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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


VIBRANT EMERITUS


It was my very great pleasure reading Vibrant Emeritus. Once I got started, I couldn’t put it down. By the time I finished, I knew we were brothers.


Vibrant Emeritus is a book for those considering the path of the Enlightened Elder. Becoming an Elder is not an easy path, but the work – if followed sincerely – will transform your life and the lives of those you love and serve. This is an authentic and powerful book because Richard Stuecker gets it! He did this work for himself and he knows the way. With so much to teach, his book will become an ever-deepening experience of your own initiation into the mature masculinity. Be sure to read it several times!


John C. Robinson, author, Bedtime Stories for Elders: What Fairy Tales Can Teach Us About the New Aging and What Aging Men Want: The Odyssey as a Parable of Male Aging
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Introduction


The Time of the Seven Tasks of the Vibrant Emeritus


I come to a place in the road. It is late and the weather is changing. I come to a place known as the Time of the Seven Tasks. I ask myself: Where have I been? What have I done? What have I learned? What have I collected? Do I need more? Who loves me? Whom do I love?


This is the first task.


I come to a place in the road where the shadows are long and dark. I ask myself: What is the mask I wear? As a Lover? As a Warrior? As a Magician? As a King? What masks must I shed?


This is the second task.


I come to a crossroads. It is late and I am chilly. Which road will I choose? What will I need for the road? Am I enough?


This is the third task.


I come to a clearing. I sit upon the ground and look deeply into the sky. I remember looking up at the sky as a youth. I had such dreams! I was inspired! Can I return to those golden dreams? Can I make them real with what I now know?


This is the fourth task.


I come to a turn in the road. I look around me. The world is splendid! The world is animated with color and vibrant life! My spirit flies!


This is the fifth task.


I come to place in the road where I feel within myself a noble challenge. I ask myself: What will I give? What will I create? Whom will I serve? Whom will I mentor? What is my legacy?


This is the sixth task.


I come to stopping place. The view ahead is dim. It is time to rest. I ask myself: Am I fulfilled? Can I let go? Will I find peace?


These are the Seven Tasks of the Vibrant Emeritus.



Purpose



This is a book about becoming a vital and generative Elder: a Vibrant Emeritus, one who serves the community in the twenty-first century with wisdom, creativity, and blessing. One who mentors the next generation. One who readies himself for death and creates a legacy.


It is a book for men 50 years of age or older who are feeling the natural pull to let go of one’s first journey in life and to embrace one’s second. It is for men who are drawn to taking stock of where they are in life: men who wonder about their life after the time when child-rearing, career-building, and collecting objects might transform into a time of deeper spirituality, a new purpose, a kind of grace, and a new vibrancy about one’s life. This transformation toward an abundant point of view, toward wisdom, and toward giving back to one’s community takes some work.


The purpose of this book is to support men taking this challenge. It is a path that can lead to deeper spirituality, renewed energy, and a life-affirming consciousness. It can lead to a time where one connects one’s youthful dreams, aspirations and values, with the knowledge, skills and acumen one has acquired over a lifetime to forge one’s final life challenge and purpose. It means evaluating one’s life achievements, losses, gains, wounds, and motivation so far. It can include confronting one’s shadows, especially those regarding aging. It takes blending the innocence, values, aspirations and vision for oneself, the community one once held as a youth with one’s sagacity. It can be a blissful journey and one’s life can become a time of abundance, fulfillment and personal satisfaction as one builds one’s legacy.


For many men, aging can be a difficult struggle. Even thinking about getting older can be daunting, even frightening if one sees it only as only a time of diminishing health and capacity; a life formerly fulfilled by raising a family, building a career, and acquiring possessions that now might seem empty; a letting go of one’s personal definitions as a worker, an achiever; or a time of life that becomes a series of disappointments. Often, when I talk with men in their fifties and early sixties, I find an immediate resistance to thinking about, much less, accepting aging. Over and over they say to me: “I’m not ready to look at that yet!”


Certainly, in a culture that appears so centered on youth and finding ways to stay young, on competition with winners and losers, on seeking achievements and accolades, on rushing to more and more experiences, it is understandable that many men are confused and reluctant to put their energy toward a new approach to aging. Ours is not often a culture that honors Elders, seeks the sagacious, or has maintained rites of passage for men entering what can be a new, enticing and enriching stage of life. The vast changes that have come since the Industrial Revolution have robbed our culture of connection with the community, unity with nature, and celebration and acceptance of all the seasons of our life cycle. We no longer have meaningful rites of passage for many of life’s transformations including aging.


I have come to believe that these disconnections affect our culture and our psyches for the worse. Creating and developing twenty-first century renewals of rituals, celebrations, support from others in our neighborhoods and community, seem to be crucial to bringing cultural and individual health to ourselves, our families, and to our community. Recently there has been a revival of these institutions in many places in an attempt to give meaning to passages from adolescence into manhood and womanhood. These include initiation rituals, vision quests, and other initiatory experiences. The men’s movement has grown new ways of initiating men from youth to an adulthood that is marked by integrity, responsibility and a definitive mission.


Yet, within our culture and heritage, sources exist for our renewal. These sources lie in the myths, legends and folklore of our ancestors. They can be found in the work of a number of researchers, social philosophers, anthropologists, and psychologists have studied them and who have suggested that men aging can embrace this time of life with a conscious purpose, celebration, giving, mentoring and fully experiencing one’s life even unto death.


Our challenge is not to repeat the rites and rituals of our past or copy them, but to recreate them in the vernacular that speaks to us and inspires us in the twenty-first century. Based on my understanding of the lore, research, and study of the work of Jungian psychologists, folklorists, storytellers, social philosophers and cultural anthropologists listed in the references section of this book I have organized each chapter on the Legend of Parsifal and on seven challenges or tasks listed below:




1. Assessing the Journey So Far


2. Confronting One’s Shadows


3. Standing at the Crossroads


4. Becoming Generative


5. Deepening Spirituality


6. Mentoring the Next Generation


7. Embracing Death





Context


Your heart has been beating since you were in your mother’s womb. It will beat until you take your last breath. Place your hand on your heart. Can you feel your heart beating? Can you feel the pulse deep in your heart? Can you remember how your heart beat when you were young? After a race or a challenge? When you experienced something thrilling? When you first fell in love? When you dreamed deep dreams for yourself? When you yearned to fulfill the vision of your youthful heart?


Are you listening to your heart now? Do you feel a deep calling to fulfill your youthful dreams now that you have bravely gained knowledge, skill and wisdom in the adventures of your life? Do you feel a call to be vibrant as you age? Are you ready for a new purpose in your life? Are you ready to serve? to generate? to create? to teach? to mentor? to heal? to bless?


Are you ready to become a Vibrant Emeritus?


Or do you find fear? The fear of limited capacity? The fear of loss of control? The fear of death?


Perhaps, as you listen to your heart, you will find both.


There is a difference in what one aging man has called “the Way of the Old Geezer” and the “Way of the Vibrant Emeritus.” The choice is yours.


Choosing the Way of the Vibrant Emeritus is often difficult for men living in the post-industrial twenty-first century where the path to eminent elderhood is difficult to find, where role models are rare, and where elders are often ignored, put aside and discredited.


In the thousands of years that we have memory, tradition and written history, we know that as men aged in society in former ages they often were honored, sought out for advice, and were charged with transferring the wisdom, lore and tradition of the community to the young. The elders initiated young men as full members of the tribe. They were honored not for simply growing old. They were honored because they transformed the knowledge, skill and experience they gained from living into wisdom, council and vision. They were the keepers of the community’s heritage, collective knowledge, and traditions. They were the healers, teachers, initiators, counselors, storytellers, and vessels of the culture’s lore.


The industrial age changed how we perceive ourselves, how we live and survive in a world, and how we view aging men. We have moved to the cities, worked in factories and businesses removed from Nature, and focused on earning money and collecting objects. Aging men no longer pass down skills, knowledge and the acumen to survive to the young. Many of us have abandoned our neighborhoods, isolated ourselves from others, and frequently lost our connection to community. Within these changes, the role of elder has been diminished and even forgotten.


At the same time, life spans have increased so that by age fifty we are looking at twenty, thirty, forty and even more years of vibrancy. For some this might mean a life of leisure with travel, sports or some other special interests. Others might choose to consult regarding their former professions, work part time or even pursue a second career. Unfortunately, others might give up, resigned to a life of dismal diminishment.


The Vibrant Emeritus integrates travel and leisure, reduced workloads and special interests with a life of new purpose, deeper spirituality, giving of one’s abundance, and mentoring younger men and women. These men become honored Elders, Vibrant Emeriti.


The vision and consciousness of the Vibrant Emeritus is one that looks outward toward the community and centers on building one’s legacy gifted to those who come after him. The key question is the question Parsifal asks the second time he enters the Grail Castle, after a life of heroic adventures: “Whom do you serve?” Once Parsifal asks this question the wasteland blooms and transforms into verdant abundance. The Vibrant Emeritus takes on the challenge of renewing the world from a place of generativity, creativity and spirituality focused on serving others.


At last, he embraces death as the next great adventure of his life.


Major Sources


Angeles Arrien


I have been using Angeles Arrien’s work as a source for my own transformative experiences, workshops, trainings, and retreats. Arrien was an internationally honored cultural anthropologist. She had spoken at conferences I had the honor to design, organize and manage.


I have used three specific works as sources for this book. Signs of Life (1998), the CD course The Second Half of Life: The Blossoming of Your Creative Self (1997) and the book, The Second Half of Life: Opening the Eight Gates of Wisdom (2005). I found especially useful her initiatory eight gates for men and women embracing their roles as Elders. These include:




1. The Silver Gate: Facing new experiences and the unknown


2. The White Picket Gate: Changing identities, discovering one’s true face


3. The Clay Gate: Intimacy, Sensuality and Sexuality


4. The Black and White Gate: Relationships: the crucible of love, generosity, betrayal and forgiveness


5. The Rustic Gate: Creativity, Service and Generativity


6. The Bone Gate: Authenticity, Character and Wisdom


7. The Natural Gate: The Presence of Grace: Happiness, Satisfaction, and Peace


8. The Gold Gate: Nonattachment, Surrender and Letting Go





Allan B. Chinen


Another primary source for this book is Allan Chinen’s work In the Ever After: Fairy Tales and the Second Half of Life (1992). The short biography on his website reads:




Allan B. Chinen, MD is a Clinical Professor of Psychology at the University of California, San Francisco and in private practice in San Francisco. He has lectured extensively and presented numerous workshops on the role of myths, fairy tales and legends on our life stories – the scripts we live out.





Chinen has read, analyzed and interpreted more than 4,000 Elder Tales. This study led him to arrange what he finds to be the seven essential tasks men must take on in order to be fully actualized as a generative elder. These tasks include to:




1. Deal with the specter of the losses of aging and use one’s assets from life’s experiences to grow;


2. Confront one’s shadows, move to consciousness of empathy for others;


3. Return to the transcendent goals and values from one’s youth;


4. Become generative;


5. Integrate the childhood’s innocence with the sagacity of maturity;


6. Deepen one’s spirituality by connecting with wonder and delight in life;


7. Inspire and mentor the next generation.





Michael Gurian


It has been my pleasure to know and work with the New York Times best-selling author of such important books as The Wonder of Boys, A Fine Young Man and Boys and Girls Learn Differently. He has entered his own ‘second journey’ and following a debilitating illness he has turned his attention as a social philosopher and interpreter of recent scientific findings to aging in his new book, The Wonder of Aging. In this book Michael presents a holistic paradigm that includes three stages: the Age of Transformation, the Age of Distinction, and the Age of Completion. His work provides this book with its scientific and philosophic underpinnings.


Michael Meade


Michael Meade, DHL is a renowned storyteller, author, folklorist, and scholar of mythology, anthropology, and psychology. He combines his spellbinding skills of storytelling with a deep understanding of ancient myths, legends and folktales, and a highly insightful knowledge of cross-cultural rituals. He has an unusual ability to distill and synthesize these disciplines especially in his book Men and the Water of Life: Initiation and the Tempering of Men (1993). Part five of that work addresses the last stage of life. It is inspiring and provides a deep understanding of Elder initiation.


John C. Robinson


John Robinson is a Jungian psychologist and author. Concerning initiation into the Elder Journey he writes: “[When] I started to age, I sensed that growing older continues this same unfolding transformation of consciousness that had begun with midlife. More than that, I realized that aging itself offers the highest levels of spiritual realization if we understand and surrender to its powerful energies.”


Three of his books I found especially enlightening and their concepts underlie my thinking: Death of a Hero, Birth of the Soul (1995), The Three Secrets of Aging: A Radical Guide (2012), and What Aging Men Want: The Odyssey as a Parable of Men Aging (2013).


Richard Rohr


Father Richard Rohr is the founder of the Center for Action and Contemplation that sponsors powerful initiatory workshops and experiences for men. He is a Franciscan priest who grounds his work in the Franciscan Alternative orthodoxy that practices contemplation and compassion. He has written a number of insightful and inspirational works. For this book, Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life (2011) and Quest for the Grail (1994) were extremely helpful, especially Rohr’s explication of the meaning of the Parsifal legend and its symbols.


Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and Ronald S. Miller


Schachter-Shalomi and Miller are the authors of the ground-breaking From Age-ing to Sage-ing: A Profound New Vision of Growing Older (1995). They divide their understanding of conscious aging into three sections: the Theory of Spiritual Eldering; Spiritual Eldering and Personal Transformation; and Spiritual Eldering and Social Transformation. In the introduction, Schachter-Shalomi writes:




In putting forth a new model of spiritual Elderhood, I am not only reviving an ancient and venerable institution that has enriched civilization since time immemorial, but taking it a step further. As part of the emerging approach to late-life development, the contemporary sage draws on three sources: models of the traditional tribal Elder whose wisdom guided the social order for thousands of years; state-of-the-art breakthroughs in brain-mind and consciousness research; and the ecology movement, which urges us to live in harmony with the natural world. These forces converge in the sage, whose explorations in consciousness are giving birth to an Elderhood that is appropriate for the modern world.





Structure


The Seven Tasks of the Vibrant Emeritus that provide the structure of this book also form a mandala of the personality in one’s Elder years. While each task is given sequentially as one expands one’s vision and transforms into a Vibrant Emeritus, the tasks also emerge over and over and challenge one, as one goes deeper and deeper into one’s authenticity, spirituality, and generativity. With each challenge one attempts to let go until one reaches a time and place of one’s ultimate letting go: death.


This book begins with a retelling and a discussion of the Legend of Parsifal, of the grail legends. It is my opinion that Parsifal embodies the complete journey of the Vibrant Emeritus in that:




1. It begins with Parsifal’s rearing by his mother, Heart’s Sorrow, in a deep wilderness as an innocent and naif; continues with his awakening to his manhood and battle with his shadow, the Red Knight; narrates the story of a young man who connects with a mentor, Gournamond;


2. Tells of his heroic Warrior years as he quests for the grail, forgets his quest and finally, as he ages, remembers his purpose and once again enters the Grail Castle, and asks the transformative question “Whom do you serve?”;


3. Describes his ascendency as Grail King who rules with blessing, an abundant heart and compassion: the embodiment of the Vibrant Emeritus.





Following the Parsifal legend, seven chapters focus on each of the Seven Tasks of the Transcendent Elder. Each chapter is an invitation to consider the task, be inspired by a classic tale, and consider a contemporary story that represents the task. It invites the reader to take on challenges to work with a specific task and to develop a practice so that one might deepen and broaden one’s life as a Vibrant Emeritus. Therefore, this book is a guidebook and a workbook for men who wish to explore consciously their second journey in life.


How To Use This Book


This book is intended as a tool men might use to consciously embrace their vibrancy in the emeritus years of their lives. If one has attended the life-changing Vibrant Emeritus Initiation sponsored by the Vibrant Emeritus Center founded by the author, it can be a valuable follow-up to the rite-of-passage experience encountered there. For men who are encountering these concepts for the first time and who want to do the activities, it is highly recommended that one work with a partner or with a small group of men that supports the learning and the practices described.


The Seven Tasks form a journey of sorts, but they are not a checklist one ticks off as completed; but offers a practice as one encounters over and over the challenges of deepening one’s vibrancy, consciousness and compassion. One might want to move chapter by chapter using this book as a guide. Or, one might select a chapter that might be especially useful to one at a particular time or challenge in one’s life as an aging man.


The classic tales are presented to help connect one to one’s interior archetypal self. Each classic tale presents several archetypes of the Elder and each tale illuminates one of the tasks of the Vibrant Emeritus. The contemporary stories present a twenty-first century context that the reader might find useful in connecting each task to one’s own life. The recommendation is to reflect on each story or tale and to construct a tale based on one’s own life to enrich one’s experience with the task.


Finally, this book is based on the resources described above and others listed at the end. Exploring these sources might provide new insights not provided here.





Chapter 1



Parsifal: The Journey of the Vibrant Emeritus


The grail legend of Parsifal, summarized below, presents the journey of the Vibrant Emeritus in its totality. That is, having completed a hero’s journey, Parsifal reenters the Grail Castle and encounters once more the opportunity that he had envisioned as a youth but had been too naive to accomplish; which is to ask the crucial grail question: “Whom do you serve?” Asking this question heals the wounded Fisher King, restores the wasted kingdom to its verdant glory and transforms him into the Grail King initiating a reign of justice and prosperity. As each of us comes to terms with the ending of our Hero life, we have an opportunity to honor our life journey so far, let it go, re-encounter our youthful values, virtues and visions, and enter a new time in our lives of mentoring and blessing. As Parsifal protects, blesses, and mentors as the abundant, loving and vibrant Grail King, so too do we have the opportunity to enter new consciousness acting from our own wise and loving Elder energy.


Unlike the Aging Hero, the Vibrant Emeritus takes stock of his life of achievements and accolades, honors them, places them in his trophy case and moves into a time in his life that is equally challenging and vital. The Vibrant Emeritus consciously embraces the last half of one’s life with energy and direction, this time to impart what one has learned, skills one has gained, and values one has embraced. One is now ready to take up again the vision of his youth that might once have been seen as impractical or undoable. One is ready to mentor the next generation. It is a time of letting go and letting go and letting go as one moves toward greater and greater simplicity of means and purpose, getting ready for the ultimate act of surrender: death.


This is quite often a difficult task for many men.


Our culture seems to embrace a youth-focused culture, esteems heroic achievement, and frequently perceives aging and the Elder years as years of diminished capacity rather than a time of increased wisdom and graceful completion. Many men have a tendency to hold onto possessions and positions, often refusing to enable younger men to take their rightful place within corporations and organizations, sometimes waiting until they are pushed out or let go against their will. Others escape to the golf course, cruises, vacations, hobbies and, sometimes, addictions.


Continuing to advise, consult or continue to be a more limited part of a business is often an ideal way to leave one’s career. Rewarding oneself for a life well lived is an honorable way to enter one’s retirement. The key question of how one might live one’s second journey is, however, a question of how might one accept and change one’s consciousness from acquiring and achieving or an inward and personal focus to a viewpoint of supporting the success of others, mentoring those who might benefit from one’s acumen, and blessing with positivity those who come after us.


The Vibrant Emeritus is one who lets go and consciously embraces a life of deeper connection with spirituality, with one’s true purpose in life, with blessing one’s family, friends and colleagues, with empowering and mentoring younger men and women and with living a rich life of giving that ends with the final release of one’s life and entering one’s next great adventure.


Parsifal’s life is the story of a youth raised by a mother who seeks to keep him from living the adventure of his masculine life. Inspired by a vision of five glorious knights, he seeks the life lived by his father and brothers. Uneducated and naive, he leaves the forest (a symbol of the unconscious and the magical) and enters the world of men. He finds a mentor, a Vibrant Emeritus, who leads him to his heroic, adventurous, yet deeply spiritual mission: to heal the Fisher King and, thus, heal the land, bringing it back to abundance and life-healing energy. Encountering his noble mission before he has lived his heroic life, he fails to ask the crucial question we all must ask ourselves if we are to transform ourselves in our second half of life as a vibrant, vital, and ennobling Elder: “Whom do you serve?” Following a noble life of heroic adventures, Parsifal reenters the Grail Castle and finally asks the transformative question. Immediately, the anguished Fisher King is healed; the wasteland blooms with abundance and bounty; and Parsifal is installed in his full manhood as Grail King: the King who rules with vision, blessing, giving, generativity, and wise mentoring.


The Legend of Parsifal


Part 1


Once upon a time, in a time long ago, in a time dimly remembered, in a time when legends lived in the loaming, in a deep forest at the edge of where men lived, a nameless child was raised by his mother. Her name was Heart’s Sorrow.


Heart’s Sorrow was the wife of a great and noble knight. On the night before his final battle, he loved Heart’s Sorrow with the fierce love of a man departing for war. All night they loved and in the early morning, her hair and body entangled in her lover’s body, she whispered: “You have made a boy child inside me.” They both wept with joy.


She wept again with pride at the sight of her husband and her strong sons, their armor shining under the morning sun, giving them the aura of demigods. They were the knights of the King, the protectors of the kingdom.


As women have suffered in quiet silence and loneliness and fear when their men went off to war, Heart’s Sorrow also suffered, but her suffering was abated by the child growing inside her. She prepared herself and her home for his birth. Months passed but no word came about the war or her husband and sons. One morning, a lone messenger came to her home. The mournful clip-clop of the messenger’s horse proclaimed the sad news before his doleful knock at the door. The lady crumpled to the floor in anguish when the messenger confirmed what she knew: her husband and sons would never return.


“Never! Never shall this unborn son of mine know anything of this world of woe and misery. He will never know of this so-called civilized world, the ways of knights and kings, or the arts of war.”


At midnight, the son was born into the world. In the morning, Heart’s Sorrow closed the door of her home and, taking the newborn, walked deep into the forest as far as she could travel and be sure that no men would ever find her hut.


Heart’s Sorrow taught the boy nothing of his father and brothers, nothing of the world she had abandoned, nothing of the knowledge of heroes she kept deep inside her. Now an only child, the boy wore homespun clothes, and grew up uneducated, simple and innocent.


The forest was thick and teeming with life and full of mystery. He connected deeply with its verdant life, knew many types of trees, the use of plants, and formed a deep connection with all living animals. He grew naturally strong and, as he moved out of childhood, a deep longing grew in his heart. But knowing nothing of life outside of his mother’s hut and the forest, his heart stayed restless.


One day, the boy was chasing squirrels close to where the forest ended. He saw an amazing light flickering in the leaves like the sun on a summer’s day. But the sun was behind him. He drew closer and closer to the light and at last found its source. Riding high on massive steeds in full armor and regalia rode five of the King’s knights. He fell back, struck to the ground by their magnificence.


“They must be gods!” he thought.


The young man raced back to his mother’s hut.


“Who were these visions?”


“They are knights, my son. I had hoped that this day would never have come. But deep in my heart I knew it would.”


“Tell me, Mother! Tell me everything about them!”


“I brought you to this place to keep you safe and secure. Your father was once a knight in service to the King as these men are. So, too, were your brothers. And what did they bring me but sadness and unending pain. Beautiful men cut down by their own wild desires. I swore this would never happen to you.”


“But, Mother, I feel something deep inside me! I want to follow them and become one of them!”


“Yes, I know, my beloved son. It is in your blood and your blood boils to be like your father. That is his legacy to you.”


She sighed deeply. “And this is mine. I give you this homespun garment to wear under your knightly garb. And this advice: ‘Respect women and do not ask too many questions.’”


The boy departed at once, his heart beating, into a new life for which he had no preparation, knowledge, or cunning.


Questions you might ask yourself:




Youth is a time before one makes a name for oneself. Parsifal is protected by his mother and kept simple and uneducated. How do you remember your mother’s involvement in your life as a youth?


Parsifal’s father is dead. How do you remember your father’s involvement in your life?


Parsifal is kept simple and ignorant of the ways of the world. How ready did you feel you were to become a man when you were a young man?


Parsifal is dazzled by the knights whose armor and weapons inspire him to go claim his manhood as a knight. Were you dazzled by any men who represented manhood to you?


Parsifal’s mother gave him two pieces of advice that influenced his life. What legacies did you receive from your birth family that have influenced your life?





Part 2


In his travels pursuing the knights, he came across a magnificent tent. He had never seen one. “It is a divine cathedral!” he thought, and he thought he might be nourished for all of his life if he entered. He imagined it was built for God. He fell to his knees in supplication and prayer.


Within, he found a maiden and a great banquet lain out. He knew he had found paradise. After a wondrous meal he took a talisman from the damsel. She was to be his inspiration for life. The maiden begged him to leave, as her knight was returning and he would kill the still nameless man.


He continued to search for the five knights, seeking information from everyone he met, asking directions and inquiring about how he might become a knight.


“You must go to the court of the King,” they told him. And they laughed in his face, such a bumpkin in homespun garb seeking knighthood. “You must do noble deeds, acts of valor, great feats of manhood to become one of the King’s knights. What chance do you have?”


But he persisted going from place to place, town to town, until he arrived at the King’s palace. There he was taken to the King as a joke, an entertainment for the court. But the King did not laugh. He said: “Boy, you must learn many things, manly and knightly things to be dubbed a knight by a king.”


At the court was a damsel who had not laughed in six years. It was said that when she laughed again, it would be because she had witnessed the arrival of the best knight in the world. Seeing the young man dressed in homespun garment, clearly uneducated, and surely innocent, she bust into joyful laughter.


The King wondered out loud: “Is this truly the best knight in the entire world?” He dubbed him on the spot.


“I demand of you, my King, the armor and steed of the Red Knight!” The Red Knight was the most dangerous and infamous of knights in the land. Again the court knights burst into amazed laughter. The King simply replied, “They are yours, if you can get them!”


Upon leaving the court, the young man met the Red Knight. His heart stopped for a moment at the resplendent sight. But then he said, “I will have your armor, Red Knight! I will fight you to the death!”


The Red Knight smirked at this young man in homespun clothing, armed with a dagger.
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