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 Dedication


For my wife, B.J. Ingle Blunt, who came
alongside me 55 years ago and has had my back ever since. Many will
attest that she has made our home a place where dozens of young
couples and countless others have found joy and peace with an
amazing meal served along with her wisdom to savor. Her intellect,
humor, hospitality, and our “truth in love” conversations during
the lee of the day, and above all her amazing grace toward me, have
made me a far better man than I ever could have been. I keep
discovering in “the last of life for which the first was made” that
God gave me the best mentor I ever could hope for, someone who
prayed this book into existence. Let’s persist together with zeal
until we are home.




Introduction


Elders at the Gate

A Call to Repair the Generational Links

Broken hands on broken ploughs

Broken treaties, broken vows

Broken pipes, broken tools

People bending broken rules

Hound dog howling, bullfrog croaking

Everything is broken

Bob Dylan

Certain things stick in your mind; others
seem to just fade away. You probably know this by now. Among those
we remember, just a few become touchstones for life. That’s what
happened when someone first called me, “Sir.” It hit me right out
of the blue without any warning. That innocuous greeting started
something that has not stopped—not yet anyway. That is the day I
began to become an elder.

It happened in the most mundane way. I was in
a hardware store simply nosing around among the aisles of tools.
The young man’s salutation was obviously not because I held a
higher rank or had some superior position. It definitely was not
because I’m what you would call distinguished looking. Hardly. No,
it was apparently just a courteous remark by a younger man to
well—OK, an older man—what I’ve now come to call an elder.
All I could conclude at the time was that I must have looked as if
I deserved it. But later I began to see it as a bit of a turning
point in my life and not simply something amusing to share with
B.J., my wife. In retrospect, it quietly launched the time when I
think I first began to say to myself, “I’m getting old!”

So, it was not simply an off the cuff remark
on my part when our good friend, Anne, upon turning a certain age,
received this e-mail consolation from me: “Well, Anne, now you can
take your place as an elder at the gate!” It turns out we are not
the first to be caught up in this question of what our role is once
we draw near to being the elders.

At the Gate

In ancient times, the city gate was where
people went for judicial decisions, for counsel, and to gather the
latest news. Those who were no longer able to go off to the fields,
to their shops, or to the market to work, spent much of their time
sitting by the gates of the city. They were not there just to play
checkers, watch haircuts, or gossip. They assumed their places as
other elders had before them, taking up their necessary role
reserved for them. This was a key societal position, one expected
of them as they became the next keepers and dispensers of judicious
wisdom to the coming generations. Without city gates, perhaps we
have lost something we didn’t even know we were missing; something
essential to a good life even—a place to go for wisdom, a purpose
to fulfill for those who are aging, an accessible and established
link to the generations that follow. It all connected.

Where do those younger go for wisdom today?
Google; Wikipedia; YouTube for starters. That’s about the size of
it.

What is the purpose for those who have years
of life ahead? Retirement? Golf? Fifty-five and over perpetual care
communities? It’s not clear at all.

What about the nature of our culture today?
How well do the generations connect, older with younger, without
city gates?

As Bob Dylan reminds us, it appears something
is broken, and sometimes it does feel like “everything.” As an
elder I simply want to focus on just one thing that has become very
clear to me—The young need anchoring in deep, adult connections;
their elders need to rediscover their established purpose in their
last lap—together they can restore the broken links of the design
for a full, meaningful life as intended by their Creator.

For those who are elders or can imagine
themselves as such one day, this challenge to mend is for us to
take up the gauntlet. To do so, we need all the wisdom we can get,
and for that it is best we begin to go back to the time when wisdom
was prized and sought after, the role that awaited in a long-lived
life.

Ancient Wisdom

First a word of context. I write this with a
Christian worldview. I do so for two reasons. One, I’m a Christian
and my questions about meaning in life, especially in my latter
years, have never been answered by philosophy or sophistry but
rather by what I believe is ancient wisdom. Not that I’ve lived
wisely all my life, or even understood what wisdom is, but when I
began to think about how to finish well as a “Sir,” I found the
questions best answered by what has stood the test of time,
particularly in our “broken” age. Second, with the brokenness that
is all around us, I find Judaism and Christianity, alone among the
religions and even philosophies, have the most well thought out
answers that are key to attend to the mending and life’s
meaning.

You don’t have to be a Christian to consider
this ancient wisdom for yourself, so as you read this if you are
not religious, it’s not intended to be a sneaky apologetic. I hope
tried and true wisdom can be respected by people of all beliefs or
those with no particular belief. In fact, I will make the case that
the Christian church may be among the worst offenders in this
brokenness by ignoring how societies like ours can live wisely
connected—younger to older—despite what are their good intentions.
That may make Christians uncomfortable, but I’d encourage them to
hang in there with me, too.

The backdrop then for what lies ahead is to
understand the loss of the meaning of wisdom—head and heart—and its
necessity for our times in connecting the generations, gate or no
gate, and the role for wise elders at a time when the aging
population is growing rapidly. How that plays out remains to be
seen in the pages ahead.

Now to wisdom. With the very opening lines of
Solomon’s great gathering of Near East acumen in the ancient book
of Proverbs, we hear the earnest advice of the female protagonist,
Wisdom. Her timeless critique speaks immediately to our 21st
Century culture about the missing role of the elders and the
implications of disconnection with those who are in the early
stages of life. As she enters the scene, she begins to walk along
the noisy streets of Jerusalem, calling loudly for the people to
follow her to the gates where she gives this ominous warning:

Because I have called and you refused to listen,
have stretched out my hand and no one has heeded, because you have
ignored all my counsel and would have none of my reproof, I also
will laugh at your calamity; I will mock when terror strikes
you.

At first blush, we might be tempted to read
the message as: “You young kids, you better pay attention to the
older folks or you will make bad choices and all hell will break
loose.” But Wisdom goes to the gates because it is the
elders who are not there; they are failing to build a
relationship with her and it is their hearts, that deepest human
place within each of us, not just their heads, that suffer. As a
result, they do not play their needed role, the generational links
are breaking down, and the young suffer the most. For Israel,
disaster actually would follow Solomon’s generation as his own son
ignored this admonition.

Wisdom says to each generation down through
the years, it is not your responsibility as elders to garner a
comfy seat while others pass by and give you honorific greetings,
nor is it yours to find a warm place to end your days after selling
your snow shovels as you head south.

The intent of Wisdom is not for elders to be
exclusively with people who look like us once our time for
productive contribution is all but ended. As we grow older, she
does not want us to just withdraw into our 55-and-over continuous
care entertainment zones, devoid of the noise and messiness of
little kids, while we watch amusing digital images as our last act.
To be sure, walking the fairways of well-manicured golf courses on
occasion is certainly a good form of exercise and camaraderie, but
our culture’s image of retirement can also become a deadly trap,
even setting the stage for terror to enter at our gates. The
implications for our culture are as poorly understood today as they
were 3,000 years ago. Perhaps we can recapture these ancient
insights.

In a nutshell, the narrative ahead is for
those who can envision themselves as one day receiving their
fiftieth birthday gifts of an AARP card and a colonoscopy, as well
as those who are already there: you will be, or are, a needed
though often missing source of wisdom in a broken world where the
generational links have been badly strained. This is also for those
emerging adults who are already on their frantic way to and fro,
seeking direction for the beginning of their life story: those who
sit by the gate are the secret sauce. That is ancient wisdom, not
modern pride. If you are not quite an elder, but no longer young,
consider this an early wake-up call that you will be an elder one
day, and know you can learn to take advantage of what those that go
before you have to offer without remaking their mistakes.

Adulting

If there is one symptom of this brokenness it
is captured in the exaggerated media portrayal of the rising
generation. In a combination of disdain and dark humor, emerging
adults, Millennials, are usually depicted as narcissists, gamers,
and slackers, marked by a self-absorbed fixation with screens and
digital amusement as they travel with their loose tribe. This is
the view that many who are older imagine is accurate where the
young are freeloaders in their parents’ basements, delaying
“adulting” as long as possible. As in all caricatures there is some
truth here, but it masks the actual heightened anxiety, depression,
and sense of loneliness in those who are becoming adults that are
genuine symptoms of what is lost. We are not seeing some
evolutionary quirk or personal failure in delayed adulthood.

To be sure, many of the young are doing just
fine. Still, it is fair to say many who are younger would covet a
few older people who would sit down and simply hear them out and
give them some wise advice rather than criticize. They are the
product of those who are elders, and elders have a need to
acknowledge we can do far better. So, this is neither a critique of
those older or younger but rather a look into the nature of our
times and how we can come together to better achieve God’s original
design for a good life. I hope to show just how that can play
out.

Listen

This story is an encouragement for us all to
do what Wisdom asks of us: listen to her as she speaks to our day,
a time not only of actual, looming terror at the very gates of our
great cities, but a time of great social divide. Whether it is in
education, poverty, race, culture, immigration, sex, or living
conditions, a caustic, nearly feckless political divide besets our
leaders. Anxiety and depression seem almost a pandemic. All this
fragmentation and even misery is compounded by deepening moral
instability led by a hyper individualism and its handmaiden,
ethical relativity.

In the pages ahead, we come to understand the
life challenges among those in their teens through their 30s as
well as those who realize their younger days lie behind. Both have
questions, good questions, that have wise answers encapsulated in
the lost purpose and role for elders. It is not just our national
leadership in all sectors which seems to grow even more
dysfunctional in the new millennium: that is too easy of a target
and too simple an excuse we have been making. For those of us now
addressed as “sir” or “ma’am,” the symptoms of cultural and
societal decline have grown exponentially just within our
lifetimes—and we are implicated. We who came of age in post-World
War II America have seen it all happen and it’s been on our
watch.

The Road Ahead

The fundamental story here is to explain why
there is a need to restore the generational links and thus to
recover the strategy God devised long ago for the older generation
in shaping the next with the wisdom of life’s experiences and
relationships. This he intends for the good of a society that might
otherwise remain broken. The meaningful role for elders is one God
has envisioned and it is ours to recover.

In Chapter 1, Two Paths, we begin the story
by seeing that our culture has a well-worn, well-advertised path
for the retirement years best characterized by the “bucket
list”—finally getting to do all the things that leisure and life
savings can provide, often in a more benign climate. However, there
is a second path, the one less often followed, and it is the
discovery of the power of purpose in bringing in a heart of wisdom
and engaging in the unique vocation reserved for the “third third”
of life we discuss next.

In Chapter 2, Finishing Well, we begin with a
vision for this third third, one of living the remaining years with
zeal for the task prepared for us and for our response to the role
that life and God has prepared for us to do: wise mentors who build
deep relationships with the next generation. This is the first link
to strengthen.

In Chapter 3, Miserable and Unprepared:
What’s Wrong with these Kids? we look at the second link, the
generations coming behind, generally referred to as the Millennials
and Gen Z (or the iGen) in order to understand how these emerging
adults are different, challenged by many factors their elders did
not face. One particular characteristic is the well-documented
decline in their faith. Another is the delay in maturity. Alongside
these lie the accelerated rise in the psychological pains of
anxiety and depression which are at unprecedented levels, and the
new “diseases of despair” which beset them as they grow older. All
these are symptoms that something has been broken.

Chapter 4, Who Trained the Canaries to Sing?,
seeks an understanding of how elders were shaped in their
youth, which get us closer to the root causes that disrupted our
generational connections. The central metaphor introduced here is
one of “adult abandonment,” the most pungent source of the
generational weakening already described. Paradoxically, this is
also the key to understanding the mending process. This concludes
the first part of the book with the table set for rediscovering the
ancient design for elders at the gate—that of mentors.

The takeaway from the first part of this
story is hopefully an honest, but not overly simplistic picture of
the generations, older and younger, not a condemnation of either
those of us with gray hair or of those who are becoming
freshly-minted adults. In the second half, we lay out the vision, a
more fulsome and encouraging vision for connecting older and
younger than either our culture or the church has generally
offered, through stories of elders and those younger who are
demonstrating the ancient wisdom meant by the term, “Elders at the
gate.”

In Chapter 5, Mentors Are MIA, we turn to the
scriptures for fleshing out the vision for how to live a good, full
life and to build a good society; here is contained the knowledge
of how to recover the lost wisdom of solid relationships between
generations. This is a picture as fresh now as it was then.
Ironically, as we will see, this message is as much for the church
and how seniors are seen there, as it is for our culture and how it
views aging. The message for the church and for the secular culture
alike is that the ancient wisdom envisions that elders are not
meant to “go gentle into that good night” but to play the role
elders have been prepared for: wise mentors to the next
generations.

In Chapter 6, The Culture for Growing
Mentors, we see that the circumstances in which great mentors are
best grown is one that is intergenerational. Even though mentoring
is most often associated with the workplace, it is actually the
church which is the ideal place in which we learn to be the mentors
and elders that God intended for us to become and in which the
generational links are best strengthened. One example of how this
is done is offered for visualization.

In Chapter 7 we read several Stories from
Those Who Pass by the Gate. These are told by a number of people
who describe just what their mentors did that made such an impact
in their lives through heart relationships. Over and over, we find
there are three central themes that emerge. If you understand at
this point in the story why this role of mentor is the design for
the latter portion of life, then these stories provide the view
from where a younger person sits—not as a “how to” guide, but
rather “why to,” garnered from experience.

Then in Chapter 8 we read the Stories from
Those Who Sit at the Gate. These are tales drawn from the other end
of the telescope, from the point of view of seven exemplary older
people who come together in a metaphorical “council of elders” to
tell of their experiences in mentoring singles, young marrieds,
men, and women. These are individuals who have discovered the joy
in this work and have a passion that is contagious. Here readers
night better envision possible ways to take up their place at the
gate as mentors. This is not a checklist but an array of practical
lessons drawn from personal narratives: insights that mostly elude
bullet points. In other words, it is shared wisdom.

Before closing, Chapter 9, “So What Am I
Supposed to Do... and Not Do?,” addresses the kind of questions
that may be remaining—those I am often asked about mentoring. As
some final, practical thoughts on how to get started, you can apply
them with individuals, in a church or organization, in small
groups, or with your spouse and other couples. The form this takes
for you can vary as much as the needs within the relationships you
already have or within the community that already exists around
you. All that remains is to get on with being that elder at the
gate, either now or when the time comes, and to do your part in the
ancient and wise plan to connect each generation to the next.

Before we begin, let me share one story that
might help make the picture you have a bit clearer. It is a story
told by my good friend, Anne, offered as an encouragement to you to
keep reading.

So... It was August. It was hot. We were in the deep
South, having traveled with a loaded van from the relative cool of
the DC area. Task at hand: drop first-born child at college for his
freshman experience. If I’d only known the first thing about how to
do this: help him unpack or leave him to it? Take him out to eat or
let him get ‘into’ the situation? Cry or don’t cry? Look at the
austere room and commiserate or comfort and find the bright side? I
was paralyzed with confusion and I didn’t have a clue about what to
do. I’d not thought to ask anyone who’d been there ahead of me and
at that time I couldn’t think of anyone in my life like that
anyway. For some weird reason, all I could see was the incredible
kudzu that was growing everywhere down in this hot and steamy land.
It creeped me out. I’d heard that a tendril of it could climb up
the side of a car in the span of an overnight. That seemed scary,
but not helpful I knew. I didn’t mention it.

The sad part for me was that I didn’t have a
bench of wise people “at the gate” to ask. I’d at least liked to
have figured out my questions: “How do you do this? I know this is
a big deal. What do I need to be thinking about as I am (literally)
dropping him off for this huge step? What’s the main thing I should
be communicating to him beyond tears? Is there even a THING that’s
a main thing, or maybe I just need to keep quiet? I don’t know!” I
was lost.

And so, the poor kid just got what he got
from me: a sad, flustered, weepy parent who didn’t know how to help
him that day. As he bravely started to set up housekeeping, I
helped a little by organizing, but I couldn’t decide if this was
helping him or was I just being annoying. I don’t remember the rest
of the day other than driving away feeling both terrible and
inadequate.



 Chapter 1


Two Paths

To finish the moment, to find the
journey’s end in every step of the road, to live the greatest
number of good hours, is wisdom.... Since our office is with
moments, let us husband them.

So teach us to number our days
that we may get a heart of wisdom.

Common wisdom in the secular age tells us
that on the journey of life we had best pay attention to what
occurs along the way; don’t worry so much about the destination. I
suppose there is something to that, not always being concerned
about the future, rather appreciate today lest we miss something
important. Still, when we who are made in God’s image sense we are
nearer to that end, we inevitably begin to ask ourselves, “How do I
do this? What is the wisest way to live so that things end well? Do
I even know where I am going?” Ernest Becker tells us that we begin
to ask these questions because each person who has ever walked the
earth engages in a delicate mental dance that on the one hand
denies death, yet on the other cannot deter that awareness
completely. That sure sense we will one day die is what catches up
the wise and the fool alike. We are that animal that knows there is
an end. Knowing that, we can choose to avoid the thought or we can
choose to take it seriously. Wisdom, Godly wisdom, says we live
responsibly, not morbidly, to the very end.

Over the centuries, the question of how to
finish life well has been answered in a number of different ways.
The great Russian writer, Leo Tolstoy, told the story Two Old
Men to suggest one answer as he tells of two men and two
paths.

It seems Efim and Elisha, friends of years
and friends of tears, were nearing the end of their lives; they had
made a pact to accomplish one last task together before they died.
As old men often do, their thoughts had turned toward spiritual
matters. In their day, a pilgrimage to Jerusalem was the capstone
for many devout Russians, and so it was they said goodbye to their
families and gathered their provisions to set out on the long road.
But, as all stories and life journeys do, this one soon presented
them with a crisis.

After several days they came upon a small hut
which looked at first glance to have been abandoned recently. But
upon closer observation they found that plague and starvation had
invaded the tiny homestead and that a father, mother, and two
children along with an old grandmother lay near death. Efim was
reluctant to stop because it seemed obvious they would die anyway,
but Elisha decided to tarry to do what he could for them and said
he would catch up later. That proved to be a life-changing
decision, the place where the story and the two men’s last journey
diverged.

Over the next days, Elisha succeeded in
reviving the family, remaining with them until they could get back
on their feet. When it came time to leave and to catch up with
Efim, the little ones clung to his legs and cried pitifully that
they had no horse to work the field and no cow for milk for they
had been sold. In his empathy, one thing led to another and by the
time it was all through, Elisha had expended almost all of his life
savings and realized his pilgrimage was at an end. He could only
turn back toward home, his spiritual quest ended.

Meanwhile, Efim went on his way to Jerusalem
and experienced the highlight of the pilgrimage they had long
imagined—worshiping at the midnight mass at the Sepulcher of
Christ. Yet, it was here the oddest thing happened. Pushed forward
amidst the large crowd, he was stunned to see the distinctive bald
head of his friend, Elisha, arms outstretched as if a priest at the
altar. But by the time he wove his way forward, Elisha had
disappeared into the crowd—or so it seemed. Though he looked
everywhere, he never found him among the pilgrims.

Still perplexed on his journey to return
home, Efim came to the very village where he and Elisha had parted
a year earlier. As he walked by, he was besieged by a young child
to turn aside and rest. After dinner that evening, sitting before a
good fire they told him the story of a stranger who rescued them
when their end was near.
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