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This Fall of 2011, my wife, Inger, and I celebrated our 70 th birthdays.  Some would say, “You
made it; you are now Elders.”  But in this culture, where those in the flower of their 20s and
30s have been the full-on, idealized celebrities for at least three generations, it is not clear
that there are any who are really respected as Elders.  Yet it is also the case that our media
and the Internet are saturated with a huge number of individuals who claim Elder status and
preach and twitter their message of absolute Knowing non-stop in the blogosphere to their
own  virtual  mega-choirs.   Ironically,  the  din  of  the  collective  Elder  pretender  noise  is
deafening in a culture with so little ability to discern or respect true Elders.  So, here I am at
age 70 trying to figure out what is really required as I fill out my application for admission to
Elderdom.  Do I really have a chance for entry?

At  the  top  of  the  application  it  indicates  that  there  are  two  general  Elderdom admission
requirements and that reaching any particular Age is not one of these.  Ah, I  have been
eligible for some time, but I didn’t know it.  So, what hints does the application offer about
these requirements?  Not much as it turns out since each hint presents its own additional
quandaries.

“You must have something Substantial and Meaningful to offer to those behind you on life’s
journey.”  So, how do I determine if I have something Substantial and Meaningful to offer?
“Ah, There’s the Rub” because nearly everyone thinks they have become substantial with
meaningful opinions as a result of just persisting in living to middle adulthood.  Unless this is
a trick “question,” I have thought about this “rub” and come up with what I think are the three
conditions  that  I  probably need to  meet  to  actually  fulfill  the  Substantial  and Meaningful
requirement: Age sufficient to have allowed for a variety of adult life experiences, Experience
sufficient to have challenged at a fundamental level one’s worldview [basic assumptions and
perspective], and a current Perspective that is the consequence of comprehensive reflection
and examination.  Putting all this together, I am betting the Elderdom Council is really looking
for Wisdom and evidence that candidates have achieved some modicum of it.  So, I am going
to go with those three conditions as sufficient to meet the wisdom requirement.

Clearly in adopting this approach to what can engender wisdom, I am aware that there are
some who qualify as Elders at age 35 while others can be 101 and will never get there.  And I
can  see  that  there  are  many other  ways  to  not  make  the  Elder  grade.   Some are  still
espousing the unexamined “truths” of their parents or have adopted wholesale and “on faith”
the opinions of other “impressive” authority figures or charismatic gurus.  Some have dug
deep and examined much in a single hole and see the meaning of life through this one lens,
unobstructed by the complexity that is out there.  Some think their occupational or economic
or other success is sufficient for them to jump the admissions line and move directly into
Elderdom.  I really doubt it.  Some see the credentials, degrees and certificates that they
have earned as automatically  entitling  them to  Elder  status.   But  while  higher  education
should be a broadening experience and challenge the assumptions and limited perspective
typical of young adulthood, few Ph.D.’s live up to the “Philosophy” designation in their title.
And whatever the shake up to one’s point of view may be that occurs for some during their
collegiate years,  the “stirring”  effects are often quickly  forgotten in  the subsequent  years
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devoted  to  career  advancement  and family  development  during  which  time the  person’s
worldview can so easily settle into self-interested complacency.  “Higher” education comes in
many different forms, and I have met a lot of working class high school graduates whose
education in the course of living their challenging lives has exceeded in collective effect that
of a lot of advanced degree university graduates.  It is becoming clear to me that there are a
lot of ways for candidates to misunderstand what is actually needed to fulfill what I expect is
the Elder wisdom requirement.  I will have to see how this plays out in my own case!

Next on the application:  “You must be of appropriate character.”  So, what is appropriate
Elder character?  I am pretty sure a lot of candidates will read this to mean that they must
display all the aspects of self-assurance.  But I am also rather certain that they are wrong
because self-assurance is too often tied to an assertive ego and a relatively closed mind.  I
expect  the Council  is  actually looking in  their  Elder candidates for:  Restraint  of  Ego,  the
Willingness to Listen and to Examine carefully all things new and different, and an Ability to
evaluate  any  issue  in  the  Big  Picture  –  physically,  spiritually,  psychologically,  socially,
ecologically,  and  cosmically.   It  seems  to  me  that  Elder  applicants  who  satisfy  these
characteristics  are  likely  to  be  able  to  offer  useful  observations,  suggestions,  and
recommendations, while they also appreciate that they rarely have answers.  I am pretty sure
that the Elder Council is weeding out those candidates who Know they have the answer,
much less the FINAL answer.  I imagine the Council has a side door where they can exit
these Elder pretenders and allow them to share the fate of the other Buddhas on the road.

So, now that I have looked at the Elder application and thought about what is really needed to
qualify for admission to this august status, what do I do with my application that is to go
before the Council of Elders?  Honestly, I have to admit that when I look at the total array of
desired conditions and characteristics, there is just no way for me to squeeze through that
door into Elderdom.  I can argue for qualification on many points, but I am well aware that I
fail decidedly on others.  Maybe I can be an Elder apostle or a “back-up” Elder.  No, that’s not
my style.  Or………, maybe I have created the concept of an “ideal” Elder that individuals can
aspire to but very few achieve.  Now, if this is the case, then there may yet be hope for the
likes of me, so long as I do meet most of the criteria and keep with me an awareness of my
inadequacies and express a willingness to work to address them.  After all, life is an ongoing
process in which we never “get there.”  I think I will give the approach of “evolving toward
Eldership” a try in filling out my application and see where that avenue takes me.  God knows
we need real Elders in this culture, even run of the mill Elders who do not qualify for early
admission or advanced placement.  

Well, of course, this excursion into Elderdom is really just another way of highlighting the dire
need that our American culture currently has for balanced and broad-minded statespersons
to emerge to work for the common good.  Ours is supposed to be an educated population.
So the time has come for this population to really reflect and examine the facts rather than
allowing  itself  to  succumb  to  sophistry  as  offered  in  stage-managed  media-ops  for  the
cameras.  Whatever the political party may be, it is time to remove both the political disguises
and the horrific  influence of money in our politics and to discard the narrow-minded and
partisan “spinocrats” and “spinicans” who are constantly hailing the “American People” from
their media microphones while serving up a lobbyist derived plutocratic stew from the privacy
of their earmark huddles.

Elderdom Anyone?  Next Stop Elderdom.  Calling All Elders!!  Calling All Elders!!
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