
Living in the Second Half of Life - Kol Nidre (Becoming a Modern Elder)

Twenty five years ago, my rabbinate began working with Rabbi Cary Yales.  He was a

rabbi deeply respected by his congregation and the rabbinic community, passionate about

community, learning, spirituality and social justice. Sadly I only received 18 months of his

tutelage. He died just after reaching his 58th birthday. Many of his teachings still influence me to

this day.  One was a phrase he often used, “may you go m’khayil l’khayil - from strength to

strength.” I liked it. It sounded rabbinic. I started using it. Little did I know that 25 years later,

that phrase would form the basis of a sermon, this one.

This summer I asked you what I should speak about on these holy days. There were a few

responses: Ukraine - Judaism prohibits the invasion of territory except for self-defense; Abortion

- Judaism is clear that the mother’s life, even her psychological well being, always takes

precedence over the fetus; My current stance on intermarriage and officiation - it’s an

opportunity and I will, with certain reqiurements; and how being Jewish can enrich the quality

and meaning of our lives - I hope that is what we always do. One response included the

suggestion of a new book by Arthur Brooks called From Strength to Strength. The inscription

comes from Psalm 84 verses 5-7 which read, “Blessed are those whose strength is in You, whose

hearts are set on pilgrimage. As they journey through the valley of tears, they make it a valley of

springs…. They go m’khayil l’khayil, from strength to strength.”  There it was. Rabbi Yales was

quoting Psalms and I never knew it. Even from the grave, 25 years later, he was still teaching.

As I read the book, I kept asking myself, “why is this resonating so strongly right now? Is

it because I’m in my 55th year of life? Is it because this is my 25th year in the rabbinate when

I’ll receive an honorary Doctor of Divinity of which many rabbinic colleagues have jokingly said

the D.D. stands for ‘didn’t die’ or is something else at play? Then it hit me like a palm to the
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forehead. It’s this darned pandemic. There have been many phases of the pandemic, and now, I think,

we are in the learning phase. We've had time to reconsider our lives. Reconsider whether we want to go

back to the hustle and bustle that we had before. Let’s not forget that there are certain things we

don’t want to go back to but instead, there are things we want to go towards. Brooks gives us a

road map, a compass to help us get from one place of being to another.

Brooks writes that there are two strengths within each of us. We are born with one type

called, “fluid intelligence. This is the ability to work hard with focus and to solve problems

analytically; the things that make you a young superstar —a hot lawyer, a talented surgeon.

Problem is, this type of intelligence, the ability to think and reason abstractly, decreases as we

age.

The second strength comes later in life. It’s called “crystallized intelligence.” Unlike fluid

intelligence, which is all about working hard and focusing, crystallized intelligence is about

wisdom and passing on knowledge. The key to going m’khayil l’khayil, from one strength to

another is to intentionally go from innovator to instructor, from striver to sage. On this night

where we think about where we’ve been, where we are and where we want to go, exploring how

we might learn the skills to move from one strength to the other, to set ourselves up for success

in the latter part of life - no matter how much life we might have left - is worth our time and

attention. We all know that time is finite and limited. Our tradition encourages us to choose how

to live in ways that bring blessings, not only to humanity but also to ourselves.

A few years ago I noticed a pattern.  Male congregant after male congregant was showing

up in my office. They were all around age 50, all successful in their careers with lives that looked

enviable. To the outsider, these men had reached the summit. Yet they all had the same question,
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is this it?  They were all searching for meaning and purpose in their lives and all wondered if

Judaism had any wisdom on the topic. Of course it does!

There is a teaching in the Talmud that echoes these two types of intelligence of which

Brooks speaks. According to this teaching, the first 40 years of life are all about acquiring and

striving - knowledge, career, family. Then something shifts. 50 it says, is an age for giving

counsel and 60 is considered an age of wisdom. If the first part of life is all about getting, the

second part is about giving it away. But why 50? These rabbis were not neuro-psychologists yet

they knew something science is only now discovering. Around age 50 our prefrontal cortex, the

part of the brain responsible for working memory, executive function, and the ability to focus

begins to decline. It’s why air-traffic controllers are mandated to retire at 56 because the

consequences of declining abilities are too dangerous.

15th century Italian Commentator Ovadiah Bertinoro points out that 50 was the age of

mandatory retirement for Levites ministering in the Temple1. Maybe like air traffic controllers,

the work of overseeing sacrifices was dangerous. So where does that service come in? At 50, the

levite was to retire from service and then counsel his brothers. But what type of counsel? I

imagine it was more than giving technical advice. During Temple times, people would bring

offerings for all sorts of purposes - free will offerings, out of gratitude, for sins they had

committed. The wisdom needed for how to be present for one bringing an offering could only be

learned from an elder who had previously traveled the path, a sage who could mentor, advise and

teach. 50 was not an age to be retired. It was an age to be restored.

1 Numbers 8:25
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Perhaps you’ve heard of Chip Conley. At 27 Chip founded Joie de Vivre hospitality, a

California-based hotel and restaurant company that he ran for more than two decades. Despite

the worldly success his work brought him, by his late forties, he was burned out.

Chip sold his company with no plans for what to do next. He wound up consulting to a

little start up called Airbnb. He thought the 20-something founders had engaged him for his

expertise but found that wasn't where his real value lay. Instead, he found himself dispensing

wisdom more than knowledge – advice about life and leadership. “You are our modern elder,

they told him" At first, he took umbrage at this title. He was two decades their senior but was not

old. Little by little, however, he settled into this role and came to love the fact that sharing what

he had learned in life was creating significant value. He loved it so much that in 2018, he

founded the Modern Elder Academy dedicated to teaching those of us in middle age how to

become “modern elders.”

Of course, so many of us become so used to being on the fluid intelligence track that no

matter our age, making the leap to the Crystalized one, becoming a modern elder, is hard if not

downright impossible. It’s hard because we become addicted to our success, an addiction driven

by pride and social comparison. Making the leap from one track to the other fills us with fear and

dread. Of course, no matter your age, if you are looking for enjoyment, satisfaction and purpose

for the rest of your life, making the leap is the opportunity we have before us. And if there is one

day in the calendar where you might resolve to take that first step, it is today.

So how do we do it? Four ways: distancing ourselves from our addiction to material

things, giving back, developing deep and meaningful relationships, and working on your inner

life.
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When I was in college, a favorite dorm poster showed a mansion, a yacht and fancy cars

with the quote, “he who dies with the most toys wins.” Over time I’ve come to realize that he

who dies with the most toys… still dies. The midrash understood this when it says that a baby

enters the world with hands clenched, as if to say ‘The world is mine; I shall grab it’ yet leaves

with hands open, as if to say, ‘I can take nothing with me.'”  When we die, all of the material

excess we accumulate in this world – the houses and clothing and over-full garages of stuff –

means nothing.

My Grammie intuitively understood this. She raised four children in a home that, for the

day, was considered quite large. She and my grandfather then moved to an attached townhouse.

From there to a 2 bedroom apartment, then, after he died, to a one bedroom. Her last days were

in a single room surrounded by the things that mattered most. Along the way she chipped away.

She literally let go.

I’m not suggesting we all have garage sales the day after Yom Kippur. What I am

suggesting is that psychically holding on tightly to your stuff is unhealthy. It weighs you down.

Jewish burial shrouds lack pockets for a reason. You can’t take it with you.

Second. Give back. Erik Erikson was a German developmental psychologist known for

his theory on psychological development of human beings. Erikson’s idea is that there are eight

stages of psychosocial development. The seventh stage is known as generativity and its basic

virtue is care. Relatively late in life, Erikson argues, many people’s perspectives change. They

begin thinking about legacy, about what will outlive them. Their focus often shifts from self to

others. They may devote more time to family, or community, or care or voluntary work. Some

mentor young people who are following in their career path. They make commitments to others.
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They ask themselves, how can I contribute to the world? What trace will I leave on those who

will live on after me? What, in the world, is better because of me?

Think of Moses for a moment. What else is left to do after speaking with God, leading

your people from slavery and being the agent through which God performed miracles and

delivered the Torah? Where do you go from there?

The book of Deuteronomy contains and constitutes the answer. As it says in its opening

chapter: “In the fortieth year, on the first day of the eleventh month… Moses began expounding

the law …” No longer the liberator and miracle-worker, Moses became Rabbeinu, “our teacher,”

the man who taught Torah to the next generation. No longer, as before, does he simply articulate

the law. He explains the thinking behind the law. He speaks about the love of God for Israel and

the love Israel should show to God. He speaks with equal power about the past and the future,

reviewing the wilderness years and anticipating the challenges ahead.

All of this suggests a powerful and potentially life changing message for all of us.

Whatever our life has been thus far, there is another chapter to be written, focused on being a

blessing to others, sharing whatever gifts we have with those who have less, handing on our

values across the generations, using our experience to help others come through difficult times of

their own, doing something that has little to do with personal ambition and much to do with

wanting to leave some legacy of kindness that made life better for at least someone on earth.

The third way to move from fluid intelligence to crystalized intelligence is, cultivate

community by developing deep and meaningful relationships
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It is well documented that one of the harshest diseases facing our society is loneliness.

Surgeon general Vivek Murthy calls it an invisible epidemic.

And yet, we know how hard it can be to develop friendships, especially later in life,

especially for men. Many men report having no close friendships. 3 out of 4 report they receive

most, if not all of their emotional support from their partners.  Saturday Night Live spoofed this

last year with a skit called Man Park. Like a dog park, women can take their men to a special

park where they can make friends and well, do guy stuff.  As funny as it is, it’s not far from the

truth.

Here at CSR, we are all about community. It’s so central to who we are, we put it in our

name. Last year we ran CSRBaMidbar, an initiative to make sense of the pandemic. In small

groups, we held conversations to learn how people were feeling after the isolation and challenges

of this time period.

We learned a number of things. We heard how people had lost so much but never had the

opportunity to really mourn. We will address this tomorrow at Yizkor with a ritual in which you

can participate.

The main thing we learned was how grateful people were to be part of a community,

especially a community of purpose. Of course, community only happens if we show up, if we get

to know each other’s stories, if we learn to count on one another. In our CSR BaMidbar initiative

we heard of the strong desire to meet new people, based more on interests than on age. We have

many opportunities to do this already - from our Achim group to women of CSR to SAJE -  but I

want there to be something for everyone. So I challenge you. If you have an interest - be it
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cooking or kayaking, wine tasting or whittling and you want to organize a group, step up to do it.

We will support you. We can connect you with others and can offer micro-grants to support any

start up initiatives that lead to creating and deepening a sense of community. Of course, Jews

who Kayak might be the first of its kind, but you get the point.

Finally, develop a sense of spirituality.

It doesn’t matter if it’s prayer, yoga, meditation, or study. It really doesn’t matter if it’s

Judaism, Chrisitanity, Islam or Buddhim - although I am partial to Judaism. Just begin to develop

your inner life, drink from the chalice of life’s deepest secrets. That’s what the Levites did after

age 50.

But how? Get to Know yourself. That is all. Nothing else. How do I know myself?  Go

within.

In his 1981 book Stages of Faith, James Fowler observed that as young adults, many

people are put off by religion’s ideas that seem arbitrary or morally retrograde. They may also

become disillusioned by religion’s inability to explain life’s hardest puzzles - like the question I

am asked most often, to explain a loving God in the face of a world of suffering.

As they get older, however, people begin to recognize that nothing is tidy in life. This,

according to Fowler, is when they become tolerant of religion’s ambiguities and inconsistencies.

They start to see the beauty and transcendence in faith and spirituality. Faith actually increases as

we age.
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Of course, those of us who spend most of our lives striving for material and professional

success are least prepared to explore our inner lives. Many of us have made little or no

investment in this area. Truthfully, until a few years ago, I hadn’t either. I was more focused on

the “doing” of the rabbinate instead of “being” in the rabbinate. For many of us, on the way up

professionally, faith and spirituality might be “nice to have” but not any kind of priority.

Mountains of research, however, show that religious and spiritual adults are generally

happier, suffer less depression and have better physical health than those who have no faith.

I think about ways to develop our inner lives. One way is to get past the discomfort you

might have with religion. I am amazed at how many tell me, “I’m not religious.” But why should

our discomfort with religion hamstring our openness to religion and spirituality? What if we

subtly shifted our self-concept from “not religious” to “not religious right now” or, “not

religious, but open to suggestions.” This injects an element of vulnerability to your

understanding of yourself, which has a powerful effect. While you may not have faith right now,

crack the door open. Something might wander in.

Another approach might be to try getting past some of the naive views of religion you

might still hold. We don’t divorce our spouse because they don’t live up to the happily ever after

fairy tales we heard as children.  Why do the same with religion? When spiritual urges arise,

begin looking to greater minds than your own. Every major religious, spiritual and philosophical

tradition boasts a library of writers and thinkers beyond what we could read in a lifetime. Give

yourself permission to dip your toe in the sea of religious and spiritual thought.
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Of course, practicing faith requires time and effort. As such, it competes with the

demands of our ordinary lives. But if I told you that you had a serious health problem requiring

that you exercise 30 minutes a day and take some medicine, would you do it? Of course you

would. Your spiritual development is that important.

I’d like to end with a story, one that connects in a patently obvious way  to our diamond

jubilee and to this notion that we can go m’khayil l’khayil, from strength to strength if we are

passionate about making this change, willing to take some risks and to see it for the opportunity

it is.

Once upon a time there was a king who owned the most beautiful diamond in the world.

It was flawless in every way. Every night the king carefully took the gem from its storage case to

gaze at it lovingly.  But one night, disaster struck. Somehow, for no known reason, a crack

appeared in the diamond, running down its length.

In a panic, the king called every jeweler in his realm.  But each expert responded that

once there's a crack in a diamond, there's no way to fix it.  The desperate king sent out word that

anyone who could repair his broken diamond would be richly rewarded.  A few days later, a

jeweler from a distant province arrived at the palace.  After examining the diamond, he promised

the king he would fix everything.  He took the diamond and promised to return with it in a few

months.

The despondent king couldn't wait to see his diamond as good as new.  When the day

arrived, the jeweler presented a beautiful box.  The king shook with excitement and opened it

quickly.  But when the king looked inside, his face turned red and he shook with fury.  The same

10



thin crack still ran down the center of his precious diamond.  "What have you done?" he

screamed.  "You promised you would fix it!”

"Please, your majesty, wait!" said the old man.  "Just turn the stone over."  And when the

king did so, he saw the jeweler had carved the petals of a flower at the top of the diamond.  So

now the crack running through the stone appeared to be the stem of a flower, and the diamond

was more beautiful than ever.

Many of our lives have been ones of beauty, like that diamond.  Through no fault of our

own, cracks may have developed rendering what was once perfect into what now is flawed. It is

inescapable. We can either mourn what was, seeing it as cracked and ruined. Or, we can turn our

lives into a thing of beauty allowing us to carry ourselves, as the Psalmist and my mentor Cary

Yales z”l taught, m’khayil l’khayil, from strength to strength. Amen.
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