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Our rabbis maintain that the three major books written by King Seolomen

were composed during different times of his life, and that each book repre-
sented the mood of the author during that period in which it was written.
Thus, the "Song of Songs" -- Shir ha-Shirim -~ was written during Solemon's
youth, when he was most predisposed to the use of romantiec metaphor. The
"Book of Proverbs" - the Mishle =~ was written in his middle ages, when a
man's inclinations are towards sententious wisdom, when all the world seems
clear to him and he is ready to offer sage aphorisms on how to live, In
his old age, Solomon wrote "Ecclesiastes,” the Book of Kohellet, which we
read this morning, The Book of Kohellset is neither r/ﬂ-\mtu nor straight-
forwardly wise. It represents, rathsr, a maturity that comes from the
experience of life itself, from having met skepticism, struggled with it
valiantly, and in the end having overcome it. It is not a simple book of
sasy sphorisms, but a profound and deeply confusing work. And despite, or
perhaps becsuse of, the confusion =- it remains most enlightening.

As & beok of his old age, Solomon's Kohellet presents us with some S't\wvﬁ
thipdy prejudices concerning youth and old age. Solomon is not blind
either to the vices or the virtues of either youth or maturity., Thus he
tells us (alzheshidihsnusdiineni), "rejoice, o young man, in thy youth,*
enjoy the vitality and the vigor that are characteristic of youth; and
yet, in the long run, he warns us (d%#d), "but kmow thou that for all these
things O-d will bring thee inte judgment." -~ Youth'a vigor is compounded
with folly for which a man must ultimetely pay. On the one hand Kohellet
will tell us Chmshet-silmehssleitiholobeloshonu), "better is a poor and

wise child than an old end foolish king." And yet he reminds us

malalokelthe), "woe to thee, o land, when thy king is e mere boy." Yet if
one takes all -rmthnuum feeling that ST sll ether
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things being equal, youth is a time of greater folly and old age & time of
greater wisdom, He is not impressed with the wonders of youth -« "for

childhood and youth ere but venitdies," (sl tewhitisheess—iwtsefid it vaken
Felewgl ).

In toto, Kohellet would not agree that age automatically disgualifies
a man, le would say thet despite some of its more apparent faults, age
lesves a man richer than he was, wiser even if sadder.

The judgment of Kohellet seems to go against much of the grain of
wodern life, For we moderns have by snd large decided in faver of youth,
We have placed a premium on youth in industry snd business -- mot too lomg
ago the President of the United States had to make a special appeal to
employers to engage those over forty. We have placed a premium on youth
socially =~ it is regarded as a compliment when we say of someone that he or
she acts or looks younger than his or her years. Only recently I read of
the organisation on the West Coast, of a number of “over-forty-clubs."” As
Af those over the age of forty are automatically decrepit and disqualified
as active members of society. Ve have placed a premium on youth in our
public life. Serious smalysts of the nationsl situation are impressed by
the fact that both presidentisl candidates are comparatively young men,
both aspiring to succeed the president of the United States who is the
oldest ever to have held that eminent position. The propagandists for the
State of Israel do not usually stress that Israsl represents the oldest
people in the world teday. They more often speak of Israsl as "the world's
youngest democracy." Even religiously we have placed a premium on youth,
‘here once upon a time a synagogue would pride itself om being the oldest
in the community, meny a new temple in suburbis expresses pride in the fact
that it is the neighborhood's youngest temple. How often do members of a
synagogue say to a rabbi: Forget about us, we are members of the lost
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no relevance for these who already were ﬁlﬂ their vonted ways.

Vhat I have been deseribing is, essentially, the cult of youth as it
is practiced in modern civilization. What we are experiencing is the
apotheosis of the Teen Ager, the mew worship at the shrine of ldohloom,

(OAs if old age is something shameful, something te be aveided at all costs,
We have combined this eult of youth with a pampering of the young, an over-
indulgence of our children, ‘e have acted as if we prefer the high
pressure, minute to minute efficiemcy of the young, more than the sober,
patient reflection of the elderly.

The traditional Jewish attitude agrees with Kohellet, rather tham
with the modern prejudice in faver of the young. Not that the youmg man
should be discouraged, or that the old man is automatieally right and
good, That is ridiculous: Wiedom is more often a matter of inherent
talent and intuition rather then a mere accumulation of years,

Yet our Torah has emphasized time and time again that a cardinal
principle of the social behavior of Jews must be reverence for the aged,
One of the important commandments of the 613 is: mi-penei sevah takum
u=fenei saken tehadar, "thou shalt rise before the hoary head and shalt
rewrence the face of the old one. Our Halakhah insisted that me of the
qualifications for a member of the Sanhedrin, or supreme court, is that
M b Beliet Smed. G3Eaviy. - Tou Tesill, ae dvalh, Wby pasiees S5 She
Passover Hagsddah by Rabbi Clagar ben Azariah: Herei ani k' L-uv'n
shanah, "behold I am as ome of seventy years old." The traditional
explanation of that sentence is that the rabbi was only 18 years old when
he was elevatod to his supreme office of Chief of the Sanhedrin, but that
becsuse high position in Jewish life was generally reserved for the
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elderly, a miracle occurred and the rabbi suddenly grev a long white beard.
Our tradition taught us that setirat sekenim binysn, u-vinysn ne'arim
setirsh -- that when the elderly seem to destroy they are actually buildings
whilst the building of the young is often destructive, Joseph in his youth
was eriticized by our rabbis as oseh measeh nasrut, one who enmgaged in
childish activities. But when he was older, Joseph showed signs of mature
wisdom. fle hed the bigness to be able to say to his brothers: ki le'michyah
shelachani lifnekhem, "do not fear any revenge by me; I realise that Oed
gent me here to provide a livelihood for all of you." The heroes of the
Oresks were usually the youths of the gymnasia. With us, 1life often began
at sdvenced age., The career of Moses began at the age of sighty.

Rabbi Akiva, until he was forty yesrs old, was insignificant and ignorent.
The singer on Breadway makes every effort to appear younger than his yuars,
The cantor when he appears in the synagogue before G-d on the High Holidays
recites the Hineni preyer in which he does not exhibit his youth -~ on the
contrary, he pleads thet his preyer be sccepted ke'tefillat saken ve'ragil,
like the preyer of cme who is old and experienced in the ways of 1life and
in the ways of supplication,

For this is the judgment of the Jewish tradition on most matters of
youth snd sge. Vhile it is true that youth has its advanteges: energy,
clarity of purpese, ambitiousness, the willingness to undertake risks and
new ventures; while many a young man can attain the mellowness of wisdom
that others do not achieve until they are past eighty, still, by and large,
age is the time when clevernmess chenges to wisdom, when practice becomss
experience, when ability gives rise to insight.

"hat are the reasons or the purpose for the Jewish emphasis for those

who are older thamn we are? I believe that it is based upon three major
values., The first is the consideration for the waning vitality of the
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elderly., Judaism always emcourages us to extend our protection to the
weaker members of soclaty, Age is a time when our vitality begins seeping
away, our viger diminishes, and our energy wanes. In the high hollday
prayer of al tashlikhenu, we equate 1l'et aikmah «- time of old age -~ with
ki'khelot kochenu -~ the waning of our stremgth. From this point of view
reverence for the aged is in the same category as care for the orphan and
widow and lowe for the stranger snd the alien.

The second value of the Jewish tradition of respect for the elderly is
the acknowledgment that the elderly have a better appreciation of tie
preciousness of life itself. One of our eminent soeiclogists,

David Reisman, in his book Individualism Reconsidered, makes the point
that the older one gets the mo{?n concentrates upon the primary values
Io! life, and the less disposed he is to waste his time on trivialitiss.
A young men 18 rerely if sver conscious of death. He therefore accepts
as an unspoken hypothesis that life is infinite and time will never come
to an end for him. In that cese, he makes no speclsl atiempt to conserve
his time for only the important things; he may, and usuelly does, squander
it on the insignificant, the petty and the trivial. The dlderly, however,
are far move aware of the fact of death. They are much more conscious of
the finiteness of life and the mortality of man, With this awareness that
1life must come to an end, comes & heightened appreciation of the
preciousness of the years O-d allots %o ua, With this appreciation, there
hnmwmthmaagﬂ and a fading inteo
the background of the trivial and the secondary. 8So that when we
reverence old age, we scknowledge that life is precious,

Third, and perhaps most important, when we respect those who are
older than we, this symbolises our respect for authority and our loyalty
to tradition. The elderly symbolize to the youmg all that is past, The
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aged ave living representatives of history snd tradition, Ferhaps that is
why peeple who, in their youth, have head good relations with grandparente
sre predisposed bo sccept the suthority of tradition and religion. The
elderly, as representatives of tradition, are by the same token repre-
sentatives of suthoritys respect for them means vespect for authority, and
disrespect for the elderly is, in effect, disrespect for authority itself.
That is why in a society in which you find the cult of youth, you will find
enshrined mot the principle of respeet for authority, but the principle of
rebelliousness and anarchy., 7The most practical results of this legiti-
nization of rebelliousness in the eult of youth is the high incidence of
Jjuvenile delinquency in our contemperary eivilization.

Indeed, we must spare no offort in tesching our young peeple the
reversnce for their elders that Jewish tradition demands of them. OUaly
thus will be be able to impress them with the tlwree values I have mentioned,
and particularly the last, The Talmud (in Tractate Kiddushim) reports the
gtatement of Rabbi Abbs ha-Kohen who said: It was my practice that
vhenever T weuld see & group of young people on the styeet I weuld
purposely walk in a different direction, out of consideration for them,
for I realized that if I would walk past them they would see me and feel
constrained to rise before me. Yot when I told this to Rabbi Yose, the
son of Zawda he scolded me and sald, you certainly ought to walk past
them, On the contrary, let them see you and let them rise before you so
that y'ate mevism 1i'yedei yirat shemayim, you will thus bring them to &

greater roverence for G-d, sho'ne'emar mi-pemel sevah tskum - ve'yareta
me'elokekha, as 1t is written: thou shalt rise in the pressnce of the
hoary head; and “theu shalt fear thy O-d," thus indicating that reverence
for the aged is intimately connected with the fear of Heaven. _
Certainly, the young will respect their elders, will revere their
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Ged. The youth who rises in the presence of his elders will acknowledge
that all the world was not made expressly for him. Young peopls will thus
realise that though Ged has been verbally represented in msny ways in ouwr
literature, he very often is referred to as Atiik Yomin, "The incient of
Days," but never, never is O=d referred to as & teen-ager!

Kohellet thue eslla to us from the meturity of his experience, and
ﬂuua}l for us the great Jewish ideal of respsct for the elderly and the
abolishment of the eult of youth. For not only at the present and not
only in the past but even im the great future will this be the case, We
may conelude with the prophet Zachariah who in his messisnic vision
bohelds ede yashuve sekenim n-sekenot bi-vechovet Yerushaleyim, ve'ish
u-mighanto be'yado me'rov yamim, "the old men and old women shall yet
return on the streets of Jerusalem, epch with his cane in his hand
because of his many ysars." May O-d grant all of us long years and the
privilege of srriving at old age, in which we will receive not only the
reverence end respect of our childrem but love and affection as well,



