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 What were we thinking?  When the Pastoral Care Team and I decided that 

November 13 was going to be our well-deserved celebration of our bumper crop 

of Ninety-year-olds in the Meeting House which had to be postponed last month, 

we naturally believed that we’d be holding the celebration in the same country 

we’d been living in all along.  We didn’t even think of election day in connection 

with this celebration at all.  If we had, we would not have considered for a 

moment the prospect that the American electorate would hand the most powerful 

position in the world to a man who had so demonstrably showed himself to be so 

set against the values we hold most dear: the inherent worth and dignity of all 

people, the rule of law, democratic process, love for and survival of the earth in a 

time of climate change, respect for women, rationality, the search for truth and the 

interconnected web of all existence, to name a few.  

 But here we are, most of us still in a state of shock, even those who might 

have voted for this candidate.  This development threatens everything we stand 

for as a people of faith.  I don’t know about you, but I haven’t gotten a good 

night’s sleep since Wednesday. 

 It is a tender time, a scary time.  Thursday was the anniversary of 

Kristallnacht, or the Night of Broken Glass, in Germany in 1938, when the Nazis 

carried out a coordinated nationwide pogrom against Jews, killing 100 and 

smashing the windows of Jewish-owned businesses. We have seen scattered 

reports on social media and the mainstream press of racial slurs, homophobic 

comments and ugly incidents at schools and in neighborhoods, a reaction to the 

election. 

 At times like this, many ministers will put aside their planned subject to 

concentrate on the crisis at hand.  Those of you who have been with me for awhile 

know that my first instinct is to go ahead with what I had planned and see how it 

might shed light on the present crisis.  I’m going to do that this morning. 

 We started this tradition of honoring our nonagenarians, those who have 

attained the exalted age of ninety, last year when our dear Gene Pickett turned 

that age and preached a fine sermon summing up his perspective after so many 

years of ministry.  We honored Gene, but I thought we needed to do something to 

honor the rest of our Nonies as well.  So here we are. 

 The US Social Security administration says that “about one out of every 

four 65-year-olds today will live past age 90, and one out of 10 will live past age 

95.” The interesting thing about this statistic is that most of our people in this 

Meeting House are between the ages of 65 and 95, so it predicts that a quarter of 

the people here will eventually reach the age of 90. 

 But what’s remarkable, as I noted in a sermon earlier this year, is not the 

percentage that will eventually reach ninety, but the percentage that already have.  
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We have 18 actual nonies in a congregation of 140, which is about 12% of our 

total. 

 “Our longevity rate here is beating the community average. The 

percentage of people over the age of 85 in Chatham was 5.4% in the 2000 census, 

growing to 6.7% in the 2010 census. While we’re slicing the pie a little differently 

than the census does, it is clear that our 90-year-olds are more than double the 

percentage of the 85 and up category, and if we added the 85 to 90 year olds, we 

might even triple the percentage in the population.  

 The life expectancy in the United States, the median age a person can 

expect to live to at birth, is now at 79.3 years, which is 31
st
 in the world – not so 

great considering that we are by far the richest nation on earth.  Japan has the 

highest life expectancy, at 83.7 years. 

 But life expectancy has been rising steadily as we make progress on 

combating mortal diseases, on better hygiene and nutrition and higher standard of 

living generally.   

 One of the fascinating questions this presents is how long it can continue?  

Is there an upper limit to the age human beings can live?  We have been talking 

about life expectancy, how long any one of us can expect to live given the 

statistics of the time.  But if there is a biological limit, an age at which, with the 

best of care and the best of luck, the body is going to break down anyway, that 

would be called lifespan, not life expectancy, and it would be specific to the 

species but not dependent on living conditions of the individual.  We don’t know 

if there is such a biological upper limit in humans. 

 So much for the numbers.  What does it mean to be over ninety today? I 

don’t want to paint an impossibly rosy picture of advanced age here.  I know that 

some of you are finding your nineties rough going, full of physical and mental 

challenges.  Many of you have expressed the view that you’re ready to go when 

your time comes, and I think that’s a healthy attitude.  Many of us of any age 

might have entertained the fleeting wish that we hadn’t live to see last Wednesday 

morning, but we opened out eyes and the world was still there in its glorious fall 

colors. 

 What is important in the present context is the perspective that our elders 

can give.  If you’re ninety or over right now, you were born in 1926 or before.  

You’d have been at least three years old when the stock market crashed in 1929, 

and you would have been five or older when the Great Depression started to hit.  

You were at least thirteen when the Nazis invaded Poland and at least fifteen 

when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. 

 In other words, you have been through times when it seemed the world 

turned upside down.  For some of you, your families might have been spared the 

worst of it, or you might have gotten full and devastating impact from these great 

and terrible events. 

 And you danced to Benny Goodman, sang to Frank Sinatra, got your news 

from Edward R. Murrow and Walter Cronkite, drove cars with gearshifts, ate jello 

salads, drank dry martinis. 

 We have just celebrated Veterans Day.  Some of you are World War Two 
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veterans, members of the greatest generation, and saw the traumas and chaos of 

that theater firsthand.  All of you were in your twenties or thirties when Joe 

McCarthy was fomenting a witch-hunt for Communists and forcing people in the 

movie industry to rat on each other.  About the same time, the US Supreme Court 

ruled that school segregation was illegal, and the claim for black equality spilled 

out onto the front pages everywhere, provoking a violent white backlash. 

 You have lived through the assassinations of the Sixties, the rise of the 

counterculture, the Vietnam War and its opposition. You may not have 

encountered a world leader like Donald Trump before – we’re all in uncharted 

waters right now – but you have lived through Hitler, Mussolini, Franco, Stalin, 

Mao Zedong.  You have been Americans when the accidental President Harry 

Truman, the haberdasher from Kansas City at whom everybody sneered, made the 

fateful decision to drop the atomic bomb and against all predictions won 

reelection.   

 You survived, and the country survived, Joe McCarthy, the stifling 

conformity of the Eisenhower years, the pivotal 1968 election won by Nixon with 

his Southern Strategy.  You lived through Reagan and Rehnquist and Bill 

Clinton’s impeachment and two George Bushes and the election of 2000.  You are 

still here.  Hallelujah. 

 At our anniversary last month, Rev. Jim Robinson told us that this 

Meeting House was founded on love.  Our “nonies” have been witnesses for the 

value of love for nine decades, through good times and bad.  The world needs that 

witness. 

 I expect that many of you felt like I did this week, not once but several 

times: that you just wanted to curl up into a ball under the bed and not come out 

for four years.  Listen, we don’t have that luxury.  The world needs our witness 

for love, now more than ever. 

 The man just elected President needs to feel that witness.  It needs to come 

not just from UUs, but from people of all faiths.  Life goes on.  Friday the 

Chatham Clergy Association, which had been dormant for years, held a very 

emotional and cathartic service of prayer and song in the Congregational church.  

Saturday I gave devotions at the Chatham build of Habitat for Humanity, 

volunteers who show up every week to build these houses right here in our 

community.  Also on Saturday, I spent several hours with the folks across the 

street at Pilgrim’s Landing, trying to envision how that spiritual retreat center can 

operate to heal this broken world.  

 We need to come together to show ourselves that we are still here and we 

still stand for the proposition that we do unto others as we would have others do 

unto us.  

 There will be hateful incidents around the country; there may even be 

some on Cape Cod.  Let us meet hate with love.  Let us be inspired by the elders 

among us.  And now let’s hear from them. 

 

 [Closing] I hope those words from our elder statesmen and women 

provided a little perspective on our current plight.  I want to leave you with a 
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quote which no one seems to know who wrote, but is based in words of the 

prophet Micah and the Talmud: “Do not be daunted by the enormity of the 

world’s grief. Do justly, now, Love mercy, now. Walk humbly, now. You are not 

obligated to complete the work, but neither are you free to abandon it.”  

 

Opening words 

 

Warning, by Jenny Joseph 

 

When I am an old woman I shall wear purple 

With a red hat which doesn't go, and doesn't suit me. 

And I shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves 

And satin sandals, and say we've no money for butter. 

I shall sit down on the pavement when I'm tired 

And gobble up samples in shops and press alarm bells 

And run my stick along the public railings 

And make up for the sobriety of my youth. 

I shall go out in my slippers in the rain 

And pick flowers in other people's gardens 

And learn to spit. 

 

You can wear terrible shirts and grow more fat 

And eat three pounds of sausages at a go 

Or only bread and pickle for a week 

And hoard pens and pencils and beermats and things in boxes. 

 

But now we must have clothes that keep us dry 

And pay our rent and not swear in the street 

And set a good example for the children. 

We must have friends to dinner and read the papers. 

 

But maybe I ought to practice a little now? 

So people who know me are not too shocked and surprised 

When suddenly I am old, and start to wear purple.  

 



 

 

-5- 

Ninety by Rachael Loudon 

 

If I live to be ninety, I wonder what will be.  

Will I look in the mirror and still see me?  

Will I even remember who I used to be?  

 

I bet those years went by fast,  

Too fast to see. 

Did I get to do all the things I dreamed of?  

Did I let my loved ones know how much they mean to me?  

 

Will I learn to appreciate the little things in life?  

Like a pretty bird by the window, a smile from a stranger. 

I bet all the holidays I took for granted seem so special these days. 

 

If I do live to be ninety,  

I hope life was good to me,  

I hope I have grandkids that call and visit me. 

I will tell them life is short,  

and to do all you can. 

Enjoy every moment,  

be a simple man. 

 

I will probably still be afraid of what is on the other side. 

I will try not to show it, but be terrified inside. 

When I breath my last breath,  

I will finally get to see,  

Something that only happens once,  

but lasts for eternity.  

 

 

 


