SPIRITUALITY
AGEING
We will be strengthened by the
knowledge that as the body weakens,
our spirit can be growing stronger.
Finbar Lynch writes of this "winter"
loss in his book Ageing and Praying:
"Now without the leaves of summer,
the tree's inner structure, which
supported the fruitfulness and
summer beauty, is more evident and
yields a different beauty to the
beholder. What summer hid is now
revealed. There is poverty here, but
beauty, too. This is winter beauty".
The beauty revealed will depend on
how life has been lived in the summer,
for what has been allowed to grow in
earlier years will become even more
obvious in later life.
Only those who, in their middle
years, have developed the gift of
generativity, will be able to reach the
wisdom which is the hallmark of the
later years. Generativity is the
quality of moving beyond occupation
with self to become more concerned
with enriching life for others. This
seeking the good of others becomes
central to the spirituality of these
years. It is made evident in the
concern, not only for the individual,
but also for the world in which we
live. Our work and prayers for peace
and justice flow from this broadened
solicitude as does our care for the
planet, even in the simple way we
tend a garden or look after a pet.
Generativity often includes letting go
of things which may better come to
fruition in the hands of another. And
sometimes to receive graciously from
others can prove life-giving for them.
John O'Donoghue speaks of death
as a presence which walks the road of
life with us, which accompanies us
each moment of our journey. It is good
then, and especially in our later
years, to make a friend of this life
companion so that when we reach our
last moments here on earth, we can
welcome it without fear. All of life
brings a series of little dyings, of
losses and diminishments, and in

each we experience the hand of a
loving God strengthening, guiding
and carrying us through the
darkness. Our faith assures us that
we shall be carried by that same
gentle hand into our final home.

A TIME OF
CONTEMPLATION
Prayer becomes simpler as we age and
we begin to recognise more fully God's
action taking possession of us,
transforming and helping us to see
and value things in new ways. For
many, the Eucharist takes on deeper
meaning as, through it, they are
caught up in the joys and sufferings of
all Christ's Body, the Church and the
whole of creation. God's presence is
found more readily in the world
around us and in the simple events of
everyday life, revealed in the beauty
of nature or the love of a friend. Times
of loneliness, too, can lead us to our
inner depths where God awaits us in
the silence of solitude. Words may no
longer be needed, just as they are no
longer needed between two people who
love each other deeply. We move to
contemplation.
Carmelite Father William
McNamara speaks of contemplation as
looking long and lovingly at reality, be
it the radiance of a sunset or the soft
glow of dawn, the strong form of an
athlete or the broken body of the
wounded. Reality is all around us,
waiting to be welcomed into our hearts
with joy, gentleness, just anger or
compassion. It is here we meet the God
of the real, for where there is love,
there is God. Through this, we are
gradually changed, transfigured by
the Spirit of God until with Paul we,
too, can say "For to me, living is Christ
and dying is gain". (Phil 1: 2 1).
In the stillness of contemplative
prayer, we learn to listen to the God
"who speaks to us through everything
that is, and who, most of all, speaks in
the depths of our own being, for we
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ourselves are words of God". (Thomas
Merton).
Mary d'Apice, a member of the Society
of the Sacred Heart, is a doctor,
psychotherapist and spiritual director.
Mary's work in counselling has been
largely with men and women in their
middle and later years. She is well
respected and widely known for her
lectures, workshops and seminars on
mid-life and ageing.
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MAJOR PERSONAL
GOALS AMONG
THE AGEING
1. Independence

The healthy ageing see the
ability to provide for their own
needs an important goal to
maintain. They will generally call
on others when they really need
help but will primarily stay as
independent for as long as
possible.
2. Conserving
personal resources

The ageing are generally aware
of conserving physical health,
mental vigour and economic
security.
3. Ability to cope
with adversity

Many ageing people have great
strength and ability to handle
the difficult situations which
come their way. Experience has
taught them to make the best of
things and not fight the
inevitable.
4. Ability to cope with
personal change

The aged would generally see
themselves as persons who have
gone through many changes in
life and as a result would have
grown more tolerant, less hasty,
more even-tempered and more
sensitive about the feelings of
others. This is not always the
case but we can find many
examples of such persons.
5. Searching for
meaning in later life

To some extent at least, ageing
releases people from the
compulsion to hurry, to compete,
to succeed or to excel. There is a
freedom to develop new ways of
thinking, new concerns and new
interests.

INFORM — 50ct per copy (minimum order: 10 copies). Single subscription is only available with Alternatives — Newsletter of the Catholic Adult
Education Centre: $20 per year, 5 issues. Single back issue of INFORM in print: $35 per set.

SPIRITUALITY
AGEING
Today's world is marked by
two related trends. More
people are living longer into
old age and concerns are
being raised about the
quality of extended life.
Spiritual, religious and
philosophical questions
need to be asked.
It is within this context
that Mary d'Apice explores
the spiritual dimension of
human existence and its
role in the ageing process.

SPIRITUALITY
AGEING

SPIRITUALITY
AGEING
PAUL BAUDIQUET, in his study of the
artist Rembrandt and his paintings,
concluded that "since his youth,
Rembrandt had but one vocation - to
grow old." Rembrandt had discovered
early in his life the inner beauty that
lay beneath the failing physical
powers of the aged. Much of his work
consisted in portraying this in his
graphic paintings of older people,
showing the depth of tenderness,
serenity and inner strength that could
still radiate through the gnarled
hands and bent form of so many of his
subjects. There was something about
this inner life which drew Rembrandt
from his youth, showing him that the
end time of life could be one of promise
and fulfilment rather than of despair
and loss of dignity.
Perhaps for all of us, this too is our
calling, our vocation - to grow old in
such a way that the inner beauty
inherent in each of us can find
expression despite failing faculties or
ill health. Each of us is, in the words
of St Paul, "God's work of art" (Eph 2:
1 0). As we grow old, we are moving
ever closer to the completion of that
work. For many, there will, however,
remain a deal of "sculpturing" to be
done before the end beauty is fully
revealed.
There is the story of a woman who
came across Michelangelo in his
studio, chipping away at a beautiful
block of marble. Shocked by the
apparent waste, as she saw the chips
piled on the floor, she rebuked him,
only to receive this answer from the
master sculptor: "The more the

marble wastes, the more the statue
grows." The later years of life so often
bring with them much wasting of our
physical attributes. How do we ensure
that as this takes place, something of
greater value is being allowed to grow?

MATURE AGE AS A GIFT
In a world so centred on youth, there
are few who see mature age as a gift.
But that is what it is - a gift brimming
over with the possibility of a deeper,
richer spiritual life. For this
enrichment to happen we need to take
time to reflect on our inner world and
the journey we have taken over the
years. New challenges will then be
found and new frontiers opened which
can lead into a world of fresh
possibilities and promise.

A TIME OF
SPIRITUAL NURTURING
What do we really mean when we
speak of a spirituality of ageing?
Spirituality is not a separate
component of life, not confined to
times of prayer or conscious awareness
of God. It underlies the whole of life our aspirations, desires, fears and selfsearching. It is the ground of our
friendships, delight in nature and all
of creation, our relationships with
others as well as with God. Planted
deep in the heart of each of us whether
it's recognised or not is a hunger, a
yearning for closeness with the Source
of all Being. It is this longing that
colours our aspirations and hopes, our
values and choices. But, like any seed,
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OF THE AGED:
• Older persons are: worthy of
"honour" (1 Chinn. 29:28) and "glory"
(Prov, 16:31).

• They possess what should be
valued highest: "wisdom and
understanding" (Job 12.12).
+ Older persons are to receive
special regard and widows cared for
(1 Tim. 5:1-3).

+ The process of ageing is neither
inherently miserable nor inherently
sublime. Like every stage of life, it
has its joys, sorrows, hopes,
disappointments, fears, freedoms,
and potentials. The challenges are
great as the Bible confirms (Ps.90:10;
Ps. 71:9).
it needs to be nurtured in order to
grow stronger and blossom.
Retirement can give the time and
space needed to cultivate this desire
for God. As one man wrote:
"Retirement is very much about ongoing formation in our spiritual
journey and that unfinished journey
into self-revelation ... One begins to
sense divinity all around and within."
If mature age is part of the all-wise
and all-loving plan of the Creator,
then surely it must hold a special
blessing. It is that blessing the aged
are called to find and celebrate. For
these are the wisdom years.
The wisdom born of life's experiences
- with all their valuable insights and
learnings, their vicissitudes and
blunders - must meld with the divine
wisdom imparted to us by God's Spirit.
For it is only when the human and the
sacred integrate in this way that we
can arrive at our full spiritual
potential.
Life is a journey towards wisdom,
but it won't be complete until we come
to terms with what Eric Erikson calls
"the inalterability of the past and the
unknowability of the future".

A

TIME OF
REMINISCENCE
Life is a gift, one for which we can
never be adequately grateful. To
spend time gently revisiting the past,
calling to mind the events which have
made up our lives, can be a reflection
on how God has walked with us on
that journey, and spoken to us

through the ordinary circumstances of
daily living. This "prayer of
reminiscence" can become a personal
psalm of thanks and praise. It is also a
way of gathering together the threads
of a life-time in such a way that it can
enable us to let go of this life more
readily when the call comes to do so.
Such a reflection will bring back not
only the happy times but the parts of
our past which may still need healing.
There may well be need to let go of old
hurt, anger or bitterness before
healing can take place, and then to
forgive those who have been
responsible.
To forgive is rarely easy and may
require much time and effort. It
doesn't mean to condone what
happened but it does call for a genuine
love of the offender. This love means to
sincerely want to pardon and wish
good to the one responsible for the
hurt, for forgiveness lies in the will
rather than the feelings. When it is
understood in this way, it becomes far
more possible, even though we may
never reach reconciliation.
To forgive oneself for failings or
mistakes may be even more difficult,
but equally important. So much of the
success of our passage through life lies
in the ability to accept, appreciate and
revere ourselves, to know ourselves as
we truly are, people precious in the
eyes of the One who brought us into
being. We may have done much that is
regrettable but that cannot alter our
intrinsic worth. To learn to be gentle,
forgiving and loving towards ourselves
is not always easy but as John
O'Donoghue notes in Anam Cara: "The
way you look at things is the most
powerful force in shaping your life. If
you can learn to look at yourself and
your life in a gentle, creative and
adventurous way, you will be eternally
surprised at what you find."
The way we perceive ourselves, other
people and God is the most powerful
force shaping our spirituality. If we can
learn to look with positive, hope-filled
and trusting eyes, we will be amazed at
what we discover.
Although Jesus came to reveal to us
that God wished to be known as a
loving, compassionate and caring
parent, we so often allow ourselves to
question this. In the times when we
are most in touch with our sinfulness,
brokenness and failures, it is good to
remember that God was One who,

through Jesus, befriended the poor,
the outcasts and sinners. The God
Jesus portrayed was not a demanding,
unforgiving God but, rather, one who
blessed the poor, strengthened the
weak and healed the broken.

A

TIME OF
THANKSGIVING

As we look back on our lives the
memories that surface need to be
gathered and harvested with
gentleness, thanksgiving, compassion
and, perhaps, with sorrow and
forgiveness.
Later life is a time when the older
person is called to let go of much that
is precious. Not only may it become
necessary to give up the comforts of a
family home, a supportive
neighbourhood and friends in favour
of the new surroundings of a
retirement village or nursing home,
but the diminishments the body is
experiencing can be an even greater
loss. This can be the source of
bitterness and discontent, or, if met
with a generous spirit, can be turned
into a growthful experience. As with all
loss, it is important to feel and grieve
through the pain. Then, rather than
sink into depression, it is good to call to
mind with gratitude all that part of the
body has done during the many years it
has been healthy and whole.
As hands begin to tremble, let that
be a reminder to thank them for all
they have done over the years - for
their steadiness, their dexterity, their
reliability. As eyes dim, be grateful for
the wonder of the beauty they have
revealed for so long. And when feet
begin to falter, marvel at the way they
have carried you through the journey
of life. Even when memory begins to
fade, there is so much to be
appreciative of in the store of
wondrous happenings which life's
experience has garnered there. Our
bodies are a gift of God and we can
never be thankful enough for "the
wonder of our being". (Ps. 139)

A TIME FOR CHOOSING
One thing we do not lose as we grow
old is the freedom to choose our
attitude to what is happening. If,
guided by wisdom, we choose to greet
the diminishments which face us with
gratitude for the past, old age will be
a time of serenity and contentment.

SOME AIDS TO
AGEING JOYFULLY
1. Adopt a positive attitude
towards ageing: Know that though

the losses may be great, the gain can
be even greater.
2. Be concerned with enriching
life for others: Be alert to the needs

of those around you and of the wider
world. These may often be met by
prayer.
3. Maintain self-esteem:

Remember always that you are
unique and precious in the sight of
God.
4. Respect the ageing body: Show
your gratitude to your body by
regular medical attention,
appropriate exercise and an attitude
of "wellness".
5. Keep your mind alert; Read

widely while this is possible, keep in
touch with world affairs. Games and
puzzles can stimulate mental
processes.
6. Find meaning in life as it is
now: Look for ways you can still

contribute to society. Recognise the
value of simple things — a smile
given, the affirmation of another, a
garden tended.
7. Bring to resolution and healing
the hurts of the past: When a

grudge is held on to, it is you who
suffer most. Take your pain in prayer
to the God who loves to heal.
8. Be willing to let go: of past
angers and resentments, unnecessary
fears and anxiety, even of physical
changes as the body ages. Then you
will be open to receive fresh gifts.
9. Remain as independent as is
possible: Do all you are still able to,

while remembering to receive help
graciously when it's offered.
10. Give time to contemplation
and reflection: Bear in mind that

God is waiting to be met in the story
of your life and in the world around
you.
11. Befriend death: Think often of
your dying, aware that it will be the
doorway to eternal peace and joy.
12. Make love the motivating
force of life: The more you give, the

more you will receive. Know that
where there is love, there God is to
be found.

