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				Praise for Come of Age

			
			
				“Stephen Jenkinson has a way of reaching right into the heart of Western culture’s dis-ease, all the while deftly rupturing and turning the English language inside out in order to do so. He traces the roots of the word elder to ‘coming to fullness’ or ‘fully realized,’ to one who may take their place among us only when the ebbing and failure of growth is admitted.”

				—Ruth Jones, founder of Holy Hiatus, Wales, UK

			

			
				“Jenkinson does not blame, indict, nor traffic in solution, rather he elders—with an immense love of life and the world—the long redemptive road where young and old might yet recognize each other and decide to take a little walk. Come of Age has so much respect for your willingness to pick it up that it will ask more of you than you ever thought possible; an unlikely and precious gift that may just change everything.”

				—Sean Aiken, author of The One-Week Job Project

			

			
				“Be you young, middle-aged, or in your time of greying, Stephen Jenkinson’s scrying into the daunting crater of what has happened to us historically, mythically, spiritually to forge today’s dominant culture with its signature malignant appetite for progress and novelty, is a much-needed missive from an uncommonly rare voice in the clamouring marketplace of protest, self-help, and innovative solutions. Come of Age attests to the tragic dearth of deep abiding regard for elderhood once traditionally recognized and prized as a sign of health and sanity in cultures that knew something of the artful ways of the world, of the Gods and of human making, a regard without which a culture goes bankrupt and becomes a menace to life and to itself. With a lucidity that is at once beautifully poetic and arresting, and with an astounding deftness tracing the signs available to us in both their unmistakable presences and absences, Jenkinson invites us to gather around the crackling fire of wonder and heartbreak where, without recourse to clever fixes, we might properly give ourselves to being awed, bewildered, and sorrowed, perhaps the preferred ground of real humility and courage. For the sake of the world, for the sake of the young, for the sake of elderhood, let this prescient book wreck you.” 

				—Rachelle Lamb, Nonviolent Communications (NVC) Trainer

			

			
				“This book transcends ideology and platitudes and takes you deep into ancestral roots and wisdom. Jenkinson is a treasure—a raspy, nonconforming sage who has the rare ability to sneak up behind you with masterful storytelling that compels you to be troubled enough and to wonder (barely in the nick of time) if you are ready to begin to live your life as if you matter. This book brings a deeply learned, insightful, and rare perspective on navigating these troubled modern times.”

				—Dana Bass Solomon, Graduated CEO, Hollyhock Centre, British Columbia, Canada

			

			
				“If you have ever been fortunate enough to be standing by a frozen river on the days when the slightly warming temperature over the previous days has made the ice just fragile enough to finally give way to the urgent water that had been dammed upstream, you might have witnessed an analogue to this book. The cracking and groaning of the ice as the water goes from trickle to gushing flood and finding the boundaries of the banks is a marvel to see and hear. Jenkinson’s words in his newest book are that bracing, urgent, and ancient water pushing through the frozen times we might find ourselves living in. This encomium to elderhood is a slow and winding affair that gathers power and purpose and new influences as the waters roll down from an altitude to and through our lives down here.”

				—Matthew Stillman, author of Genesis Deflowered

			

			
				“Come of Age is a timely, powerful exploration of the loss of elderhood in our society. Stephen has gifted us with a compelling, poetic appraisal of the loss of and need for elderhood, interwoven with poignant and sometimes painful stories and lessons. An invaluable contribution to our society that will inspire generations to come.” 

				—Ramona Bolton, director, Institute of Traditional Medicine

			

			
				“In Come of Age, Stephen Jenkinson invites the reader to join him in a lyrical journey as he makes the case for elderhood. His luminous and erudite prose unravels the metanarrative of Western culture as it ponders time, the deep contours of Christianity, the implications of civis Romanus sum for the creation of the entity known as The West, the forgetting of place or as he puts it ‘place literacy,’ and the joy of poetry. In these wide-ranging musings, Jenkinson reveals the poverty of a culture in which people are old but not elders while breathing life into the possibility of an elder, forged by the calamities of time, who proceeds with deep courtesy as if he or she is needed.”

				—Sikata Banerjee, PhD, professor of gender studies, University of Victoria

			

			
				“Many of us in this modern, dominant culture of North America walk around with a deep ‘elder hunger’ but we don’t recognize it as such until we meet someone willing to elder. Jenkinson makes the case that waking up to this hunger and learning how to contend with it well might be one of the most needed things in this time and place we live in. I look around me and see the hunger for convenience, efficiency, ease, freedom. and more, but perhaps we might be better served to open the pages of this book and see if a certain relationship to this old, human hunger might help us conjure the food that the soul of our culture so desperately needs.”

				—Tad Hargrave, founder, Marketing for Hippies

			

			
				“We live in deeply troubled times. The biosphere is collapsing, the economy sputtering, and the mania for the ever-new continues its siren song. To whom and to what can young people turn that might still yet stand in the face of the storm? Enter Come of Age—a raucous and grief-soaked tangle through the annals of history, language, etymology, and, above all, a deep love of life. With fierce prose and unrelenting compassion, Stephen Jenkinson makes the case for elderhood in a time desperate for the wisdom that accrues to those willing to be aged, who are willing to know limitation and deep service to the ending of days.”

				—Ian MacKenzie, filmmaker, Occupy Love and Amplify Her
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				It is impossible for a servant to serve two masters, otherwise he will honour the one and treat the other contemptuously. No one drinks old wine and immediately desires to drink new wine; and they do not put new wine into old wineskins, lest they burst, and they do not put old wine into new wineskin, lest it spoil it.

				Gospel of Thomas, Log. 47

			

		
	
		
			
				Foreword

			
			Cultures older than our own widely believed that words carried a magical, generative power. They were not mere symbolic ephemera, arbitrary signs connected through arbitrary social convention to the real world of things. Words were emanations of land and life, partaking intimately of the beingness of the things, processes, and qualities they signified. To name a thing was to invoke it.

			All the more potent, then, was the arrangement of words into story, and the enacting of those stories through ritual. The world was narrated into existence, and upheld through the telling of stories and the performance of rituals. Thus it was that older cultures widely believed—or should I say widely recognized—that the degradation and abandonment of their rituals portended the End of the World.

			Who can say, surveying the calamity that befell those cultures when Christian conversion and market economies swept their rituals aside and replaced them with school, money, law, and medicine, that they were wrong?

			Today the dominant culture faces the same fate as those it destroyed. Our own rituals and stories seem to be withering, along with the power of word itself. We live in a world of spin and hype, messaging and image, of official lying so routine that it has lost its ability to shock us. Therefore, no longer do the hierarchs of Western society seem able to proclaim, “So shall it be,” and thereby speak wonders into existence. The mystical incantations of the Federal Reserve no longer conjure prosperity. The rituals of the medical establishment, despite their hyperbolic elaboration, cannot dispel new-wave diseases like autoimmunity, allergy, Lyme, and cancer. The rites of the injection, the pill, the divinatory test, and the procedure have lost their magic potency.

			No longer do we gape in superstitious awe at the power of our high priests, the scientists. No longer do we believe that a Brave New World awaits us, but one or two inventions away. No longer do we believe in the glorious Ascent of Humanity to overlordship of all beings. We are still mired in the habits and institutions born of those beliefs, the whole tower of certainty built on them, but we no longer know what we believe or believe what we know. We are entering a space between stories.

			When our stories waver, so does the world built upon them. This book has the potential to unravel reality by severing the threads of some of its main defining stories. Neither I nor Mr. Jenkinson uphold the postmodern conceit that we human beings are the authors of the stories that weave the world. In that regard, postmodernism is not “post” modern at all, but merely extends the centrality of the human being yet another step, arrogating to ourselves meaning, purpose, intention, agency, and all the other qualities of a self. This conceptual robbery of the world sets the stage for its material plunder.

			Or could it be the other way around—that the material plunder of the world, the reduction of its stones, soils, plants, animals, and water into commodities, the economic reduction of quality to quantity and values to value, suggested and then demanded its conceptual reduction? Whichever came first, our present predicament is that the story maintains the system and the system maintains the story. They are an inseparable whole, a being unto themselves.

			
				I mean that literally: we are participants in the life of an organic entity that, like all beings, goes through various stages of life. The being we might call “modern civilization” is obviously in a stage of senescence, though whether this precedes its death or its metamorphosis is probably beyond what anyone within it can know. Either way, the question we face is not how to prolong its youth, under the banner, for instance, of “sustainable development” or “green growth.” It is not how we might sustain the familiar, but rather what we want to become. Actually, let me retract that statement. The question of what we want to become may be premature, because our wanting bears the indelible tint of the delusions of our age. It is more a matter of listening for what we are to become. The question “What story shall we create next?” is new wine in an old skin, contaminated with the dying story of man in the driver’s seat, master of his own destiny, master of the world, master of the wild, master of the mystery, onward and upward along a triumphal arc of progress. Better questions might be “What story comes next?” “Which new-and-ancient story offers itself with the most beauty?” And “How might we prepare to accept it?”

			These questions veer close to the subject of the book you are about to read. Stephen Jenkinson explores (among other things) what our cultural fetish for youth and growth, security and control, have done to aging and the aged; why we have so many old people and so few elders. The attempt to prolong and preserve youth, which amounts to a denial of death, is precisely what thwarts the transition to elderhood. In my understanding, an elder is someone who knows she is going to die, someone who knows failure and limit. By “know” here I mean that the reality of death, failure, and limit has obliterated internal structures of denial and humbled the edifice of meaning. It is proper that the youth act as if he would never die, that he be ignorant of failure and limit. The over-protected youth in the age of “safety first,” insulated by classroom walls from genuine failure, is fated to reenact other people’s failures, not his own. Protected from the painful and dangerous encounter with limits, he is ripe to adopt the civilizational ideology of limitlessness.

			To put elderhood into such a tidy package (“an elder is someone who …”) reveals, perhaps, my own lack of qualification for such an office. That’s OK. Speaking from early middle age, the torts and insults that life visits upon my Story of Self and Story of the World have not completed their work. This book, coming from a seasoned man, attempts nothing so crude as a direct definition of elderhood. I must confess to not fully understanding this book in one reading. I encourage the reader to do the same—to not fully understand it, by which I mean: do not be too eager to fit it into existing categories of understanding.

			
				I am not optimistic that the reader will abide this suggestion. As I read quotes to a small group gathered around a table, I witnessed them translating Mr. Jenkinson’s words into conventional pieties and containable solutions. “We need to respect our elders; we need to have initiations into elderhood.…” Please dispense with your expectations of what this book will say, and do not hope that it will fortify the way you understand elderhood and aging. It is much more likely that if you engage it earnestly, this book will leave your understanding in tatters.

			Alternatively, since you are the kind of person who reads this kind of book, you may recognize and welcome this as another step in a long process of disrobing. The vestments of the story we inherited never fit very well anyway, did they? You’ve clawed away at them your whole life, yet still the rags remain, and still something pinches and chafes. It is the undergarments, so familiar that we mistook them for our own skin. They are the unconscious ground perceptions of the modernized human. If you, like me, yearn to be freed from their confinement, you will likely greet this book with more joy than defensiveness as it helps you strip away what was never comfortable to begin with.

			Returning to the idea that an elder is someone who knows the reality of death, failure, and limit, it is clear that what Mr. Jenkinson says about the individual applies equally to our civilization. Can we not see that its fetish for growth is a doomed attempt to prolong its youth? Doomed, I say, because limit awaits in the end (as the locution “in the end” suggests). Ignoring that, we remain frozen in a parody of youth. The collective equivalents of the trophy wife and the sports car, facelifts and hormone replacement therapy, mask the bitter truth of our growing incapacity. Gone is the can-do spirit of the 1950s and 1960s, when hardly anyone doubted that the future would bring space colonies and robot servants, the conquest of all disease, limitless atomic energy, and the extension into the social realm of the successes of material science. We would engineer our social problems out of existence too. Such is the naïveté of youth.

			Since then the totalizing ambition of science and technology has hit one limit after another. While vestiges of the old technological utopianism persist in some quarters, few people actually believe the breathless assurances that nanotechnology or genetic medicine or Total Information Awareness will finally open the gates of Heaven. Our lived experience of social decline says otherwise.

			As social systems deteriorate and collective ambitions wither, our inherited certainties grow brittle and shatter at the slightest tap of misfortune. What once seemed unquestionable, real, and permanent is revealed as so much illusion. Blinking before the chasm, we might try to summon the illusion anew: Make America Great Again, or achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Or we might turn to the undisguised illusions of fantasy novels, fantasy football, reality television, video games, sports fandom, and the staged brawl on the Titanic that we call politics. When the stories that give life meaning and direct us toward our reason-for-being dissolve into a postmodern funk, all that is left is Debord’s Society of the Spectacle. Yet we have another possibility: to turn back toward the abyss, embrace the unknowing, and thereby come of age.

			Having lost faith in our story, we return to the aforementioned questions of what story wants to come next. The story of interbeing, the story of humanity in service to the healing of Gaia, the story of reunion with place, nature, materiality, and life are all worthy candidates, but let us take a pause here. Let us take the same pause I counseled earlier when I warned against trying too quickly to understand this book. Faced with the wreckage of our moribund old stories, we might channel the newly freed energy toward a hasty reconstruction project, recreating the old in some new-and-improved, rebranded version.

			To pause here does not mean that we must wander aimlessly forever, prodding among the rubble. Yes, let us not rush too quickly to build a new structure, but know that when the time comes, we will build one. We will build another edifice of knowledge that will serve for a time to order life, to give meaning, to contain a span of years, and it too will someday creak and crumble under the strain of too much.

			
				I have suggested we listen for a new story, but how? To listen for the future starts with listening to the present and the past; that is, to come face to face with the reality of our failures and our limits. It is to let them in, to allow them to dissolve our story and our certainty. It is a process of humiliation and of grief. There are signs that it is beginning. In the United States, for example, the old story of “America, land of the free and home of the brave, bringing peace and democracy to the world” is cracking under the hammer blows of one ignominious revelation after another, from My Lai to Abu Ghraib to police brutality, child abuse, and sexual assault; meanwhile, growing awareness of the genocide and slavery in its origins chisels away at the story’s very foundations. So far these revelations have been housed in the ghetto of “unfortunate exception” and “that’s all in the past but we’re better now.” Nonetheless, the certainty is hollowing out from the inside.

			The story that is disintegrating in our time is much older and deeper than 1950s technological utopianism or nineteenth-century cultural imperialism. Stephen Jenkinson traces it as far back as the Roman Empire, which with grievous violence supplanted place-based cultural belonging with the universal Roman citizen. Others trace it back even further to earlier empires, which from China to the Levant to the Americas developed social inequality, dislocation of culture from place, slavery, conquest, and environmental ruin. Anyway, moving forward from Rome, Christianity erected upon the scaffold of Roman universalism a further edifice of separation: the abstraction of spirit from matter, leaving the former generic and the latter inconsequential. The former multitude of stories and lifeways, each an organic outgrowth of a unique place on earth, was reduced to the universal brotherhood of man. Then came the Scientific Revolution, which, far from overthrowing Christianity, extended its basic perceptions still further. It completed the transition to world-as-thing and the ascension of humanity beyond it. Viewing matter as nothing but atoms and void, a random melee of mathematical forces operating on standard material building blocks, it confirmed that human destiny was to harness those forces and build with those building blocks. Agreeing with Christianity’s abstraction of spirit from matter, it celebrated the imposition of human intelligence and design onto a world that possessed neither. The cardinal virtues of this program were predictability and control, established through the elimination of variables, the conversion of quality to quantity, and the testing of hypotheses.

			
				This is the context for the derangement that this book laments. Certainty, regularity, universality, predictability, and control are well at home in our systems of money and industry, science and technology, and, most saliently for present purposes, medicine and aging. They are the air the modern individual breathes. Today we explore the furthest extremes of separation: the conversion of reality into a data set and the biosphere into dollars. The wild would seem to be nearly abolished.

			
				In this book, Mr. Jenkinson invokes the concept of the welt, the liminal zone where the human world engages the wild. He writes, “The welt is sustained by the wild, that which lies out beyond what sustains culture. And the wild is sustained by our willingness not to go there, or live there, or plunder the place, or imagine it as a natural resource.”

			
				If we do continue that plunder, the result may not be that we will perish. It is that we will no longer have a culture. Culture, says Stephen Jenkinson, can only persist in relation to limits. Culture is the negotiation of a place in things; what we call our culture today has no place—quite literally, it is placeless, everywhere and therefore nowhere. Having usurped the places of other-than-human beings, it has nothing upon which to brace itself; like a spiderweb with no anchor points, it collapses inward. We see that today in its endless involution, its mounting layers of self-referentiality. Without the external anchor we might call wilderness, it becomes merely about itself. And so we see phenomena like The Lego Batman Movie, a film based on a toy that is based on a film that is based on a comic book, that is itself a kind of degenerate myth or, worse, an imitation myth. We see a political culture that has degenerated into cartoonish postures in place of beliefs, raw emotion dressed up in whatever meagre opinions are available, the devolution of civic discourse into infantile good-guy/bad-guy chauvinism. Ignorant of what Bayo Akomolafe calls the Wilds Beyond our Fences, we cannibalize what remains of the culture we inherited. Just as we consume the wild in the process known as development, so we consume the ancient welds of thought and story, imagining ourselves to be their creators rather than their tenants.

			
				The rent is overdue. The payment is the sacrifice of certainty and control that comes in engagement with the wild. That is what renews the weld. That is the breach in the dam that sends the floodwaters over the land, spreading the silt and fertilizing the soil.

			
				Climate alarmists and social collapsists are fond of saying, “Now we are going to have to change.” But as Stephen Jenkinson observed, in the “death trade,” the prospect of annihilation often provokes not change but more strenuous attempts to resist it. What other impetus could there be for change? Among climate activists, human extinction is generally agreed to be the worst-case scenario. I can think of one far more chilling. It is that we succeed in replacing ecosystems services with technological services, ushering in a concrete world with algae pools for oxygen, giant carbon sucking machines, bubble cities, food grown in vats, pharmaceutical happy drugs, and hi-res displays of bygone nature scenes for aesthetic relief. All of this will be accompanied by endlessly rising indicators of wealth and health: more goods and services, more floor area per capita, rising GDP, longer lifespans, and so on. It is a world where everything quantifiable expands at the expense of the qualitative; where the domesticated expands at the expense of the wild, where we lunge toward the appearance of wealth to compensate for an unspeakably desolate poverty.

			Can we say that we have not proceeded step by step toward such a future?

			To invoke survival fear to force change is to invoke the very same mind-set that causes the crisis to begin with. It suggests we devote ourselves more diligently and cleverly to survival. Maybe we need to give up that campaign and devote ourselves to love rather than safety, beauty rather than growth, and participation rather than control. That is a revolution that would reach to the foundations of our civilization: its science, its economy, its medicine, its ways of birth, death, and everything in between. The book you are about to read is an incitement to that kind of revolution.

			To undo the edifice of knowledge whose fraudulence the present crisis reveals, is a much bigger undertaking than to replace one set of facts with another. It is not merely that what we thought we knew, was wrong; we now come to doubt our very ways of knowing, what knowledge is, and what it is for. The subversion in these pages goes that deep.

			This book does not offer solutions for civilization’s predicament. No “solution” is possible when the cause of the malady is no less than everything. The rush to a solution is, at this point, part of the problem. We fight crime with prisons, terrorism with bombs, weeds with herbicides, depression with drugs, and climate change with biofuels plantations and mega-dams, in each case fighting the symptom while exacerbating the causes. Yes, in a healthy culture, we would respect our elders, but exhorting people to respect old people today glosses over the question of why and how we came not to. Yes, in a healthy culture, men and women would receive initiation at every stage of life, but our own lack of initiations is a symptom too. For an initiation to be more than a weekend workshop adventure, the culture must hold a place for the initiate to land. Elderhood is not a state of being that the separate neoliberal subject can achieve or not achieve; it is a communal function born of social, ancestral, and ecological relationships. The dominant culture does not hold a place for the elder. Elder is a word with no coherent referent in our cultural mythology, no traditions of relationship or practice, and no social institutions except its mockery: the “elder care facility.”

			The question is not whether but when we will finally face the reality of failure and limit. Mr. Jenkinson says that elderhood is not an inevitability, not the mere consequence of aging. Without contradiction, one might also say that it is indeed inevitable; that our culture merely postpones it to the point of irrelevance. It postpones it to the death process. The terminal agitation he speaks of, that frantic encounter in the last hours with the reality of dying in which the enormity of one’s loss and one’s folly pierces the fog of antidepressants and narcotics, is precisely the rite of passage that will initiate a person into real elderhood. Sadly, for many in our society it is the only such rite of passage available.

			I wish for our civilization that it need not wait until the death process to face its limits and losses, failures and follies. Untold riches lay on the other side of that passage. Growth gives way to deepening. Ambition gives way to service. Certainty gives way to wisdom.

			Let the agitation begin now.

			—Charles Eisenstein

		
	
		
			
				Laurel Leaves and Torques of Gold

			
			Books seem borne along by surging convictions about what humans seem capable of and about why a particular corner of the world is in the shape it is in. Like a cross-country skier, a writer leans upon one conviction to get the thing moving, and when that conviction’s momentum is spent for the moment, he or she leans on the other. But convictions are where convicts live, holed up for a time against what prevails. So books—or the writing of them, or the way I seem to go about it—strike me as an intrusion into the natural order of things. This is an existential and domestic verity. What to do? Well, many people had to cover for me while I tried to cover open ground, harrowed ground, holy ground. So, to send out letters of credit where credit is due, and to remember some of the willing and some who became accomplices unaware, I begin by invoking the privilege of bragging a little about who I know.

			For all those local Fecal Agitants and Agents of Disarray and Sudden Impressarios of the teaching tours I’ve been honoured with over the years in Australia, New Zealand, Tasmania, Bali, Maui, Iceland, Ireland, Wales, England, Poland, Israel, Austria, Czech Republic, Mexico, the US, and Canada, who laid the currency of their person down on the off chance that I could deliver, who lost friends in the bargain and stayed with me anyhow: bless your boots. Let’s do it again.

			
				For the Miscreants and Malingerers in the temples of want and Benefactors who’ve made a home for their grievous, tempered souls for a while in the Orphan Wisdom School when they could have done any other sensible thing with their money and their give-a-shit and their dream for a better day, and for the Scullery Royalty and for Kaz Amaranth who keeps it cleaned and fed and housed and afoot: here’s proof of what you granted me.

			For Tim McKee, grace maker over this banquet of rant: you stood there, mister, and wouldn’t take the deal, and I don’t forget that.

			For Natasha Kong, one of the first reckless faith keepers in all matters Orphan Wisdom, stylist of each of my book’s look and feel, and giver of grandchildren: mercy to your greying. For Christopher Roy, hand on the tiller of our Orphan Wisdom scow, looking out into the surf, making chips: that story is for you and your kids, good trade for the blades.

			For Martin Shaw, and for his kind words of years past: “We’ll Both Be Old Men” is yours for the reckoning.

			For the band, Gregory Hoskins, for the little walk, for the field, for the demon and the dark, dark wood: companionship for your witness.

			For Aaron Berger, who kept the B-roll rolling, and for Susannah Hicks and their New One: blessings, twenty minutes out in front.

			For Duncan Passmore and Sian Passmore, and their proper brood, who voted yes way back then: your grace come round.

			For Ian Mackenzie, who scored my sorrows for his peers: all the gratitudes.

			For the rabbinic Matthew Stillman, who, by all appearances, lives his name, who served me the port and the alchemy: bittersweet to your cooking pot.

			For Sean Aiken and Danielle Petersen, weepers in the cathedral grove of who has been, cosigners of this deal to put an end to anarchy, and for their New One: goodness and mercy rolling through your days.

			
				For the Four Corner Posts of the Mead Hall: Dustin Ryckman, who came in from the cold; James Nowak, who credits his mad grandfather and gave me the gale; Daniel Stermac-Stein, who doubled back and doubled down; and Beat Ulrich, who shouldered the beast and got me to say yes.  For all those who lent hammer to the peg; for Lolajean Gentles, Chantal Hopkins, and Emily Adam, who’ve brought their dreams to my doorstep and fed all in the workhouse; for the New Ones born; and for all of their generation who want to be mistaken about some of the grey heads in their midst: would that the days to come grant you the grey wisdom you wondered about.

			For Douglas Varga and Karen Paule, Gary Dillon and Elfi Shaw, Javier Espinal and Panya Clark-Espinal, who stood for matrimony, and for those with no standing: it was crazy to try, wasn’t it? All the mercies and the greying heads to become you.

			For the old people left in the dust: would that you see yourselves and your sakes here in these pages, that you find yourselves yet in the Conclave of Worthies in the dusty rafters of these very days, raised up for good reason.

			For the keepers of the rusty keys, the great rememberers, including those who, for want of regard, hold on tight to what has been entrusted to them: would that your elderhood comes back to you in the young.

			For those in the back room and the basement who kept everyone I’ve mentioned here afloat in the fury: nobody on this end forgets that work.

			For Jesse Jenkinson and Gabriel Jenkinson, who know themselves in the Reasons for it all: love and grace, and an agile heart for the storm.

			For Nathalie Roy: that some of all of this comes back in the cooling light, and crowds your hearth.

			Stephen Jenkinson
January, 2018
Tramore, Canada
 Oaxaca, Mexico

		
	
		
			
				Overture: The Robberies of Age

			
			I worked for quite a few years in what many call end-of-life care and I call the death trade, an honourable enough and entirely accurate name for the enterprise. I was adrift for much of the early going. Having a couple of master’s degrees in hand in those days, I was pretty much left to my own devices. I was in my forties, too, and I had just enough life ballast to hold in a storm. And storm, it did. Benign administrative neglect was the order of the day. I don’t complain; it suited me. But there were troubles that came with questioning aloud the wisdom of the day. And should you come of age in a grief-illiterate culture, as I did, there isn’t much that can equip you to abide at the ebbing away of the lives of strangers, the ardent madness that can ensue. There’s no training that can genuinely qualify you for it. You secretly count on the simple idea that there are times crafted by the Lords of Life to bring out the best in everyone involved, crunch times that eclipse the old grievances and family hurts, the old convictions, turning them into pocket-sized regrets and odd notions that can finally be lived with. You figure you could help that along. I haven’t given up entirely on this idea, but I know now that dying is, as a rule, not one of those times.

			
				There are exceptions, no doubt, but it seems to me now that crunch times in human affairs tend not to transform very much. Instead, they seem to congeal and to intensify what is already there, sometimes to an almost impenetrable degree of faux clarity and indefensible, intolerant conviction about right and wrong, about love and leaving and limit and ending. Crunch time turns out to be one of those times when “right” and “wrong” are only two of a handful of possible actions and outcomes. You’d think that getting old enough, and old enough to know better, would serve someone in good stead, that good judgement would prevail. It turns out that getting old is one of those ragged, dissembling crunch times, too. If you wait for the wisdom of age to take over, you often wait in vain.

			I was adrift in that early going because the practitioners I worked with had gathered around themselves a hue of professional certainty that I couldn’t trace back to the outcomes of the work. It was a preemptive certainty, something they brought to the work, not something they really gained from it. It was rarely something they drew from how the work actually went. I was taxed and troubled in those days.

			
				Going into their dying time, dying people were often sure what they feared most. It was physical pain and the symptom/treatment regime that prompted it. The professional arsenal mobilized around that fear. The skill of the physicians in pain and symptom management was such that, routinely, dying people rarely came to the point of the unendurable. Their worst fears never materialized. Yet they were routinely treated with antidepressants and, at the eleventh hour, a degree of sedation that often made them inert. “Patient resting comfortably” was often a euphemism for “slack-jawed and drooling.” They were diagnosed with something called terminal agitation, a degree of frank existential turmoil that had rarely shown itself in the early stages. By the end, it was unhinging them, even though the end was well-known and practiced and discussed and utterly no surprise. Something worse than pain fears had come to claim them, most of them. There was no treatment for it because there was no diagnostic category for it and because it seemed that no one on the professional end went looking for it. I wrote about this in Die Wise. It might have been the reason I wrote the book at all.

			It turned out that dying people feared most the likelihood that they would disappear, in every sense of the word. That fear drove them to the cliff edge of sanity and lucidity, and beyond. If they were old by the time they were dying, many already had enough practice in being all but invisible. It was, and remains, a reasonable fear to have.

			
				So there were legions of dying people. There were skilled, trained, professional people paid to care for them. There were clear though sedated signs that things were not going well, especially at the end of peoples’ lives. And people older in the work and older in life than I were assuring all who listened that everything was in hand, that there was, yes, room for improvement, but that the proper hands were at the wheel. We had our marching orders. We were to deliver on everyone’s right to a quieted, reined-in, dignified (read: managed) death. We had more practice models to guide us than we knew what to do with. There was little practice wisdom to reconcile death trade workers with what the onslaught of Big Pharma technological innovation was doing to dying people’s expectations of us. We were in the death-prolonging business unawares, and that confounded what we expected of ourselves. We were in the customer satisfaction business in a culture that detested dying. And we were professionally and culturally elderless.

			
				There is more palliative care and hospice care and end-of-life care and whatever else it gets called than there has ever been in North America, and I suspect there is more terminal anxiety and thrashing in the midnight hour and sedation than there has ever been. Let that settle in for a moment. Something about the accumulating professional expertise and front-page yammer about dying is not translating into an increasing capacity to die wise and well in the general population. There is the new self-appointed parallel universe of conscious or positive end-of-life care, hankering after their place in the mainstream. There are more books on the subject (I’ve contributed to that), more talk shows about it (I’ve been on a pile of them myself), and more death literacy (often of the casual kind) than ever, and yet this is not translating into a way of dying that doesn’t need palliative care and psychotherapy and past-life regression and antidepressants and sedation and medically assisted death and Die Wise. More people are dying than ever before, and more people are dying badly, in my view.

			
				Something has drawn our attention towards expertise and familiarity and comfort and away from mystery, and we’re missing something fundamental about what it means to be human and to be coming to the end of our lives in a way that traces our humanity, that leaves the rumour that it is good to be alive, even still, in the air, that makes of us ancestors worth claiming in the times of trouble that are surely coming. And this haunts me still.
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			In North America, there is at least one item-for-item parallel to this odd, disturbing, managed mayhem that prevails at the time of dying. Ours is an aging population. There are more old people among us, both numerically and as a ratio of the population, than there have ever been.

			By any measure, we are in trouble where aging is concerned. Typically the public discourse on the matter centres upon the burden on the healthcare system and on the welfare system and on the social security system that an aging population brings to bear. We are frankly obliging old people to live ever longer, often at their insistence, and the beginnings of regret and resentment are now sniping across the generational lines, with the younger generations openly questioning what this means for their resources, their pensions, and their lives to come. So, here’s a question:

			
				When did a plurality of old people turn into a burden for the culture? Who voted for that?

			

			Maybe it’s a question of critical mass. You could say that there are too many old people drawing down from the public purse, too few younger people contributing to it. Certainly that is in the mix. But my question is about the consequence of age, and I am wondering how it has come to pass that the fabled treasure trove of experience that old people have traditionally been in “traditional cultures” has somehow not appeared in this dominant culture of North America. There is the burden, yes, and there is the Boomer bulge, God knows, but there isn’t the “national living treasure” aura that should go with it. If you think I am overplaying this “burden” card, please consider that in my time in the death trade the fear of becoming a burden to their families was often the principal cause of dying older people opting for euthanasia. The sheer exponential presence of the aged and the addled has become burdensome. It is no surprise that one answer they’ve come up with is to disappear.

			It used to be that age was held in some esteem, considerable esteem even, as the concentration of life experience. Life experience and its many lessons were once the fundaments of personal and cultural wisdom. It stands to reason then, that with this many old people around, we should be awash in the authentic, time-tested, grey wisdom that should emanate from them. And there should be cultural initiatives that expose the general population to this wisdom. And this should deepen the culture’s sanity and capacity for sustainable decision-making. And that should make us all ancestors worth claiming by a future time, now that we’ve come to our elder-prompted senses and begun to proceed as if unborn future generations deserve to drink the distillate of our wisdom and our sustainable example. At the very least, the distillate of aged wisdom should balance the burden and the books, and old people should have worth as they might once have done, and the culture should break even on the deal. You’d think that this is an inevitable result of an aging populace in a civilized place. We should be smarter, deeper, wiser. Especially wiser.

			I don’t see it. Maybe you don’t either. I see more senior centres, more assisted living facilities, more old folks homes than ever before, but I am unable to read in this concentration of resources any veneration of age. If anything, building a service sector called “senior” seems to have reduced old peoples’ visibility or presence in the general urban tangle of North America. They’re off now in their own places, places “better able to care for them,” places set apart from the homes and workplaces and meeting places of the rest of us.

			
				We have more ways and means of caring for old people fine-tuned for their needs. We have the restorative surgeries, the rehabilitative measures, the leisure sciences. We have the technology. So, why do so few of us seem to want to get old and, once we get there, to be old? We are not neutral on the subject. There aren’t a lot of shrugs of the “what are you going to do about it?” kind when aging comes up. There’s hand wringing and sentiments of concern, and there are diversions of every kind and outright disavowals, and sooner or later there’ll be a prescription for taking your life when it suits you. There is not a lot of keenness about this, the “next adventure of life.” The exponential math of the thing is plain. If neither you nor I die young or middle-aged, and current trends prevail, and we don’t do anything about it all, and now, we’re probably headed for institutionalization and invisibility, and rampant addiction to competence, and to its deep intolerance for ebbings and for endings, which will claim our heirs, just as it claimed us.

			I don’t think this is because younger people or middle-aged people are not attuned to the wisdom of age, nor because it has, for the moment, escaped them or passed them by. It’s because they can see aging in North America for the shell game that it is. They can see—hell, anyone who wants to can see—that this concentration of resources in caring for old people isn’t the inherent nobility of age getting its due recognition. They can see that it is a coping strategy, and that our way of aging is a trauma, and that fifty years on the culture is still singing that juvenile, jet-fuelled jingle: I hope I die before I get old.

			Well, here is what is becoming glaringly obvious: there is nothing inherently ennobling about aging. Nothing. There’s no sign that anything lends old people steadiness or wisdom or magic from on high or from down below. If we don’t train young people and middle-aged people in elderhood, we will have no elderhood. There is no such training. Without culturally endorsed deep employment of this treasure of experience that could be elderhood, aging is just more of the same with less of the give-a-shit. It’s all swoon, the sordid lunge for enduring at any cost. It’s an extended-play version of middle age, plus infirmity. And it seems to me that this is what the aged among us have become.

			
				Something has happened to aging. Something has happened to what it does, to what it means, to what it asks of us all. There are more old people than ever before, and it seems that there are fewer elders than ever before, and it seems that there could be a causal connection between those two things. Something in the fabric of life in North America inveighs severely against limit and ambivalence and not firing on all cylinders all the time, and this something is being driven to panic by the daily news, and in the panic you’ll find the refusal to age. This something robs age of elderhood. No one would seem to benefit from the theft, and it isn’t likely that anyone would vote for it, but there is a general willingness to forgo aging, and to live without the elderhood that could have come with it. Wisdom is a personal thing now, and nothing more than another opinion in the opinion fest of popular culture, and agedness is at best a prolonged, unextinguished middle age, and the therapists and life coaches are busy.

			The young people are watching, wondering whether there is anything lying out there beyond their forties that is worth the trouble. They already seem convinced, many of them, that at best it is a con, that dread is what follows fifty. They are, even now, inheriting a world that their seniors milked for all it was worth, and their seniors are in their timeshares now. The resentment on this matter is almost incalculable. If we do not take up this work of elder-making and begin to make age credible and mandatory, the children not yet born will have the hangover of sweet, toothless platitude and their elders’ abdication of duty for their inheritance. In a time of trouble such as our own, those children deserve from us a sign that some are willing to go on as if they are to come.

			The day will surely dawn when young people will come to you—as they have begun to come to me—and ask what you did about the troubles, and whether you knew how bad it was, or whether you handed over to them a diminished world with a shrug of compassion fatigue and a vacant wish of good luck, or whether you stood up for them. Until that day, you and I are—we must be—elders in training.

			
				So I set before you a task, a pilgrimage of a kind. Let us see if there are enough among us who can grow sturdy and sorrowed from the labours of a deep and disheveling contemplation of what has become of age in our time. We know what’s becoming of the old people in our midst. It is savagely unbecoming of a civilized people, and it passes for compassionate care, and it can bear no scrutiny without dissolving into the withering, ghosted sham of compassion that it is.

			
				If I can manage it, there’ll be a deep draught of the old wine in this book, the kind of bracing tang that is sweetness tempered by time. Fortified, we might approach the vacated throne of elderhood. It isn’t any longer a matter of inviting elders, those of them left, back into the fold. They aren’t out there, waiting on our invitation. They aren’t out there. Elders are a sentinel species for humanness, and like other forms of life in our corner of the world, they’ve mysteriously gone missing. Young people are, often involuntarily, looking for them, and they can’t find them. How about this: old people are looking for them too. The retreat centres attest to it. If you’re looking for signs of the end times, that alone might do.

			This is not a training manual for elders. It is not a five-step plan for spirit rehabilitation, and it is not in any way pretending to be a frequent flyer reward for any man or woman having made it this far. It is not, for the sake of our corner of a troubled world, a recipe for personal triumph in the Third Act of your life. This is a dirge for the old world. It is a death song for the interminable twilight years of infertility and staring out the window wondering what happened, where everybody went. It is a love song for young people who wonder how and when it all went haywire, who suspect that maybe it has always been this way, who already seem all but certain that it will be the same for them, soon enough.

			Mostly, this is a ballad of courtship for the aging and for the old. I am calling them to come back to the shuffle and the sway of our mutual life, to join us in the village square of what is to come, to forego the climate-controlled inner life. I am not telling them that all is forgiven, that things are better now, that we get it, finally, and we need them after all. They aren’t forgiven, and for the most part we don’t seem to believe we need them. I am just making a place in the banquet hall of this teetering corner of the world for a few of them. I’m not making promises of fidelity or fealty. As it stands, too few of them could really be kept. I’m only making something like a proper place, something like a seat of honour and a proper hearing for the voice of age.

			I am making the case for elderhood, not for easy agedness. I’m doing so mostly by wondering what happened. Because something happened. Something happened to ancestors and elders and honour. There’s work to be done, and there’s an old wisdom to be learned where there used to be the wisdom of old, and you can’t fix what you don’t understand. That’s where we’re headed: to grievous wisdom. Let us see if we can bear the sound, the particular sound, of no hand clapping.

			This is a plea and a plot for elders in training.

		
	
		
			
				
The First Act

			
		
	
		
			
				1
An Eye upon the Young: A Fable

			
			You probably have ideas of what you might do with yourself in your waning days—good ones, too—but imagine instead that a kind of retirement has been foisted upon you, or soon will be. I know, as you do, that there’s no such thing as real retirement anymore. No one can afford it and like most of us, you’ll work until you drop. But the commute alone probably would have killed you, so there is a kind of mercy in workplace reorganization or your waning commitment to the regime. So let’s say that you’ve taken up the siren song of retiring to the country and the farm and its many responsibilities. You’ve cashed out of the urban housing market. You found a little place, something you can afford, with room enough for you to do everything you’ve not done before and waited until now to do, a good place to take your ease.

			
				The pastoral woodcut visions you had for this portion of your allotment are the first casualty of the farm life. You’ve probably dreamt of darting dragonflies and dusk and the murmur of the stream coming down the mountainside. There’s that. You may have thought that soil was soil and dirt was dirt, but your little patch will teach you otherwise. There’s talc and dust for soil, too. There’s enough dirt to sustain a scruff of twitch grass and not much more. There’s a bit of green on those last few acres along the river, and nowhere else. With the weather changing, there’s as often as not no river by mid-summer. There may be animals, too, and the hundred cares that they bring. You’re starting to find out why the old guy sold it to you.

			And then there’s winter, the unvarnished deity of northern farmers. Winter is a rough God. Most people don’t dream of winter when they dream of this life. The place is now in a foot of undreamt-of hard pack that’s halfway to ice, and you’re in an eternal January in the north of the hemisphere.

			On the farm, the mauve shadows are everywhere, and there’s more twilight than daylight. This could be early morning’s first light coming through the hoar frost on the window. That’s how similar they are. In your care-worn places, it feels so late. This is an extreme time of year, and like all extremes winter simplifies life into light and dark, yes and no. It doesn’t seem like it can be morning so soon. The slurry of worry runs the days into a stream of sameness. General fatigue persuades you that these must be evening chores that are coming on. So you pull on the torn overalls, that unfortunate hat.

			You’re on a well, and off the grid, you are sustainable as hell, and it’s midwinter. Water is hard to come by, and you’re a water miser now. You mop the furnace room floor of what you spilled while you were pouring straw and melt water that you were trying not to waste from one frail plastic bucket to another. The plastic buckets are from the sheep yard. They were a donation from the donut shop in town that’s a half-hour from your place. Read the labels on the bucket and you’ll never eat a donut again. The pails are useless or worse at –35˚, with handles that snap off when pressed into light duty, but they were kindly given, and the gift was community minded in a place where community is more and more a seasonal phantom worn thin by the onslaught of cottagers.

			The sheep you’ve dreamt of could come to you in any number of ways. Some farmers can’t bear the expense, can’t bear the plunge in meat prices, and they give them away. Some quietly bring them to the back forty and shoot them behind the ear, unable to watch them go. You could risk the auction, but not knowing what you’re looking at could cost you dearly.

			Yours might have come to you from a dissolving marriage, from an ornery, soon-to-be ex-wife of a gentleman farmer. She lets it be known to mutual friends that she’d rather see them dead by the side of the road than with that bastard. But she’s settled for them being spirited off the place under cover of dark without her soon-to-be ex-husband knowing, stuffed in the back of a loaned pickup, and driven four hours by accomplices to your place. You have no yard, no fences to speak of, and not much experience with sheep manumitted from a dissolving hobby farm. You note that you’ll probably need a pickup of your own soon. The expenses of the simple life are mounting. That’s how things start, your spectacular foray. People will say that you’re living the dream. Maybe you are.
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			You hand fed the pigs all summer and learned their quirks, and they’re gone by late fall. There are those two grievous weeks, the butcher table slick with their fat, their bristle caught up in the snow melt and ash, smoke on the meat that’s hanging in the shed.

			The bees have long since been driven into their hives by the cold, and you’ve blanketed and tarped them in a way that will never keep them warm it seems, or alive. But it’s all you can do. The herbicides make it hard for them to find their way, and the mites are riding them, and two-thirds of the bees will die by spring anyway, sprinkled on the snow in a path to their hives like rose petals in a wedding aisle, no matter what you do.

			The chickens are not coming down from the roost tonight to eat; it’s too cold even for their fleshless ancient claws. By now the winds have wicked any moisture away, and everything’s brittle in the cold. The river ice moans. It sounds like whale song in the night. Sometimes a sapling freezes so hard the contraction makes it explode in the bush.

			
				The sheep have fleece enough to be oblivious to the stiffening cold, rolling their rumination round their mouths. Their blank look has you considering goats sometimes, for the sake of having a little personality around the place. But you’re fond of them by now. That thick funk they leave in the frozen air pulls on an old thread in you, and sometimes you get a glimpse of how it might have been in the ancestral days of transhumance. Most of your worry you’ll probably reserve for them, defenseless and idiotic as they seem to be, even though they’re the warmest ones on the farm tonight, warmer than you.

			
				And then there are the coyotes, who the locals will tell you are an inevitable consequence of the appearance of sheep in the county. In idle talk in town an old farmer will tell you this, a scrawny chip-of-grizzle of a man who tried sheep years ago and learned that coyotes are deeply fond of sheep, fond of the grassy funk of their fleece, fond of their panic, fond of the bolt and reel and sudden ebb of their defense, fond of them to their very bones. Most farmers here and maybe everywhere feel that you raise sheep for coyotes, not by intent but by consequence. Up until now, your country’s particular coyotes have respected whatever boundaries have kept them from their ancestral sport, though the coyotes may not see it that way. You’ll probably mistake the absence of coyotes, for now, as a sign that you’re doing everything right. You probably already have. Later tonight, there’ll be your dogs by the house, riled by the yelping at midnight coming at them through the black and violet frozen air. You’ve got some fence down along the river that the drifting hardened snow has already turned into mere annoyance for any determined meat eater in the starving months. You did everything you could think of, alas, but the first hard freeze brought an end to your plans for more fencing.

			So you see to the sheep. You skim ice from the buckets if you can, if their water hasn’t frozen into a block. Forking over their bedding, you calculate what they don’t eat and scatter across the yard instead. You do the quick math on how much it’s costing you to bed them. It’ll be more than you spend on yourself and your spouse—restaurants, clothing, the works—in a year. And tomorrow, when you come to them at dawn, you’ll see they’ve left ghost thaws in the snow, refusing shelter and bedding and the warmth of sleeping close all the hard night long.

			They’ll refuse any of it, that is, until those cobalt nights of lambing, when spring becomes a dawn flirt of hoarfrost after a day in shirtsleeves, when, like the dowagers the squat ewes are, they deign to go inside to drop their young. You’ll get up every two hours all through the night to fret and watch, the stillest you’ll ever be, adrift in the amniotic funk of life coming on again, the farm’s future laying wet and dazed in the straw.

			Tonight, though, you hope the bale feed in the shed will last until the pasture greens in early June. It never does, though, and you know already that in a couple of weeks you’ll be petitioning farmers in other towns for the leavings at the back of their barns. There’s a largesse that can bloom between people who don’t know each other so much as know each other’s troubles. It sometimes appears after you’ve stacked the bales you purchased and tied them down in your trailer, you and the other farmer in the yard shifting from one frozen foot to the other and talking about the weather, both of you saying things that the both of you already know.

			
				You’ll find out every year that you alter your sheep’s feed in midwinter at considerable risk to your very peace of mind. Contrary barely describes the thing. They’d rather starve in an endless frozen night of bawling than torment their gums with the stranger, coarser stuff. You’ll fork it into the troughs, though, and they’ll watch you do it, and they won’t move, hungry and petulant and set in their sheepness. So you’re buying what amounts to more bedding they won’t eat, that’ll end up as wildly expensive mulch on next year’s tomatoes, tomatoes that no one will buy, and unless you send them through the sorrowful contortions of the slaughter house for its blue stamp of authority, you won’t be able to sell an ounce of lamb or mutton, or give it away without fretting. And you know you are doing that very thing, even as you are counting out the twenties for the feed man and shuffling your frozen feet.

			
				You come in from feeding them shaking your head, your own weariness so profound that it seems like another kind of weather. If it wasn’t for the young man who’s mysteriously come to you, looking for something, after he read something you said or heard somebody talk about you, you know your age and your breath wouldn’t tolerate many more years of this. But appear he did, and he’s stayed, and he’ll probably come to love this life as much as you ever will. Most of the farmers in the township are old, single men, their wives quitting them and the futility, and there’s the forlorn sight from the highway at dusk in late summer of two old farmers scrambling in the tractor’s dusty headlights to get the second-cut hay baled and on the wagon before the rains, their life-long self sufficiency coming to haunt them now, not a young person in sight. You haven’t thought much about the future of your place, but the coming of this young man last year has you doing that very thing, and so you’re coming to see how lucky you are. Maybe you’ll wonder who to pass the place along to, when you’re done.

			You sit down by the window for the first time since you got up lo those many hours ago. On this night, when the mercury all but disappears, when the limelight stays in the sky, it seems even after the darkness comes, there’s comfort in the fire snapping at the stove glass, in the stack of seasoned wood in the shed that mysteriously makes you feel like the regent and the rich man.

			There’s burden and worry, too. The river has its skiff of ice just thick enough tonight to hold the roamers half mad with hunger in this, the starving month. They’ve stayed on their side for years, but tonight their yelps are too close to the shore. Your dogs have finally agreed to shelter on the porch, and they’ve just now begun to trade news and insults and unconvincing taunts with the coyotes. It’s enough that you figure one night soon, maybe tonight
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			The Roar and the Storm at Dawn
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