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What do you call an aging baby boomer? 

 

This is actually a serious question.   

 

According to a recent article in the Wall Street Journal,1 as baby boomers are 

aging, they’re not happy with the word choices out there.  

 

They don’t seem to like “senior citizen” or “older adult.”  And though they may 

be aging, they don’t like the term, “the aged.”   

 

Pam O’Brien, a woman in her late 60’s, was interviewed by the Journal on this 

question.  She doesn’t mind the term “elder.”  After all, she’s an elder in her 

church.  But she doesn’t like the term “elderly!”  She also doesn’t like the now 

old-fashioned, “golden ager,” nor another term recently proposed: “vintage.” 

Believe it or not, the latest word, which is actually taking off, is “perennial.”  It 

symbolizes rejuvenation.  Former Secretary of State Madeline Albright has 

declared herself a perennial.   

 

Ms. O’Brien doesn’t like any of these terms.  She says that she thinks she 

knows the best term to describe aging baby boomers.  That term is: “lucky.”   

 

* * * * * 

 

                                                
1 See: https://www.wsj.com/articles/forget-senior-citizenaging-baby-boomers-search-for-
better-term-1535556196 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/forget-senior-citizenaging-baby-boomers-search-for-better-term-1535556196
https://www.wsj.com/articles/forget-senior-citizenaging-baby-boomers-search-for-better-term-1535556196
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About a year ago, several articles appeared that discussed the question 

whether there is a limit to the lifespan of a human being.2 One scientific 

opinion is that there is a limit, and that limit is – well, you might have guessed 

it—around 120.  (How can that researcher not be Jewish?  After all, we have 

the familiar Jewish expression, “May you live to be 120,” which comes from 

the Bible’s assertion that Moses lived to be that age.)   

 

There are other views on the question of the human lifespan as well, including 

the astounding theory propounded by some Italian scientists that there is no 

theoretical limit at all.  According to this view, humans could conceivably be 

immortal -- even though, as we know, no one has yet actually ever managed to 

defeat death.   

 

Whether there is a theoretical limit or not, it sure doesn’t feel as though life is 

endless.  When we think about the length of any particular life, any particular 

person whom we know, it can seem awfully short.   

 

All of us know people -- family members, friends -- whose lives ended well 

short of that 120 year ideal.   And all of us know that time takes its toll on all of 

us.  Even if we could live forever, we could never remain forever young.  (Even 

aging baby boomers realize that.)   

 

For those of us who are grieving recent or particularly painful losses, it seems 

almost offensive to talk about a theoretical lifespan.  For the real people whom 

we know and love don’t live theoretical lives.  They live real lives, and we 

know that those real lives eventually come to an end -- sometimes all too soon. 

 

It was Kafka who once said, “The meaning of life is that it ends.”  I never 

liked that quote. It always seemed so, well, … depressing.  Not in its assertion 

that life comes to a close – that is just acknowledging an important truth -- but 

in suggesting that that is the sum total of its essence. 

 

                                                
2 2017; Time, USA Today.  
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But there’s a lot of wisdom there.  For life is finite. Whatever the latest 

speculations, we know that eventually, our lives will be over. Eventually, 

others -- whether meek or not -- will inherit this earth on which we are 

privileged to live.  That’s the way it’s been and that is the way it will most 

likely continue to be. 

 

Some of us are introduced to loss at an early age; some later on in life. Either 

way, it is a great teacher.   

 

I myself recall my mother’s funeral.  It took place when I was five years old.  

Unfortunately, I wasn’t permitted to go to the funeral; in those days, it was 

thought not appropriate for children to go to funerals.  But I was permitted to 

see my mother’s body shortly before the funeral.  My father brought my 

sisters and me into the room where she was lying and we saw her.  There she 

was, looking just the way she had always looked. But when I touched her arm, 

it was cold.  And that’s how I knew.  That’s how I knew that something 

irreversible had happened.  That’s how I knew that my mother wasn’t just 

going to open her eyes and wake up. 

 

Just after leaving the viewing room, a relative of mine came over to me, and 

asked me what I thought of the flowers.  “The flowers?” I said.  “What flowers?  

I didn’t notice any flowers!”   

 

Through the experience of loss, we come to know, deep down inside, that not 

just our loved ones, but we too are mortal. As we go on living we come to 

realize that we’re no longer as agile, as strong, as flexible, as we once were. 

And we realize that, however long our life will eventually prove to be, we’re 

closer now than we have ever been before to its end. 

 

Our awareness of our limitations and our awareness of our mortality are 

central to the message of the High Holidays.   

 

In the Unetaneh Tokef, which we’ll recite in a little while, just as we recited it 

on Rosh Hashanah, we put it bluntly:   
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Adam, y’sodo mei-afar v’sofo le-afar -- 

The origin of human beings is dust, and their end is dust. 

 

We are formed from clods of earth, and to earth we will one day return. 

 

I recently read that when Shmuel Yosef Agnon won the Nobel Prize for 

literature in 1966—the first and so-far only Hebrew writer to do so—he was 

besieged by reporters and photographers. One of them asked him to pose for a 

photograph with a pen in his hand, writing, as if he was composing one of his 

novels.  Agnon did that.  The photographer took the shot and left.  One of those 

present, out of curiosity, looked at the piece of paper to see what Agnon had 

written at this moment of glory.  Agnon had written the words,  

 

Adam, y’sodo mei-afar v’sofo le-afar -- 

The origin of human beings is dust, and their end is dust.”3  

 

Our tradition has even more metaphors for the brevity and the fragility of life.  

Right in our mahzor, we read that life is: 

 

… like a broken shard, or 

a dried up blade of grass;  

Like a fading flower, or 

a fleeting shadow;  

Like an evaporating cloud, or 

a passing breeze; …  

Like a cloud of dust, or  

a vanishing dream. 

 

                                                
3 Rabbi Jeffrey Cohen, Prayer and Penitence: A Commentary on the High Holy Day Machzor 
(Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1994), p. 83, quoted in the Koren Rosh Hashana Machzor, 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, ed., p. 572. 
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These images may seem very similar to one another. But, in a sermon that he 

wrote before I was born,4 the late, great Rabbi Sidney Greenberg of 

Philadelphia taught us that each of these metaphors is unique, and each has 

something special to teach us.  And examining them can help us live our lives 

with greater consciousness and intentionality. 

 

Consider the “fleeting shadow” or the “fading flower.” 

 

Neither lasts forever.  But each teaches us something different.    

 

A shadow, as we know, has no independent existence.  Its form depends on 

light cast on an object.  A shadow is a sign that something is blocking a source 

of light.  A shadow is dark.  

 

Comparing our lives to a “fleeting shadow” goes back to the Bible (Psalm 

144:4; I Chronicles 29:15).  In the Midrash it is asked, “What kind of a shadow 

[are our lives to be compared to]?”  The answer given is that our lives are “not 

like the shadow of a wall.”  The shadow of a wall is usually large, substantial, 

and well-defined.  And our lives are “not like the shadow of a tree.”  That too 

tends to be easily locatable, and easily visible. 

 

“Rather,” the Midrash goes on to say, “our days are like the shadow of a 

bird.”  It’s a tiny little shadow.  You see it, and before you know it, it’s gone.5  

 

And what does it mean to think of our lives as flowers?   

 

Flowers are beautiful. Flowers are fragrant.  Flowers bring others comfort and 

joy.   

 

As Khalil Gibran puts it in his poem, “The Song of the Flower XXIII”: 

 

I am the lover’s gift; I am the wedding wreath; 

                                                
4 Rabbi Sidney Greenberg, Adding Life to Our Years, p.1, preached on Yom Kippur, 1952. 
5 Midrash Tanchuma Buber, Vayechi 3, and parallels.   
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I am the memory of a moment of happiness; 

I am the last gift of the living to the dead; 

I am a part of joy and a part of sorrow. 

 

If we’re preoccupied, we might not notice flowers in a floral arrangement.  But 

however short their lives, everybody notices people who are like flowers; 

everyone’s lives are enhanced by contact with them. 

 

William Wilberforce, a nineteenth century British public figure, whose work 

led to the abolition of slavery in Great Britain, once described flowers as “the 

smiles of God’s goodness.”   

 

Now, let’s move on to another set of similes.  We talked about shadows and 

flowers. Let’s talk about a cloud of dust and a vanishing dream.   

 

“What are the qualities of dust?” Rabbi Greenberg asks.  “Dust is an irritant.  If 

it gets into your eyes, or if you breathe it in, it brings distress and discomfort.”  

If you find yourself in a dusty room, you want to go elsewhere.    

 

“Dust has another unattractive characteristic.  When it is not flying about 

doing its irritating work, it has a tendency to settle and it settles on the lowest 

level it can find.” … 

 

“In contrast to dust which irritates and sinks, there is the dream which 

inspires, which elevates, which points to new horizons, which opens up new 

frontiers.”   

 

“There are [people] whose whole lives are,” as Shakespeare put it in The 

Tempest, “such stuff as dreams are made on.” They [lift us up], they evoke the 

very best within us, they challenge us to new achievement, they unfold before 

us new hope, new possibility, new opportunity.”   
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As Rabbi Greenberg puts it, “dust floats away and dreams [also] vanish, but it 

makes all the difference in the world whether we make our lives like dust, 

irritating and sinking, or like dreams, soothing and uplifting.” 

 

If we take a careful look at that passage in the Mahzor, we can see that actually 

life—whether it’s long or short—presents us with a series of alternatives:  Do 

we want to live lives that are like broken shards with jagged edges?  Or like 

grass, which is beautiful to behold and brings a sense of well-being?   

 

Yes, life is finite, and we may have little influence over its length; but, contrary 

to what Kafka said, that is not the sum total of its meaning.  As far as the 

quality of our lives is concerned, we may have a lot to say.  

 

Allison Arieff recent wrote an essay in the Times entitled, “Life is Short. That’s 

the Point,” in which she critiques the approach of today’s “life extension” 

movement.  She describes so-called “longevity entrepreneurs” who are willing 

to sell people young plama infusions for $8,000 a liter.  Such entrepreneurs, 

she writes, see death not as a challenge that we must learn to endure, but 

rather as something to be eliminated – which, to her, is not only futile but 

“inhuman.”   

 

Instead, she urges us to consider the advice of Barbara Ehrenreich, the social 

critic and author, who, in her new book, “Natural Causes,” teaches us that we 

have it all wrong.  It isn’t death that we should focus on; rather, she urges us to 

“think of life as an interruption of an eternity of personal nonexistence, and 

seize it as a brief opportunity to observe and interact with the living, 

ever-surprising world around us.”  

 

A British Jewish poet named Joseph Leftwich, born in 1892, put it this way, in 

his poem, “Death Is Not Strange”: 

 

 Death is not strange. 

Strange is life, 

That flesh can think, 
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And body believe. 

 

That dust can sing; 

That a clod 

For a man’s life-time 

Can house God.  

 

That dead things live 

When touched by God’s breath, 

Is the miracle, 

Not death.6 

 

May that miracle—the miracle of the lives we recall today, and the miracle of 

our own lives—sustain us in the year ahead and for many years to come. 

 

Shanah Tovah.   

                                                
6 Forms of Prayer for Jewish Worship III, Prayers for the High Holydays (The Reform 
Synagogues of Great Britain, 1985), p. 603. 


