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Preface

Why I Wrote This Book

Stumbling through my seventh decade, I watched myself undergo a profound psychological, spiritual, and mystical evolution shared in my book The Three Secrets of Aging. It was a bumpy ride from unexpected and premature retirement into a new and expanded consciousness, but I also came to understand that we don’t retire in enlightenment; the journey of aging asks us instead to find a brand new life in a world beyond retirement. In short, I needed to come home to my own place in the world. I also needed a guide to what this homecoming might entail.

My guide to male aging came from a most surprising source, The Odyssey – a mythological story reaching far back into the mists of time. What Aging Men Want draws on this powerful story to reveal the universal steps, stages, and thresholds that bring a man back from the war of adult life to his unique home in the world. Like Odysseus, I had been living on a beautiful island for seven years when the goddess, Athena, shape-shifting into my wife, said it was time to find that home. Then, as my own inner muse, she whispered The Odyssey and I knew instinctively this great story encrypted the guide I needed.

A sea voyage is a powerful metaphor for the journey home. Lest you think that coming home is easy, that you just relax and show up like nothing had changed in the past three or four decades, I assure you it is not. Rather, a man facing retirement and aging is again at the mercy of powerful and unexpected forces. There were times when I shook in terror, like Odysseus, as Poseidon, giant of the unconscious, roiled the emotional seas beneath my little ego raft; or felt as lonely and bereft as Odysseus missing my homeland despite living in paradise; or recoiled in horror at the wailing dead at the door of Hades as I faced the possibility of a terminal illness. Images like these from The Odyssey are powerful because they reflect the complex and intense emotions embedded in the aging process. The many ways this myth parallels my own life are extraordinary and, given its ancient origins, may also be extraordinary for you too. I believe The Odyssey reveals the DNA of male aging and a prototype for man’s possible elderhood.

A New Story for Men

Iron John, Robert Bly’s seminal work on men at midlife published in 1990, sold over 400,000 hard copies, stayed on the New York Times Bestseller List for sixty-two weeks, and was translated into fifteen languages. More importantly, it ignited a men’s movement that swept the nation touching an entire generation of men. I was part of that movement.

In men’s gatherings across the country, Bly read chapters of his book to us before its publication, asking for feedback and testing his interpretations. His re-telling of this Grimm’s fairy tale was spellbinding precisely because it was our own story – a story of midlife men searching for initiation into authentic manhood. Disenchanted with the traditional stereotype of the compulsive warrior, we needed a new vision. Interestingly, this new vision came from an ancient story symbolically revealing what men could be.

Bly’s book, and the movement it stirred, changed me. I saw that psychology could engage the soul, not just the psyche, and that mythic symbolism was as true as any psychiatric formulation. From these realizations, I wrote my first book, Death of A Hero, Birth of the Soul: Answering the Call of Midlife (Robinson, 1995), endorsed by Robert and several other best-selling leaders of this movement.

Twenty years later, as I began to age, I found myself wondering what became of all those men initiated by the “wild man” in Iron John? Now in their sixties and beyond, where are they today and what are they experiencing? To answer that question, I interviewed forty men between the ages of 60 and 85, individually and in ongoing men’s groups. In the process, I began sharing my fascination with The Odyssey as a parable of male aging to get their reactions. In time, I became convinced that every adventure Odysseus encounters on his voyage home to Ithaca symbolizes a developmental challenge all men face in aging. With this myth in hand, I sensed it was time to bring the men of Iron John home from the war of masculine life. It was time for a new men’s movement – a movement of graying men surrendering their warrior armor for the mantles of elders, wisdom figures, mentors, lovers, artists and mystics.

Why write a book just for men? First, I know men deeply, starting with myself. I specialized in men’s issues as a psychologist, ran men’s groups for years, organized numerous men’s gatherings, and wrote deeply about the male midlife journey in my first book. Second, as John Gray illustrated in his Mars-Venus books, men and women live different stories by virtue of their contrasting biological, psychological and social strivings. I want to speak to men about their struggles. Finally, because so many men have yet to find their own authentic voice and connection to self and soul in the aging process, I want to give them words and images to chart their journey. But while this is a book for men, it will also be valuable and accessible to women, providing insights about the struggles of the men they love and the masculine side of their own personalities.

If you are a man reading this book, I urge you to find your own life in the story. Find it in every page, every step of Odysseus’ voyage home, and see what his adventures reveal about you. I predict you will discover new paths to meaning, unexpected insights about the life you have lived, and a kind of fulfillment in aging that you never thought possible. Your family, too, will better understand your experience of aging, feel less threatened by your changes, and begin to support you in a new way, for hidden in this allegory are many answers to the book’s central question “What do aging men really want?” As we discover these answers together, you may also come to understand what you really want.

Questions for Men About Aging

Do you genuinely look forward to aging? Do you expect it to be filled with joy, creativity, love, new developmental tasks, and profound spiritual growth? Do you believe that aging and dying will reveal some of life’s ultimate secrets? Or do you…


•  View yourself as increasingly unproductive and useless now, lacking value, purpose, or position in the world or in your family?

•  Compare yourself unfavorably with other men who seem more together and successful?

•  Fear that time is running out and you haven’t completed your “bucket list”?

•  Dread aging as simply a process of inevitable physical and mental decline?

•  Regret how you lived your life or feel ashamed of irrevocable mistakes?

•  Feel embarrassed about these emotional struggles and keep them buried inside?

•  Express your unhappiness indirectly through negativity, bitterness, or physical complaints?

•  Keep busy to suppress your unhappiness or simply because you don’t know what else to do?

•  Use alcohol, marijuana, TV, travel, work, or hobbies to numb the dread and meaninglessness you feel about growing old?

•  Joke about aging to hide or deny your real feelings (“It’s better than the alternative, ha ha.”)?

•  Brag about how busy and happy you are in retirement when your spouse or family might offer a rather different assessment (have you even asked them?)?

•  Believe that aging is really just a period of waiting for death to rob you of everything that matters?



I have a dream that aging can be a radically new, fulfilling and joyful time saturated in love and generosity, quite literally the blossoming of your life. We’ve got aging all wrong and our culture’s grim beliefs are “scaring us to death”. Even our inevitable physical decline may be dissolution into an incredible new consciousness. But to experience this new consciousness, we need to come home, clean house, and wake up. Odysseus will show us how.






Introduction

The Odyssey: DNA of Aging Men

What Aging Men Want grew page by page from a deep and inspired reading of The Odyssey. An epic poem purportedly transcribed by the blind poet Homer over 2500 years ago, it tells the story of a famous Greek warrior coming home from a long and brutal war. First encountered by most of us in high school, it is a marvelous tale filled with full-throttle adventure, nearly unbearable pathos, and an explosive climax. It’s a great read but what does this dusty old myth have to do with male aging?

The Odyssey and Male Aging

In the millennia before the written word and printing press, myths, fairy tales and fables were publically retold generation after generation, each dramatization gathering the feelings, experiences, and intuitions of the storyteller, his audience and his time. These stories were compelling and meaningful precisely because they embodied the essential themes, problems, and structure of the human psyche. From this archetypal ground, The Odyssey brings to life an ancient myth symbolizing our common and essential struggle with age. Because it enfolds thousands of years of experience, everything here is important – every detail, scene, action, conversation, emotion, and outcome. Revealing the symbolic DNA of aging men, this myth is the story of Everyman’s final years. Its revelations will take your breath away.

The Odyssey presents a timeless allegory of what it means for a man to come home from “the war” of adult life. As we will see, from youth to old age, men engage in an all-encompassing drama of intense competition, heroic quests, and endless battles - a virtual war for status, power and love. Expressed in friendships, grades, sports, sex, career, income, children, and material wealth, this war not only permeates the journey of manhood, it defines it. Ask any guy to describe the battles he has fought, and still fights, to be successful and respected in his life, and he will have tales to tell about this war.

Put differently, in the last three thousand years, culture has changed, technology has changed, the world has changed, but the underlying biological and instinctual forces driving a man’s personality have not changed. Every aspect of this story can be found around us today – in movies, novels, sports, business, religion, war, relationships, and everyday life. It has been said that “business is warfare in slow motion” and it is true. You think we have transcended our violent nature, think again. On February 2, 2012, a soccer match in Egypt between two top teams broke out in a brawl –74 people were killed. It was “only” a game. Completing the story begun in The Iliad thousands of years ago, Homer painted a picture of masculinity and war that is every bit as pertinent today.

Though life spans were foreshortened by war, disease, and malnutrition in ancient Greece, The Odyssey nonetheless portrays the tasks aging men confront as they wind down their lives, surrendering long-practiced warrior valor and vanity, and coming home to an unfinished story of love and soul. We are called back to the tender and sentimental heart we put aside when the war years claimed us. The new aging – this unprecedented longevity now inviting millions of Baby Boomers into myriad untold possibilities, has made our return more obvious and important. As we understand this story’s profound symbolism, we will understand the personal meaning and value of age at the deepest levels. Follow Odysseus home and you will discover his new and soulful life as your own.

Understanding the Odyssey as Myth and Cultural Dream

The Odyssey may be interpreted from numerous perspectives: mythological, psychological, philosophical, historical, literary, dramatic, or simply good entertainment. As a depth psychologist, minister, and aging male, however, I am most interested in the way it symbolizes the concluding journey of a man’s life.

Depth psychologists have long urged us to find the myths we are living, for myths symbolically depict the unconscious dynamics of the psyche. Their universal themes inform novels, movies, politics, and the very meaning of life. It may be as simple as identifying with Dorothy on her imaginary trip to Oz where she eventually claimed – as we all must - her own intelligence (the scarecrow’s brains), bravery (the lion’s courage) and love (the tin woodsman’s heart) in order to grow up. Aging, the other end of the life spectrum, also needs mythic tales to reveal its tasks and deeper significance. A story meant especially for aging men, The Odyssey provides that deeper meaning to guide a man home from the war.

How do we translate this story from an ancient poem to a modern parable of aging? Part of the answer dwells in understanding mythic symbolism. Psychologically-oriented mythologists view myths as symbolic expressions of the human mind, expressions that evolve as humans evolve. In particular, myths and fairy tales are said to represent humanity’s collective growth of consciousness – of self, emotions, behavior, relationships, instinctual drives, developmental stages, and the nature of life. In summary, these ancient and colorful tales reflect symbolic attempts to understand ourselves by weaving stories about what we experience. The study of myths across cultures further reveals universal meanings for many symbols and for the journey the hero pursues across time and geography toward self-realization. As we understand these common motifs, we better understand both the people that created them and ourselves. I will bring this mythic consciousness to my interpretations of The Odyssey.

A complementary analysis of myths and fairy tales can also be uncovered with the skills of dream analysis. As mythologists and depth psychologists point out, dreams and myths come from the same unconscious recesses of the brain – the dream is an individualized myth, the myth a collective dream. Both use metaphor, image, and symbol to imply meaning without needing to explain it with words, ideas and sentences. In essence, The Odyssey represents a cultural dream about the nature of western man and his aging. Employing the skills of dream analysis, we likewise develop methods for understanding this great myth as our own story.

What are the skills of dream interpretation? To begin with, we understand that everything in a dream is symbolic – each image, figure, and action has personal psychological meaning for the dreamer and collective meaning for the culture. While dream figures can represent real people, they also represent parts of the dreamer. To decode a symbol’s meaning, therefore, start by using the time-honored skills of free association and imagination that Freud left for us. For example, focusing on a symbol, let your thoughts and imagination wander freely without expectation or censorship, and see what comes to mind. Focus especially on details in the dream or story– the most fascinating, puzzling, or disturbing details – because they usually represent particularly important ways the unconscious is speaking directly about you or your life.

Another common interpretative technique is to assume that every symbol reflects a part of you (whether you like it or not!). So ask yourself if you were that symbol or image, what would you feel, think, or do? Similarly, have an imaginary conversation with the symbol, asking it questions, expressing your reactions, and seeing what unfolds. Write down this dialogue to record your discoveries. Another strategy asks you to re-enter the dream and explore it more fully as if it were still going on. Do something you didn’t do the first time and see what happens. A related approach is to dream the dream forward, letting new things happen spontaneously in your imagination and watch where it goes.

It may also be helpful to ask others to share their associations to your dream. Ask them to finish the sentence, “If this were my dream…” and be fascinated by their associations. Since every symbol has multiple meanings, you will discover that the story’s significance often varies or deepens as others reveal aspects of the symbols you hadn’t considered. See if any of their associations trigger a new “aha” realization in you.

Once you have gathered information about your dream, turn it into a story with a beginning, middle and end. By making up this story, you will be converting the symbols and images into a fairy tale that the language side of your brain understands, allowing you to grasp its ultimate significance. Then look for parallels between your inner and outer lives. The most important discoveries are made when you can relate a dream’s meaning to your ongoing life and its issues, problems, and challenges.

These techniques, which require practice to develop into real skills, will not only help you understand dreams, they will awaken amazing insights about The Odyssey. More importantly, they will help personalize my interpretations. As you get the gist of each adventure Odysseus experiences, use these tools of dream analysis to further reveal your own version of the tale. In this way, you will invite the story to reveal both its universal and personal significance. You have come to this myth to understand your life; Odysseus will not disappoint you.

The Book’s Structure

For each step in Odysseus’ journey home, I provide:

The Story. In a much-abridged form, I retell the story of Odysseus’ journey home adventure by adventure, drawing out the most important symbolic elements of each chapter. As the story unfolds, keep in mind the larger context of this great and ancient tale. It is a metaphor of the challenges men encounter as they wend their way home from the battlefield of masculine life. Each challenge comprises a threshold of understanding – an experience that must be admitted to consciousness, understood and accepted for the journey to continue.

A Psychological Interpretation of the Story. After recounting each adventure in the story, I offer a general analysis of its meaning and significance drawn from my experience with mythological symbolism. Like archeologists, we will unearth a much more profound story beneath the surface drama, with the goal of going much deeper into the male psyche than those academic study guides you may recall from school. Your job then is to use the tools of dream analysis to bring out the story’s personal meaning in your life. Have fun with it. You will be amazed by all you learn.

A Discussion of the Story’s Relevance to Modern Men. To make this material additionally meaningful, I discuss how each section applies to actual men, men I have interviewed and know well, myself included, men representing our age and time. These were men who trusted me, men willing to share their personal lives. Compare their experiences and insights to your own aging and see what else you discover. While there are many paths through age, I believe the larger issues and challenges affect us all – we just work them out in our own ways.

A Summary of the Core Developmental Challenges. Each section of this universal tale offers a unique and powerful developmental challenge for aging men. I summarize these challenges so you can apply them directly to your own life, helping you further grasp what your own current problems mean and why your responses at each stage are so important. You can go deeper with the dream techniques we discussed, uncovering new insights into your own psyche.

Growth Questions. At the end of each section, I pose questions meant to help you further connect the story to your own journey. You might consider using a journal to record and deepen your discoveries. The first three questions apply my interpretations to your life; the fourth invites you to deepen the myth through dream work. Between the questions and the dream techniques, The Odyssey should speak directly to you.

Conclusions. After completing the symbolic decoding of this story, we explore two final topics: How we, as elders, can mentor each other on this common journey home and what aging men really want. Lastly, in the Appendices you will find instructions for forming your own older men’s mentoring group and a powerful elder ritual that can be used with any man – you included – interested in consciously stepping across the threshold of age.

One Last Thought. This book strives to uncover the deep archetypal nature, purpose and course of mankind’s third and greatest stage of psychological and spiritual growth – coming home. In timeless mythic symbolism, The Odyssey implicitly maps out the steps, stages, experiences, and challenges of this great adventure in human consciousness. At the most profound levels, we are seeking to reveal the structure and dynamics of an entirely new developmental stage. Reading What Aging Men Want, you become one of the pioneers of this amazing new era. I honor your courage and wisdom.






Chapter 1

The War Years

Our story really begins with the mythical Trojan War, a prolonged battle between two fierce and determined armies that dragged on for ten awful years. Described by Homer in his previous epic, The Iliad, this contest displays masculinity in its most vain, violent, and arrogant forms, and the reason for this war is so trivial and yet, in the world of men, so incendiary. I briefly summarize this background story because it is part of a larger human struggle we desperately need to understand and someday resolve.

The Story. Zeus, the king of gods, has arranged a wedding high on Mt. Olympus between a goddess and a mortal. When Discord, another goddess, is excluded from this wedding (for obvious reasons!), she tosses a golden apple over the fence into the celebration inscribed with the words, “For the Fairest”. A hand grenade would have been less explosive, for suddenly each goddess in attendance desperately wants this choice nickname. The field is finally reduced to three - Aphrodite, Hera, and Athena – and each claim the title. They ask Zeus to be the final judge. Wisely declining such a risky job, he refers them instead to Paris, a man known for his honesty.

When Paris cannot reach a decision, the goddesses try their best to bribe him. Hera offers riches and power, Athena promises wisdom and military success, and Aphrodite bids the love of the most beautiful woman on Earth, Helen of Sparta. Paris chooses Helen, making Aphrodite the winner, and in the process makes enemies of Hera and Athena. Unfortunately Helen is already married to the king of Sparta, Menelaus, an inconvenient matter Aphrodite forgot to mention. Undiscouraged, Paris kidnaps Helen and brings her to Troy.

Menelaus is not the only one upset by this abduction. Because of Helen’s great beauty, Odysseus (whom we will meet very soon) had wisely advised Menelaus to require an oath from all competing suitors to support and defend the eventual winner of her hand. When Helen vanishes, Menelaus invokes this oath and soon Greece mobilizes for war. Paris’ outrageous act also affronts the pride of all Greeks who now rally to avenge it.

The Iliad begins in the tenth year of the Trojan War, when conflict breaks out among the ranks of Greek military leaders. Their greatest warrior, Achilles, refuses to go on fighting. Once again, this turning point is based on a personal affront, for Agamemnon, the Greek commander-in-chief, has stolen Achilles’ mistress. To make a long story short, Agamemnon eventually apologizes and Achilles returns to battle. Then, driven by enormous rage triggered by the murder of his best friend, Patroklos, Achilles exacts a many-fold revenge on the Trojan army, eventually killing and humiliating Hector, Troy’s greatest warrior. In the end, the Greeks win. Ironically, Paris, who ignited this war, now strikes Achilles’ heel with a divinely guided arrow, taking his life.

Interpretation. Like a long-running soap opera, The Iliad thrives on intrigue, surprise, cowardice, heroism, sex, violence, and hard-won lessons. Women compete in a rigged beauty contest, one man publicly humiliates another, a country inflames in patriotic fervor, war is declared, warriors compete for leadership and glory, and an Armageddon ensues taking thousands of lives in a seemingly endless bloodbath. What does this remind you of? Sounds a lot like the “modern” world to me (think: reality shows, political campaigns, business practices, professional sports, video games, block-buster action thrillers, porn, bar-room fights, endless wars…). It’s so pervasive we take it for granted. Sex and aggression – Freud wasn’t far off the mark.

The Iliad dramatizes the timeless and unfortunate fact that, despite our amazing intelligence, we men are still hardwired to be pack animals driven by deeply ingrained instincts to compete for the alpha male position (and the sexual dominance that comes with it). Add ego, money, power, and some awesome military weaponry, and the human species has become dangerous to all living things, and the Earth herself. Honor, glory, defeat, revenge, power, violence, secrecy, insult, war, revenge, honor – these recycling themes describe the same never-ending story of testosterone and ego. That Paris, who started this conflagration with his affront to Menelaus and the Greeks, takes the life of the nearly-immortal Achilles, Troy’s greatest warrior, underscores the utter futility of this whole enterprise, and its irony – Achilles name is now primarily associated with his weakness.

But the thrill of battle is powerful for men – the sound and fury, power and ritual, spectacle and pageantry, suspense and adrenaline. It’s intoxicating: hand-to-hand, body-to-body, man-to-man, in the trenches, fields, and airplanes, down and dirty, allout, eardrum-busting bomb-exploding action. It’s the heroism young men imagine, it’s what they long for, it’s who they are, it’s what makes us men. In the end, this witch’s brew of ego and instinct foments the endless clash of nations, civilizations and ideologies, of my god versus your god, my team versus your team, and the thrill and excitement of the next big contest. This opiate of powerful chemicals awash in male physiology is hypnotic, seductive, sexy, and addictive, infusing men with energy, purpose, and self-importance.

The Iliad, however, symbolizes more than actual warfare. It’s about the battles men fight everyday at school, work, and in life. It’s still war, only now sublimated in the workplace and driven by the invidious comparisons in income, status, power, appearance, wealth, achievement, cars, and women. This is the war of competitive masculinity; only in “civilized” society we kill each other with clever words and job-stealing manipulations. Has our nature really changed in the past twenty-five hundred years?

Discussion. You don’t have to look hard for examples of this everyday war. Beyond the Super Bowl and Mixed Martial Arts, our aggressive behavior includes inner city gang members killing each other over perceived disrespect; CEO’s demanding obscene bonuses while line workers barely make a living wage; workers at all levels competing for promotions and wages; stressful relationships with difficult bosses and scheming co-workers; politicians seeking election for ego, money, and power instead of service; and demagogues demeaning other nationalities, ethnic groups, or political positions for personal gain. Even in the most sophisticated settings – the university, the Vatican, the boardroom, the ruthless climb to the top infects everyone.

Every man has his own story of when he went to war, where this war took him, the wounds he sustained, and how he eventually stopped caring about winning. Men recall early war experiences in junior or senior high school – bullying, hazing, drinking, fighting, risk-taking, rule breaking, or chasing women – all to fit into the emerging social hierarchy. They remember the life-long game of comparison and competition over grades, athletic ability, clothes, looks, girls, cars, colleges, jobs, advancement, income and material wealth. Later they describe brutal bosses, competition for status, and salary on the job, and the awful reality that any time you “win” someone else had to “lose”. Others, feeling they were losing in this game anyway, tried to become invisible or hid out in isolating non-competitive activities.

I remember being painfully puzzled in junior high as I watched elementary school friends regroup around the invisible new agenda of “coolness”, swagger, and bravado. What happened to our old friendships? I remember the comparisons of high school – who were your friends, what were your grades, where were you going to college? When did I become a commodity? Then came the competition for graduate school admission, the need to impress faculty and peers, the competition for internships, jobs and success – I was running an endless gauntlet. By midlife, I felt exhausted and betrayed by the compromises I made to succeed. Like Odysseus, I longed to come home, I just didn’t know how.

Can you identify this war in your life? If you’re still working, how has it affected your work life? Do you push yourself on-the-job, tensing your body like a fist to enter the fray of bosses, problems, conflicts, meetings, phone calls, goals, obstacles, frustrations, failures, and decisions? Do you see others as enemies competing for the same limited spoils? When you’re sufficiently cranked up, do you experience this tension as enlivening, fun, challenging – male hormones like drugs exciting new battles, goals and heroic adventures? Does it affect your friendships, limiting how much you like and trust co-workers or causing you to judge them with standards that make you feel superior by comparison or, just as often, inferior? If you’re at the top of the heap, do you secretly feel like a conqueror? Or do you feel more like a soldier fighting together with comrades in the same unit? If you are retired, do you feel even worse now that you have nothing to show for yourself – no job title, income, power, or status?

It’s a matter of age. High on testosterone, young men experience this war montage as exciting, adventurous, and challenging as they compete for valor and glory. As the middle years drag on, we may try to become inured to it, seeking comfort in lower expectations at work or the emotional bonds of family - if we have found a safe and pleasant haven. Later in life, we often find ourselves growing weary of this endless battle, believe we will never reach our original goals, and dream more and more of retirement, freedom, and peace. Hormone levels drop, physical strength declines, senses weaken, and older bodies no longer feel the same aggressive energies. In this context of increasing vulnerability and declining warrior ambition, aging men long to come home from the war.
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