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The start of the 21st century was rough for me. I became a victim of downsizing that ended a 20-year career at the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS). I had been given a nice severance package and was confident in my ability to find another job. I figured I had about a year-long grace period to take it easy and, in a relaxed manner, start looking for work.

I was 53 at the time, in good health, and feeling cognitively fit. My wife was working, so we had some income along with my severance package. I was not prepared for how long it would take me to find a new job. In retrospect, I wonder how much my age was a factor. I felt in my prime, but perhaps I was already considered an old man in the job market.

I didn’t find work for close to a year. During that period of unemployment, I fell into a depression that took me by surprise. I hadn’t thought of myself as psychologically vulnerable, but losing a job affected my sense of identity and self-worth more deeply than I expected. I had always seen myself as a well-rounded guy—a bit of a Renaissance man. I liked drawing, playing the guitar, and had been an actor in my early years. I was fascinated by science and read voraciously, especially in neuroscience. I enjoyed sports and dancing

I was a confident and creative worker, but months of unemployment, rejected job applications, and dwindling finances took their toll. I began to doubt my self-worth and struggled to define any marketable skills. I wasn’t trained in a profession like law, medicine, or carpentry—I was just someone who did creative work well, when given the chance. “What do you do?” was a question I couldn’t answer meaningfully. Recruiters didn’t want someone with a vague value proposition.

Eventually, I started seeing a therapist and went on an anti-depressant. Around that time, I got a call from AARP. Months earlier I’d submitted an application and someone had recognized how my PBS skill set aligned with a job at the National Retired Teachers Association, a division of AARP. It felt like a lifeline. My solar system snapped back into orbit.

That job eventually led me to brain health programming. I discovered and revived a dormant AARP initiative, which became the Staying Sharp program. For the next five years, I directed and expanded the program. In 2009, I was laid off again—this time at age 63. But now, with Social Security and pensions from AARP and PBS, I had enough to retire.

While my wife worked, I didn’t need an income, but I did need a meaningful avocation. I co-founded MINDRAMP with a colleague who had consulted for Staying Sharp. We wanted to continue brain health education, grounded in research. Though our LLC never made much money, we helped many older adults understand how to protect their cognitive well-being.

Eventually, I realized brain health alone wasn’t enough. A healthy brain supports survival—but what about flourishing? Shouldn’t we do more than just survive; should we strive to thrive? Gene Cohen’s idea of “creative aging” inspired me to expand my inquiry.

That question was the seed that took root and grew into this book.

The seeds of personal flourishing have blossomed into a more expansive vision of collective flourishing and the ongoing development of virtuous, moral minds.

Welcoming Wisdom: How Mature Minds Can Shape a Kinder, Wiser Future explores a bold hypothesis: the human mind is still evolving—and mature minds have a vital role to play in guiding that evolution toward greater flourishing.

Over the past few millennia, cultural evolution has endowed us with extraordinary mental capacities: language, imagination, abstract reasoning, and moral awareness. These same capacities have fueled breathtaking creativity and, at the same time, profound suffering. We have built civilizations, cured diseases, composed symphonies. We have also waged wars, committed genocides, invented nuclear weapons, and destabilized the climate. 

This book argues that to flourish—individually and collectively—we must learn to use our evolving minds more wisely. That task does not belong to scientists or policymakers alone. It belongs to all of us—and especially to older adults. Seasoned by experience and capable of deeper reflection, mature minds are uniquely positioned to cultivate the wisdom, compassion, and cultural maturity our world urgently needs.

What to Expect in This Book

THIS BOOK IS DIVIDED into four main sections, each designed to help you better understand—and practice—the art of flourishing in later life:

Learning to Flourish — Take a quick tour through classical wisdom and modern science to clarify your own philosophy of a good, purposeful, and moral life. We read Aristotle, the Stoics, and the Buddha alongside contemporary positive psychology—not to hand you a program, but to map the terrain. The aim is simple: define what flourishing means for you and refine the moral compass that will guide your choices.

Navigating the Accidental Mind — Evolution shaped your brain as a kluge—an ingenious patchwork that does remarkable things (pattern-finding, prediction, empathy, imagination) yet also misfires (bias, rumination, overcontrol). This section maps both sides: opponent processes, hemispheric styles, working-memory limits, the Default Mode Network, and social prediction. The aim isn’t to fight the brain but to orchestrate it—notice the traps, lean on the strengths, and train your mind to collaborate with itself so it supports, rather than sabotages, your goals for flourishing.

The Mature Mind — If the task is to orchestrate a kluge-built brain, a well-cultivated mature mind is uniquely placed to do it—and to approach wisdom. A long life offers a deep store of information tested by practice: a clearer sense of what works, what’s true, and what matters, paired with humility about what we don’t know. That vantage enables developmental intelligence—holding multiple viewpoints, balancing paradox, and seeing how parts fit and amplify the whole. By wisdom we mean a learned ability to coordinate attention, memory, imagination, and perspective, tempered by compassionate values and sustained by curiosity and open exploration. The result is a mind whose parts collaborate more reliably, turning later life into an ongoing practice of integration and generative contribution.

In Search of a Second Axial Age — After learning to orchestrate the accidental mind at the personal level, we zoom out to the development of human consciousness. What might be possible if more of us managed our kluge-built brains so that wisdom and compassion became the default? This section sketches an aspirational “Second Axial Age”—a direction of travel where mature minds lead, widening the moral circle and aligning institutions with human and planetary well-being. Drawing on systems thinking and moral psychology, it invites you to locate your role in shaping collective wisdom and to help forge a future of greater justice, care, and shared flourishing.

Taken together, these four parts aim to help you live more fully, age more boldly, and contribute more wisely and compassionately—to your own life and to the world around you.
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“TELL ME, WHAT IS IT you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?”

— Mary Oliver

“The good life is a process, not a state of being. It is a direction, not a destination.”

— Carl Rogers



​

The first leg of our journey begins with a foundational question: What does flourishing mean—to you? 

I’m starting with a couple of assumptions. First, that most of us are not flourishing as fully as we’d like. And second, that many of the barriers to flourishing are self-imposed. In a future volume, I plan to examine the external obstacles to flourishing—social, cultural, economic, and political forces that constrain our potential. But in this book, we’ll focus primarily on the internal barriers that we can do something about now: outdated beliefs, unexamined fears, and limiting narratives that keep us from living fully and meaningfully.

We start then with an investigation of what it means to flourish—not just to survive aging, but to thrive within it. We will explore how the idea of a good life has evolved over time and how today’s positive psychologists and contemplative scientists are reclaiming happiness as a practice rooted in ethics, connection, and growth.

Reclaiming the Good Life







WHAT, EXACTLY, MAKES life worth living?

While every individual will answer that question in their own way, we can look to philosophical traditions and scientific research to find deeper guidance. Across cultures and centuries, the quest for a good life has been central to ethical and philosophical inquiry. It’s been called many things—eudaimonia, liberation, happiness, well-being—but at its heart is the aspiration to thrive rather than merely survive.

Today, however, the idea of the good life has grown thin. As philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah argues, we’ve traded a rich, communal understanding of happiness for a shallow, privatized version. What once involved virtue, justice, and contribution to the common good has been reduced to mood optimization, consumer satisfaction, and personal achievement. Appiah’s critique is clear: to truly flourish, we must deepen our understanding of happiness—reviving it as a moral and communal undertaking, not just an individual feeling.

The deeper truth is this: flourishing is not about maximizing comfort or chasing perpetual bliss. It is about cultivating both meaning and joy, purpose and positivity, and holding them together in dynamic tension. 

Flourishing includes both exuberant pleasure and quiet contentment; it encompasses inner peace and outer contribution.

Sonja Lyubomirsky, a leading researcher in the field of positive psychology, defines happiness as “the experience of joy, contentment or positive well-being, combined with a sense that one’s life is good, meaningful and worthwhile.” Eudaimonia and Hedonia. In this definition, happiness is not a fleeting high or a constant state, but an integrated way of being. It recognizes the complexity of our emotional lives and invites us to build toward a lasting sense of fulfillment.

This is the vision we promote in this book. To flourish is to feel that your life matters—that it contributes, connects, and expands rather than contracts. 

Flourishing is a capacity that can, and often must, be cultivated, even in the face of adversity, and perhaps especially as we age. It is not something that happens by accident, but through intentional practices that nurture our capacity for joy, connection, creativity, and resilience.

(Back to Flourishing)

A Meaningful Life

THE EARLIEST VISIONS of the good life emphasized meaning over happiness. In a world where suffering was often unavoidable, these traditions focused not on fleeting pleasure, but on building lives of purpose, wisdom, and contribution. Two of the most enduring perspectives come from classical Greek philosophy and the contemplative tradition of Buddhism—each offering a vision of flourishing rooted in virtue, self-mastery, and a commitment to something greater than the self.

Aristotle’s idea of a good life—what he called eudaimonia—was grounded in reason and virtue. For him, human beings flourished when they lived in accordance with their highest nature: to think, to choose wisely, and to contribute meaningfully to the life of the community. Within the classical Greek culture that gave birth to democracy, the good citizen was held up as the ideal. Personal excellence wasn’t enough—it had to be expressed in service to the common good. In this way, Aristotle wove together the inner work of self-development and the outer work of civic engagement, shaping a vision of human flourishing based not on pleasure or wealth, but on wisdom and justice.

The Stoics, too, held that flourishing came from living a life of virtue and alignment with nature. They believed that to live well was to live in harmony with the rational order of the cosmos—a principle they called “living in agreement with nature.” This didn’t mean conforming passively to natural forces, but aligning one’s internal life with reason, justice, and duty. Flourishing, in the Stoic view, wasn’t about maximizing personal satisfaction—it was about fulfilling one’s moral responsibilities, especially toward others. The welfare of the community took precedence over individual gratification. Wisdom, courage, justice, and temperance were the cardinal virtues—habits of mind and character that could be cultivated regardless of one’s external circumstances.

In this way, the Stoics anticipated many of the insights of modern resilience research. They understood that we cannot control what happens to us, but we can control how we respond. A flourishing life was one in which reason guided emotion, and in which the individual accepted the impermanence and unpredictability of fate with equanimity and grace.

Buddhist thought also offers a parallel emphasis on inner discipline and compassion. The good life in Buddhism is not defined by pleasure or success, but by the reduction of suffering and the cultivation of peace. Central to this path is the concept of right intention—a deliberate orientation of the mind toward kindness, ethical action, and wisdom. Just as Aristotle emphasized the development of character, Buddhism emphasizes the purification of the mind. And just as the Stoics stressed the good of all, the Buddhist path asks us to expand our compassion to all sentient beings.

Across these traditions, we see a shared idea: a meaningful life is one in which the individual develops their highest human capacities—not just for personal benefit, but for the service of others and the good of all. It is a life of responsibility, contribution, and inner growth. Meaning is found not in the avoidance of pain and difficulty, but in the way we meet life’s challenges with virtue, insight, and care.

At the same time, it’s important to acknowledge the historical and social contexts in which these ideas arose. In ancient Greece, eudaimonia was largely reserved for free, educated men of the upper classes—those with the privilege of time, property, and political participation. Slaves, women, and manual laborers were excluded from full citizenship, and therefore from full access to the philosophical ideal of the good life. Even in Buddhist traditions, where the path to liberation was theoretically open to all, social hierarchies persisted. Women were often denied full monastic status, and lay practitioners were typically seen as supporters of the spiritual elite rather than as equals on the path.

In this sense, the ideal of a flourishing life has always outpaced its social realization. It would take the upheavals of the Enlightenment—and the long, ongoing struggles for human rights, gender equity, and social justice—to begin closing that gap.

(Back to Flourishing)​

A Happy Life
 

THE IDEA OF a happy life - Hedonia (a life worth living because it feels good) has always stood in dynamic tension with the idea of a meaningful life. For much of human history, happiness was a rare occurrence, not a birthright. Life, in the words of 17th-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes, was often “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Against this backdrop, happiness was not something one pursued, but something one stumbled upon—a stroke of luck, a brief reprieve from suffering.

Yet the philosophical roots of hedonic happiness stretch back far beyond Hobbes. The ancient Greeks, particularly the Hedonists and the Epicureans, gave early shape to the idea that pleasure could be the goal of life. But their vision of Hedonia differed radically from today’s pop-culture version.

The Hedonists argued that life should be lived in pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain. But it was Epicurus, the more thoughtful hedonist, who offered a nuanced and enduring vision. For Epicurus, the highest pleasures were not found in excess but in tranquility (ataraxia) and the absence of suffering (aponia). Pleasure, in his view, was not about indulgence but about simplicity—friendship, contemplation, modest living, and the cultivation of a peaceful mind. Happiness was less about adding joy than about removing distress. In this way, Epicurean hedonism echoes the Buddhist view that the good life is not built on craving, but on easing the mind’s turmoil.

In both systems, pleasure is defined by its contrast with pain, not by its exuberance. When life is filled with hardship, the absence of suffering can feel like joy. Happiness, then, becomes the ability to endure life’s difficulties with grace. 

And yet, even these philosophies were developed in relatively elite circles—Epicurus taught in a garden, not in the marketplace. Just as eudaimonia was originally the domain of free Greek men, the contemplation of happiness in early thought was often the privilege of those with time, education, and resources. Common people were rarely seen as candidates for happiness, let alone flourishing.

A curious shift occurred in the Middle Ages. The rise of courtly love introduced a romanticized, emotional form of Hedonia—one grounded not in fulfillment but in longing. In the poetry and music of the aristocracy, romantic love became a kind of luxurious fantasy, often unattainable and unconsummated. It was a spiritualized yearning, accessible only to the elite, but it planted a powerful seed in the collective imagination: that personal happiness might be found in the ecstasies of love.

This fantasy endured, and over time it evolved—filtered through literature, religion, and eventually capitalism—into a cultural script for happiness: to be in love, to be beautiful, to be admired, to live a life of romantic and material abundance. By the time we arrive in the modern world, this fantasy has become a marketing tool. We are sold images of happiness that look like trophy spouses, luxury cars, exotic vacations, perfect bodies, and opulent homes. 

Hedonia has been commodified.

What began as a modest philosophy of contentment has been distorted into a relentless pursuit of stimulation and consumption. Our contemporary view of the happy life too often equates happiness with having more, not with being more. We expect happiness to be constant, even effortless, and we grow frustrated when it proves elusive or episodic.

The modern sense of happiness as an entitlement —its most revolutionary turn—did not emerge until the Enlightenment. Thinkers like John Locke and Thomas Jefferson challenged the assumption that suffering was humanity’s natural state. They argued, instead, that people had inalienable rights, including the right to pursue happiness. Jefferson immortalized this idea in the Declaration of Independence—not a right to be happy, but a right to pursue happiness. It was a profound shift: happiness was no longer seen as an accident of fate, but as a legitimate goal of life and society.

Still, it is worth remembering that this pursuit was initially defined by—and for—those with property, freedom, and voice. For enslaved people, for women, for laborers and the poor, happiness remained largely out of reach. It would take centuries of struggle to begin extending the promise of happiness to all.

As we reconsider the place of a happy life in our own time, we must untangle it from the fantasies and entitlements that have distorted it. Real happiness, as modern positive psychology reminds us, is not constant, nor is it passive. It is episodic, fragile, and deeply contextual. And most importantly, it is not incompatible with hardship. True happiness, like meaning, often emerges not from what we acquire, but from how we live, how we give, and how we endure.

(Back to Flourishing)

Contemporary Views: Flourishing as a Skill

IN 1998, psychologist Martin Seligman stood before the American Psychological Association and called for a quiet revolution. Psychology, he said, had spent the better part of a century focused on what goes wrong—mental illness, dysfunction, trauma, pathology. While this was vital work, it told only half the story. What about the other side of the human experience—hope, joy, love, creativity, resilience? What about helping people not just survive, but flourish?

Seligman proposed a new direction: positive psychology—the scientific study of human strengths and well-being. He urged the field to embrace the idea that human beings don’t just want to be free from suffering. They also want to experience meaning, cultivate happiness, and live lives of purpose and engagement. In doing so, psychology aligned itself with one of the Enlightenment’s most radical claims: that people have a right to pursue happiness, and that society—and science—should help them do so.

Since that time, positive psychology has blossomed into a rigorous field, grounded in empirical research and practical application. It doesn’t offer superficial feel-good advice. Rather, it asks: what patterns of thought, behavior, and environment actually support human flourishing? What habits help us feel better, function better, and live better?
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