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FIVE YEARS LATEREXPLORATION

Boomers Search for the Wisdom in Faith Learn
From This
Disaster

M
embers of the generation that
came of age tripping on mind-
altering substances are more

than likely exploring a new path at mid-
life and beyond: spiritual enlighten-
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ment. In our work at
the Boomer Project,
we uncovered that
baby boomers, now
ages 44 to 62, are
shifting their life’s fo-
cus from trying to
“become someone” to
more about “being
someone.” This shift
starts to happen

around age 50, truly “midlife” (at least)
for most of us.

Boomers beyond age 50 typically
have become more motivated by inner
feelings and beliefs, and are not driven
so much by what their friends, peers,
co-workers, or even family feel or be-
lieve. Boomers at midlife are beginning
to wonder about their purpose, and
what legacy they will leave. And it is
the culmination of these feelings that
has many midlife boomers becoming
more religious and spiritual.

Recently, the Pew Forum on Reli-
gion & Public Life conducted the U.S.
Religious Landscape Survey. The study
includes reliable estimates of the size of
religious groups in the United States as
well as detailed information on their
demographic characteristics, religious
beliefs and practices, and basic social
and political values. One significant
finding is that the older you are, the
more likely you say you belong to a par-
ticular religion. For boomers, six in
seven identify a religious affiliation.
One might surmise that with age
comes wisdom, or at least faith.

Those at the other end of the age
scale do not see the same light, with
one in four under age 30 saying they

are not affiliated with any religion. At
least not yet.

WITH THE median age in America
fast approaching 40, it’s no surprise
that interest in religion and all things
spiritual is on the rise. The fastest
growing category of book sales in the
United States is religious books,
according to the latest figures from the
Book Industry Study Group, which
tracks sales data. The category grew
5.6 percent in 2006 when total book
sales were only up about 3 percent.

I wondered about my own recent re-
engagement with organized religion at
age 48, after two decades of avoiding

it. Being skeptical, I sought scientific
evidence that with age comes faith —
or least a greater ability to accept it. I
found some in The Mature Mind, by
Dr. Gene Cohen, a psychiatrist and ger-
ontologist and the director of the Cen-
ter on Aging at George Washington
University. His book describes the pos-
itive power of the older brain; and he
observes that in many ways the older
brain is a smarter and wiser brain.

A concept introduced by Cohen is

“developmental intelligence.” This is
the combination of wisdom, judgment,
perspective, and vision one develops
later in life. It is characterized by three
types of thinking and reasoning typi-
cally developed after age 50 or so: rela-
tivistic thinking (recognizing that
knowledge is relative and not abso-
lute); dualistic thinking (the ability to
uncover and resolve contradictions in
opposing and seemingly incompatible
views); and systemic thinking (being
able to see the larger picture, to distin-
guish between the forest and the
trees).

COHEN’S WORK, which is scien-
tific and far afield from religion, actu-
ally explains why today’s boomers are
drawn to religion and spirituality: Ac-
cepting religion requires faith, which is
not a black and white thing at all. Most
religions require followers to uncover
and resolve contradictions as a matter
of course. And one must be able to see
the larger picture in order to accept the
tenets and beliefs of most religions. All
of these tasks are much easier for
boomers who have brains that are
growing older and wiser every day.

Even if today’s boomers don’t find
themselves back in the pews on Sunday
(my church meets in a high school),
they are exploring other paths to spirit-
uality. There are resorts and spas like
Miraval in Arizona offering mind,
body, and spirit rejuvenation. And a
nightclub called Spirit, in Ireland and
soon to be in the U.S., with healthy
food for the soul, massage and aroma-
therapy for the mind, and a dance floor
and performances for the body.

Unconventional, for sure. Some
might even say it’s trippin’.

• Matt Thornhill is president of the Boomer Project.
He can be reached at matt@boomerproject.com or
(804) 690-4837.

VIVA THE VITAL!
A series on boomer-related issues.

A
nd five years later, here we
are.

There were no weapons
of mass destruction. We were not
greeted as liberators. The war did
not pay for itself. The smoking gun
was not a mushroom cloud. There

LEONARD
PITTS
. . .

was no connec-
tion to 9/11. The
course we stayed
led over a cliff.

Worse, Iraq
has become a re-
cruiting station
for Islamic terror-
ists. One presi-
dential candidate
foresees a

100-year occupation. Electricity is
still a sometime thing in Baghdad.
The war that was supposed to pay
for itself was recently projected to
cost us $3 trillion — that’s trillion
with a “t”; that’s a 3 followed by 12
zeroes; that’s “3 million millions.”
And American forces have sus-
tained over 33,000 casualties, in-
cluding 4,000 dead and 13,000
wounded too severely to return to
action.

Pundits and politicians will
spend a lot of time debating the
war in Iraq on this, its fifth anniver-
sary. They will analyze what we
have achieved, pontificate on
where we should go from here. I
will leave those arguments to
them.

Not that those are not worthy is-
sues. But I cannot get beyond what
is, for me, the one overriding truth
of this war.

It should never have been
fought.

Yes, I know: The point is moot.
The war was fought and there is
nothing we can do about it. But, I
submit, there is, in fact, at least one
thing we must do: Learn from it.

MUCH HAS been made of the
culpability of the Bush administra-
tion, of the arrogance and incompe-
tence that midwifed this mess.
Less has been made, however, of
the culpability of Bush’s accom-
plices, the enablers and facilitators
who made this misadventure possi-
ble. By which I mean you and me,
the American electorate.

Granted, many of us have been
screaming “no” as loudly as we
could from the very beginning or
shortly thereafter. But many more
refused to own what we knew, re-
fused to accept the evidence of our
own eyes and call this administra-
tion to account. We were scared
beyond the ability to reason and
wanted to feel safe, we were too
heavily invested in lies to be turned
aside by truth, we needed with a
desperation to believe what we
were being told, to buy what we
were being sold.

Excuses. At some point, you
have to stand up and be brave.
Stand up like American women
and men.

This, we have largely failed to
do. Three months after the war be-
gan, when it was becoming clear
there were no weapons of mass de-
struction, 56 percent of us told Gal-
lup it didn’t matter, said the inva-
sion was justified regardless. Play
that back again: The primary ra-
tionale for the war was disintegrat-
ing like a sandcastle in the waves,
yet a majority of us shrugged and
said, “Whatever.” Like our presi-
dent, we were impervious to truths
we did not want to know.

That majority is a memory, but
it lasted long past the point it
should’ve, lasted long enough to
enable this disaster, to send
George W. Bush back to office
claiming a mandate, to dig us in so
deep the sun feels like a rumor, to
create legions of new terrorists, to
run up a bill we will be generations
paying off, to take the lives of 4,000
Americans and Lord only knows
how many Iraqis.

SO YES, we should at the very
least learn from this, commit it to
communal memory, so that maybe
next time a fear-mongering leader
tries to stampede us into precipi-
tate and unwise action, we will
have the guts to stop and reason
and own what we know. And to re-
alize that the electorate has a role
to play in the life of a free nation
and it is not a mindless cheer-
leader.

One can only hope. In the mean-
time, here we are, five years later.
The electorate has largely moved
on, more concerned about the price
of gas than the price of war.

But the war grinds on. Indeed, it
has ground the president’s ap-
proval rating down to the low 30s.

Maybe you think that’s account-
ability at last. Me, I’m surprised it’s
still that high.
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COMFORT FOR THE DOUBTER

A Pagan Expresses His Thoughts at Eastertide
ST. PAUL, Minn.

T
here was a small epiphany in
church last week when we sang
the recessional “O Sacred Head,

Now Wounded,” a German chorale in
which we basses must jump around
more limberly than we may be used to.

GARRISON
KEILLOR
. . .

A tough part com-
pared to “When the
Roll Is Called Up
Yonder” and I stood
in the rear and strug-
gled with it and then
as the choir recessed
down the main aisle
and came up and
stood in the side
aisles, three basses

wound up standing near me, like bor-
der collies alongside the lost sheep, and
I got myself in their draft and we sang
our way to the barn. (Moral: Get with
the group — just make sure it’s the
right one.)

I came to church as a pagan this
year, though wearing a Christian suit
and white shirt, and sat in a rear pew
with my sandy-haired, gap-toothed
daughter whom I would like to see
grow up in the love of the Lord, and
there I was, a skeptic in the henhouse,
thinking weaselish thoughts.

This often happens around Easter.
God, in His humorous way, sometimes
schedules high holy days for a time
when your faith is at low tide, a mud
flat strewn with news-
papers and children’s
beach toys, and while
everyone else is all joy-
ful and shiny among
the lilies and praising
up a storm, there you
are, snarfling and
grumbling. Which happened to me this
year. God knows all about it so I may as
well tell you.

HOLY WEEK is a good time to face
up to the question: Do we really believe
in that story or do we just like to hang
out with nice people and listen to organ
music? There are advantages, after all,
to being in the neighborhood of people
who love their neighbors. If your car
won’t start on a cold morning, you’ve
got friends.

A year or so ago, I sat down and
read the four Gospels in one fell swoop
and somehow the jaggedness of some
of it shook my faith, which maybe was
based more on visuals — Jesus tending
His flock, and little children gathered
at His knee, sunbeams bursting

through storm clouds, and so forth —
and then I read about how the early
Church cobbled the Scriptures to-
gether, which has to raise doubts in

anyone’s mind. The
Jews got stone tab-
lets and the Mor-
mons arranged for
an angel to bring
them their holy text,
but ours was ham-
mered out through a

long contentious political process, sort
of like the tax code, and that’s something
you don’t care to know more about.

I don’t doubt God’s existence —
there He is — but I doubt His interest
in us right now and I haven’t the faint-
est idea what He wants from me.

SO I SAT AND felt miserable. And
then we had to chant the Psalm, which
went, “I am in trouble, my life is wasted
with grief and my years with sighing.”
Oh boy. David really gets into the
blues, he is the Howlin’ Wolf of the
Chosen, and when he sings, “I have be-
come a reproach even to my neighbors,
a dismay to those of my acquaintance,
when they see me in the street they
avoid me,” I know that feeling. The
leper. The unbeliever. And that’s how I

felt when my fellow basses came up
alongside and we put our backs to it
and sang.

There is comfort for the doubter in
the Passion story. You are not alone.
Jesus’s cry from the cross was a cry of
incredulity. The apostle denied even
knowing Jesus — three times. The guy
spent years with Jesus, saw the mira-
cles up close — the raising of Lazarus,
the demons cast out, the sick healed,
the water-walking trick, all of the spe-
cial effects — but when the cards were
down, he said, “Who? Me? No way.”

He repented. I would too, but not
quite yet.

Skepticism is a stimulant, not to be
repressed. It is an antidote to smug-
ness and the great glow of satisfaction
one gains from being right. You know
the self-righteous — I’ve been one my-
self — the little extra topspin they put
on the truth, their ostentatious mod-
esty, the pleasure they take in being beau-
tifully modulated and cool and correct
when others are falling apart. Jesus
was rougher on those people than He
was on the adulterers and prostitutes.

So I will sit in the doubter’s chair for
a while and see what is to be learned
back there.
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Skepticism is a
stimulant, not to

be repressed.

RACIAL RIGHTEOUSNESS

Obama Guilts America to the White House
B

arack Obama is a magician.
He could tell me it’s raining

on a sunny day, and I’d grab an
umbrella. He could tell me the moon is
the sun, and I’d reach for my shades.

He could even tell me that the Rev.

KATHLEEN
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Jeremiah Wright’s
rants god-damning
America and blaming
AIDS on a white-man
conspiracy were
wrong but essentially
justified by a racist
past . . . and I’d have
to slap myself before I
saddled up a polka-
dotted horse and gal-

loped down the Yellow Brick Road.
Obama’s speech Tuesday from Phila-

delphia — the city of brotherly love —
was eloquent, inspiring, and will be
read in schools for generations. But be-
tween the lines of change and reconcili-
ation were a discomfiting hint of buried
fury, a sense of racial righteousness,
and a tacit approval attached to his ex-
pressed disapproval of Wright’s now-
famous raves that will leave many
Americans wondering: Is he with us?
Or is he against us?

In a flourish of brilliance, Obama
framed his Rev. Wright problem in the
context of America’s unfinished work
toward “a more perfect Union,” as envi-
sioned by the nation’s forefathers. It

isn’t that Wright is off-the-wall, we
were to infer. It is that our country is
falling short of its promise.

Which isn’t completely false, of
course, but not completely true, either.
America isn’t finished with its business
of equality — and race does still be-
devil us — but our progress since the
twin blights of slavery and Jim Crow
isn’t insignificant.

Ever conscious of his pledge to
unity, Obama acknowledged as much,
saying that Wright wasn’t wrong to
talk about racism — even if it was one-
sided. He was wrong to speak “as if our
society was static: as if no progress has
been made.”

BUT WHAT HE didn’t acknowledge
is that Wright is completely off-the-
wall, even if the snippets we’ve seen
are only a fraction of his life’s work.
Give Wright credit for helping the un-
fortunate and for leading Obama to his
faith. But those accomplishments don’t
quite neutralize the anti-white message
of the man Obama selected as his spir-
itual mentor.

Like the best politicians, Obama
senses our restlessness. One of his
many gifts is his ability to lull people
with flawless logic and uplifting rheto-
ric.

Of course he disagrees with some of
Wright’s controversial statements —

just as most people disagree with some
of what their pastors and rabbis say.
We’re yum-yumming that idea, think-
ing “Yeah, that’s right,” when our inner
reality-checker kicks in and kills the
buzz.

Then we remember that advancing
lies and conspiracy theories that pit
black against white is not, in fact, de-
fensible. And that what many find of-
fensive in Wright’s statements is not
comparable to the minor differences
they likely have with their own pastors
and rabbis.

THE QUESTION still remains: Why
did Obama, future author of racial har-
mony, stay with a preacher whose
black nationalist leanings were no se-
cret?

Obama said he could no more de-
nounce Wright, who is “like family,”
than he could denounce the black com-
munity — or his white grandmother.
Instead, he praised Wright’s larger
presence and purpose in the black com-
munity as outweighing the YouTube
replays of a profane man on the verge
of paranoiac hysteria.

Moreover, the minister whom
Obama first got to know 20 years ago
spoke of “our obligations to love one
another.” But given Wright’s racist
eruptions, white Americans are justi-
fied in wondering whether those chari-
table thoughts also apply to them.

Finally, Obama suggested that if
Wright is occasionally angry, he has a
right to be, as does the community he
serves. And if white Americans are
startled to witness that anger, they
haven’t been paying attention.

THAT WAS A risky message, but
one that counted on a reliable well of
white guilt. Then Obama took another
pre-emptive gamble and implored
Americans to look at Wright’s anger,
rather than avert their gaze, and to em-
brace that anger as a prompt to change.

In other words, he artfully shifted fo-
cus from his still-perplexing relation-
ship with Wright to our own dark
hearts. The choice is ours, he said:

We can focus on one ol’ crazy uncle
who sometimes gets a little carried
away — and in so doing, destroy the
audacity of hope. Or, we can keep our
nation’s date with destiny, fulfill the
dream imagined 221 years ago to form
a more perfect union.

And elect Barack Obama.
Anyone who fails to embrace the

only appealing option — eschewing
cheap spectacle for a dance with des-
tiny to the tune of hope — begins to
feel a little woozy and, oddly, un-Amer-
ican.

Abracadabra.
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