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SPIRITUALITY OF THE OLD ESPECIALLY OF 
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One of the most attractive “Jumbo Movies” often shown in the History Channel is ‘St. Peter.’ In this movie the old Peter gets a message through St. Mark from the Pauline Roman Christians. Mark tells Peter that the Christians in Rome are eagerly waiting to hear the precious teachings of Jesus from the mouth of the very leader of the Apostles. Peter in meditation gets the same message from Jesus Himself that he should go to Rome. Peter, the totally dedicated and generous disciple of Christ that he is, still remains the same old impulsive man. Walking rather nervously with his swollen feet Peter shouts at the top of his voice, albeit reverently and prayerfully: “Jesus, you do not seem to know the problems of an old man like me. Remember, Rome is not in our neighbourhood.” Peter must have thought that Jesus, crucified at the peak of his youth, could not know from his own experience, the problems of the aged people. 

When we look into Christian spirituality we hardly find anything serious about the spirituality for the ageing or the old. Both the Latin and the Cappadochian Fathers experienced the problems of old age. But their spiritual treatises were written mostly during their middle age or pre-old age situation. Hence, we see very little in their writings something specially valuable for the old. Of course, it is unrealistic to expect inspiring spiritual writings for posterity from the pens of senile, doting, cranky, weak, and sick old people. But the great medieval and post-medieval spiritual writers like Bernard, Aquinas, Bonaventure, Catherine of Sienna, Ignatius of Loyola, John of the Cross, Theresa of Avila and Francis de Sales handed down their precious spiritual legacy in their late adulthood, middle age or pre-old age. With my limited knowledge of the teachings of these great saints and so, at the risk of being accused of presumptuousness, I venture to state, in terms of random sampling, that the massive writings of these saintly & learned persons do not seem to offer much materials for a spirituality for the aging clerics and religious. I was, however, pleasantly surprised recently to see some enlightening articles for the eldering religious in the Jesuit news magazine Jivan (May-June 2008) and in the Malayalam Theological magazine Karunikan (May 2008). 

In the first part of this paper we shall have a close look at the reality of old age and the elderly. We shall do this first in a general way through some facts and figures. Looking at the eldering people from the points of view of physiology and psychology will follow. Then we shall get into the ashrama system of Hindu tradition that can make valuable contributions to the spirituality of old age. These views, especially the psychological ones emphasizing the “self-realization” or similar ideals and the ideals of the ashrama, system help us to focus on the final destiny of our ‘life-journey.’ It is on the background of these facts and data about the old that we are going to articulate our views on the Christian spirituality of the elderly religious. At the beginning of the second part some descriptive statements will be made about our concept of spirituality. We shall spell out the this-worldly (historical) and the other-worldly (eschatological) dimensions of Christian spirituality. I will make a few practical points when we deal with its this-worldly dimension. In the final part I will give a few exercises hoping that these or similar ones would help one to grow into healthy old age.
I. THE REALITY OF THE OLD AND OLD AGE
A. Some General Considerations with Facts and Figures


When we speak of old people we are tempted to think of them as a small minority. Four or five decades ago in a village of hundreds or even thousands of people we could point out just a handful of village-elders. Due to various factors like improved socio-economic structures, welfare systems and up-to-date medicines, life expectancy has been growing by leaps and bounds. Let us have a look at the statistical data on the growing population of the aged.

According to the statistics given by the UNO, by the year 2050 there will be 200 crores of people who are above sixty.
 An article by N. Suresh in the Nursing Journal of India (Octobet 2002) states: “It is estimated that there are 416 million old people (aged 60 years and above) around the globe and by 2020, 11.9% of the world’s population will be above 60 years. In India also the trend is the same: 7.5% of the total population is above 60 years and the life expectancy is increasing gradually.”
 

Dr. Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, concentrating on USA gives some other interesting data about the growing number of old people: “In 1776, a child born in the United States had an average life expectancy of thirty-five. In a little more than two centuries, thanks to medical breakthroughs, public health campaigns and lifestyle changes, Americans have more than doubled that figure to seventy-five. By the middle of the next century, the National Institute of Aging projects that life expectancy will be eighty-six years for men and nearly ninety-two years for women. One hundred years ago, only 2.4 million Americans were over sixty-five, making up less than 4 percent of the population…. Throughout most of recorded history, only one in ten people could expect to live to the age of sixty-five…. Today, nearly 80 percent of Americans will live to be past that age.”
 

According to these data, old people constitute a large portion of the population today. As children deserve special care and consideration in welfare planning, the same could be said about the old, especially when it is guided by a value system, which respects human rights and dignity. This consideration has to be on the micro level of the family or of the Religious houses and on the macro level of the states and Religious Congregations as well. 

In Gujarati there are two words to express old age: Ghadpan and Vrudhhavastha. The first comes from the word ghatavum which means to get diminished, to become smaller, to shrink, etc. This term expresses that in old age, man’s physical abilities and psychological aspirations, adventurism and dare-devilry, intellectual depth and achievements get diminished and become less and less. The latter word comes from vruddhi which means growth, expansion, etc. These two terms bring out the positive and negative approaches to old age.


Today we live in a youth-centred culture very much influenced by Americanism. About this culture Zalman writes: “Everywhere you look, old age suffers from a bad reputation. Because of negative images and expectations shared by our culture, people enter the country called ‘old age’ with fear and trembling. Feeling betrayed by their bodies and defeated by life, they believe they’re condemned to lives of decreasing self-esteem and respect. As citizens of this oppressed nation, they expect to suffer from reduced vigor, enjoyment and social usefulness.”
 

Influenced by this youth-centred culture, many elderly people refuse to acknowledge their age and disabilities. Often elderly and even old people try to disguise their age and pretend to be young in their style of speech, dress and various other behavioural patterns. These people often look really ridiculous, or shall I say, old wine in ‘new’ wine-skins. 

According to the positive point of view, an elder stood for self-control, impartiality and wisdom. Dr. Zalman writes: “Throughout most of history, elders occupied honored roles in society as sages and seers, leaders and judges, guardians of the traditions and instructors of the young. They were revered as gurus, shamans, wise old men and women who helped guide the social order and who initiated spiritual seekers into the mysteries of inner space. Beginning with the Industrial Revolution, with its emphasis on technological knowledge that often was beyond their ken, elders lost their esteemed place in society and fell into the disempowered state that we now ascribe to a ‘normal’ old age. Today, as the Age Wave crests all about us and we confront existential questions about the purpose of our extended longevity, we are searching for new myths and models to ennoble the experience of old age.”
 

In the ancient civilizations, the Greeks and the Romans could be contrasted to highlight the negative and positive attitudes towards old age. Dr. Zalman writes about the Greeks: “Since the Greeks valued youthful heroism, physical perfection and beauty, it’s not surprising that they looked upon aging as a catastrophe, a form of divine punishment. ‘The gods hate old age,’ says Aphrodite in the Homeric Hymn to Aphrodite…. Greek literature reveals how pessimistic people felt about growing old. The poets Homer and Hesiod describe old age using epithets such as ‘hateful,’ ‘accursed,’ and ‘sorrowful.’ In general, poets and playwrights lampooned the elderly as ugly, feeble and worthy of social rejection…. In fact, in the Rhetoric, Aristotle rails against old people, accusing them of being cowardly, selfish, suspicious, talkative, avaricious and ill-honoured.”


Now look at the Roman culture in contrast to the Greek. One of the most respected ancient Roman institutions was the Roman Senate. The words ‘senate’ and ‘senator’ come from the Latin word ‘senex’ which means old man, elder. In the senate, elders actively guided public policy following Cicero’s maxim, ‘Young men for action, old men for counsel.’ Indeed, it was this Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero who wrote the well-known book De Senectute glorifying old-age, perhaps one of the first and finest books on old-age from the ancient West. 

B. The Physiological Consideration


Recently I asked a man in his late sixties how he was. His answer was the following: “For a man in his late sixties, I am really well. Have you seen anywhere a pump functioning for sixty-five years without wear and tear and without repair work? Is there anything surprising that in my body there are a number of air-pumps, liquid-pumps and solid-pumps, all of which are clamouring for repairs? Do you know how many kilometers of piping system are there in my body? Without any repair work for more than six decades the sewage system in my body has been going on with minor complaints. I cannot have the option of the man who imported two German cars, one for his use and the other for spare-parts for replacing the damaged parts of the car in use. May I stop here? This is the reality of the well-being of this old man who is very proud of being old and yet do not like to be unrealistic.”
It is not fully right to compare the human body with an aging car or, a dilapidated building. But in many respects they bear comparison. There is no point for an old man dyeing his hair with black paint, walking about briskly and upright in youthful dress. We have to accept the truth of the growing weakness and dysfunctionality of our body. But human body is not like an aging machine. The mind has great control of our body and its welfare. But it also must be stated that the body too has certain control over our mind. Mens sana in corpore sano (=A healthy mind in a healthy body).

Let us have a look at some research findings reported in the March issue of the American Journal of Psychiatry, headed by Dr. Nora Volkow. The article states: “This is the first study to look at the significance – both for motor function and cognitive function – of the normal changes in brain chemistry that occur in healthy people as we age… And while we don’t know for certain what might be able to prevent these changes and slow these universal effects of aging, we think it should be possible… Previous studies had shown that the number of dopamine receptors in the brain decreases with age, and that the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease are caused by dopamine problems. But none had ever looked at the physical and mental result of that decrease in healthy people.”

Here I feel quite at home with the Jungian comparison of the journey of the sun with the human journey. William Sequeira comments on such imagery: “The sun once it rises in the morning climbs higher and higher in the sky trying to penetrate every nook and corner of this earth giving its light. But once it is noon the sun reaches its zenith beyond which it cannot climb… His ‘up’ moments are over, now its ‘down’ moments begin, its descent… The morning of one’s life is marked by achievement, name and fame. The noon for a person is when he or she reaches the mid-point of his or her life… The afternoon and evening of one’s life are marked by signs of certain social withdrawal and fatigue. It is a period of interiority and self discovery.”
 

In depicting human life-journey, I am equally at home with the metaphor of the ascending staircases of a building connected with the descending ones on the opposite direction. Shankaracharya chides an old Sanskrit Pandit through the well-known poem Bhaja Govindam, for spending his old age wrestling with the rules of Panini’s Grammar without giving any thought to God (Lord Govinda). To offer a glimpse into its beauty and depth, I shall cite its first verse: 

Angam galitam palitam mundam 

Dashanavihinam jatum tundam

Vruddho jatu gruhutva dandam

Tadapi munchayati asha pindam 

Bhajagovindam bhajagovindam 

Govindam bhaja mudhamate 

(Paraphrase: Your limbs are decaying, your head has become bald, your gums in the mouth are teethless, yet you go about with a stick in your hand without, however, getting rid of your attachments. Oh Foolish man, worship Sri Govinda, I say, spend your time worshiping Him!). 

C. From the Psychological Point of View


Carl Gustav Jung could be considered the father of Midlife Psychology.  Dr. Zalman gives a brief description of Jung’s view. First he gives a very important Jungian Principle from his book The Stages of Life, that “A human being would certainly not grow to be seventy or eighty years old if this longevity had no meaning for the species… The afternoon of human life must also have a significance of its own and cannot be merely a pitiful appendage to life’s morning… Whoever carries over into the afternoon the law of the morning… must pay for it with damage to his soul.” Zalman explains briefly Jung’s views in the light of this principle: “Jung held that spirituality should take precedence in later life when physical energy wanes and we lose friends and family members. He also believed that having a spiritual goal that points beyond ‘the purely natural man and his worldly existence’ makes for psychological health. What cured patients in the second half of life, he once observed, was cultivating a spiritual outlook on life.”


Erik Erikson points out eight stages in human development. The first to the sixth relate to early infancy to young adulthood (the twenties). For our study of the aging, the last two are specially relevant. According to him, the task at this stage is to cultivate a proper balance of generativity and stagnation. Generativity is an extension of love into the future. It is a concern for the next generation and all future generations. As such, it is considerably less “selfish” than the intimacy of the previous stage: Intimacy, the love between lovers or friends, is a love between equals, and it is necessarily reciprocal. Of course we love each other unselfishly, but the reality is such that, if the love is not returned, we don’t consider it a true love. With generativity, that implicit expectation of reciprocity isn’t there, at least not as strongly. Few parents expect a “return on their investment” from their children; if they do, we don’t think of them as very good parents! Although the majority of people practice generativity by having and raising children, there are many other ways as well. Erikson considers teaching, writing, invention, the arts and sciences, social activism, and generally contributing to the welfare of future generations to be generativity as well.


The eighth and the final stage, he calls, late adulthood, maturity or old age. The task of this stage is ego integrity. This concept bears comparison with Jung’s stage of spirituality and Abraham Maslow’s ‘fulfillment’ of “being needs” or “self-actualization” needs. This stage is understood in contrast to the non-integrated situation of old age. In the modern youth-culture a retired man can easily get into a sense of unwantedness and uselessness. Their parenting is not required nor their ‘wise advices’ solicited. Then there is a sense of biological uselessness, as the body no longer does everything it used to. Then there are the illnesses of old age, such as arthritis, diabetes, heart problems, concerns about breast and ovarian and prostrate cancers. There come fears about things that one was never afraid of before – the flu, for example, or just falling down. Along with the illnesses come concerns of death. Friends die. Relatives die. One’s spouse dies. It is, of course, certain that you, too, will have your turn. Faced with all this, it might seem like everyone would feel despair.


In response to this situation of despair some people get pre-occupied with their achievements of the past and with blowing their own trumpets to the boredom of people around them especially of the young. Some would be pre-occupied with their bad decisions and failures. Such pre-occupations make them depressed, spiteful, paranoid, hypochondriacal or developing the patterns of senility with or without physical bases. 

“Ego integrity means coming to terms with your life, and thereby coming to terms with the end of life. If you are able to look back and accept the course of events, the choices made, your life as you lived it, as being necessary, then you needn’t fear death… We’ve all made mistakes, some of them pretty nasty ones; yet, if you hadn’t made these mistakes, you wouldn’t be who you are. If you had been very fortunate, or if you had played it safe and made very few mistakes, your life would not have been as rich as it is… Someone who approaches death without fear has the strength Erikson calls, wisdom.”
 

Now let us read Zalman’s comments on “ego integration”: “According to Erikson, those who possess ego integrity defend the dignity of their lifestyles against all physical or economic threats. Their strength stems from the development of wisdom, which he defines as ‘detached concern with life itself, in the face of death itself. Where do we find such wisdom? As the ultimate flowering of human maturity, ‘It comes from life experience, well-digested,’ asserts Joan Erikson, an artist and frequent collaborator with her husband, in a New York Times article published in 1988. ‘It’s not what comes from reading great books. When it comes to understanding life, experiential learning is the only worthwhile kind; everything else is hearsay.’”

Abraham Maslow’s well-known “hierarchy of needs” shed further light on the dynamics of the old age. After responding to the physiological needs, security needs, needs for love and affiliation and esteem needs, we come to the final stage of self-actualization needs. If you have significant problems along your development – a period of extreme insecurity or hunger as a child, or the loss of a family member through death or divorce, or significant neglect or abuse – you may ‘fixate’ on that set of needs for the rest of your life. This is Maslow’s understanding of neurosis.

After picking up a number of outstanding people like Abraham Lincoln, Albert Einstein and William James he points out certain qualities and characteristics in them which could belong to his self-realized persons. A few such qualities could be presented here paraphrasing them to suit our context, as ideals worth aspiring for by serious eldering persons: “These people were reality-centred, which means they could differentiate what is fake and dishonest from what is real and genuine. They were problem-centred, meaning they treated life’s difficulties as problems demanding solutions, not as personal troubles to be railed at or surrendered to. And they had a different perception of means and ends. They felt that the ends don’t necessarily justify the means, that the means could be ends themselves, and that the means – the journey – was often more important than the ends… Further, they had a sense of humility and respect towards others – something Maslow also called democratic values – meaning that they were open to ethnic and individual variety, even treasuring it. They had a quality Maslow called human kinship – social interest, compassion, humanity. And this was accompanied by a strong ethics… Along with this comes their ability to be creative, inventive and original. And, finally, these people tended to have more peak experiences than the average person. A peak experience is one that takes you out of yourself, that makes you feel very tiny, or very large, to some extent one with life or nature or God. It gives you a feeling of being a part of the infinite and the eternal.”

D.  Old Age in the Indian Religious Context

In India the different stages of a person’s life are put under the ashrama system. There is no direct reference to this system in the Vedas though in the Rigveda (10:136:2 & 4) there are references to the last stage where the sanyasins are called munis. In the Vedic literature one who belongs to the fourth stage has various names: “It would thus be seen that a person who belongs to the last ashrama is variously called parivrat or parivrajaka (one who does not stay in one place but wanders from place to place), bhikshu (one who begs for his livelihood), muni (one who ponders over the mysteries of life and death), yati (one who controls his senses). These words suggest the various characteristics of the man who undertakes the fourth ashrama.”

Kane summarizes what is said about these ashramas in Manu Smŗti: “The theory of Manu about these ashramas is as follows. The span of human life is one hundred years (satayur vai purusah). All do not live to that age, but that is the maximum age one can expect to reach. This should be divided into four parts. As one cannot know beforehand what age one is going to reach, it is not to be supposed that these four parts are each of 25 years. They may be more or less. As stated in Manu IV.1 the first part of man’s life is brahmacarya in which he learns at his teacher’s house and after he has finished his study, in the second part of his life he marries and becomes a house-holder, discharges his debts to his ancestors by begetting sons and to the gods by performing yajnas (Manu V.169). When he sees that his head has grey hair and that there are wrinkles on his body he resorts to the forest i.e. becomes a vanaprastha (Manu VI.1-2). After spending the third part of his life in the forest for sometime he spends the rest of his life as a samnyasin (Manu VI.33).”

Though it is difficult to find out the distinction between vanaprastha and sanyasa from our point of view, it seems to have been clear for the ancients. Quoting Manu, Kane describes the situation of a person who becomes a forest dweller: “Manu (VI.2) indicates the age by saying ‘when a householder sees his skin wrinkled and his hair growing white and sees the sons of his sons he may betake himself to the forest. The commentators were divided in their opinions, some holding that all three conditions (wrinkles, grey hair and seeing son’s sons) must be fulfilled before one could become a forest hermit, others held that only one of them need be fulfilled and others again said that these conditions are only indicative of the age viz., that a man must be old or over 50.”
 

In the Br. Up. (II. 4. 1) we see that Yajnavalkya when about to become a parivrajaka (a wandering ascetic) tells his wife Maitreyi: “Maitreyi, said Yajnavalkya, verily, I am about to go forth from this state (of householder). Look, let me make a final settlement between you and Katyayani” (p. 195). Kane comments: “This shows that a parivrajkaka had been then to leave home and wife and to give up all belongings. The same Upanishad in another place (III.5.1) states ‘those who realize Atman give up the hankering after progeny, possessions and heavenly worlds and practice the beggar’s mode of life; therefore the brahmana, having completely mastered (and so risen beyond) mere learning, should seek to be like a child (i.e. should not make a parade of his latent capacities or knowledge) and having completed (gone beyond) knowledge and balya (child-like behaviour) he should attain to the position of a muni, and having risen beyond the stage of a muni or non-muni, should become a real brahmana (one who has realized Brahman).”
 

Qualifications for Sanyasa


The qualifications for Vanprastha and Sanyasa are given in detail by Kane (chap. XVII & XVIII, Vol. 2, Part 2, pp. 917-975). To point out that there was not such a sharp distinction between both on the basis of Sruti and Smruti literature Kane describes these qualifications some of which we shall summarize and enumerate: 

1.
“In order to qualify himself for Sanyasa, a person had to perform a sacrifice to Prajapati in which whatever he had offered be distributed to priests and the poor and the helpless (Manu VI. 38, Yaj. III. 56, Visnu Dh. S. 96. 1, Sankha VII. 1).”

2.
“After leaving home, wife, children and possessions, he should dwell outside the village, should be homeless and stay under a tree or in an un-inhabited house wherever he may be when the sun sets and should always wander from place to place; but he may remain in one place only in the rainy season (Manu VI. 41, 43-44, Vas. Dh. S. X. 12-15, Sankha VII. 6).” 

3.
“He should always wander alone without a companion, as by so doing he will be free from attachments and the pangs of separation.” Daksa (VII. 34-38) emphasizes this point very well ‘the real ascetic always stays alone; if two stay together, they form a pair; if three stay together they are like a village and if more (than three stay together) then it becomes like a town. An ascetic should not form a pair or a village or a town; by so doing he swerves from his dharma, since (if two or more stay together) they begin to exchange news about the ruling prince, about the alms obtained and by close contact, sentiments of affection, jealousy or wickedness arise between them. 

4.
“He should be celibate, should always be devoted to contemplation and spiritual knowledge and should be unattached to all objects of sense and pleasure (Manu VI. 41 and 49, Gaut. III. 11).”

5.
“He should move about avoiding all trouble or injury to creatures, should make all creatures safe with him, he should entertain no anger towards him who is furious with him, should utter benedictions over him also who runs him down, should never utter an untruth (Manu VI. 40, 47-48, Yaj. III. 61, Gaut. III. 23).”

6.
“He should beg alms from seven houses without selecting them beforehand (Vas. Dh. S. X. 7, Sankha VII. 3, Adi, 119. 12 ‘five or ten houses’)….” According to Parasara I. 51 and the Sutasamhita (Jnana-yoga-khanda 4. 15-16) the first claim on the food cooked in the house is that of an ascetic and a brahmacarin and one has to perform the Candrayana penance for taking one’s meals without giving alms to them.

7.
“He should hoard nothing and he should own or possess nothing except his tattered garments, his water jar, begging bowl” (Manu VI. 43-44, Gaut. III, 10, Vas. X. 6).”

8.
“He should generally observe silence except when he repeats the Vedic texts learnt by him” (Manu VI. 43, Gaut. III. 16, Baud. Dh. S. II. 10. 79, Ap. Dh. S. II. 9. 21. 10).”

9.
“He should recite the vedic texts referring to yajnas or gods or texts of a metaphysical character found in the Vedanta (such as ‘satyam jnanam-anantam brahma’ in Tai. Up. 2. 1). Vide Manu VI. 83.”

10.
“In order to generate the feeling of vairagya (desirelessness) and to curb his senses, he should make his mind dwell upon the body as liable to disease and old age and as packed full of impurities; and should revolve in his mind the transitory nature of all mundane things, the trouble one has to undergo in body and mind from conception to death, the incessant round of births and deaths (Manu VI. 76-77, Yaj. III. 63-63, Visnu Dh. S. 96. 25-42).”

11.
“He should endeavour to purify his mind by pranayama and other practices of yoga and thereby enable himself gradually to realize the Absolute and secure final release (Manu VI. 70-75, 81, Yaj. III. 62, 64)”
 


Kane gives the various requirements of vanaprastha which look very similar to those of Sanyasa. Of course, a man could take his wife to the forest if she desires. But the author points out that “He should live a life of complete continence, should be self-restrained, friendly (to all), collected in mind, ever liberal but never a recipient and be compassionate towards all beings (Manu VI. 8, Yaj. III. 45 and 48).”
 

III.
A SEARCH FOR A SPIRITUALITY FOR THE OLD

Some years ago I was present for the Golden Jubilee celebrations of a CMI priest. As part of the ceremonies, a well-decorated ‘crown’ was placed on his head and a beautiful walking stick was handed over to him with great reverence. I consider this ceremony very significant. The crown represents the other-worldly (eschatological) and the walking stick represents the this-worldly (historical) aspects of the spirituality of the elderly. In this part of our essay we shall concentrate on these two dimensions of the spirituality of the old especially of the Religious. Of course, if we consider the “already-not-yet” dimensions of the Kingdom of God and the process of our growth into the image of the Risen Christ, we cannot make sharp distinction between the two dimensions.

A. The Concept of ‘Spirituality’ 

Before we get into the different aspects of spirituality a word on the concept of spirituality itself is in order. From a commonsensical point of view, a person is considered spiritual or religious, if he/she is concerned with not only his/her mortal body and its needs but also the immortal spirit in him/her. To put it in a somewhat precise way, we consider a person spiritual if he/she is concerned with the other-worldly, transcendental, eternal realities in an emphatic way without however neglecting temporal, this-worldly realities, responsibilities and values. To express it in the terminology of Sankaracharya, a spiritual person is one who has made a discrimination between the eternal and the temporary (nitya anitya vastu vivek) and uses the temporary values such as artha and kama according to the dictates of dharma in so far as they lead to mukti or moksha. Our descriptive definitions of spirituality are not much different from the one given by The New Dictionary of Theology: “It means one’s entire life as understood, felt, imagined, and decided upon in relationship to God, in Christ Jesus, empowered by the Spirit.”

From a Christian point of view, a spiritual person is led by the Spirit of God (pneumatikon of St. Paul in Rom 8:1-7) subordinating the demands of the flesh (sarkikon).  To put the matter more elaborately, spirituality is the effort graced by God, leading to the Abba-experience (God as father-mother) resulting in whole-hearted trust in and surrender to God in love and dedication, and the experience of all human beings as one’s brothers and sisters who deserve our brotherly/sisterly love and care. To put the matter in another way, spirituality for us is the effort graced by God to enter into the Kingdom of God Ideal based on the ever-deepening experience of God as Abba and fellow human beings as brothers and sisters, with its this-worldly and other-worldly dimensions (already-not-yet). A true spirituality, together with the divine and human realms includes the cosmic realm as a whole in terms of ecological relations and concerns.

B. The Eschatological Dimension

One of the metaphors, which can give great meaning to old age and death is that of wheat-grain falling to the ground.  “Truly, I tell you, unless the grain of wheat falls on the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much fruit” (Jn 12: 24). 

This metaphor must be read in connection with Rom. 6 where Paul speaks how we share Christ’s death, burial and resurrection through Baptism: “So by our baptism into his death we were buried with him, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the Father’s glorious power, we too should begin living a new life. If we have been joined to him by dying a death like his, so we shall be by a resurrection like his; realizing that our former self was crucified with him, so that the self which belonged to sin should be destroyed and we should be freed from the slavery of sin” (4-6). This idea of sharing the life of Risen Lord is found in a slightly different way in Phil 3:10-11: “I want to know him and to experience the power of his resurrection and share in his sufferings and become like him in his death, so that I may attain the resurrection from the dead.” In the context of the fruitfulness of our life by union with Christ, he uses the metaphor of the union of the branches to the wine to produce fruits (Jn 15:1-10). 

The idea that the Kingdom of God is partially present here on earth to be realized fully in the beyond, points out to the life or the Spirit of the Risen Christ as a guarantee for our life in the beyond. The parables of growth (mustard seed, Mt 13:31-32; leaven 13:33, and the growing seed when the farmer sleeps, Mk 4:26-29) express graphically this view of the seminal presence of the Kingdom, growing into the future. Besides, the era of the Kingdom is understood as the era of the outpouring of the Spirit, and this Spirit is given as aparxe (first fruits) (Rom 8:23) or as arrabona (pledge or guarantee) (2 Cor 1:22 and 5:5; Eph 1:13) meaning thereby the partial experience of the Spirit promising a fuller realization in the future. According to Paul by sharing the life of the Risen Christ, Christ’s image (2 Cor 3:18) will grow in us. In Eph. 4:13 and 16, we have the well-known sayings of growing into the full stature of Christ, which can be understood in terms of the growth of the individual Christian as well as of the collective body of Christians.

When Paul speaks about the resurrection of the dead he uses a similar metaphor if not the same. “Someone may ask: How are dead people raised, and what sort of body do they have when they come? How foolish! What you sow must die before it is given new life; and what you sow is not the body that is to be, but only a bare grain, of wheat I dare say, or some other kind; it is God who gives it the sort of body that he has chosen for it, and for each kind of seed its own kind of body… It is the same too with the resurrection of the dead: what is sown is perishable, but what is raised is imperishable; what is sown is contemptible but what is raised is glorious; what is sown is weak, but what is raised is powerful; what is sown is a natural body, and what is raised is a spiritual body” (1 Cor 15:35-38, 42-44).

Jesus says that by sharing His Eucharistic body and blood we share in his death and resurrection. “So Jesus replied, I am telling you the truth, if you do not eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day” (Jn 6:53-54, cf. also 55-58).


It is said that Prince Siddhartha, after seeing the three scenes of an old man, dying man and dead man, one after the other, began to ask ultimate questions on the meaning of man’s life and death until he became ‘the Buddha’ (= the enlightened one). The Second Vatican Council calls Religious Life “the blazing emblem of the heavenly Kingdom” (PC, No. 1). This is especially so through chastity “which is practiced ‘on behalf of the kingdom’ (Mt 19:12) and which Religious profess” (PC, No. 12). Religious Life, in itself, symbolizes the other-worldly dimension of the Kingdom of God, the life of bliss in heaven. But when a Religious, especially an elderly one, experiences more and more deeply the life of resurrection and the gifts of the Spirit such as “charity, joy and peace, patience, understanding of others, kindness and fidelity, gentleness and self-control” (Gal 5:23). An old Religious with his/her very existence, especially with the above fruits of the Spirit and with the growing image of the Risen Christ, by his/her very existence is one of the most effective preacher of the Kingdom.

C. This-worldly Dimension of the Spirituality of the Elderly


We have seen some of the physiological and psychological problems of the elderly. It is well and good to soar into lyricism praising the glories of old age as Cicero did. It is great to speak eloquently about the vrudhavasta aspect of old age, but if we neglect the ghatpan aspect, we will not be fully awakened to the reality of old age. Tony de Mello would say that “Spirituality means waking up.”
 Here I shall present just a few realities of ageing and I shall do it without sugar-coating. Then we shall see how these problems can turn into opportunities of spiritual growth. 

1. The Challenge of Outdatedness

Alvin Toffler has said that if there is anything permanent it is change. Today the world is changing far more rapidly than a few decades or few centuries back. With the TV, computer, mobile phone, etc., what a septuagenarian learned of geography or history within a couple of years, is learned by a schoolboy within a couple of weeks. During the ‘pre-computer’ age, the calculations made by a Nobel Laureate by years of hard work, can be made within a few minutes through a laptop. 

If this is true it stands to reason that an elderly person should be aware that his/her ‘Jewels of Wisdom’, need not be such precious jewels for the younger generation. Somebody asked Bernard Lonergan, one of the greatest theologians of the Vatican II era, a few years after his retirement from the Jesuit Theologates, what the younger professors were doing at that time. Lonergan replied: “They are throwing imaginary pearls to real swines.” In other words even such an enlightened theologian like Lonergan could not keep pace with the changing times. This means that even an avant-garde thinker can become outdated within a few years of his retirement. 

With certain reservations we too can say with Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, that age-ing leads to sage-ing. But the elderly have to be cautious. It can cause havoc in a community if two or three old Religious pose as sages or wise-men, always ready to scatter their ‘Pearls of Wisdom’ opportunely and inopportunely. The havoc may be more damaging if they are fifty or sixty percent deaf, as usually is the case. When I was a young Jesuit Scholastic I used to make appointment with such wise-men not earlier than ten minutes before a necessary community programme like meals and prayer, so that I might not be overfed with their wisdom. 

“Old Sages” of Zalman may not be in the habit of listening. The following Gujarati proverb satthe lap vadhe (=in the sixties talkativeness will be on the rampage) has a point. The younger generation, especially those addicted to other sources of ‘wisdom’ like computers, TVs and mobile phones, are not very eager to listen to the old. However, today people search eagerly for those who listen with interest and empathy to disburden themselves of their personal woes. If an old Religious is really wise, affectionate, humourous and in the habit of listening with interest and empathy, more and more people will seek his/her company. 

2. The Challenges of Abnormality

Jung had said that if somebody were to say that he/she is not abnormal, he would be the person to treat that individual. This is especially so with regard to the old. If a child behaves quite differently from the norm set by the adults, it is understood as child’s play, lila, childrens’ pranks, and the like. As it is obvious in the pranks of Child Krishna, these mischiefs and pranks make the children all the more attractive. 

The elderly people, physiologically and psychologically resemble children in a number of details. But an elderly man’s abnormality often is interpreted as dotage if not madness. People forget that many of the abnormalities of old age are ‘normal’. If an elderly person deliberately indulges in the pranks and mischiefs of children, it would look like the playfulness of the donkey of Aesop Tales, which did so imitating his master’s puppy to get the attention, love and care the latter was getting from their master. 

To face the problems of outdatedness, the first thing to do is to educate oneself in self-awareness about the reality of old age. The second thing is to educate oneself to be a good listener with interest and affection. If you put in a few words of wisdom, they must be in response to the talks of the young visitor. If you are partly deaf you should be and seem to be more attentive to the talks of the visitor in order to avoid making him repeat too often. 

Abnormality Due to Our Religious Vows

As Maslow has pointed out, if our lower needs like the physical needs and recognition needs are not satisfied or sublimated, as we Religious are supposed to do, they would get “fixated” and would express themselves in the wrong way, at the wrong time and in the wrong place. Let us take the question of our vow of chastity. I remember the scene of a very highly enlightened man, known to be deeply spiritual, being led to his room after a TV programme by a Brother Religious who is in charge of the dispensary.  He was holding with his one hand the shoulder of the Brother while the other hand was occupied with his walking stick. He saw two young nurses appearing on the scene. Suddenly he pretended to be falling down, crying “My lumbago is hurting me.” Soon the nurses helped him to move to his room and lie on his easy chair. His lumbago-pain disappeared there and then. The Brother and the Nurses were well aware of the source of his pain on the lumbago. 

I can enumerate numerous cases of this type of fixated sexual needs in old Religious. The person whom I remember most is the one who was known all over the South Indian Religious communities as an exceptionally spiritual person with special charism for giving retreats and spiritual direction. His commitment to “angelic chastity” was so deep that he avoided looking at women as far as possible and if he looked at women at all, it was above the neck. When he was admitted in a nursing home, as a tired old priest, he was at first unwilling to have the services of female nurses. When at last he allowed their services reluctantly, to keep the vow of obedience to the superior, his attitudes began to change rather abruptly. He changed to such an extent within a short time that he could not do almost anything, including getting up from the bed, moving out to the bathroom, eating, drinking and bathing without the help of the female nurses. 

These two examples were taken from many other similar printable ones. There is nothing to be surprised at such fixation if the sexual drives had been suppressed rather than sublimated. To avoid such unhealthy situations, the first thing an eldering Religious should do is being aware of the possibility of one falling victim of this type of abnormal behaviours. Equally important is to get feed back from people who serve him/her.  


It has been conclusively proved that touch (kissing, embrace, etc.) is vital for a child’s healthy growth. To some extent this need is felt very much by the elderly Religious. This is especially so since we do not experience loving and healing touches, as the married people get from their spouses or children. For some senior men and women religious, pet dogs, cats, squirrels, etc. do this service by way of substitution. Massaging by experts can partly fulfill this need thereby serving physical as well as psychological health. 

Abnormality caused by Robotization

We know how our grandparents had their special chairs to sit down, special places for meal, prayer and watching the TV. For many elderly Religious their programmes from morning to evening go in a mechanical way. Hitches in their routine can cause great trauma to them and uproarious scenes in the community. I remember the trauma experienced by a retired mother superior when her hair-dryer could not function in a rural area where power-cut (scheduled stoppage of electricity to save energy) was a usual phenomenon. 


If old people develop self-awareness and are open to feedback from those who take care of them, many of the abnormalities can be avoided. All the same, a lot will remain with us till we close our eyes forever. 

3.  Some Practices for a Healthy Old-Age

For these practices I am indebted to Fr. Tony D’Mello’s classes, Guru Goyankaji’s course, Zalman Schachter-Salomi’s book From Age-ing to Sage-ing, my studies for yogic diploma in Kaivalyadham, Lonavala, and Ira Progoff’s Intensive Journal. I shall give just a few exercises for samples. This can be useful for people in their middle-age and in their early old age. I know of old Religious who do these practices very profitably even in their late seventies and early eighties. 

Exercise 1: Empowering oneself by activating the senses

a. Sit down in a comfortable seat of your liking in a place where there is fresh air. Certain amount of privacy is valuable. 

b. First look at the atmosphere around you: trees, animals, birds, streams and the like. Just keep on looking at these things with minimum of thinking. Thank the Creator for all these things. Thank the Lord for the eyes through which you have seen millions of beautiful things, and watched thousands of events all of which taught you to become a better human being.

c. Close the eyes and concentrate on the sounds: singing of birds, human voices, movements of vehicles, sound of rainfall, storms, and the like. Soon you will hear sounds which you had not heard before or songs of birds which are new to you.  

d. Experience the touch of breeze, of the seat on which you are seated and of the ground where your feet are. In certain age and stage of one’s life if one keeps up this practice, he/she can experience the inter-connectedness of all the realities in the cosmos and the feeling of cosmic embrace.

e. Concentrate on the smell and odour around.

f. Try to eat something that you like. Chocolate if you are not a diabetic and fruits of your liking. Drink something you like.

g. After activating your senses for a few minutes, close your eyes and concentrate on your breathing in and breathing out. Deliberately try to breathe slow and deep. 

h. Think of God’s children who are blind, deaf, crippled in various other ways. Thank the Lord for your senses and limbs. 

Exercise 2: Getting into the Reality of Old Age and Death



Remember the Words of John Paul II:  “If life is the pilgrimage to our eternal home, old age is the naturally given occasion (kairos) for peeping into the door of this home” (John Paul II, from his pastoral letter for the Old, Cf. Karunikan, May 2008, p. 23).


a. Sit on a comfortable chair. Have a table or writing desk in front of you. Keep some blank papers and two ball-pens on the table.

b. Place a picture of the Risen Christ on the table. Attached to it a caption with these words: “I am the Way, the Life and Resurrection.”

c. Take couple of deep breaths. Close your eyes and listen to the sound for 2 to 5 minutes. 

d. Open your eyes and keep on looking at the picture for a few seconds. Close the eyes for a few seconds and mentally place the image of the picture between your eyebrows. Open your eyes and keep on looking at the picture on your table for a few seconds or even for a minute without blinking. Again close the eyes take in the image of the picture of the Risen Lord and place it between your eyebrows. You could repeat this exercise for a few minutes. This is a sort of Christianized yoga exercise called ‘Dharana’, for concentration. 

e. After doing the above exercise for some five minutes, bow to the picture on the table and touch it with both hands reverently. Read the above caption in a low voice looking at the picture. Again close your eyes, look at the picture of the Lord reverently and read the caption in a low voice. Repeat the exercise.

f. Take a pen and a paper and write on it this question: What do I expect from my old age? Write down some of your positive expectations. Also write down your anxieties, concerns and fears, etc. of your old age. 

g. Write the name of one of the admirable and lovable old persons you have come across in the past. Write down the things you have admired in him/her and the qualities which made him/her very lovable. Write down the name of another lovable old person, then of another old person and repeat the exercise as with the first person.

h. Write down the name of an old person whom you neither liked nor admired. Write down his/her unlikable qualities and character traits. 

i. Compare yourself with one of these model persons, try to walk in his/her shoes and see what characteristics are missing in you. Do the same with the negative model and see what are his/her negative and unlikable qualities in you. Write down both the positive and negative qualities in you. 

j. Once again focus your attention on the picture of the Risen Lord for a few seconds, then bow to the picture in reverence and pray: “Jesus, you have told us that you would be with us till the end of time. I believe that you are present in our community and in my heart. Jesus, you were the friend of sinners and you could transform third-rate human beings into first-rate leaders. Jesus, give me the grace to give love, joy and encouragement to people whom I meet today. Lord, accept me as your friend, lead me to the Father and make me call Him as you called, Abba-Father.”  (End with the prayer Our Father). 

Exercise 3: Healing the Hurt-Feelings through Forgiveness 


According to a Chinese Proverb, ‘A revengeful person digs two graves, one for himself and one for his enemy.’  Forgiveness is vital for a happy old age. Also for physical, psychological and above all for spiritual healing. 

a. Repeat the above exercise till ‘e’. 

b. Picture the scene in which you experienced true forgiving love from those people whom you have offended.

c. Picture the scene in which you experienced God’s forgiveness.

d. Picture the scene in which a person hurt your feelings and inflicted deep psychic wounds. If the other person is 90% responsible for the conflict, what is that 10% of your responsibility? Forgive yourself for that 10%. Try to find out some good and noble qualities in the offender. Pray for his well-being.

e. Concentrate on your breathing for 2 to 3 minutes. 

f. Look at the picture of the Risen Lord intently for a minute and pray: “Jesus, you have forgiven your enemies. Give me the grace to forgive my enemies. They are loved by you and by your and my father in heaven. Help me to accept (name the person) as my brother/sister. Lord, give him love, respect and recognition from others. May he experience true peace and prosperity.” 

g. Close your eyes. Concentrate on your breath for five minutes. Then say: “I send my love vibrations to (Name).” Repeat these words silently for a few minutes and say: “I send my peace and joy to (Name).” (Christianized version of Metabhavana of Vipasana.)

Conclusion


This paper is primarily meant for the aging people especially the Religious and the Clerics. Unless we know something about death and our final destiny we can know very little about meaningful life. Hence this paper is of some use for younger people as well.

   
As Pope John Paul II said, if life is a journey to our ultimate destiny, old age is the occasion for peeping through the door of our Eternal Home. Our studies in the second part are meant to have a realistic view of old age liberating ourselves from the lyrically optimistic and exaggeratedly pessimistic understandings of the final stage of our life.


In the third part certain concrete and realistic problems of the elderly, especially of the Clerics and the Religious, were stated. The point made is that it is the very nature of old age to have these abnormalities. If the adult norms of today are applied to the behavioural patterns of the old, they are abnormal in many ways. Then what about the childish pranks and mischiefs of children? It is normal for children to behave in the way they do. It is taken for granted. “They are the future,” we say. But what about the old? If they were to live according to the norms of the youth and the ‘adults’, they would look not only abnormal but also ludicrous. The rapidly growing percentage of the old people will make us consider them ‘normally abnormal’ in the sense that they are very different from the adults or the middle-aged, with all their ‘normal abnormalities.’ As quoted earlier, Jung would say that the presence of the aged, especially in growing numbers, is a great service to people of other age groups to be fully human. 


I have focused on our final destiny in terms of ‘Life of Resurrection’ and ‘The Kingdom of God’. Will it lead us to the escapist spirituality of the early Church? In order to avoid this danger, I have emphasized that Life in the Kingdom of God or the Risen Life is not a press-button reality. We grow in the Life of Resurrection and the image of the Risen Christ will grow in us. It is a process. Entry into the Kingdom, with its “already-not-yet” dimensions, is also a process. Understood in this way, focusing on our final destiny can make the life of the elderly more dynamic, joyful and hopeful. “In my estimation, all that we suffer in the present time is nothing in comparison with the glory which is destined to be disclosed for us” (Rom 8: 18). 


The suggested exercises are just a few samples. Since the Religious and the Clerics are accustomed to these types of exercises, they may add to these insights and improve upon what is given. These exercises can make our life very valuable even after retirement. 
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