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For thousands of years, there have been legends about a fountain of youth, waters 

which are so healing they will reverse the aging process and give us back the 

bodies we had in the prime of life. The Greek historian Herodotus, writing in the 

fifth Century BCE, describes some envoys (who were really spies) sent by the 

king of Persia to the king of Ethiopia. They discussed many subjects, and the 

Ethiopian king asked the envoys about the lifespan of the Persians, and the envoys 

said that Persians lived about eighty years.  

 

“[The envoys] then in their turn questioned the [Ethiopian] king concerning the 

term of life, and diet of his people, and were told that most of them lived to be a 

hundred and twenty years old, while some even went beyond that age- they ate 

boiled [meat], and had for their drink nothing but milk. When the [envoys] 

showed wonder at the number of the years, he led them to a fountain, wherein 

when they had washed, they found their flesh all glossy and sleek, as if they had 

bathed in oil- and a scent came from the spring like that of violets. The water was 

so weak, they said, that nothing would float in it, neither wood, nor any lighter 

substance, but all went to the bottom. If the account of this fountain be true, it 

would be their constant use of the water from it which makes them so long-lived.” 

[Herodotus, History, Book III] 

 

So to be effective, maybe the water has to be weak. I don’t know what weak water 

would feel like. 

 

The legend of the fountain of youth is most closely associated, however, not with 

this passage from 2500 years ago but with the fifteenth-century explorer Juan 

Ponce de Leon, first governor of Puerto Rico. If you have ever visited St. 

Augustine, FL, you may know that it contains today the Fountain of Youth 

Archaeological Park on the site where Ponce de Leon is reputed to have come 

ashore.  

 

Juan Ponce de Leon was a real figure, but there is not a shred of historical 

evidence that was looking for a Fountain of Youth. The quest for a fountain of 

youth is a sport for older people, and de Leon was a young man when he explored 

Florida. Nevertheless, the legend persists. 

 

Now what does that have to with the Meeting House, you will ask? Only this: we 

have recently looked at the age distribution of our members, and discovered that 

by the end of 2016, we will have at least 18 members over the age of ninety. We 

have a membership of 140, so more than 12% are nonagenarians. 
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Now there are two ways to look at this fact. One is we are all getting old, and this 

is just a statistical blip which is consistent with the age profile of this community, 

of which retirees form such a large cohort. Yes we are aging. We are an elderly 

congregation. But there is another way to look at it: isn’t it amazing that in this 

congregation some among us are living so long?  

 

Sure, nobody cheats death forever, and we mourn the dear ones we have lost, 

some well before their time. But it made me wonder whether being engaged in a 

church helps people to live longer, particularly in a retirement community like 

Chatham and its neighbor towns.  

 

When I looked up the age distribution figures, I was surprised to find that 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. 

 

Now I’m no statistician, but I wonder whether those facts are statistically 

significant.  

 

To my surprise, I found that there is scientific research on the subject, and a CNN 

news report on it only last week. 

 

The report is on a study of nurses, and it’s a bit misleading in that at first it seems 

that longevity is pegged to attendance at worship services. “The researchers found 

that women who went to church more than once a week had a 33% lower risk of 

dying during the study period compared with those who said they never went.” 

Well that doesn’t help us much, because we only have services once a week. 

Unless you count the thrift shop. But then in the sentence right after that one, 

there is good news: “Less-frequent attendance was also associated with a lower 

risk of death, as women who attended once a week or less than weekly had 26% 

and 13% lower risk of death, respectively.”  

 

Now in one respect, this type of study needs to be taken with a large grain of salt. 

It seems to find a correlation between long life and church attendance, but that 

does not prove causation, that church attendance causes long life. It could be that 

there are factors other than church attendance or long life which cause both. For 

example, the article says “Women who regularly attended religious services also 

had higher rates of social support and optimism, had lower rates of depression and 

were less likely to smoke. However, the researchers took into account these 

differences between churchgoers and non-churchgoers when they calculated the 

decrease in death rates of 13% to 33%.” 
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Now I admit that when I first saw this study, I thought that longevity could be a 

great selling point for this congregation. We need to attract new members, and 

who wouldn’t be interested in living longer? Banks used to give out toaster ovens 

when you opened an account. This could be our toaster oven: “join the Meeting 

House and stick around to see your great grand’s high school graduation.” 

But of course, that’s too crass and nobody’s going to buy it anyway. 

There are people who are trying to figure out ways to get more years out of life, 

and they are making some progress. We all benefit from the rollback of heart 

disease and stoke, from inroads on various kinds of cancers, from antibiotics 

which treat infections. Does anyone know what a telomere is? It’s a sort of 

protective cap on the end of a chromosome, and in the process of aging, our 

chromosomes lose these caps and get frayed at the end, which means that many of 

the systems in your body start missing beats. A lot of research is going on into 

lengthening these telomeres, which would turn back the clock on the aging 

process. This would be a science-based fountain of youth.  

 

But there’s something basically wrong with this picture. I don’t know about you, 

but I don’t want to live forever. I think that the breakdown of our systems as we 

get older are just nature’s way of separating us gently from our fierce will to live, 

preparing the soul for our departure. The will to live is a fine thing, and evolution 

favors animals which have it – they are the ones who survive long enough to have 

offspring and pass that will on down to succeeding generations.  

 

But when life gets to be more suffering than joy, the will to live can get in the 

way of surrendering gracefully, moving aside for the next generation. I have 

talked to many among us who are ready for it all to be over. But of course, being 

generally ready to go is not the same as saying, OK, this morning I will draw my 

last breath. Such a morning will come, but few of us will embrace it in its 

particularity, in its nowness, however prepared we might be in the abstract. 

Now many of us go through life perpetually dissatisfied to be the age we are. I 

can remember being a child, I couldn’t wait to grow up and be an adult. I wanted 

to drive and go out with my friends like my older brothers. When I was in college 

I was impatient to be out in the world of work, though I had no idea what I 

wanted to be doing there.  

 

There is a tipping point in most of our lives. At some age, we quit wanting to be 

older and start wanting to be younger. I suppose in my life this was in my mid-

forties, and it led me to a mid-life crisis which led me to divinity school and 

divorce.  

 

We know rationally that a wish to be another age is fruitless; the age you are is 

derived by taking the date of your birth and subtracting it from today’s date. 

That’s the formula, works every time. But we miss the person we were at an 

earlier age, or we yearn for the person we hope to be at a later one. 
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I challenge everyone in this room to ask yourself this question in a quiet moment: 

if a genie came out of a bottle and said she would grant a wish for you to return to 

a prior age in your life, and to return to the physical and mental condition you 

were in at that time, to know only what you knew then, how many of you would 

take the offer? 

 

I wouldn’t for the simple reason that I have learned from mistakes, from dead-

ends, from valleys of the shadow of death, and I see no point in repeating them.  

The asset that keeps on compounding with age is wisdom and perspective. I 

know, sometimes we feel more foolish than wise, particularly when it comes to 

computers and smart phones, and other so-called conveniences which have 

become so essential to most of use but which seem designed to confuse. 

I reposted a little item on Facebook recently which showed a darling little boy of 

about four or five, talking to his grandma on the cell phone, and he’s burying his 

face in his hand in frustration as he says, “Geez, grandma, it’s really not that hard. 

You just go into ‘settings,’ select ‘wi-fi’ ... select it! Tap it with your finger. 

OMG. Any finger. Grrr”  

 

Yes, we are led through adventures in high tech by our grandchildren, but don’t 

let that obscure the fact that we have learned a thing or two about life and love 

along the way, often the hard way.  

 

My older brother recently recommended – nay, compelled – me to get a new book 

on aging by Michael Kinsley, a journalist who has been editor of the New 

Republic and Harpers and founded the online magazine Slate. The book is called 

Old Age: A Beginner’s Guide. Kinsley encountered the aging process early in his 

life because he was in his forties when he was diagnosed with Parkinsons Disease. 

So he has had several decades to consider what aging is doing to him and to his 

age cohort, the Baby Boomers. 

 

We Boomers famously want it all; we are not modest like the Silent Generation 

and the Greatest Generations before us. A Boomer bumper sticker proclaims “he 

who dies with the most toys wins.” And we are that competitive about the length 

of our lives, as well. Some of us will go to great lengths to live as long as we can, 

though Kinsley notes that the real prize is not living the longest, but living the 

longest with most of your marbles. Of course, so far, science offers precious little 

you can do to improve your odds against getting dementia – I am looking down 

the barrel of Alzheimers myself because of a strong family history on both my 

parents’ sides. Kinsley says “But wait. However well you do in the competition 

for the greatest toys, longest life and healthiest brain, the best medical research 

indicates that eventually you’re going to be dead. And you’re going to stay dead 

for many years longer than you were alive, and all that will be left of you is 

people’s memories of you, which is to say, your reputation. So shouldn’t that – 

reputation – be the real subject of the last boomer competition?”  
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Kinsley concludes, “The easiest way to shuffle off to Buffalo with a good 

reputation is to earn it legitimately. If you want to be remembered as a good 

person, then try to be a good person. Who knows? It might just work. But start 

now, because if you’re a boomer, time is running out.” 

 

Kinsley has illuminated for me some of my boomer motivations, and I really 

recommend this fine book to anyone of any generation who finds themselves 

aging. My desire to write a book on evil is really a desire to distill my thoughts on 

the subject for the benefit of people who will be struggling with these issues after 

I’m gone, and at a deeper level, to burnish my reputation. It’s a typical boomer 

wish. 

 

But let’s return to this Meeting House. I don’t think we can really say to the 

unchurched people in the surrounding communities, “join us and live longer.”  

I think we out to be saying say, “join us and live better.” I think what churches 

have to offer is connection in a caring community. I think it is social isolation 

which deprives life of its quality as much as its quantity, particularly in the later 

years. 

 

Sure, we all need and cherish our time alone. And taking on obligations to any 

kind of community enterprise can be bothersome, particularly in retirement years 

when we want to be on the golf course or out in the marsh painting. But the 

Meeting House, and places like it, teach us that we can have enriching lives and 

do some good for others at the same time. 

 

Annie Dillard says, “We are here to abet creation and to witness to it, 

to notice each other’s beautiful face and complex nature, so that creation need not 

play to an empty house.” We live our lives, we act our parts on the stages, in front 

of a host of witnesses. In our early childhood these are our parents, our siblings, 

our caregivers, our teachers, our classmates.  

 

Evolution has hard-wired in us the capacity to relate to others in feedback loops, 

to observe how others react to what we do and say, and govern our own behavior 

from what we learn from these reaction of others. That is how we learn to fit in to 

a community and build that community. It is one of the highest skills of being 

human. 

 

By the time we reach an advanced age, many of the cloud of witnesses who have 

accompanied us along the journey have passed on, except that they still live in our 

memories. How many of us, when we do or say something, pause and think what 

our mothers or fathers would think about what we just did or said?  

 

My daughter, the 30-something Brooklyn lawyer, just ran her first half-marathon, 

and she texted her brother and mother and father to direct us to the website where 

we could follow her progress in the race. She wants our attention on her great 
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accomplishment, and indeed, I was so proud – gobsmacked, really – that she did 

thirteen miles in a little over two hours, with an average speed of under ten 

minutes per mile. My children in their adulthood are fiercely independent, but I 

was touched that here I was called upon to be a witness, just as much as I was to 

see her plays and ballet performances three decades ago.  

 

I told Sally I was going to brag about her this morning in church, and she supplied 

me with a text from St. Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, chapter 9:  

24 Do you not know that in a race the runners all compete, but only one receives 

the prize? Run in such a way that you may win it. 25 Athletes exercise self-

control in all things; they do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an 

imperishable one.”  

 

This was quite a surprise. To put it mildly, my daughter is not prone to quote 

scripture to me. Here St. Paul is saying that the ultimate prize is not the perishable 

wreath given to the winner of the race, but the imperishable wreath awarded by 

God, the ultimate observer and judge. But most of us are not going to put a lot of 

faith in a wreath-giver in the sky. 

 

The most important function of the Meeting House, it seems to me, is that here we 

are witness to each other’s lives. We are here to abet creation, that creation need 

not play to an empty house. That lives need not be played out on an empty stage. 

This happens in a thousand little ways daily as we go about running the races of 

our lives. For most of us, there is no imperishable wreath, any more than there is a 

spring in which we bathe the wrinkles away and restore eternal youth. But living 

in company, walking together in covenant, makes life a bit more worth living, 

gives us an extra something to make us wish to see yet another morning. Stick 

around, see what happens next. 

 

Amen. 

 

READING Going to church could help you live longer, study says 

By Carina Storrs, Special to CNN 

Updated 1:12 PM ET, Mon May 16, 2016 

 

(CNN)Many Americans say they attend church because it helps them stay 

grounded and gives them spiritual guidance. A new study suggests that regular 

attendance may also help increase their lifespan. 

 

Researchers looked at data on nearly 75,000 middle-age female nurses in the 

United States as part of the Nurses' Health Study. The participants answered 

questions about whether they attended religious services regularly every four 

years between 1992 and 2012, and about other aspects of their lives over the 

years. 
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The researchers found that women who went to church more than once a week 

had a 33% lower risk of dying during the study period compared with those who 

said they never went. Less-frequent attendance was also associated with a lower 

risk of death, as women who attended once a week or less than weekly had 26% 

and 13% lower risk of death, respectively. 

 

Women who regularly attended religious services also had higher rates of social 

support and optimism, had lower rates of depression and were less likely to 

smoke. However, the researchers took into account these differences between 

churchgoers and non-churchgoers when they calculated the decrease in death rates 

of 13% to 33%. 

 

Going to church could have a number of additional benefits that could, in turn, 

improve longevity, but the researchers were not able to examine them with the 

available data. Attendance could promote self-discipline and a sense of meaning 

and purpose in life, or it could provide an experience of the transcendent, said 

Tyler J. VanderWeele, professor of epidemiology in the Harvard T.H. Chan 

School of Public Health. VanderWeele led the new research, which was published 

Monday in the journal JAMA Internal Medicine. 

 

"Our study suggests that for health, the benefits outweigh the potentially negative 

effects," such as guilt, anxiety or intolerance, VanderWeele said. 

 

Most of the women in the study were Protestant or Catholic, so it is not clear 

whether a similar association would be found between religious service 

attendance and longevity for people of other Christian religions, Judaism or Islam. 

 

The study also did not explore the association in men. Previous research suggests 

that male churchgoers also benefit, though their decrease in death rate is not as 

large as among women, VanderWeele said. 

 

"There have been literally thousands of studies" looking at whether religion is 

good for your health, said Dr. Dan German Blazer II, professor of psychiatry and 

behavioral sciences at Duke University Medical Center. The findings have been 

mixed about whether aspects of religious devotion such as prayer and spirituality -

- such as reading the Bible or other religious literature -- improve longevity. 

 

"The one (aspect) that is significantly more predictive of good health is about 

religious service attendance," said Blazer, who wrote an editorial about the new 

study in the same issue of JAMA Internal Medicine. 

 


