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The first steps down the path of the spiritual quest may have been taken in a mind 

befogged by hallucinogenic stupor or an auditory epiphany in the midst of a performance 

of Bach's St. Matthew Passion. However that initiatory moment arrived, it likely occurred 

in one's teens or young adulthood.  Smitten by the awakening call to that which out leaps 

the self, the spiritual quest is a lifelong adventure that can take us to ecstatic moments of 

inner realization but also to the dead ends of failed gurus or self-destructive cults. In the 

chapter that follows, a multigenerational story of the spiritual search draws on 

contributions from the fields of life course development, gerontology, neurobiology and 

philosophy. The tale has its origins in mid-twentieth century, suburban and Jewish 

America. But its implications touch other lives in other places. 

"A Serious Man," the Coen Brothers' 2009 dark film comedy about a Biblical Job-like 

college physics professor, Larry Gopnick, is a biting satire on one man's effort to 

understand the soul-testing God of the Hebrews. In the movie, Larry's seemingly idyllic, 

mid-1960s middle-class, suburban life is beginning to crumble. Looking for answers to 

conflicts at home (his marriage is on the rocks), and at the office (he's up for tenure but 

hasn't published anything in years), Larry seeks spiritual guidance from rabbis. They 

preach patience and acceptance, glibly citing the impenetrable ways of HaShem (a 

substitute for the unutterable name of God). Adding to this woeful tale, Larry's son 

Danny, ensconced in his room supposedly preparing for his Bar Mitzvah, finds spiritual 

illumination in the glowing tip of a reefer. Meanwhile, down the hall, older sister, Sarah, 



is badgering her parents for a life changing rhinoplasty as she heads to the bathroom for 

another ritual immersion in shampoo and cream rinse.  

In hindsight, it is precisely young people like Danny and Sarah who turn out to be among 

the Jews of the Baby Boom generation destined to venture in search of alternative and 

New Age spirituality in their adult years. They will join the thousands of Jews, and 

millions of non-Jews, who set forth on a journey in search of a spiritual home. Their 

sojourn reminds us that those who pursue spirituality in middle or later life most likely 

embarked on their quest when they were younger.  Our Dannys and Sarahs would be 

swept up in the civil rights and anti-war movement, the drug culture, women's liberation 

and the sexual revolutions that reshaped post-war America, the UK and Europe. Though 

the fragrance of weed and hair product may still cling to them, the Gopnick kids have 

come a long way. Their stories could bring fresh insight to the relationship of spirituality 

and aging, providing us a multigenerational perspective.  

Suppose the Coen Brothers decided to make an updated sequel to "A Serious Man," 

bringing the Gopnik family into a contemporary perspective. They would benefit by 

getting hold of Wade Clark Roof's, A Generation of Seekers: the Spiritual Journeys of the 

Baby Boom Generation (1993). 

Roof illuminates the coming of age of young people of the 1960s.  He assigns the label 

"loyalists" to generational peers who remained steadfast in their religious views and 

affiliations, despite the political upheavals and social revolutions of the 1960s, 70s and 

80s. While "loyalists" make up about a third of his surveyed subjects, another quarter he 

terms "returnees." These are individuals who dropped out of churches and synagogues 

only to return as they began to raise families. The remaining 42 percent are the 

"dropouts" who, at least as of the time of the study, remained standing outside the portals 

of church or synagogue. Perhaps surprisingly, according to Roof, most of these 

"dropouts" (90 percent) reported having some religious training or association with a 

religious organization while growing up.  As we will see, Danny and Sarah belong to this 

latter group of searchers. 



Reflecting the larger cohort, the Jewish baby boomers were "homeless," argues Rabbi 

Richard Schwarz in Finding A Spiritual Home (1990). In his generational study, he 

argues that the American synagogue of the post-WW II era failed to meet the needs of a 

new breed of spiritually alienated young people. Following their Bar and Bat Mitzvah or 

Confirmation rites of passage, thousands of young Jews wandered away from what 

seemed to them archaic and irrelevant forms of Jewish practice such as abstaining from 

eating shellfish or driving on the Sabbath. Yet, asserts Schwarz, despite this groups' 

aversion to organized religion, over the years its members "have devoted a great deal of 

time and resources to explore a variety of spiritual groups and disciplines" (Schwarz, 

2000, p. 17). They are the people who have fuelled the explosive growth of New Age 

communes; healing, yoga and meditation centres; and various mainstream and esoteric 

Eastern religions. So prominent did Jewish devotees of Buddhism become that the term 

"Jewbus" (pronounced Jewboos) was coined (Kamenetz, 1995). Out of this cultural 

context Schwarz discovered what he calls "the New American Jew." As they grew older, 

they would swell the ranks of a burgeoning spirituality and aging movement.  

Schwarz describes his own and his peers' search for something more than what he calls 

the post-World War II "synagogue centre," which he typifies as a large, suburban edifice 

where parents dropped off kids for Hebrew school but rarely attended services in the 

cathedral-like sanctuary. Schwarz claims his peers sought an intimate place of true 

communion among members vitally involved in helping to lead, reshape and carry out all 

aspects of synagogue life from Torah chanting to teaching in the religious school, from 

committing time to the work of the social action committee to organizing home-based, 

neighborhood Shabbat dinners. In short, what he characterizes as the "synagogue 

community."  

Schwarz profiles four synagogues, ranging from Reform to Orthodox that, in his 

estimation, succeeded in transforming themselves into spiritual homes. He identifies 

critically important qualities such as inclusiveness (of age, mindset, ethnicity), 



empowerment (encouraging lay-led services), innovation (experimentation with the 

prayer experience), a social action agenda that is outward looking toward the larger 

community's needs (dealing with hunger, homelessness, spousal abuse), and a system of 

personal support for crises (such as illness, divorce and deaths in the family).   

Projecting forward the two Gopnik children from their 1960s Minneapolis suburb to 

today, we find that Danny, a 58-year-old medical neuroscientist, is mapping wisdom onto 

the aging brain, while Sarah, a 62-year-old professor of social work, is doing public 

policy advocacy on the ethics of care in institutional settings. The adult children have also 

found their way to new spiritual homes such as Schwarz profiles.  Their journeys and 

their professional contributions to the field of aging brought them to an invitational 

symposium on spirituality and aging convened at the Cumberland Lodge in Windsor 

Great Park, England. We join them for this symposium within a symposium, as they 

exchange views with fellow participant, Ron Manheimer.  

  (Picture 20 studious looking men and women clad in tweed, plaid and camel hair 

jackets surround an oval oak conference table with piles of books, note pads, tablet 

computers and spectacles spread out before them.) 

Ron: Danny and Sarah, our symposium organizers summoned us to this manorial setting 

to take up a challenge: to respond to "the pressing need to bring to the fore ideas and 

evidence about the spiritual dimension of human lives and in particular as they move into 

later life." (Glances at the participants.) Looks like most of us have made that move. So I 

wonder. When we talk about our research subjects and clients, should we include 

ourselves?   

Sarah: (Gesturing with a raised finger.) Danny, if you don't mind, I'd like to jump in here. 

(Danny nods.) Ron, you know social work professionals are trained to pay close attention 

to our subjective reactions in working with clients. We practice what Pierre Bourdieu 

calls "reflexive sociology." As researchers and scholarly interpreters, certain aspects of 



our personal narratives inevitably come into play, which is fine as long as we are cautious 

about generalizing from personal experience. 

Ron: Thank you. That caveat in mind, let's go forward. How should we understand the 

term spirituality? 

Sarah: (Sarah nods, running her hand through her close-cropped gray hair.) I paint 

spirituality with a broad brush as referring to what "gives meaning and purpose to 

life" (Puchalski and Ferrell, 2010, p. 4).  Research like Harold Koenig have shown us that 

spirituality and religious beliefs have a huge impact on how people cope with serious 

illness and life's stresses and strains (Koenig et al, 2001). But, as social workers, our 

approach to religious and spiritual orientations in the face of these existential challenges 

hasn't always been so receptive. 

Ron: (Cocking his head.) How is that? 

Sarah: Well, take the related subject of reminiscence. I remember when our textbooks 

advised students that reminiscing in old age should be discouraged since it was evidence 

of pathological withdrawal from the realities of everyday life. We rejected the late 1950s 

"disengagement theory" of old aging and sang the praises of "activity theory." 

Consequently, social workers and other practitioners encouraged older clients to stay 

socially engaged and focused in the present moment.   

Danny: No drifting off into reveries, eh? 

Sarah:  Right, taboo. But thanks to the work of people like Robert Butler (1963) and 

McMahon & Rhudick (1964), we discovered that the life review process is a natural and 

beneficial part of growing old. We never stop searching for meaning. That search is the 

foundation of the spiritual life. So we changed course. We encouraged our students to 

help clients engage in purposeful reminiscence. (Sarah pauses, looks around at the 

group.) Of course, not all forms of reminiscence or life reviewing are beneficial for 

coping and morale. We can thank Peter (nods to participant Peter Coleman) for pointing 



out that sometimes preoccupation with events of the past can trigger depression in older 

people (Coleman, 1986, p.35).  

Ron: Peter may have more to say about that as it pertains to spirituality. Please continue. 

You're saying that the shift to a more positive view of reminiscing in later life also 

opened the way to greater appreciation of the role of spirituality. Isn't this what our 

Swedish colleague, Lars Tornstam's work is all about? 

Sarah: Yes, and I'm so disappointed he couldn't joined us. Lars helped us realize that 

when we rejected the disengagement theory's assertion that social withdrawal was a 

normal sign of aging, we may have, as they say, thrown the baby out with the bath water. 

There's important inner work that many older people need to do as they come to terms 

with frailty, disability, and the proximity of death. Some degree of withdrawal from social 

activities may be a good thing. You can't do the work of reconciling yourself to your past 

if social workers and activity directors keep prodding you to go, go, go. You need time 

for quiet reflection or maybe to write your life story or a family history. Lars charted 

these subtle shifts in one's outlook in later life, achieving what he calls 

Gerotranscendence. He add to our understanding of how many older people become less 

judgmental, more tolerant of life's paradoxes and contradictions and, do I dare say it 

among fellow scientists, more "inward" as they, and we, grow older (Tornstam, 2005).  

Danny: I love it. Scandinavian Lutherans turn Zen Buddhists. 

Sarah: Danny! Shush. 

Ron: So you're saying that meaning, purpose, coming to terms with one's past and one's 

mortality, are all important components of the spiritual in later life? 

Sarah: Exactly. Oh, and I'd want to add creativity. Marc Kaminsky showed us, there are 

wonderful opportunities to tap into the personal past for self-expression (Kaminsky, 

1984). I think we have to keep art in the picture. 



Ron: Thanks, Sarah. That helps us get focused. Danny, would you concur with your sister 

on this? 

Danny: Older sister Sarah? (Chuckles. Strokes his bearded chin.) But seriously, since you 

have indicated our personal lives are fair game, let's look at our own family history. The 

Coen Brothers' movie ended with that ominous scene of a tornado looming over the 

school playground. Fortunately, we survived. Three decades later, I see our family in a 

new way. Maybe it was a midlife crisis when our parents almost split up and Dad nearly 

got turned down for tenure. Dad hadn't reconciled his scientific training as a physicist 

with his uncritical religious beliefs. He started to knock on various rabbis' doors to get 

help straightening out his life. They counselled patience. He was patient. They said 

everything was in the hands of HaShem. He waited. Taking a page from the Book of Job, 

they hinted that maybe Dad was being punished for some transgressions. (Whispering 

into the microphone.) He was an infrequent synagogue-goer. And worse, he told his 

college students he believed more highly developed forms of human intelligence existed 

on other planets. (Returns to normal voice.) Those rabbinic innuendos upset him. Later, 

when I was in college, he told me that, under the stress of this crisis, the God of his 

youth, as he put it, "went kaput." Mom continued her involvement with Hadassah but 

Dad became a synagogue dropout until, a few years later he was smitten with Jewish 

mysticism. 

Sarah: (Drumming her pencil on the table.) Smitten! Yes, but not only with mysticism. 

Wasn't he sneaking next door to smoke marijuana with that sexpot, Mrs. Samsky?  

Danny: Mrs. Samsky! (Glances at Sarah.) I hadn't planned to go into that. But, yes, it's 

true she was something of a recreational user. A bit ahead of the times -- for the Jewish 

suburbs, I mean.  Still, Mrs. S. played the role of messenger. She told Dad about Reb 

Zalman. Read about him in her synagogue bulletin. This mystical Jewish rabbi was 

coming to Beth Israel to do a workshop on the Jewish Renewal Movement. Maybe, if he 

attended, he could renew his -- what did Dad say she called it? Oh, right, his 'zest for life.'  



Sarah: Reb Zalman fits right in to our topic because as he got older, he took on the 

mantel -- or should I say, prayer shawl -- of the wise spiritual elder (Schacter-Shalomi, 

1995). But back in the '70s when he was in his 50s, Zalman was a wild and crazy guy 

who went around turning mild-mannered Jews into enraptured Hasidim. Singing, 

chanting, dancing. Even meditating. And in synagogue. Imagine.  He taught Kabbalah in 

a way that Dad could integrate with what he knew about physics. Remember him 

lecturing us about how the Big Bang theory and quantum physics were completely 

harmonious with the Kabbalah? He loved the idea that in order to create the universe, 

God, whose presence supposedly filled every inch of the cosmos, had to contract himself 

to make room to birth a universe. This act of contraction into a tiny ball of energy that 

then explodes out in all directions is called Tzimtzum (Matt, 1998). 

Danny: Yes, God is energy and we're stardust and everything's connected. (Laughs.) 

Who'd have expected anything like this coming from Dad? But it helped to pull him out 

of his slump and, incidentally, I think it made him a better teacher. One of his former 

students told me that Dad stopped lecturing AT and started talking WITH them about the 

beauty of mathematical physics. He got them into conversation and they actually started 

asking questions instead of just sitting there like zombies. 

Ron: Danny and Sarah, I'm going to have to interrupt here to make sure we stay on track. 

What I'm hearing you say is that people like Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, as we know him 

from his various books, inspired your father to discover a more sophisticated and nuanced 

form of spiritual life than he had previously held. It did not draw him away from his faith 

tradition but more deeply into it. How do you think that helps us understand the bigger 

picture about spirituality and aging? 

Sarah: (Smiles.) It shows that spirituality is part of both individual development and 

social change. Our parents were forerunners of the whole spirituality and aging 

movement before    (curling her fingers into quotation marks) "conscious aging" 

conferences and new academic journals on religion and spirituality cropped up. Dad 

didn't know that spirituality was supposed to improve his physical and mental health and 



his prospects for longevity. But connecting to Jewish mysticism helped him pull his life 

together. Not only in the sense of integrating what were separate and sometimes 

conflicting pieces, like his rational science mind and his emotional spiritual mind. He was 

finding his way to becoming (at the risk of sounding trite) a whole person. As he did so, 

he became a better husband to Mom and definitely a more involved and supportive 

parent. Wouldn't you agree, Danny? 

Danny: Yes. But I feel the need to interject a note of caution. We have a tendency to push 

spirituality in a normative way, like if you fail at spirituality you're a loser. What 

happened to our father, I think, can happen to other people. As he got more and more into 

Jewish mysticism and studying Torah and making all these connection to physics, he hit a 

roadblock. 

Sarah: Roadblock? More like quicksand.  

Ron: You mean your father had a breakdown of some sort? 

Danny: (Nodding.) I would categorize it as situational depression. We didn't know this 

until we were older, but Dad had grown up with a pretty abusive father. We never knew 

our paternal grandfather, who died of pneumonia before we were born. Turns out that 

Dad had a rough time as a kid. His father drank and had a temper. His enthusiasm, and 

even his periodic states of spiritual ecstasy, with or without the aid of marijuana, 

weakened the shell of repressed memories. It's like he was being pulled upward and 

downward at the same time. 

Sarah: Yes. And this is something else the Coen Brothers completely missed. The year 

portrayed in the film was the same year as the Six Day War in the Middle East, an event 

that completely transformed American Jewry. He hadn't been an outspoken Zionist but 

this was a turning point for Dad. I think spirituality is almost always tinged by politics. 

The following year, our parents went to Israel and as part of the group tour they visited 

the Holocaust Memorial, Yad Vashem. Danny, I don't think I can talk about this. You 

explain. 



Danny: Dad was in the Army during World War II and his unit stumbled onto one of the 

forced labour camps. His group had to load bodies into trucks and take documentary 

pictures of the crematoriums and the warehouses filled with piles of human hair and teeth 

from which the gold had been yanked. We heard this from his younger brother, our Uncle 

Arthur, who wasn't supposed to tell. Uncle revealed that Dad couldn't understand how 

God could let down his chosen people, the ones with whom he supposedly had a 

protective covenant. Like a lot of other vets, Dad put the war and what he had seen and 

done behind him. But this trip to Israel brought back repressed memories. 

Sarah: You might say that in addition to the marriage and tenure upheavals that made 

him a religious doubter, he had this second theological crisis. 

Danny: Yes, the episode with the concentration camp functioned as a kind of delayed 

reaction. As teenagers, we had some vague ideas about the Holocaust but, you know, it 

was history and it was far away. I guess our parents wanted to protect us. They always 

whispered when the subject came up. 

Sarah: In retrospect, I think that our father's difficulties reflect the kind of struggles that 

Erik Erikson talks about in his theory of life stages (Erikson, 1968). In his late forties and 

early fifties, our dad's life is like a documentary of Erikson's stage seven in which people 

seek to be, as Erikson calls it, "generative." In midlife they hope to pass on their heritage 

and values to the next generation and, for some, their knowledge and passion for their 

professional field to their students. Yet they may simultaneously feel used up, 

disappointed with their careers, bogged down with regrets and setbacks. What Erikson 

calls (making quotation marks) "stagnation" or "self-absorption.” 

We could see that in our father's case. Here was this brilliant man who hadn't published a 

single article since his dissertation and who, while he loved physics, could be a pretty 

uninspiring teacher and indifferent academic advisor. He wanted to care -- which is what 

Erikson thought should be the outcome of this struggle between generativity and 

stagnation -- but he didn't always care. And then in the next part of his life, after dancing 



around with Zalman and hanging out with Mrs. Samsky, he had this struggle to unify the 

different, maybe even divergent, parts of his life. (Counting on her fingers.) One, his 

repressed childhood anger toward his father. Two, remorse over his less than stellar 

career. And, three, the war memories. Dad's search for wisdom took him through the 

stormy period of "integrity versus despair," as Erikson captions his famous eighth stage, 

the one that's supposed to manifest a quality of wisdom. 

Ron: (Rubbing his forehead.) Are you and Danny suggesting that pursuing wisdom or the 

spiritual life necessarily involves conflict? 

Danny: If I may put on my neurological hat. I think what Sarah is alluding to is that, even 

from an earlier age, our development is shaped by the interplay of counter or even polar 

opposite forces. Decades ago, Erikson framed this dialectical view based on his clinical 

work with patients. Today, thanks to neuroimaging, we can actually see this in the brain.  

My colleagues, Dilip Jeste and James Harris and I have been studying wisdom in later 

life. Our research may throw some light on spirituality. We've identified two brain regions 

that are common to different domains of wisdom -- the prefrontal cortex and the limbic 

striatum, phylogenetically the newest and oldest parts of the brain. The brain has to match 

and integrate the activities of these two areas for us to achieve wisdom. What do I mean? 

Well, one part involves rational, disciplined, and calculated actions that are necessary for 

self-preservation. The other involves caring, socially supportive and emotional behaviour 

that we need for species survival. Wisdom involves mediating these opposite concerns -- 

self-preservation through rational calculation and care for others through empathy, which 

help insure the survival of the group (Dilip and Harris, 2010). 

Ron: Duality in the make up of human nature is an age-old theme among philosophers. 

Kierkegaard, for example, argues that to be human is to encompass finitude and 

infinitude, freedom and necessity, the temporal and the eternal. The very idea of being a 

self, for Kierkegaard, is a process of seeking to integrate these dualities. Relevant to our 

purposes, he defines the self as Spirit, which he describes as a self-relating process of 

reconciling our quest for the timeless with the human condition as mortals of the time 



bound. Spirituality, for Kierkegaard, is grounded in a person's awareness that his or her 

ability to engage in this self-relational process, this empowering awareness, is not a given 

but rather a gift. We discover but we don't invent it. Kierkegaard says the gift comes for 

what he abstractly calls the Power. This power is what enable us to "choose ourselves" in 

getting on the path to becoming a fully realized person.  

Danny: Awareness of the gift of the Power. (Scratches his head.) Interesting. I will have 

to get my fellow neuroimagers busy to see if we can find its location in the brain. 

Ron: (Laughs.) Good luck. Meanwhile, notice Kierkegaard's phenomenological 

formulation. We have the experience of dependency on the Power and transcendence 

through the Power. You've probably guessed that for the Danish Protestant, Kierkegaard, 

the source of this Power is God and the paradigm or mirror to this human duality of self 

is the God-man, Jesus. To see your own life as participation in this paradoxical journey is 

to gain in wisdom. But I wonder. Are they one and the same or is one dependent on the 

other? 

Sarah: They're related but, to my mind, quite different. The version of wisdom we 

psychologists study comes from people like Paul Baltes (Baltes and Smith, 1990). Very 

much a matter of advanced cognitive processing involving refined skills of judgment 

based on lots of experience. Emphasis is put on intelligence. Ironically, Danny's group of 

white-coated neuroscientist added a whole social and emotional piece. They argue that 

characteristics of wisdom include empathy, compassion and altruism. Now even some 

very intelligent if not brilliant people may lack any or all of these three qualities. Still, 

spirituality is different. As I see it, when you commit yourself to -- or maybe even can't 

stop yourself from-- pursuing a spiritual path, you're taking a leap into the unknown and 

the uncertain. You don't know what's going to happen or how things will turn out. Like 

with our dad, it's risky. Who knows what monsters lurk in the depth of the unconscious 

or, for that matter, what guardian spirits? As I see it, spirituality could be for the good or 

the bad. Look at the Jonestown Massacre. Hundreds of people following Jim Jones, their 

spiritual guru -- right up to gulping down the lethal Kool-Aid.  Then you've got these 



amazing French Protestant Huguenots of Le Chambon-Sur-Lignon who during World 

War II, selflessly risked their lives to hide thousands of Jewish children.  

Danny: I think Sarah's right about this. In our neurological research, we hypothesize that 

wisdom is good for you in old age because it gives you an adaptive advantage to better 

planner your survival strategy in the face of the health and socio-economic challenges of 

your later years.  Practical types, we've got to have some positive results and what could 

be more practical than individual and species survival? Whereas the people Sarah is 

describing were not putting much emphasis on self-preservation, either the Jim Jones 

followers or the good people of Le Chambon.  

Ron:  So wisdom in old age is biologically adaptive but spirituality may not be. We'll let 

our other symposium participants chime in this topic when it's their turn. For now, I'd like 

you to reflect a bit more about your family. We're heard a lot about your Dad but not 

much about your mother. In the movie she is presented as a slightly befuddled, middle-

class homemaker. 

Sarah: The Coen Brothers showed a lack of empathy.  

Ron: Uh, huh. So we're missing something here? 

Sarah: Oh, incredibly so. And this brings me back to what I mentioned early about the 

role of art in one's spiritual development. You see, after her frivolous love affair with Sy 

Ableman -- yes, that oaf had managed to crash his Cadillac into a brick wall, she and Dad 

made up. Miraculously, my brother managed to sleepwalk his way through his Bar 

Mitzvah (winks at Danny). After these events, she really blossomed. I think the 

counterpart to Dad's turning mystic Jew was Mom's joining a women's consciousness 

raising group. For women, you can't separate mid and later life spirituality from what 

happened in the 1970s. That whole Hadassah bunch got empowered along with millions 

of other American and European women. I remember seeing Mom sneak a copy of Betty 

Friedan's Feminine Mystique into her handbag to take to one of what she told us was a 

temple social committee meeting. After all, how can you pursue a spiritual path if you 



don't feel you have the freedom to shape your own life? Not that Dad was such an ogre. 

He was really very supportive of Mom though it seemed, at first, he didn't have a clue as 

to why she needed to "find herself."  After all, he'd "found her" and loved her. So that 

should have been enough. Of course, it wasn't. Not for her or for millions of other women 

who wanted to be socially productive and creative. The outcome of these group meetings 

is that she was motivated to go back to school. She wanted to finish the degree she had 

left incomplete when she opted to marry Dad and they had to move so he could take the 

teaching job in Minnesota. Like a lot of bright young women of her generation for whom 

secretarial work, teaching, nursing, librarianship or, ahem, social work were the 

acceptable professions, she had started out majoring in education. But going back to 

school in the early 1970s, she chose to major in art. And it wasn't art education, either. We 

were shocked. Our mom? An artist? 

Danny: You were already away at school so you didn't see the transformation of the 

basement into an art studio. Dad helped her. He was supportive if puzzled. This was not a 

side of the woman he'd thought he knew. 

Sarah: Right. Apparently, we didn't know her either. She was taking a painting class at 

the college. She started out doing conventional landscapes. But after a few trips to the 

Walker Art Museum and to downtown galleries, that all changed. I can only describe 

what she did as something like the work of Mark Rothko -- the Walker had several of his 

paintings. She began working on larger and larger canvases. Now picture this quite 

diminutive woman jumping up on a kitchen step stool to make these huge cloud-shaped 

fields of color that seemed to hover one above the other. It was awesome. She did these, 

Dad said, in an almost trance-like state, often listening to music. 

Danny: Yikes. That music. I'd come home from high school and hear these eerie sounds 

wafting up through the heating vents. What's his name? The Hungarian composer? 

Sarah: Bartok. She had Bartok string quartets cranked up on that old Victrola of ours.  



Danny: I couldn't understand how she could stand that music. It seemed so edgy and 

frenetic. Dad said he would come down the stairs from time to time and peek to make 

sure she was okay. He said she would be hopping on and off the step stool as she waved 

these big brushes and dancing around. Our parents. (Shakes his head.).  

Sarah: They had started out in young adulthood as Apollonians and in midlife were 

transforming themselves into Dionysians. 

Ron: You're referring to Nietzsche's distinction in The Birth of Tragedy, I presume? I 

wouldn't think this is part of a social work curriculum. 

Sarah: (Laughing.) I was a philosophy major before I decided to do something more 

applied. Went to grad school in social work. And, yes, it is from Nietzsche. His claim that 

we're pulled between these two divergent forces of rationality and intoxicated ecstasy, 

between what makes us separate and distinct human beings capable of greater and greater 

individuation and then what shatters our sense of separateness and allows us to tap into 

this raw pagan energy. Carl Jung seized on this in his psychological theory. Remember 

Jung's famous statement: "Too much of the animal distorts the civilized man, too much 

civilization makes sick animals" (Jung, 1912). 

Ron: So there we are, back to our theme about how human nature is driven by opposites 

or contraries. Maybe that's what makes life so messy. 

Sarah: Yes, messy. That's what was so interesting about Mom's paintings. She had this 

incredible energy going and sometimes her paintings turned out to be quite a muddy 

mess. She would look at them and laugh, saying: "Judith, you've done something very, 

very naughty." (Sarah laughs, shakes her head.) But when she was good and got a little 

more control over the piece, she could pull off the kind of effects that brought Rothko his 

fame. Glowing, hovering shapes that seemed to move up and down, forward and 

backward. Mom said her paintings were about chaos and order in creative tension. Dad 

said that when Mom felt she'd gotten it right, she would just stand there looking at the 



painting. Clad in what had been house painter's white overalls, but now were anything 

but white, she'd muse: "Oh, my." She was so pleased with herself. "Oh, my." 

Danny: The house was filled with these paintings. We'd say, 'Mom, why don't you exhibit 

them? You could probably sell some of them and make a fortune. 

Sarah: That wasn't her goal. Besides, the truth of the matter is that she didn't want to let 

any of them go. The painting, the music, this was her spiritual practice. 

Danny: This whole episode in our parents' life was strange. We were supposed to be the 

new radicals not trusting anyone under 30, protesting the war in Vietnam, going to sit-ins, 

and marching with Dr. King. Meanwhile, back at the ranch, our parents are acting like 

college kids with their mysticism and abstract expressionism. Doing all this 

experimenting that's supposed to be the province of the young. 

Ron: Weren't they an inspiration? Or did you feel that since they were being the wild and 

crazy ones that you had to follow the straight and narrow? 

Danny: It's true that they were taking up some of our generational space. They had 

usurped our destiny. Maybe even eclipsed us. But I think we kind of made up for it. 

(Laughs.)  

Ron: Uh, huh. How is that? 

Danny: Well, as we said, Dad was a little into marijuana but that's about all in the way of 

drugs he tried. Mom didn't seem to need any external stimulants. She had energy to burn. 

For me, my sophomore year, I dropped acid for the first time. Got some tabs from my 

high school friend, Benjy Portnoe. We were home on spring break from college and went 

to the arboretum to walk around. Come to think of it now, it was a Saturday. Now there's 

a way to celebrate the Sabbath! 

Ron: Uh, Danny? Reminiscing about drug experiences? Do you think this is a relevant 

aspect of looking at spirituality and aging? 



Danny: If you want to follow my post-Bar Mitzvah spiritual path, you need to know 

about psychedelic drugs like LSD, psilocybin, mescaline, hallucinogenic mushrooms, and 

all the rest of the psychotropic cornucopia members of my generation ingested during the 

heyday of the quest for higher consciousness (Wolfe, 1968). I agree. We don't want to be 

bragging about the great profundities we believe we discovered. Amphetamines that were 

used to mix with pure LSD influenced a lot of that. They trigger the brain's reward 

system. Tied in with acid's visionary states, the "speed" tends to exaggerate the pleasure 

you experience, putting a rosy glow around everything and making it all seem very 

profound. You can't be analytically detached when you're taking LSD. You're swinging 

way over on the Dionysian side of the spectrum that Sarah spoke about earlier.  

Ron: (Gives a little cough.) 

Danny: I'll keep this brief. Taking this drug, I had a number of epiphanies. For one, when 

Benjy and I were walking on this pathway through the arboretum, I remember we were 

talking about how fantastic everything smelled -- even the skunk cabbage in the wetland 

part of the landscape smelled delicious. Some fleeting impression pulled me up short and 

I turned around to look at where we had come from. The dirt path -- now this was a 

hallucination -- the path turned into multiple paths like multiple conduits in the cross-

section of a braided cable. And I saw us passing through a kind of simultaneous history. 

We were inside one of those conduits but there were people from other times moving 

simultaneously beside and all around us as if all of history were suddenly not 

chronological but simultaneous. What had seemed remote -- people from another time, 

previous generations who had been walking through this same landscape, were now 

walking beside us. They're part of us and we're part of them. (Laughs.) I tried to explain 

what I was seeing to Benjy. True to form, he just gave me his big toothy smile, nodded, 

'Yeah, man, whatever,' and pretended to understand.  

Ron: Did this experience make you want to major in history? Was that the outcome of 

this epiphany? 



Danny: (Shakes his head.) More like, the structure of consciousness and the possibility of 

multiple realities. You have to understand that this was just a beginning, an initiation rite. 

What followed was a series of investigatory experiences. I didn't give them that dignified 

label at the time. What is it that Kierkegaard said: 'We live life forward but only 

understand it backward'?   

Sarah: Even better, if I might interrupt, is T.S. Eliot's "we had the experience but missed 

the meaning." 

Danny: Yes, the meaning took a long time in coming. A whole lifetime, it seems. But at 

that moment, I just wanted to keep having these powerfully educational visions. I thought 

I was discovering the unseen made visible. Turned out I was gazing into the workings of 

my own mind. Eventually this accelerated curriculum in mind expansion came to a 

screeching halt. One night I was tripping with some friends and we were talking about 

how we could mentally stop time and experience what William James called the 

"expansive moment."  Speed, you know, brings on the "munchies." Someone had brought 

in a bag of French fries and I was simultaneously jabbering away and stuffing my mouth. 

Suddenly I started to choke. I couldn't get the French fry bole unstuck from my trachea. 

This was before we learned the Heimlich manoeuvre. So here I am. My life is flashing 

before me, and I'm thinking: What an absurd death.  Aspirating on French fries. 

Fortunately, I managed to dislodge the stuff. Coughed it up. I vowed that this was the end 

of my tripping. Unlike some of our friends who went off the deep end, some having 

psychotic episodes that required short-term institutionalization, I managed to get myself 

under control. I realized that I was trying to do a lifetime's worth of work in a few 

months. I had to slow this down. That's when I started to read about Zen Buddhism, and 

also when I got involved for a (fortunately) short time with "est," and "MindSpring." I 

also borrowed a couple of books from Dad on Jewish mysticism.  

 In short, my experiments with LSD helped me to realize that I needed to find my 

spiritual home, which, in certain ways, turned out to be a scientific one. A premed student 

at the time, I signed up for that major because I had a better than average memory ability, 



wanted the perks a doctor's life had to offer, and thought I'd do a little good for others. 

But what I started to learn about my mind made me curious about how and why the brain 

worked. So that led me to take some psych courses, especially experimental psych, which 

led me to the neurosciences, a promising field for research just coming into its own. Not 

to flatter myself, but I'm with Einstein. For me, to be in awe of nature is to find 

transcendence in scientific theories. I guess I'm something of a rational mystic. Brain 

science and traversing the spiritual way often seem like two radically different narratives. 

To me, they're simultaneous realities. 

Ron: Hmm, sounds like you're still on your trip through the braided cable. Sarah is 

Danny's formulation of his spiritual search and where he's coming from, does that fit your 

take on things? 

Sarah: I love hearing Danny talk about what he's discovered. In some ways, we are quite 

similar but in other ways, quite different. Danny's is a universal type of spirituality. He's 

essentially a humanistic Jew though he belongs to Adat Shalom, the Reconstructionist 

congregation not far from where he works at the National Institutes for Health in 

Bethesda. I don't hold to this view because in seeking to universalize Judaism and remove 

it from its particularity as a unique heritage and distinct destiny forged between Hashem 

(there I will also use that funny word) and the Jewish people, the authority of the law gets 

blurred. Maybe I need more certainty in my life and the presence of a more personal God 

than Danny's Spinozist version. For Danny, Nature substitutes for Kierkegaard's "the 

Power." His God is impersonal and mathematical. I'm what they call "frum," or 

observant. I try to keep Kosher and I attend synagogue on a regular basis. I made regular 

use of the mikveh, the ritual bath, until I went through menopause. As I've gotten older, I 

find that my practice of Judaism has a calming effect on me and continuously reminds me 

that I am part of something greater than myself. By practicing Judaism in this way -- as a 

way of life, not just loyalty to a set of abstract tenets, my outward behaviour creates an 

inner experience, rather than the other way around.  

Ron: So how does this impact your professional work? 



Sarah: To me the sacred isn't restricted to a sanctuary but can occur in the clinical 

examining room between doctor and patient. This is especially important for midlife and 

older patients who are more likely to be receiving disturbing information about their 

health than those younger. In my work on the ethics of care (Noddings, 1984), which is a 

relational approach to bioethics, I have applied Martin Buber's theory of the "I and 

Thou." So much more healing can be done in the interaction between doctor and patient 

when the physician stops hiding behind the doctor persona and becomes a real person 

who is truly present to the patient. That's my idea of applied spiritual practice. 

Danny: (Clears his throat, see's Sarah glance at him.) 

Sarah: I wasn't going to go into this but Danny's giving me the sign and I guess it's 

relevant to our gathering. You see, I am a lesbian. It hasn't been easy for us liberated 

Jewish women to find an acceptable place in modern Orthodoxy because we still are not 

allowed to be called to the bimah, the reader's platform, to recite from the Torah though 

we can now sit in sections of the main sanctuary along side the men and not, like in the 

old days, be totally screened off in a rear balcony. Being gay adds another set of 

challenges because modern Orthodoxy is not particularly gay friendly, unlike Reform and 

Conservative synagogues.  

Danny: Come on, Sarah, you know that even the so-called "modern" Orthodox 

congregations are intolerant of homosexuality. They've learned to be nice, even 

compassionate, and they tolerate you in the synagogue as long as you maintain the 

appearance of being in a Platonic relationship. But put an arm around Stephanie, in shul 

and see what would happen. 

Sarah: (Smiles.) Okay, so I live a life of contradiction. In years past, I probably would 

have rejected Orthodoxy and taken the easier way -- to go where I was accepted for who I 

am. But as I've gotten older, I've learned to make some compromises. As one of our 

friends put it, we "dwell in paradox." 



Ron: (Looking at his watch.) We appreciate your candor about these complicating matters 

of gender and spirituality. This is a good place to end our conversation. Before we turn 

the floor over to our next presenter, let's sum up what we've learned about spirituality as a 

lifelong process.  

Sarah: Ever the taskmaster. Okay, Ron, we've highlighted the fact spirituality doesn't take 

shape when you get old but is something that, for most of us, is part of a lengthy 

developmental process and a generational cohort one as well. Politics are involved, too. 

The life course seems to be driven by a play of contrary or oppositional forces, as Erikson 

pointed out. Part of that development includes a growing awareness of the life cycle 

itself. And like the earlier stages, the later ones also have this tension or polarity. 

Spirituality seems an admirable human quality yet it too reveals to us this perpetual 

struggle to accept and accommodate contrary or polarizing tendencies. Some people 

imagine that to be a spiritual person means you go around blissful all the time. But that's 

not my observation. The way I see it, you learn to embrace happiness and sorrow, 

successes and defeats, feelings of self-worth and worthlessness, a resolved and firm 

identity and the experience of having layers of your identity slip away. Ultimately, we 

have to relinquish self-mastery and ourselves. Danny? 

Danny: People who lead others in some spiritual practices need to be aware of the risks 

of encouraging others to open themselves up to the great mysteries of this awesome 

universe because among those mysteries reside personal dragons and demons. They 

should be wise and experienced enough to know how to help people prepare to meet their 

dark side. Look what happened to our mother's artistic mentor, Mark Rothko. He 

committed suicide. 

Sarah: Yes, that was sad. Many great spiritual figures have struggled with mental health 

issues.  



Ron: You and Danny have helped us to understand that besides our inner life, spirituality 

grows out of major changes in our culture as well as from generational and family 

experiences. And you've helped us examine how aging and development may deepen 

spirituality while still posing some risks and challenges. On behalf of our fellow 

symposium participants, I want to thank you for sharing your knowledge and life 

experiences. At lot has happened since you last appeared in the movies. 

(Scraping of chairs. A teaspoon rattles against a cup.) 
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