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Spiritual Aging




“Spiritual Aging is a treasure chest filled with wisdom, compassion, and joy. This book, from one of the most trusted voices in the field of conscious aging, is a profound and creative expression of Carol’s deep inner work, long life experience, and academic training. It’s like having a personal spiritual guide who is available whenever you reach in her direction. I highly recommend this book.”


DAVID CHERNIKOFF, AUTHOR oF LIFE, PART TWO







“A treasure that delivers invaluable guidance and intensity for anyone on the path of conscious aging and divine exploration. Rich in wisdom and insights, it is a must-read for those seeking to deepen their understanding of themselves and the mystical journey they share with millions of their aging peers.”


BRENT GREEN, AUTHOR OF 
QUESTIONS OF THE SPIRIT AND NOBLE CHAOS







“Spiritual Aging is a strand of wisdom pearls to guide your life—a timeless and invaluable book. As Carol advises, start where you want—the journey never ends. The shelf life for this book is eternity.”


JANN E. FREED, AUTHOR OF BREADCRUMB LEGACY







“Spiritual Aging places old age in the only perspective that gives it meaning and purpose, as one of our most prized privileges, a space and time to experience life from a brighter and higher perspective. Orsborn does not gloss over the difficulties and challenges of old age but incorporates them into her welcome vision, which helps us to embrace life, living, and ourselves. . . . This book is the honest, lived experience of one who walks her talk.”


KAMLA K. KAPUR, AUTHOR OF 
THE PRIVILEGE OF AGING







“Carol Orsborn harvests the deep wisdom of life’s final act. Through extensive research, keen observation, archetypal symbolism and transpersonal experience, and her own exemplary personal growth, she shows us that we are the path we’ve been seeking. Intuitive, honest, and uncanny, this book gives you exactly what you need before you knew you needed it. Begin anywhere, stay for the rest of your life.”


JOHN C. ROBINSON, AUTHOR OF 
THE THREE SECRETS OF AGING







“A beautiful, beautiful book of weekly reflections. These delicious nuggets of deep wisdom, gentle respectfulness, and down-to-earth, heartfelt humanity call me to keep reading more. Highly recommended.”


RICHARD MATZKIN, AUTHOR OF LOVE AND TIME
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To you, my beloved tribe of fierce old souls. 
Thank you for keeping me company on this at once most perilous and passionate stretch of our journey through life.





ForewordHarry R. Moody, Ph.D.



Carol and I met fifteen years ago at the American Society of Aging, where we had each presented papers on our areas of expertise. I was the author of a textbook in gerontology, now in its tenth edition, and at the time Carol was applying her doctorate in life-stage theory, along with her multiple books on aging, to help such companies as AT&T and Ford target older market segments.


Now at ages seventy-nine and seventy-six, respectively, we not only study and teach about the demographic; we are part of it. That, and the fact that we have continued our lively conversations over the years about our shared interests, certainly qualifies us as old friends.


Carol uses this descriptor “old” throughout the weekly readings in this book. This is a gutsy move on her part, for in a culture that reveres youth, no one in the aging field ever grows “old,” or if they do, they keep quiet about it. You’ll never see elder gerontologists at conferences speaking from first-person experience. So instead we say “growing older,” but not “old.” As I said to someone recently, when asked about my retirement, I feel like a professor of Japanese who spent his whole career teaching the subject, and when he retired was able to visit Japan for the first time.


Carol’s book is unapologetic in its appreciation of late life as an opportunity for conscious aging, a convergence of psychology and spirituality that turns upside down the mainstream paradigm privileging youth over old age. Viewed through the lens of spiritual aging, old age is perceived as holding the potential to be a culmination rather than a coda. As Carl Jung put it: “A human being would certainly not grow to be seventy or eighty years old if this longevity had no meaning for the species.”


Spiritual aging argues that the primary task of development in the second half of life is to achieve some degree of detachment from all the busyness, frenzy, and overactivity that defines success in earlier life stages to make space for new life to emerge. In the words of Thomas Merton: “The greatest need of our time is to clean out the enormous mass of mental and emotional rubbish that clutters our minds.”


It takes time, patience, and the willingness to be alone and vulnerable in order to refrain from turning our eyes away from what we fear about aging and be open to both the shadows and the wonders to be found on the far side of disillusionment. True creativity in later life demands not only letting go of what we’ve outgrown but the initiation of a journey into the wilderness to discover something in us that is wild and untamed. This is the process also described by Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi as “sage-ing,” and by gerontologist Lars Tornstam as “gerotranscendence.”


Carving out time and space for deeper reflection is where Carol’s newest book becomes an invaluable aid. Consisting of a perennial loop of weekly readings in a two-year cycle, the book is meant to be digested slowly and deeply. It invites readers to access a higher wisdom than is otherwise available to anticipate every conceivable mood, challenge, and topic they may encounter, “from transforming loneliness to solitude, loss of identity to freedom, anger to self-protection, envy to love,” and more.


As Carol writes in her introduction, these readings “came to me from depths and sources beyond my ordinary consciousness in answer to my call for affirmation, insight, and guidance.” Her deeper sources included a thousand dreams she experienced, recorded, and analyzed over a seven-year period.


In addition to our mutual interest in adult and spiritual development theory, an abiding interest in dreamwork is something we share, particularly in relation to aging. For fifteen years I have been researching the subject and have led numerous sessions on dreams at conferences in the aging field. The book I am writing on the subject shares research and examples of dreamwork as an entryway into the deeper levels of consciousness Carol’s book brings to the surface to share with readers.


While you won’t find the unprocessed symbols or narratives from her dreams in her readings (Carol stripped them out to more directly communicate the messages they carried), it is clear that her work is informed by such archetypal figures as what Jung called the Wise Old Man (Senex, in Latin) and Wise Old Woman. Think of Gandalf in The Lord of the Rings, or Obi-Wan Kenobi in Star Wars. As guide figures these wise old men and women may appear symbolically in dreams to serve as the source of visionary or prophetic truth during periods of confusion or uncertainty, especially at times when we need help in decision-making. Dreaming about these archetypes can express the dreamer’s aspiration toward awareness of larger meaning in late life. Their appearance in dreams represents more than individual attitudes toward age. They also reflect ideals of wisdom and maturity, a totality and integral wholeness of being that we aspire to over the entire course of our lives.


The depth and creativity in Carol’s readings stand on their own. Whether or not you are drawn to doing your own dreamwork, Carol’s readings resonate with all of us who share her sincere willingness to respond to the deepest questions of life that emerge for us in old age.


Hold onto this book. Open it and read this week’s entry or turn to any page at random. Then look in the mirror, both the physical mirror and the mirror of the mind. Ask yourself the questions: Who are you? What do you already possess? What else is there to know?


No matter your particular circumstances, spiritual aging holds the possibility of your becoming the person you were meant to be. This book is destined to become a generational classic, finding its home on bedside tables for years to come.




Harry (Rick) Moody, Ph.D., retired as vice president for academic affairs with AARP and is currently visiting faculty in the Creative Longevity and Wisdom Program at Fielding Graduate University and visiting professor at Tohoku University in Japan. He previously served as executive director of the Brookdale Center on Aging at Hunter College and chairman of the board of Elderhostel (now Road Scholar).


Moody is the author of Ethics in an Aging Society, the first book published on biomedical ethics and aging, and his forthcoming Climate Change in an Aging Society will be published by Routledge. He is coauthor of both Aging: Concepts and Controversies, a gerontology textbook now in its tenth edition, and The Five Stages of the Soul, which has been translated into seven languages. His Human Values in Aging newsletter has 5,000 subscribers monthly. In 2011 Moody received the Lifetime Achievement Award from the American Society on Aging. He lives in San Mateo, California.
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Greetings, Old Friend



You and I have been working spiritually and psychologically for a long time to get to this place of arrival. We who have been transformed by the challenges of time have tasted the wholeness, freedom, and completion that is life’s promise to us. We count ourselves fortunate to walk arm-in-arm with our cohort of lifelong seekers following the path of the mystics, elders, and old souls who have lit the way: Ram Dass, Rumi, Pema Chodron, and Carl Jung, to name a few. The growing cadre of way-showers grows deep and strong as we have learned from them so much about humility, acceptance, human nature, and what it means to fully embrace life.


In many ways the rewards wrested from growing older are greater than we’d ever expected. But even here, advancing toward the peak of adult and spiritual development, rising to meet life’s many occasions is sometimes more than we can bear. Just when we begin to celebrate a degree of mastery, something unexpected raises the bar. We encounter old wounds we thought we’d made peace with long ago. The thing we were most afraid of knocks at the door. Or we simply forget for a time how small we are and how big the mystery. One of the ironies of age is that past levels of mastery will never prove sufficient because as we expand and deepen our consciousness, the questions become only larger.


This book of readings has come to you at this particular bend in the road to meet you wherever you are in your journey through life. Every week for the next two years and beyond you will be reminded how far you have come already, and that regardless of what life brings your way, you are never truly lost or alone.


The weekly readings comprise a perennial loop of two-year cycles meant to accompany you through the coming years. They are designed to be read one each week, your choice of day and time, and over every two years’ span to cover every conceivable mood, challenge, and topic you may encounter. The readings are at once personal and archetypal, applicable to every one of us. They came to me from depths and sources beyond my ordinary consciousness in answer to my call for affirmation, insight, and guidance.


I literally lived, breathed, and dreamed these readings over the past seven years as I spent every morning recalling learnings gleaned from the most recent of more than a thousand dreams. This period included the marriage of my daughter and several years of solitude, first enforced by Covid, then by choice. Family and friends moved away for many good reasons. My husband and I understood, but still left us missing people we love, including our beloved grandchildren. Along the way there was Dan’s and my joyous fiftieth anniversary celebration and a new puppy, but there was also my own serious fall, surgery, and recovery. My fascination with my dream life sustained me through the highs and lows, and I came to view this period as the call to live even more deeply.


For the many of you who have put my books on bestseller lists in the aging category, you will have the opportunity to connect with this new material as well as revisit some favorite passages adapted to this new context from my previous work. All of the readings, referencing many of the thought leaders who have served as my influences, are informed by my years as a scholar in the fields of religion and adult and spiritual development, as well as my immersion in the works and practices of a wide range of mystic and spiritual traditions, past and present.


In keeping with the intuitive nature of inner work, while the readings subtly build upon one another, they are not linear. Rather, they circle back in sometimes expanding, sometimes contracting spirals until every facet of the major themes of spiritual aging has had the opportunity to be assimilated by the reader on multiple levels. A major influence on my life and this book is Carl Jung’s assertion that the purpose of life is “increasing consciousness.”


Jung also asserted the validity of synchronicity, a principle I applied to the sequencing of readings. I trust that you will discover more than accidental resonances in the pertinence of particular subject matter to your life at each given point in time. It may seem as if the book were reading your mind, addressing the issue or concern you most need that week for immediate application. Other times, however, where there seems to be a discrepancy, several factors may be at play. There is wisdom and utility, for instance, in taking a moment when you are feeling strongest to fortify yourself with advanced learning for a time down the road when your path may wend its way back through the shadows. And vice versa, when you are feeling lost, a celebratory reading will remind you that, as the mystics report, “This too shall pass.” In keeping with synchronicity, it is suggested that whatever time of year you choose to begin your cycle of readings will be the perfect point of entry for you. No need to wait for the first week of January. Start now with this week’s reading and work your way through the readings week by week. Please note that some months have five weeks in some years, but not others. To make sure you are covered with a reading for every week of every year, I have included a Fifth Week Reading for every month. If you have arrived at a month that has only four weeks, consider the final reading of every month to be a bonus reading. When you’ve completed year two’s final reading, circle back to the beginning of year one to complete your own unique transit through this perennial loop of two-year cycles.


In the end, how you incorporate this book into your life is as free and creative as your unique approach to aging. For instance, you may also want to open the book at random, trusting that you are being led to the exact reading you most need at this time. Additionally, the subject index has been specifically designed to be of immediate use to you. You are encouraged to turn to the back of the book and scan the topics to see which one calls to you, and take it from there.


This book assures you of the possibility of living life’s promise one week at a time. It has come into your life at this juncture to remind you of what you already intuit: that however old you are, however challenging your circumstances, you can fulfill your life’s purpose. Nothing of what you’ve been through, from the moment you were conceived through the present, has been wasted. In the coming pages may you discover a new level of freedom in your life that is nothing you’d anticipated but more than you’d hoped. Shall we begin?





[image: image]









JANUARY






First Week of January


As we ring in the first week of the year, it’s already time to take a break from New Year’s resolutions, a simultaneously noble and misguided attempt to game the future. In the past you’ve invested enormous effort attempting to orchestrate the year ahead by trying to figure out which self-improvement strategy, what altered circumstance, which new protocol will guarantee safe passage through to year’s end, only to realize there is no such thing. The effort, with its diminishing returns, is costing you too much. But what’s the alternative?


This is the year you can instead go wild and vault into the new year with eyes wide open, hair flying. Try as you might, reality is going to have its way with you. Of course you should fix what you can, within reason; make the best possible decisions when you must. But as for the rest, you can do as the mystics teach: choose to face the future with more fascination than


fear.


Just over fifty years ago, at the age of eighty-five, Jungian psychologist Florida Scott-Maxwell wrote, “We who are old know that age is more than a disability. It is an intense and varied experience. Almost beyond our capacity at times, but something to be carried high. . . . You grow more intense as you age. Inside you flame with a wild life that is almost incommunicable.”


This is not the extreme sport of the extraordinary elder, meant to inspire the rest of us to take up mountain climbing at seventy or marathons at eighty. But the initiation of an even more extreme movement: that of the heart taking a leap of deep faith.





Second Week of January


Lecturing to a rapt crowd of thousands, the Dalai Lama was speaking about experiencing interconnectedness with all beings.


Olivia Ames Hoblitzelle was there and noted that as he was talking about the heart opening with the radiance of compassion he suddenly paused, interrupting his own train of thought.


“‘But that’s not the way things are,’ he said sadly.


‘We are just people groping in the dark.’ And lowering his head, he began to weep openly. After a few moments he sat up, blew his nose, and continued where he’d left off.”


Even our most respected spiritual leaders know that accepting not only the way things are but our own limitations can be easier said than done. Spiritual advancement does not ensure that we won’t feel sad sometimes, that we won’t become frustrated. But after we’ve had a good cry, we can simply get on with it.


When the world spins out of control, of course you should do what you can to rectify your part in things. This includes being honest about your limitations and forgiving yourself and life for being what it is and is not.


You don’t have to feel happy about this, but there’s a difference between feeling bad—and feeling bad about yourself.





Third Week of January




The wistful eyes of Life are set towards 
a vision that is also a Home—a Home 
from which news can reach us now 
and again.


EVELYN UNDERHILL





We who have allowed ourselves to be changed by our confrontation with aging have become older, wiser, and fiercer. We regret less and appreciate more. And there are moments when we dissolve completely into a state of joy for no reason, feeling in the very marrow of our bones that all is well in the world.


But as the busyness, concerns, and challenges of life begin reaching out to grab us in again, too often it is as if nothing profound has happened.


At these times we need our poets, philosophers, and mystics to point the way back home. Home, as described by John C. Robinson, is a place of “moments of silence, stillness, and timelessness, when it seems as if the mystery of eternity were leaking into your everyday world.”


Once you have tasted this experience of merger, it is yours. Returning is not a matter of will or effort. You don’t need to become more spiritual or more grounded, or to try in any way to be better or different.


This ecstatic union is not because of something you have worked to achieve, but something that comes about in all our imperfection and restlessness. As Underhill phrases it, in “the groaning and travailing of creation” you can perceive life’s urge to transcend the mundane to give expression to a higher meaning and purpose.


There is nothing more to do. You are already one of us, old friend, a fellow resident of the Land of Old Souls. Sometimes we all just need to be reminded.





Fourth Week of January


Some weeks we are more aware than others of old habits, ways of thinking, and behaviors that we know are beneath us. If this is one of those weeks, the time has come to forgive yourself for still harboring self-protective, if no longer necessary, strategies of your youth that once were necessary for your survival.


For so many years you had to rely on your ego defenses—the belief that you could control things and beat the odds to succeed. Without these beliefs there would have been aspects of yourself too vulnerable to be left exposed, unprotected. However many of these coping strategies created issues of their own that you then had to address.


For instance, how often did you exhaust yourself justifying your actions when no defense was needed? How much time did you squander gathering evidence to support a fear that was never based on anything real? How often have you gone down the rabbit hole mistaking resentment for truth? At times you have judged yourself too harshly by seeking perfection, or by comparing yourself to others.
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