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	 I	spent	my	junior	year	of	college	in	Athens,	Greece,	studying	Greek	
art,	archeology,	literature,	and	philosophy.	I’ll	never	forget	one	of	my	
first	experiences	in	a	Greek	taverna.	A	bunch	of	lively	Greek	men,	
probably	in	their	40s	and	50s,	were	sitting	together,	enjoying	the	free-
flowing	Ouzo,	and	outdoing	one	another	with	story	telling.	Suddenly,	an	
elderly	gentleman	walked	in	with	the	help	of	a	cane,	and	the	entire	
group	of	men	I’d	been	watching	stood	up	and	stopped	talking.	One	of	the	
men	from	that	previously	raucous	group	walked	toward	the	door	and	
greeted	the	older	man,	taking	his	coat,	offering	to	buy	him	a	drink,	and	
inviting	him	to	join	their	large	table.	He	accepted	all	these	kindnesses	
and	walked	with	the	younger	man	back	to	the	crowded	table,	where	two	
others	had	gotten	the	most	comfortable	seat	and	made	room	for	their	
elder	to	get	to	it.	When	he	sat	down,	his	drink	was	delivered,	the	other	
men	leaned	toward	him,	and	the	floor	was	given	to	him.	
	 I	crept	over	to	the	bartender	and,	using	the	best	Greek	I	had	at	the	
time,	asked	him	who	this	man	was.	He	shrugged	his	shoulders,	the	
universal	sign	for	“I	have	no	idea.”	Then	I	asked,	“Do	they	know	him	–	
those	men	there?”	He	shook	his	head	and	said,	“Probably	not.”	But	then	
that	bartender	said	something	I’ve	never	forgotten.	He	said,	“It	doesn’t	
matter	whether	they	know	him	or	not;	the	only	thing	that	matters	is	
that	he	is	our	elder.”	I	thought	of	that	passage	we	heard	a	few	moments	
ago	from	the	Jewish	Torah	–	the	book	of	Leviticus:	“Rise	in	the	presence	
of	the	aged,	show	respect	for	the	elderly,	and	revere	your	God.”	(Lev.	
19:32)		
	 That	scene	in	that	little	Greek	taverna	was	something	I	had	never	
seen	in	all	my	years	in	America.	But	ever	since	I	saw	it,	I’ve	wondered	
why	not?	Why	shouldn’t	we	treat	our	elders	the	way	they	do	in	Greece,	
in	Spain,	in	Japan,	and	in	so	much	of	Europe?	
	 Our	scripture	teaches	that	with	age	comes	deep	wisdom	and	
profound	understanding.	Look	at	the	passage	from	Job	on	the	cover	of	
your	bulletin.	The	Hebrew	collection	of	wisdom	–	known	as	Proverbs	–
calls	us	to	“listen	to	your	father,	who	gave	you	life,	and	do	not	disregard	
your	mother	when	she	is	old.”	
	 	
	



	 It’s	not	just	our	scriptures	that	indicate	that	with	older	age	comes	
greater	wisdom;	science	confirms	it	as	well.	According	to	a	Sciencetech	
article	in	the	UK’s	Daily	Mail, although the brain slows down with age, this 
slowing actually helps older men and women develop greater insight. Unlike 
the young, the elderly's brains are not ruled by the chemicals that fuel 
emotion and impulse. Their slower brain responses really do lead to more 
thoughtful and wiser decisions.  
 In this study, scientists looked at the brain scans of 3,000 Californians 
aged between 60 and 100. These showed that what older people lose in 
reaction times, they make up for in better decision-making. Since older 
people are less affected by dopamine, this helps signals pass between 
neurons involved in the reward system of the brain. The fact that older 
people are slower to respond than younger people is widely seen as a 
disadvantage. But that's not always the case. The elderly brain is less 
dopamine-dependent, making elderly people less impulsive, less controlled 
by their emotions. Older people are also less likely to respond thoughtlessly 
to negative emotional stimuli because their brains have slowed down 
compared to younger people. Brain scans had identified four brain regions 
that contribute to wisdom. The elderly have more activity in these regions 
than the young, which results in their wiser judgments, he added. 	
(http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-1289300/With-age-really-DOES-come-wisdom-say-
scientists.html#ixzz4xCcq6sCs ) 
	
	 What	has	your	age	taught	you?	What	wisdom	or	understanding	
has	come	to	you,	as	you’ve	retired	or	moved	into	the	twilight	years	of	
life?	What	do	you	know	now	that	you	didn’t	know	10	or	20	years	ago?	
It’s	a	worthwhile	question	for	you	to	ask,	to	answer,	and	to	share	with	
the	rest	of	us,	so	that,	collectively,	we	can	benefit	from	your	hard-earned	
wisdom.	As	a	part	of	our	8-week	focus	on	the	elderly,	I	want	to	challenge	
all	the	retirees	in	this	church	family	to	write	down	a	page	or	two	of	the	
most	important	life	lessons	you’ve	learned	over	the	years,	lessons	that	
you	think	are	worth	sharing	with	the	rest	of	us.	Will	you	do	that?	Email	
it	to	me	or	drop	it	by	my	office	in	the	next	couple	weeks.	I’d	like	to	try	to	
compile	your	wisdom	and	make	it	available	to	our	entire	congregation	
at	some	point	in	the	near	future.	I	have	to	believe	that	we	have	a	
treasure	house	of	wisdom	in	these	pews.	It’s	time	we	share	it!	
	 	
	
	
	



	 Some	of	you	might	not	think	of	me	as	an	“old	guy,”	but	I’m	pretty	
old	to	have	a	nine-year-old	daughter.	I’m	constantly	mistaken	for	her	
grandfather	when	we’re	at	the	grocery	store	or	her	elementary	school.	
But	I’m	glad	to	be	an	older	dad	for	Eloise,	because	in	my	late	40s	when	
she	was	born	and	in	my	late	50s	now,	I	know	and	understand	a	lot	of	
things	that	I	didn’t	have	a	clue	about	when	I	was	25	or	35,	when	most	
people	are	starting	their	families.	I	appreciate	a	whole	lot	of	things	that	I	
didn’t	even	notice	ten	or	twenty	years	ago.	I	realize	how	precious	and	
fleeting	my	little	moments	with	her	are.	I	have	a	profound	
understanding	that	how	I	wake	her	up	each	morning	and	how	I	tuck	her	
in	each	night	matters.	Those	rituals	are	a	part	of	what	will	determine	
whether	Eloise	sees	the	world	as	a	safe	or	scary	place.	I	realize,	when	
her	Christmas	concerts	roll	around	or	her	swim	meets,	that	being	there	
for	her	is	incredibly	important.	I	realize	that	when	I	make	her	mad	or	
say	or	do	something	insensitive	to	her	–	like	I	did	just	last	Sunday	–	that	
I	don’t	want	to	let	the	sun	go	down	without	working	things	out	with	her	
and	making	amends.	I	realize	–	because	of	the	crappy	relationships	I	had	
with	my	own	parents,	who	are	now	both	deceased	–	that	how	I	treat	
Eloise	and	respond	to	her	now	will	have	an	awful	lot	to	do	with	how	her	
relationships	are	going	to	go	later	in	life.	
	 We	all	gain	a	great	deal	of	wisdom	over	the	passage	of	time,	and	
our	Judeo-Christian	tradition	acknowledges	that	in	the	value	it	has	
placed	on	the	elderly	and	their	unparalleled	wisdom	from	the	very	
beginning.	Look	at	Abraham	and	Sarah!	If	you	were	God,	and	you	
wanted	to	start	a	family	that	would	populate	the	entire	earth	for	
generations	and	millennia	to	come,	would	pick	a	90	or	100-year-old	
couple	to	get	things	started	with?	But	this	is	precisely	what	Yahweh	did!	
Why…?	Probably	because	She	knew	that	we	humans	were	going	to	need	
all	the	wisdom	that	we	could	get!	
	 In	less	than	a	month,	we’ll	begin	our	march	through	Advent,	and	
while	we	tend	to	think	of	the	Christmas	story	as	being	all	about	a	baby	
and	a	young	couple	named	Mary	and	Joseph,	all	the	stories	we	celebrate	
during	Advent	never	would	have	happened	without	a	few	very	old,	very	
wise	elders.	Do	you	remember	Simeon?	Do	you	remember	Anna?	You	
may	have	missed	them	in	previous	Christmases,	but	we’re	going	to	
highlight	them	this	December.	These	two	elderly	people	hung	around	
the	temple	in	Jerusalem,	day	and	night,	waiting	faithfully	and	watching	
hopefully	for	the	Messiah.	It	was	their	faithfulness,	their	prayers,	their	
knowledge	of	God’s	word	that	led	them	to	the	right	place	at	the	right	



time,	so	they	could	interpret	for	Mary	and	for	Joseph	all	the	seemingly	
crazy	things	that	were	unfolding	in	their	lives	that	first	Christmas.	It	was	
elders	like	Simeon	and	Anna	who	calmed	Joseph	and	Mary	down,	
interpreting	for	them	the	events	of	their	day	through	the	lens	of	
yesterday.	It	was	Simeon	and	Anna	who	gave	Mary	and	Joseph	the	hope	
and	the	context	they	needed	to	continue	on	in	their	one-of-a-kind	
adventure	with	God.		
	 I	want	you	to	close	your	eyes	for	a	moment.	I’d	like	you	to	picture	
your	mentors	over	the	course	of	your	life.	Who	are	–	or	were	–	the	
people	whose	hard-wrought	wisdom	helped	you	at	critical	points	in	
your	life	journey?	How	old	were	you	at	the	time?	How	old	was	your	
mentor?	What	made	that	person	someone	you	were	willing	to	listen	to?	
Did	you	have	a	chance	to	thank	that	person	for	all	she	or	he	did	for	you?	
If	you	didn’t,	could	you	still	let	his	or	her	children	or	grandchildren	
know	just	how	much	that	person	meant	to	you?	
	 In	the	months	of	November	and	December	around	here,	we	are	
going	to	be	focusing	on	caring	for	and	loving	this	incredible	group	of	
people	known	as	our	elders.	We	all	have	them	in	our	lives;	we	all	have	
them	in	our	neighborhoods;	we	all	have	them	in	our	church	family;	
many	of	us	ARE	them!	And	even	those	of	us	who	aren’t	quite	elderly	yet,	
will	be	there	someday	–	unless	we	die	before	we	get	old.	Our	challenge	
for	these	two	holiday-filled	months	is	to	learn	as	much	as	we	can	about	
the	elderly	and	their	needs,	their	particular	challenges.	Then,	we’re	
going	to	try	and	coordinate	and	channel	our	church-wide	love	efforts	in	
their	direction.		
	 The	elderly	is	a	group	we	want	to	serve	NOT	because	we	feel	
sorry	for	them,	but	because	we	feel	respectful	of	them.	We	want	to	serve		
our	elders	NOT	because	they’re	so	different	than	us,	but	because	they’re	
the	same	as	us	–	just	older	and	much	wiser.		
	 Jesus’s	own	brother	James	said	that	“true	religion	is	this;	taking	
care	of	our	widows,	our	orphans,	and	those	who	are	alone.”	May	we	be	a	
congregation	who	does	those	very	things	this	holiday	season.		Amen.	


