gone global. In 2008, researchers conducted a global survey asking, “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?” In fifty-five of the eighty countries where they administered the survey, individuals in midlife were least satisfied, and the nadir was age forty-six.3


  Correspondingly, in twenty-seven European countries, researchers identified a “strong hill-shaped pattern” in the use of antidepressants. The peak age of antidepressant use is the late forties, and the likelihood of using antidepressants “nearly doubles” during midlife.4


  Most of us have seen dramatic midlife crashes fueled by discontent and perhaps participated in and experienced some of the damage ourselves. Seemingly out of the blue, friends or family members have had major lapses in judgment. Maybe we’ve committed a few ourselves. These decisions make no sense—but midlife is known for rashness, not rationality.


  Consider the dad who has a beautiful home, wife and kids, then has an affair and loses everything he once held dear. Or the devoted mom who is emotionally crippled by the failures of her children. The business leader who achieves the highest level of success but is caught in a financial scandal and forced out in disgrace. The former prom queen who is consumed by her fight against aging. The single friend who never married and grows bitter and resentful. The pastor who diligently builds a congregation but burns out after years of neglecting his own soul.


  Even if we don’t experience a dramatic midlife crisis, there are still potential problems to avoid. In midlife we may grow bored with success or despair at our failures. We may feel trapped by marriage or hopeless in singleness. We may suffer our first big physical breakdown or watch a parent suffer their last one. As we head into the turbulence ahead, it’s time to ensure our seat belts are securely fastened.


  In 1965, Canadian psychologist Elliott Jaques created the term midlife crisis to describe the stress induced by looking one’s mortality in the eye. 5 We realize our lives have an expiration date. “Forty is the old age of youth,” as Victor Hugo famously wrote, “fifty the youth of old age.”6


  Many will say, “So be it. In the end, we die. So live it up. Indulge the desire. Have the fling. Pursue the thrill.” But even as we give ourselves license, the agitation persists. Deep questions linger. We can’t escape them.


  But it’s not all doom and gloom. Opening our eyes to our mortality and limitations can allow us to live more fully. Midlife is an opportunity to leave some of our youthful folly behind, to look back at our first forty and refocus on what matters most for our next forty—or however long we have. It’s a time to prepare for our second act, to get our second wind.


  After all, midlife is a test in the middle of life—not death—and it’s an exam I desperately want to pass. Thankfully I don’t have to do it alone.


  My friendship with Greg began when I was thirty. I had just started a new job, moved to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and become a first-time father. As a young leader with responsibilities better fitting someone beyond my age and experience, I knew I needed a mentor. As a pastor of a nearby vibrant church and as someone a decade ahead of me in years and experience, Greg helped me traverse my thirties, serving not only as a board member of HOPE International but also as a friend.


  As I watched him, it was clear that he navigated his forties with resilience and, even more importantly, with unflinching honesty. Because of his humility in success and candor in failure, I respected how he led and learned. Now in his fifties, with his humor, faith and family intact, he is being shaped positively by this decade.


  As one committed to understanding and applying Scripture, Greg studied the book of Ecclesiastes and used it as the lens to explore midlife—two seemingly depressing things—in a way that was hopeful, helpful and even enjoyable. Although midlife is never mentioned in Scripture, Greg showed that Ecclesiastes asks the key questions that an awareness of our mortality in midlife demands we answer. It is these questions we consider throughout this book.


  Despite Greg’s many other priorities in leading his church and ministries, I coerced him into this book project because I want to see clearly, serve faithfully, live generously and age gracefully. Because I understand that midlife is a strategic time to prepare for life’s second act. Because I want to go beyond avoiding a midlife crisis and instead be propelled into meaningful mission. Because I want to risk everything for what ultimately matters. And because I want my friends and family to flourish through the years ahead.


  Our hope is that this is not just another self-help book loosely based on Christian principles or a list of ways to ease the symptoms of midlife. Rather, we want to address the underlying questions of midlife through the timeless wisdom of Ecclesiastes. Although many face these issues in their forties, others face them in their thirties or fifties. The point is that we all must face significant questions about life and death that Ecclesiastes invites us to explore courageously.


  If you hate this book, please email me. But if you find it helpful, please email Greg, for it is his work, experience and thinking that grounds this project in timeless biblical wisdom and practical application.


  Thank you for joining the conversation, for taking a shot at finding new depths of meaning and contentment, and for working with us to preempt your own midlife crisis.


  1


  Forty(ish)


  What’s So Special About Forty?


  

  I believe the forties to be

  dangerous, uncharted waters.


  Gordon MacDonald


  [image: arrows.jpg]


  Turning forty stunk.


  And since it did, let’s start with thirty. I (Greg) was very happy to turn thirty.


  The generation before mine lived by a well-known axiom: “Don’t trust anyone over thirty.” But as I came of age, I realized that the rest of the world was actually saying, “Don’t trust anyone under thirty.” If you’re in your twenties, you’re still a kid.


  And I looked like one.


  Every month I went to the barbershop, sometimes on my lunch break. The guy cutting my hair invariably asked, “No school today?” I guess I didn’t look like the type to skip or like the type to have graduated. “Nope, no school today—or any day. I actually have a job,” I’d say in a chipper voice.


  I endured this dialogue for years. Then they finally broke me at age twenty-six. One day I went in for my customary haircut, but there was a new woman working, maybe in her midthirties. She was reasonably attractive and not much older than I was. We made small talk through the fifteen-minute procedure, and then I got up to pay. That’s when she offered me a lollipop. A sucker. Is that what I looked like? I went to a different barber after that.


  To make matters worse, I was a youth pastor, which to most people meant that I played with kids for a living. Guilt by association. And though I was married, Deane and I remained childless for quite a while, meaning we enjoyed none of the credibility that comes from being in the Parent Club.


  But early in 1992, I turned thirty. What’s more, Deane was pregnant. To top it off, the church let me preach my first sermon. What say ye now, world? I was an adult, a force to be reckoned with. My thirtieth birthday was a great celebration.


  But when I turned forty, I felt none of that pride of passage. Rather, I felt dread and foreboding. I was suddenly old and supposedly mature.


  I have a naturally buoyant personality, but I was blue and surly for all ten of my birthdays that started with a four. We joke about it now, but I made it almost impossible for my wife and kids to get the celebration right. Go big, and I didn’t like it: “What’s the big deal? It’s just a number!” Downplay my birthday, and it was, “What? I’m just taken for granted around here?”


  One year my wife swears that she and the kids got me a bunch of presents and I didn’t like a single one. I don’t remember that, but I can’t deny that it might have happened. If it did, it was probably on my forty-sixth birthday, the typical low ebb of midlife self-loathing.


  Forty Matters


  In the Bible, forty plays a prominent and recurring role. It crops up everywhere. Many of the best-known stories have the number forty associated with them:


  
    	It rained forty days on Noah.


    	Moses spent forty years in Egypt, forty years in Midian and forty years post-Exodus. When he went up on Mt. Sinai, he stayed there forty days.


    	Joshua did forty days of recon in Canaan.


    	Israel wandered the wilderness for forty years.


    	A criminal got forty lashes max.


    	For forty days, Goliath taunted Israel.


    	The kings of the united monarchy—Saul, David and Solomon—all reigned forty years.


    	For forty days, Satan tempted Jesus.


    	For forty days, Jesus appeared after his resurrection.


    	Women are pregnant for forty weeks.


    	The army demands you do forty pushups.

  


  Okay, those last two aren’t specifically biblical, but you get the idea. There’s a whole world of forties out there. What’s with that? Is it sheer coincidence or some sort of Bible code? Well, it’s not so much a code as a condition.


  It seems God deems forty to be the appropriate period for testing, judging or proving something. Just about anybody can drop and give you twenty. But make it to forty, and we learn something about you. So, when it comes to testing, “Let there be forty.”


  Forty days of rain proves how dirty life on earth is. Forty years in the wilderness certifies the failure of an older generation, while creating faith in a newer one. Goliath’s forty-day taunt confirms the cowardice of one king, while Satan’s forty-day gauntlet proves the character of another. And if you can’t get with the fact that the latter king ascended into heaven after forty days, well, his kingdom marches on without you.


  Forty. It’s God’s favorite challenge.


  As the conventional wisdom goes, when you’re in your thirties, you’re trying to prove something to others. But in your forties, you’re trying to prove something to yourself. Perhaps during the transition you’re doing both. And maybe God is in the audience.


  The Dangers of Midlife


  Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita,

  mi ritrovai per una selva oscura,

  ché la diritta via era smarrita.


  Dante Alighieri


  Dante was about forty-three years old when he began writing the Divine Comedy, nearing the nadir of midlife. The year was 1308, centuries before we invented psychology. No matter. This translation of the above is perfectly apt for today:


  
    Midway this way of life we’re bound upon


    I woke to find myself in a dark wood


    Where the right road was wholly lost and gone.1

  


  I (Greg) think the disorientation of midlife is hardwired into the human experience every bit as much as puberty. The times may change, but this time doesn’t. Everybody goes through midlife. And in the dark wood, dangers abound.


  We can fall off a cliff through our own blind wandering—like the strong man Samson who, somewhere in the middle of his life, started taking liberties with his holiness vow. As one called to be a nazir, meaning “separated” or “consecrated,” this ancient knight was not permitted to consume alcohol, touch a dead body or cut his hair. But he brazenly did the first two, then foolishly permitted the third. Both the Lord and his strength left him (Judges 16:20), and Samson didn’t even notice until it was too late.


  We can fall prey to ravenous predators. As 1 Peter 5:8 warns, “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour.” And Peter knew what he was talking about. In the darkest moment of his spiritual journey, Satan nearly drained the faith right out of him, as three times he denied Christ.


  We can fall into the hands of the living God. For reasons only he knows, God sometimes allows us to enter into a rigorous “forty test” when we least expect it. Deuteronomy 8:2 reminds us that Israel’s forty years in the wilderness were designed to humble and test them, in order to reveal what was in their hearts. Similarly, somewhere in the middle of King Hezekiah’s reign, circa 700 BC, God temporarily “left him to test him and to know everything that was in his heart” (2 Chronicles 32:31). And don’t forget Job. His was the crisis to end all crises—losing health, wealth and family in a moment. When Job awoke, the wood was darker than any of us could fathom. But if he could hold onto faith and sanity, perhaps we can too.


  (Mid)life


  Midlife is a time unlike any other. It’s a moment when we are able to look back at the first forty years of our life and gain a new perspective for the next forty, what we’re calling 40/40 vision.


  In our twenties, we’re just starting out, feeling like lightweights. We wonder, Can I hack it? Will I make it in the world? Will I do something significant? Be somebody who matters? It’s a decade of exploration and discovery, of testing the waters to find out who we are and what we’re going to do. We want to figure out how we can make our mark on the world.


  Our thirties are typically when we begin to experiment with success. How far can I go? How big can I make it? This is not just about careers. Many of us start families and strive for success on that front too. It’s a time of expansion as we move beyond our nomadic twenties into a more settled routine.


  In our forties, the questions of life take a different shape. The achievements and successes seem less satisfying and no longer produce the same buzz. Whether you’ve achieved your dreams or not, you may lose a little drive. You may think about buying new pills or new wheels to enhance your drive. And with the first signs of waning strength, the really deep questions begin to surface. All this work, does it even matter? I’ve striven for so long, but I’m still not there—and now I’m losing interest. Why am I not happier? Is this my lot in life? Did I miss my calling? Is it too late for a do-over? Was all that I pursued in my thirties a mistake?


  By age forty, we also begin to understand how quickly life passes. Just twenty years past, we were in college; just twenty years future, we’ll be senior citizens. It’s an inflection point, and often a tempestuous one.


  Recently midlife surpassed the teenage years for the highest rate of suicide. Among middle-aged women, it’s rising particularly fast. In 2011, the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration reported a 49 percent increase from 2005 to 2009 in drug-related suicide attempts for women fifty and older.2 This disturbing trend is new, and it has something to do with the corrosiveness of the forties.


  Lest you think this statistic a female anomaly, recent research shows that by age fifty women are more likely than men to report “a turbulent midlife transition” by just a couple percentage points (36.1 percent of women, compared with 34 percent of men), according to Elaine Wethington of Cornell University.3


  Women tend to hit their most challenging midlife moments because of family turmoil like a parent’s death, a divorce, an affair or disappointments in parenting. The tumult men face is more likely to result from work or career challenges.


  In any case, midlife antagonizes us.


  The Other Side of the U-Curve


  But it’s not all grim. Remember the U-curve of happiness and how midlife typically marks our lowest point? For many people, increased purpose and satisfaction lie on the other side—so for the joy ahead of you, endure the wandering into a new phase of life. And don’t miss the satisfying points on the way.


  A New York Times article identifying the benefits of midlife noted, “From many points of view, midlife permits us to be on top of the world, in control of our lives and well pleased enough with what we have accomplished to seek new outlets of both self-expression and giving back to society some of what we have earned—and learned.”4


  Nevertheless, midlife marks an important transition that most of us don’t have time to navigate reflectively. Who has time to really think things through? With growing careers and families, there is more on our plates. More responsibility to carry, more bills to pay, more activities to attend. Our kids are growing, our parents are aging, and we find ourselves caught caring for two generations. Work-life balance is nonexistent. The marriage, family, house and body all need maintenance, but things fall apart faster than we can make repairs. “I just need another two hours a day,” we sigh as we head to bed with the to-do list undone.


  But stretched thin or not, the test of our forties demands our full engagement. We will emerge from this decade either proven or broken, either buoyed by hope or sunk by despair.


  The outcome will not be determined by your past. Thus far you may have amassed smashing successes—or smashed dreams. You may be enjoying fruitful relationship—or ruing those that died on the vine. As we say, it is what it is. Honestly embrace the journey to date and consider how God has used your circumstances to shape your character. Then lean into the future.


  We believe midlife outcomes hinge on the clarity with which you ask and answer the big questions of life. Questions like, What is the meaning and measure of my life? What really counts? What future do I envision, and how do I get there?


  Psalm 90:10 reminds us,


  
    Our days may come to seventy years,


    or eighty, if our strength endures.

  


  Barring an early death, if you’re in midlife there are still decades in your future. So let’s get this pivotal decade right.


  A Persistent Question


  Questions of meaning are intimately human and personal. Whether you’re a fourteenth-century writer or a twenty-first-century waiter, no amount of denial or distraction can silence them forever. Sooner or later they will be reckoned with.


  Still, for many it’s easier to put our heads down and keep plodding. Or to turn up the music and drown out the nagging voice. Or to focus on new hobbies and hope they will somehow bring fulfillment. Or to get a prescription to soothe our aching minds. But as a friend recently said, “In my thirties I pushed issues aside and just kept my nose to the grindstone. But now I’m finding that ‘just keep working’ isn’t the right strategy anymore.”


  At age forty, German psychologist Erik Erikson developed a theory that psychosocial development has eight stages, and each stage provides an opportunity to develop a specific virtue. He postulated that in midlife we encounter a crisis of generativity versus stagnation where we face the question, What am I here for? The answer is basically a binary choice: me or others. Those who choose generativity selflessly invest in others and develop the virtue of “care.”5 Otherwise, they suffer stagnation, become self-absorbed and find that their lives lack meaning.


  The rub, of course, comes from our impulse to selfishness. After twenty or twenty-five years of working hard and taking care of others, we want to join the crescendo of voices in our culture asserting, “I have to take care of me!” like Ray Kinsella talking to Shoeless Joe Jackson in Field of Dreams:


  Ray Kinsella: “I did it all. I listened to the voices. I did what they told me and not once did I ask what’s in it for me!”


  Shoeless Joe: “What are you saying, Ray?”


  Ray Kinsella: “I’m saying, [pause] what’s in it for me?”


  Embracing the Challenge


  Before my (Greg’s) son went to high school, I laid out a series of challenges to test his skills and fortitude—everything from cooking and cleaning to chopping down a tree and changing a tire. In one test I blindfolded him, drove him around town and then dropped him off on a random street. I said, “See you at home,” then drove off.


  Coaches, bosses and fiendish fathers sometimes do this sort of thing with their charges. We want to test them and know what’s in their hearts. Don’t worry: we live in a safe community; it was the middle of the afternoon; and my son had a cell phone (although there was a penalty for using it). In the end, he managed to wander home, and it didn’t even take forty years—just three hours. But I was happy to hear that he passed one landmark three times before finally finding his way.


  Frustrating challenges help us learn skills, solve problems and gain confidence. Afterward, we often say they were fun. Having finished my forties, I’m not quite ready to pronounce them fun, but they were informative and refining. Some moments still stand as the most challenging of my life. But I’m deeper and stronger in my fifties because of them. I might not be perfectly “generative,” to use Erikson’s term, but I do care.


  The trick is not getting knocked out by the combination punch that forty hits you with. On the one hand, you’re taking stock of the first generation of your life, and that can deal a real blow to the ego. Maybe you’ve lost a marriage, failed in a career or two, or gotten sidelined by an addiction or illness. Maybe you’ve had a child go off the ranch. Your story may not be an utter tragedy, but it’s certainly not how you would have scripted it.


  At the same time, you may be seeing dim prospects ahead. You top out at middle management, cap out in what you expect to earn. Your body begins to show some wear and tear. (I have a lengthening wrinkle on my left cheek that refuses to quit. It may be halfway down my torso by sixty.) And your life dream does that thing the sun does when it hits the horizon: fades fast.


  That’s when the midlife left hook threatens to turn out your lights. Like a weary fighter, all you can do is grab and hold.


  The Wilderness


  The flirtation at work. The gambling spree. The fantasy escape. With pain behind and ugliness ahead, your mind and body scream for something visceral and immediate: “We want to have fun, and we want it now!” But how quickly minor indulgences can became major lapses.


  That’s the bewildering side of forty. Things you once considered unthinkable become powerfully appealing. If nothing else, anticipate it.


  If there’s one place associated with forty more than any other, it’s the wilderness. The place between Egypt and the Promised Land. The detour between Jesus’ baptism and ministry. In the Bible, forty and wilderness go hand in hand. Thankfully, it’s the place of difficulty we pass through, not the land we settle in.


  In the wilderness, we experience austerity and ambiguity, what anthropologists call liminality. This rarely used word, derived from the Latin for threshold, describes our experience of the in-between. We’re neither here nor there; we’re caught in the middle. When a person goes through an ordeal or rite of passage, he or she feels liminal—disoriented and uncertain.


  Think puberty. Does anyone feel secure and at home there? Not even close. Your body shoves you out the door of childhood, but you won’t enter adulthood for years. You’re stuck in between. You become a frightened, transitional life form. If you aren’t careful, you may get eaten by seventh grade.


  Midlife is like that. It’s a second adolescence, composed pretty much of the same fears, questions and insecurities as the first one. In midlife, we experience liminality.


  A friend of mine (Greg’s) recently returned from a vacation in the wilderness of the southwestern United States. As an expert explained before he left, some cacti are actually edible. “But make no mistake about it,” he added, “almost everything out there is designed to kill you.” Which might prompt one to ask why a person would vacation there.


  But as my friend insists, the wilderness offers both austerity and beauty. Just like midlife. The wilderness is a test: What will the result be? A or B? Austerity or beauty. Will we become severe and inwardly focused, or more noble and strong?


  We are not the first ones to wonder. Or wander.


  In exploring midlife, we benefit from guides. One, the writer of Ecclesiastes, has been described as an ancient writer with modern depression.6 On the surface, that’s not necessarily the guru you’d choose. But he asks the same questions we do about meaning and purpose, giving free rein to his darkest thoughts. And when life gets blurry, few things bring clarity like ancient wisdom.


  2


  Meaning(less)


  How Do We Find Meaning When Life Seems Pointless?


  

  Everything is meaningless.


  Ecclesiastes 1:2
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  When I (Peter) travel, my airplane seat becomes a mobile desk and a haven of productivity. After quickly greeting my neighbor, I pop in my earbuds—effectively closing the door to my “office”—and get to work. I rely on this time to attack my inbox, write and prepare for the month ahead.


  On a recent flight to Ukraine, I sat next to a very tall man with a Northern European accent, which I soon learned was Dutch. He began talking before I could place my earbuds. After pleasant introductions and some chatter about our travel destination, he asked the inevitable question: “So, what do you do?”
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