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“For those entering the second half of life, aging can be the great unknown. Ron Pevny’s book is a much-needed map of the territory and an exciting picture of what conscious aging can be all about.”

—Harry R. Moody, retired Vice President, AARP and author of The Five Stages of the Soul

“This powerful book helps both women and men age purposefully. Read this book and you will experience aging in a whole new way.”

—Richard J. Leider, bestselling author of The Power of Purpose, Repacking Your Bags, and Life Reimagined

“Ron Pevny’s spot-on wisdom on the elegance of aging is spiritually relevant and deeply useful. His is an inspiring voice for living in greater mindfulness within each present moment.”

—Michael Bernard Beckwith, author of Life Visioning

“A beautifully written and important book about aging and elderhood. Pevny reminds us that consciously moving into our greater years is a major rite of passage, and he offers skilled guidance through the many questions and challenges, endings and new beginnings, that arise.”

—Meredith Little, cofounder of the School of Lost Borders

“Ron Pevny has articulated the inner adventure available to us all in later life—if we dare. He shows us how to access these realms, without making light of the difficulty that such deep questioning entails. But the rewards are plentiful, and the illustrative stories he provides may just goad you into your most important quest yet.”

—Wendy Lustbader, author of Life Gets Better
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PREFACE

The greatest danger for most of us is not that our aim is too high and we miss it, but that it is too low and we reach it.

—MICHELANGELO

What do you aim for as you age? This book is for the millions of baby boomers in or nearing their sixties and older adults for whom this and related questions feel significant. Among these questions are, What does aging mean to me? How do I deal with my fears of aging? How can I find fulfillment and dignity as I age? What is the purpose of my life after retirement? Such questions of meaning and purpose arise in our quiet moments but are seldom addressed in public. Modern culture often only considers the monetary aspect of aging. While acknowledging our need for financial and physical security is certainly important, it is equally important to fulfill the needs of our emotional and spiritual selves—our desire to thrive as well as survive. This book is a resource for addressing these questions as you gain awareness of what is possible for you and learn how you can live into these potentials. This book is about aging with awareness and intention rather than merely growing old; it’s about aging consciously.

Although my primary life’s work has focused on assisting people as they negotiate and grow through life transitions, aging did not appear on my personal and professional radar until I reached my fifties. At that time, two catalysts, both personally and professionally, led me onto the path of conscious aging. I began to do video-based oral history work with my parents and other older relatives and with seniors in the hospice and reminiscence programs in my community of Durango, Colorado. As I worked, I found myself more and more intrigued with hearing others’ life stories. I imagined what my life would be like when I reached elderhood. In 2001 two wise elders, Wes Burwell and Ann Roberts, asked me to help create a program that would serve as a rite of passage onto the path of conscious aging. Together we designed the first Choosing Conscious Elderhood retreats. Wes and Ann served as powerful models for conscious elderhood, and I contributed my extensive experience in guiding rites of passage.

These catalysts pointed me toward my calling for this stage of my life. My trajectory solidified a few years later when my life was shaken to the core as I neared sixty and had my first encounter with my mortality. I began experiencing the first of many frightening heart arrhythmias, which were “probably” related to a large tumor discovered in my right lung. The ten-day wait for my biopsy results was probably the most powerful growth experience of my life. It was a time of fear alternating with a trust that seemed to be arising from somewhere deeper than my chaotic emotional self. I became acutely aware of unfinished business with others, myself, and my creator. For the first time I felt strong empathy—grounded in personal experience—for the vulnerability, fear, loss, confusion, and hope that are part of the aging process for most of us. I found that my greatest fear was not that I would die but that I would die before I fulfilled the calling my life had been preparing me for.

To the surprise of the pulmonary specialists, the tumor was not malignant but a rare benign mass. It still needed immediate, delicate surgical removal. After four days in the hospital, I went home and was greatly distressed; the heart arrhythmias continued, as frequent and frightening as ever. On the third or fourth night, as sleep eluded me due to my strange heart rhythms, I entered a dream or trance state. I felt myself being overtaken and smothered by a dark energy, which was death itself. All I could do was surrender, acknowledging that there was nothing else I could do to be healed and asking the Divine to help me. At that moment, I felt the darkness explode out of me. I awoke knowing that significant healing had occurred. That powerful affirmation marked the end of the heart arrhythmias and the beginning of a new stage in my personal conscious eldering work and my work as a guide for others on this path.

What I learned through that experience plays a key role in what I teach in the retreats and workshops offered by my Center for Conscious Eldering, which I founded in 2010, and what I share with you in this book. This personal journey has taught me that helping people answer the question, “What do you aim for as you age?” enables me to grow, be fulfilled, and serve others in the elder third of my life.

The fire of my passion for this calling has been fueled by the passionate retreat and workshop attendants, most of whom have a sense of urgency to answer those big questions. These people are in their fifties, sixties, seventies, and even eighties. They are facing the challenge of creating an elderhood with meaning, passion, growth, and service. This is daunting because our world offers little that is high and noble after retirement. It tells us that the last two or three decades of our precious lives have no societally valued role or purpose. These participants have deeply inspired me. I have also been greatly blessed to have wise conscious elders in my life who have served as mentors and colleagues. They have taught me much as they courageously followed their call to live with meaning and growth as their goals. I have learned that making the effort to prepare well, in a way that reflects our individual needs and temperaments, is critical to finding the fulfillment that is possible. There is a difference between simply drifting into old age and aging consciously with intention. For those who feel called to conscious elderhood, preparation is necessary—the sooner the better.

This book is written for aging people who have a sense (clear or not) of the possibilities for purpose, growth, and service that lie ahead. For some readers, this sense may be little more than a vague aching or yearning for something more than what modern culture currently offers. Others may have a strong sense of calling accompanied by a need for guidance. Either way, it’s a journey with few cultural maps and landmarks. I cannot offer a prescription that guarantees your full potential for joy as you age. I cannot tell you how to allow the elder energy seeking expression through you to best shine forth. What I can do is offer perspectives, strategies, practices, rituals, and stories to help you do the inner work. This book will help you prepare to shine your elder light as brightly as possible during the life chapters that lie ahead.

There is something life-enhancing and passion-awakening to aim for as we contemplate our elder years. This can be a time of deep fulfillment as we reach the pinnacle of our personal and spiritual growth. Conscious aging is about having meaningful goals for our elderhood that spring from our authentic selves and using the power of intention and inner work to make our vision a reality. It is about having the courage to aim high in an unconscious world.
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INTRODUCTION

    Leaving behind my journey of struggling and racing through
the white water of many rivers, I become the river,
creating my own unique way.

    Leaving behind my self-imposed role as a tree upon
which others have leaned, I now become the wind,
with the freedom to blow whenever and wherever I choose.

    Leaving behind the boxes I’ve created in my life, crammed with
roles, responsibilities, rules and fears,
I become the wild and unpredictable space
within which flowers sprout and grow.

    Leaving behind the years of yearning for others
to see me as somebody,
I soften into becoming my future,
with permission from SELF to
continually unfold as I choose, without concern
for how others may see me.

    Leaving behind years of telling and teaching,
I become instead a mirror
into which others can peer and
view reflections of themselves to consider.

    Leaving behind the urge to provide answers for others,
I become—in the silence of this forest retreat—
the question.

    Leaving behind the rigor of my intellect,
I become a single candle in the
darkness, offering myself as a beacon for others
to create their own path.

I become an elder.

by Cathy Carmody

Just as we all take our own paths through life, we approach aging in our own way. We each have our own perception of our (and aging’s) limitations and possibilities. I invite you to consider the ways that two friends of mine are approaching their aging—ways that reflect very different expectations, decisions, and understandings—and see how these approaches resonate with you.

Stan eagerly retired from his career in engineering five years ago at the age of fifty-nine, with a good pension and an enviable measure of financial security. He spends his days “puttering around the house” and doing some infrequent volunteer work for a nonprofit in his community. Longevity runs in his family, so Stan feels he may well have three or more decades before him. When I asked him recently about his goals for the upcoming years, he told me that he really doesn’t have any—that now it’s time to relax, work through his “Honey Do” list, do some traveling, spend time with his children and grandchildren, and bike and play as much racquetball as he can to stay fit, although his aching knees slow him down. He feels he has made his contribution to the world and now it’s time for the younger people to step up. When I suggested that he might take a course through a local continuing education program, he laughed and told me that he’s done learning. He reiterated that it’s time to relax. “Besides, I’m not as sharp as I used to be, so what would be the point?”

Carol, before her retirement from university teaching, took inventory of her talents and interests and reviewed her life. She identified goals that she wanted to realize in the years ahead. She examined her attitudes and fears about aging that could potentially derail her intentions and began to meet with others to explore the possibilities and challenges of this stage of life. Since her retirement, Carol finds deep fulfillment offering workshops in her area of expertise to the community. She also plays a prominent volunteer role in a national educational organization. She is committed to practices that deepen her emotional and spiritual life. She takes courses and attends workshops. She enjoys the rich cultural resources of the city where she lives and makes special dates to take her grandchildren to some of them. She envisions herself contributing to her community for as long as she is physically and mentally able, acknowledging that her contribution may become less visible as the years pass.

Before we go further, I suggest that you take a moment to reflect on these two stories. What feelings did each of them evoke in you? What “Stans” and “Carols” do you know? Which story best reflects how you would like to live as an older adult?

Stan and Carol are approaching their aging in very different ways. Their stories demonstrate the lenses aging is viewed through in contemporary society. These lenses, or paradigms, contrast with one another, but they overlap in many ways. They are in a state of flux as the first tremors of a demographic earthquake shake the cultural landscape. As an estimated ten thousand baby boomers turn sixty-five each day, they do so in an environment characterized by

• Changing economic realities as financial security in retirement becomes more and more elusive and the financial implications of the baby boom generation retiring become a concern to society

• Continual increases in life expectancy and quality of health among older people

• Baby boomers’ need to remain engaged and feel relevant

• Increasing recognition of the rich potential of the senior years as a time of profound personal development and contribution to society

As the baby boom generation ages, the proportion of the population over sixty will reach unprecedented heights. This will have an immense impact on every aspect of American life. We need look no further than mainstream media and the internet to find dire predictions of the demographic sea change that is already upon us. Most of these predictions engender alarm about how the retiring baby boomers will drain society’s resources. Under the current dominant conception of aging, this may well be true. The ideal held up by the mainstream prescription for aging is retirement (as early as possible), followed by an extended chapter of leisure and disengagement. At the same time, this prescription offers little guidance for how seniors can contribute the skills and wisdom they’ve acquired over many decades of living and learning.

The baby boom generation—the generation born between 1945 and 1966—has been the vanguard of cultural change since the 1960s. Boomers continually confront entrenched paradigms and cultural prescriptions and have led the way for people-empowering change. As the first waves of this generation hit retirement age, it’s easy to imagine how they, or at least that large segment sociologists identify as “cultural creatives,” will redefine aging in the coming years. This change is being accomplished on many fronts; it is multidimensional, reflecting every aspect of life in the contemporary world. If we think in terms of movements (this energy for change is indeed a culture-changing movement), it is often called the Positive Aging movement. I like to see this emerging paradigm change as a “Positive Aging Rainbow,” a multihued set of visions and approaches for older adults to live with more fulfillment, intention, and joy as they age.

Perhaps most visible in this movement is the recognition that lifestyle choices before and during the senior years can make a big difference in the quality of our physical and emotional health. Many of us now know that by combining a healthy lifestyle with the best mainstream and alternative medicine, we can be healthy and active for much longer than our parents or grandparents ever dreamed possible. This approach is often called healthy aging or successful aging.

Another significant color in this rainbow is the encore movement. With his groundbreaking books Encore: Finding Work That Matters in the Second Half of Life and The Big Shift: Navigating the New Stage Beyond Midlife, Marc Freedman presents an empowering vision for how retirement can be the doorway to another yet-to-be-named life stage. In this stage people have the opportunity to find or create post-retirement careers in which they do work that matters to them and to society. Such careers can help meet financial needs, provide an opportunity to pursue a deferred dream or passion, or both.

Recognizing the depressing inadequacy of prevailing structures to support housing and the emotional needs of people as they get older, the Aging in Community movement aims to provide workable appealing alternatives to the often depressing, depersonalizing experience of living in a nursing home or similar institution and the isolation and loneliness that often are the hallmark of trying to age in place in one’s home. Among the rapidly growing range of alternatives are cohousing communities and various models for “Villages” (based on the Beacon Hill model in Boston), in which members join together to share skills and services, community experiences, and the costs of hiring various providers. A variety of initiatives have been developed to help seniors share services, goods, wisdom, recreation, and most anything else important for human well-being with one another and intergenerationally. The key to all these is community, which is so necessary for physical, emotional, and spiritual health throughout life and especially as we age.

Yet another dimension of the Positive Aging movement is the Life Planning movement. This movement encourages older adults to use professionals and strategies to bring intentionality to all facets of their post-retirement lives. This approach recognizes that planning for financial security—the only planning many people do for their senior years—is necessary but insufficient for aging well.

Other facets of this emerging paradigm to empower people as they age include efforts to support older adults in becoming leaders in protecting the earth’s environment; programs that support seniors in developing and bringing forth their creativity; and programs such as AARP’s Experience Corps and the Senior Corps of the government-sponsored Corporation for National and Community Service, which connects older adults with the people and organizations that need them most.

All these approaches counter the prevailing societal myth that aging is primarily defined by decline, disengagement, and disappointment. They show that such experiences are only a fraction of the larger reality of this life stage. The Positive Aging movement can help many people find greater satisfaction and feel more empowered as they become senior adults. But so much more is possible. The critical contribution of conscious eldering to the Positive Aging movement is recognizing the importance of taking time to focus on inner growth, inner meaning, and purpose. This exploration is the foundation upon which people can most effectively build fulfilling lives. Conscious eldering can empower the other approaches, fostering recognition of the importance of our inner lives as we make decisions about how to live our outer lives. At the same time, this inner work helps temper the denial of aging and mortality that can easily be the dark side of many of the new approaches to aging. It enables us to grow and thrive emotionally and spiritually as we inherit the legacy our lives have prepared us for.

Frequently, people nearing “normal” retirement age tell me that this new vision of aging sounds unrealistic. In this difficult economic environment, many people are not financially able to retire. They see positive aging and conscious eldering as luxuries for the well-off, who have time and money to invest in creative inner and outer exploration. I firmly believe that this does not need to be the case, as you will see throughout this book. Aging positively and consciously is about believing in our potential for fulfillment, growth, and service. It is not dependent on our life circumstances or our financial situation. The consciousness and intention we bring to our lives as we age are much more important than the material forms they take.

In addition to changing the way we deal with aging, it is critically important to change the words we associate with growing older. I have met many people, including those who come to our Choosing Conscious Elderhood retreats, who feel a call to meaning as they age. They sense that there is some role for them that is different than just being a “senior” or “older adult” or “elderly.” But they usually have little if any idea of what this status would look like, how to get there, or even the vocabulary to describe and name it.

In most indigenous cultures, there is a designated, revered, and empowering role for elders, along with a set of cultural expectations for how elders develop their wisdom and then serve the community in that role. (When I refer to indigenous peoples, I am employing a term commonly used by anthropologists to refer to cultures that are or were able to live their traditional, close-to-the-earth lifestyles in a way not heavily impacted by the values of the industrial, commercially oriented world.) Most of the world’s people today, whether Eastern or Western, do not live in such an indigenous society; we live in a modern world that has gained much in terms of material comfort and security but one that has also lost a great deal of understanding of what it means to live attuned with the natural world.

In our world, the word elder is equated with frailty, being over the hill, past the stage of significantly contributing to the community, living in recreation-oriented gated communities if one can afford it, and being a drain on the country’s resources. It’s understandable that many older people, especially those who are still healthy and active, do not want to be identified by the term elder. It is no wonder Elderhostel recently changed its name to the less age-specific Road Scholar. The term senior is preferable for many, but given the lack of a meaningful role for older adults, even this term carries a lot of disempowering baggage. Why else would cosmetic surgery and Botox be such booming businesses? Why else are so many of us hesitant to reveal our age? No one wants to be seen as old.

However, as awareness grows, more people are learning that the often disempowering term elder has the potential to reflect something vastly different: a level of growth and service that is critical to the well-being of the community. Conscious aging can mean more than just becoming a bit more conscious as we age. For many, that alone does not satisfy the need to have a meaningful role in the community and a larger sense of personal identity. An inspiring vision of what is possible is that of becoming a conscious elder. Rather than feeding a pervasive denial of aging, the term elder can instead connote the fulfillment of the human yearning for meaning, growth, and service in life’s later chapters.

The role of the elder is archetypal. It’s deeply embedded in the human psyche and has been expressed in the world’s cultures, up until the modern industrial and post-industrial era. The wisdom and gifts of elders have been universally valued as necessary for the emotional and spiritual health and balance of societies. This archetypal energy still seeks expression today amid the many powerful changes shaking the cultural landscape. In indigenous cultures, the role of elder was clearly defined; in today’s highly diverse world, the expressions of this energy—the forms modern elderhood will take—will be as diverse as modern culture. And they will be different for people in early elderhood (young elders) than for those in their later elderhood. The challenge of defining and embodying this role in today’s world is daunting but has immense possibilities for enriching the lives of older people as society benefits from their skills and wisdom.

We do not become elders in the sense this book encourages and supports by merely wanting to do so. The journey toward elderhood requires conscious effort and preparation. Throughout this book, the word conscious is the key. Conscious eldering, conscious aging, and spiritual eldering are frequently used terms that generally refer to the same inner process. They all refer to a commitment to bringing as high a level of awareness and intentionality as possible to every facet of our lives as we age. I prefer to use the term conscious eldering because it makes explicit the fact that such work can aim high toward a goal—becoming an elder—with rich and empowering possibilities.

Conscious eldering means being intentional in all our decisions, rather than acting out of habit or societal programming. It requires working to get in touch with our deepest yearnings for our elder years and creating a lifestyle that supports our personal fulfillment. It involves strengthening our connection with the spiritual dimension of ourselves, where our passions and callings flow from. And it means that we work to transform our inner blockages—beliefs, attitudes, unhealed wounds, unexamined life experiences—that impede that flow.

The approaches to the inner work of conscious eldering presented in this book draw heavily from four sources:

• The universally recognized dynamics of the life transition process and the rites of passage that mark major transition

• The wisdom of Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, who, along with Ram Dass and others, taught the first conscious aging courses at Omega Institute some twenty years ago, and who wrote the seminal work on conscious aging, From Age-ing to Sage-ing

• My own journey along the path of conscious eldering

• Perhaps most important of all, what I have learned from the courageous, committed elders and elders-in-the-making who have brought their fears and visions, sorrows and joys, confusions and commitments to the workshops and Choosing Conscious Elderhood retreats

Rites of Passage, Nature, and Conscious Eldering

The way our psyche changes as we shift from midlife adulthood to early elderhood is reflected in traditional rites of passage around the world. This book’s chapters mirror the three-phase template for virtually all significant inner transformations as well as structured rites of passage. It is also a powerful framework for you to understand and structure your own inner work. Our retreats are structured as rites of passage; this book sequentially follows the major themes of these rites to help you navigate your own transition into a conscious elderhood.

In these modern times, most of us spend the majority of our time in man-made environments, removed from the natural world. There is a reason why most traditional rites of passage required people to leave their villages and spend time alone in the natural world. Likewise, large portions of our retreats involve time in nature. The natural world has the power to open hearts and minds and help us experience what is authentic in ourselves. Our authentic self, our spiritual dimension, is the source of our deepest and truest passion, vision, and calling to serve the world. Tapping the power of nature can be tremendously beneficial for you as you move through your passage into conscious elderhood.


How Best to Gain Value from This Book

This book is not another academic work. Instead, it is a guidebook to support your journey toward conscious elderhood. You will learn conscious eldering practices and their rationale, be inspired by stories from retreat participants who have benefited from these practices, and learn empowering rituals that you can adapt to meet your own needs.

As you begin this book and whenever you pick it up to continue your reading, I offer these suggestions: Approach this book slowly and consciously. Allow it to lead you into an inner exploration instead of being merely another book of growth concepts that inspires you for the moment and then ends up on a shelf as you move on to your next reading. Many of us have the misconception that having information is equated with growth. In contrast, my lifetime of commitment to my own growth and that of others has shown me that growth and the attainment of wisdom are the result of information reflected and acted upon. Many books can make us feel good for a while, as they give us a sense of what might be possible. However, a book will only affect your life if it motivates you to take action in your inner and outer worlds. I hope this book can make a positive difference for you.

I recommend that you create a tranquil context for yourself as you work with this book. It will help you align with the energy I am bringing to it. Each time you work with a chapter (I suggest you work with only one chapter on a given day), imagine yourself in a peaceful retreat center surrounded by magnificent natural beauty. You are with a group of ten to twelve people, aged fifty-five to eighty, and two guides. Like you, they are all seeking to age consciously. They share a strong commitment to living with passion, purpose, and intention as they age. This group continually invokes the presence of the Great Mystery (which they know by many different names) to open their minds and touch their hearts.

In this group, your ongoing experience is one of being held and supported by a loving, safe community. Here you can feel safe speaking what is true for you. Here you can experience the synergy that enables you and each of the others to do deeper inner work than you could likely do on your own. This may be the only place in your life where you can be with others like you—ones who seek to understand what conscious elderhood can mean for them. By envisioning such support as you read, you may be laying the inner groundwork for creating or finding the community support that is critical for conscious eldering.

Each chapter ends with a Story by the Fire. Imagine your group sitting around a fire, engaging in the most powerful learning activity known to humankind throughout the ages: telling stories of experience and growth. These stories, each written by someone who has been deeply impacted by the conscious eldering practice, are filled with passion and heart. Read them slowly and savor them. Imagine hearing them spoken with the sounds of the crackling fire in the background. See what they evoke in you. Do you recognize your own story in their words? If you don’t hear it at first, you may later as you do the inner work of conscious eldering.

As you read and work with this guidebook, be aware that others will be doing the same. You are not alone. Many others hear the call to aim high and age consciously. In addition to using this book, you can access other excellent resources, some of which can be found at the end of this book. Increasing numbers of people participate in conscious eldering retreats, workshops, webinars, elder wisdom circles, and conscious aging discussion groups throughout the world. In recent years, a growing body of research has demonstrated the power of shared intention to create energy fields that can raise the consciousness of all involved and even impact the larger culture. I encourage you to use the power of your intention to align with others seeking to grow into a conscious elderhood. Together, we will learn to age consciously and make this a more conscious world.

Let’s begin this exploration. The world needs conscious elders.
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CONSCIOUS ELDERING: THE JOURNEY TO WHOLENESS AS WE AGE

It’s all about perspective. The mouse’s narrow, up-close perspective of the world is very different than the broad view of the eagle. The perspective of our ego is very different than that of our spiritual dimension. Mouse and eagle—personality and soul—live together with different types of awareness.

Our egos view our experiences, our goals, and our beliefs about fulfillment through a lens that is shaped and colored by our society. Our spiritual dimension, which has many names (I prefer to call it our soul) sees a purpose for our lives that is not conditioned by cultural norms and values.I

How we perceive our lives and the reality of our aging depends upon the depth and breadth of our view of life’s purpose. Of course, we all have egos; they are the vehicles that enable us to function in a material world. In many ways, the viewpoints and values of our culture are necessary for the development of healthy, effective egos. Our soul, however, is what gives us the ability to access a higher consciousness that is aware of the big picture. Our soul has the wisdom and energy to help us learn from experiences and create those that can assist us in fulfilling the greater purpose of our lives. We have both mouse and eagle in us. Both parts are integral to who we are, and recognizing this is key to understanding conscious eldering.

Conscious Eldering’s Role in the New Vision

In the introduction, we examined a new paradigm of how aging is viewed in contemporary society. All its facets help empower us as we age, replacing a sense of diminishment, lack of purpose, and dearth of opportunity with a much brighter vision for our elder chapters. The Positive Aging movement is emerging and growing at a time when medical advances are making possible longer lives with more years of good health and the ability to be physically active. This momentous shift will result in a great many older people finding a measure of happiness and life satisfaction that was not imaginable until the last couple of decades or so. However, for many, even this is not enough.

What is lacking from most of the approaches of the Positive Aging movement is recognition of the spiritual dimension of aging—the soul’s eye view of our human life cycle. For a great many baby boomers, the primary value of these Positive Aging approaches is that they can help us extend the stage of midlife adulthood or add a second stage of midlife adulthood until we reach the stage of very old age. At the point when even “age-defying” and “age-reversing” diets, supplements, and lifestyle choices can no longer defy our mortality, we are on our own to prepare for death. Without considering the spiritual dimension, these approaches reinforce the glorification of youth and the denial of mortality and aging. With this denial comes devaluation of the aging process. A primary understanding of the dynamics of the human psyche is lost, and with it precious opportunity for growth and service in life’s elder chapters. I am not suggesting that the Positive Aging movement is not valuable. It’s certainly making a beneficial difference. I am saying that the inner work of conscious eldering is essential for bringing wholeness to this emerging vision of aging and to those who seek to be all they can be as they age.

Elderhood As a Life Stage

To understand conscious elderhood, it is important to recognize that the psyche moves through stages throughout our lives. Each stage presents opportunities for growth and challenges. If we try to hold on to any stage or get stuck, our opportunities for experiencing the fullness of the next stage’s potential—all the growth, service, and satisfaction it offers—will be severely limited. At the same time, our experience in our current stage may become stale and unsatisfying, as our energies are not flowing freely in the direction they want to move in. In relation to aging, Carl Jung, the preeminent researcher of the human psyche, characterized this reality in this oft-quoted passage: “Wholly unprepared we take the step into the afternoon of life. Worse still, we take this step with the false presupposition that our truths and ideals will serve us as hitherto. But we cannot live the afternoon of life according to the program of life’s morning—for what was great in the morning will be little at evening, and what in the morning was true will at evening have become a lie.”1

With today’s extended lifespans, it may well be the case that the afternoon of our lives begins later than it did in Jung’s time. There is not much value in debating whether it begins at sixty or sixty-five or seventy or later. What is important is to recognize that something begins to shift for most people as they begin to approach retirement age and envision life beyond. Those attuned to the needs of their psyches and promptings of their souls are aware of this shift; those not so attuned may not be aware. In either case, it is happening. There is a subtle inner call to introspection and less focus on outer activity. This call includes a tendency to spend time looking back on life experiences and trying to make sense of them. It brings into our awareness the subject of legacy—the legacy we have created so far and the legacy we have the potential to manifest as elders. And even with its modern association with being old and frail, something about the word elder resonates in many of us. It is some archetypal memory of a role in the human family that is important, valued, and honored.

The term conscious eldering implies and describes recognition of, preparation for, and movement toward the role of elder. We do not live in a society where this role is established and supported. Our modern world, where a much higher proportion of the population lives into old age and secular values dominate the collective consciousness, is vastly different. However, the role of elder is archetypal, built into the human psyche over countless generations. That energy is alive in us. That role remains as necessary as ever for the collective human race and for the individual’s wholeness and fulfillment in life’s afternoon and evening. The ways conscious elders will fill that role in today’s world will be as diverse as modern society; it is as true now as it was in the indigenous world that this role requires preparation—conscious preparation. This process is the essence of conscious eldering.
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