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For my parents, Julia M. and Jay P. Gurian.


For my wife and daughters, Gail, Gabrielle, and Davita,


and, in memoriam, for Kathy Stevens




It is our purpose as human beings to grow—to look within ourselves to find and build upon that source of peace and understanding and strength which is our inner selves, and to reach out to others with love, acceptance, patient guidance, and hope for what we all may become together.


—ELISA BETH KÜBLER-ROSS, PSYCHIATRIST, AUTHOR,


    

DEATH: THE FINAL STAGE OF GROWTH


    

     Aging is not something that only begins on one’s 65th birthday.Rather, all the choices we make regarding how we care forourselves, how we manage our lives, and even how we thinkabout our futures, shape who we ultimately become.


—KEN DYCHTWALD, AGE POWER





Introduction



The Wonder of Aging


I love Mary Oliver’s question, “Who will chide you if you wander away from wherever you are to look for your soul?” Don’t ever stop looking for your soul, Mike, no matter how old you become.


—Julia M. Gurian, gerontologist, coauthor,


The Dependency Tendency


In the spring of 2008, just before my fiftieth birthday, my life changed. My right hand, which had tingled somewhat for years, began to tingle far more than before. My neck, which had hurt off and on for years, began to hurt all the time. Parts of my right hand, arm, and shoulder entered a state of constant pain, and pain radiated from my neck down my back, to the middle of my spine. I could not lift things as I once had been able, nor could I hold my right arm up for more than a second or two. Because I am a writer, this was significantly destructive for me: I could barely hold a pen for long, and typing was very painful.


What had happened to me? I went to various doctors in my HMO, one of whom sent me to physical therapy for three months; he assumed I was having muscle spasms. While in physical therapy, I noticed that the triceps and pectorals on my right side were shrinking. As the weeks went by, the pain continued relentlessly, as did the muscle weakness and muscle atrophy. I became angry, depressed, and, finally, assertive, returning to my HMO and obtaining a referral to a neurologist and neurosurgeon. Those visits elicited an MRI (magnetic resonance imaging), which clarified my exact situation. I suffered a herniated disk and stenosis in my neck, at C6/7. Because of the bulging disk and the narrowing of the bone, the nerve that controlled parts of my right side was being compressed at the root, causing pain, tingling, numbness, weakness, and muscle atrophy. Soon after learning the root cause of my problems, a neurosurgeon performed a cervical fusion on my spine; the offending disk was removed from my neck, and a titanium plate was placed into my spine. I spent six weeks in a neck brace so that the bones in my spine above and below the plate could fuse.


But the plot thickens, as they say. The surgery that was supposed to take care of the symptoms took care of some but not all of them. Five years later, I am still in constant pain (though the pain is much reduced from before), and my triceps and pectorals have not grown back. My right arm is still weaker than my left (which is not generally normal, since I am right-handed), I am no longer able to play most sports, I can’t swim for more than a couple of minutes, I can’t lift things . . . the list goes on. My nerve root had been so damaged for so long before surgery that some of my symptoms will never go away.


How should I feel, emotionally and spiritually, about this? Should I spend my days complaining? (I have done my share of that, believe me.) Should I spend a lot of time being angry, depressed, and critical of life? (I’ve had very dark days, full of harshness and irritability, sadness and grief.) Should I withdraw from my desires, my intensities, my dreams, and my life purpose because I am aging? My mother passed away at eighty-two, my father is still alive at eighty-four, and a number of my grandparents lived into their eighties and beyond: thus, I have a whole second half of life ahead of me. How should I spend this second lifetime, which clearly will not be as physically active or pain-free as my first?



The Next Rite of Passage





If you are in your late forties or older (for convenience, in this book I’ll often use the phrase “fifty or older”), and even if you haven’t paid close attention to it, you are in your second half of life. Your story of body and soul during this time of growth might be different from mine, but you will, nonetheless, have a story. You are now, or will soon be, challenged to decide whether aging will be a positive experience for you or a journey of dread, approached like a war against the self. Ultimately, we must all face one of the most powerful choices of our lives: whether to avoid aging, or to nurture soul and spirit after fifty in ways we actually could not discover before we matured, through adversity, into the wonder of aging.


Living this choice takes a great deal more spiritual concentration than we’ve perhaps realized. This book is about that concentration.



Are You in a New Stage of Life?





If you are asking some of the following questions, you may be in your second lifetime and, I believe, ready to look at absorbing that concentration into your daily life.


“My kids are in their teens or grown—now what?”


“I’m part of the sandwich generation—how can I manage the stress of taking care of everyone?”


“I am facing or have faced debilitating injury or illness. How do I remain vital?”


“I feel like a new sense of freedom can happen now. What is that freedom, and how do I fulfill it and myself?”


“How do I sift through all the health information available on the Internet about aging?”


“Are there stages to aging like there are stages to everything else?”


“I’m suddenly single and definitely not young anymore. What do I do now?”


“I’m retired. What is my life purpose now? Do I need one?”


“How do I talk to my aging parents about the difficult stuff?”


“Do women and men age differently or in the same ways?”


“How can I be the best grandparent possible?”


Are you asking these “second half of life” questions? For human beings in the new millennium, just the existence of a second lifetime in which to ask them is miraculous. Think back to your ancestors one hundred years ago: the average life expectancy in 1912 was forty-nine years. Our average life expectancy is now thirty-plus years past that. In a few decades, it will double that. You may remember one or two ancestors in your family before 1912 who lived to sixty or seventy or one hundred, but mainly you’ll probably remember stories of just a few people per family who lived to be as old as you are now. Similarly, if you travel to many other places in the world right now, the past is present. In the spring of 2012, my twenty-two-year-old daughter, Gabrielle, traveled to a Mayan village in southern Mexico on a poverty prevention internship with the One Equal Heart Foundation. She came back to the United States saying, “Wow, Dad, there aren’t many old people in those villages.” She saw the reality that still exists in parts of the developing world, where older people are scarce.


The reality she saw exists in contrast to the miracle of your life and mine. The United Nations reported in 2012: “By 2030, we expect nearly two billion people in the world to be 60 years or older. This number equals the current combined populations of North America, Europe, and India.” In just a few generations, one of humanity’s most ambitious goals has been achieved in our developed world: to live into a second half of life that has been, for all of human history, closed to us. A certain sense of awe and wonder at that miracle is not unwarranted. As I provide you with science and spirit to help you develop a new sense of concentration as you age, I am mindful of that miracle.



Two Women





I am mindful, also, of a calling set for me by two aging women. As I was making my gradual rite of passage into my fifties, my mother, Julia Gurian, a retired gerontologist, had begun her journey of dying and death. Her lower spine had been deteriorating for decades (in childhood she had been diagnosed with kyphoscoliosis, and she had broken her back when I was one year old, which further weakened her spine), causing her constant and extreme pain. In her late seventies, she became restricted mainly to a wheelchair. Then, in 2010, when one of her lungs shut down, she was restricted mainly to her bed.


When my mother entered her last months of life, she predicted, “There’s a new wave of thought coming from you baby boomers. My generation redefined social roles, gender roles, child and human development, even death and dying, but you baby boomers are going to be the ones who redefine aging. Elisabeth and the rest of us were curious about it, but couldn’t really do that work yet—you baby boomers have the science, and the need, to do it.”


In referring to “Elisabeth,” Mom was referring to the psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, who authored Death: The Final Stage of Growth and many other books in the fields of psychology and gerontology. My mother, who worked to help found Hospice of Honolulu in the 1970s, became friends with Dr. Kübler-Ross. A woman in her fifties back then, “Elisabeth” was a frequent visitor to our home, where dinner table conversations revolved around dying and death, spirituality and religion, family and child raising. In my mother’s last stage of life, she and I remembered one particular conversation over dessert in 1976. A small, intense woman, Dr. Kübler-Ross asked a tall, pensive seventeen-year-old boy: “Mike, what do you think of all this aging stuff?” Recalling this question in her bed in 2011, Mom chuckled and said, “You used to have something to say about everything when you were a teen, but you usually just listened to Elisabeth.”


I had nothing relevant to say about aging at seventeen, of course, but when my mother passed away on April 16, 2011, and as I am writing this book, I feel the presence of these two women who approached the study of aging with a sense of wonder. I owe the call to research, test, and develop a new framework for the stages of age (appearing in chapters 2 and 3) to Dr. Kübler-Ross’s Stages analyses, and I owe certain aspects of the work on dying and death (in chapter 8) to my mother’s dying process.



Research and Vision





This is my twenty-seventh book. My work as a social philosopher and mental health counselor over the last two and a half decades has integrated brain science and psychological theory with socio-anthropological data and results from my counseling practice. Over the last fifteen years, this work has been field-tested through Gurian Institute research, which includes quantitative and qualitative data, focus group results, data from online surveys, and anecdotal studies. As a social philosopher, I work to help my readers rethink and re-vision our lives in the postmodern and postindustrial world. Whether in my clinical practice or in books, I see us as a research team together—we have combined efforts to re-vision child development, gender, educational reform, workplace relationships, personal growth, and coupled relationships to fit who we are now.


The scientific research, new paradigms, and wisdom of practice you will read about in this book have been used with my clients and others in ways that I hope you will use, as needed, in your life. As we explore new ways of concentrating on and enjoying the second half of life together, I will challenge you, as I have been challenged by my own life, to fully embrace the wonder of aging. This is as much a spiritual process as a “health” process. By that I mean: we have a lot of information around us about the physical and cognitive aspects of healthy aging; we now also need to integrate that information. We are in a time of life when “taking our health to the next level” requires us to rethink and reimagine aging holistically. Both science and spirit can join together in this mission. This book provides one way of joining them together.


As you read, don’t be surprised if you have to push past some hardened parts of the culture we all live in. Our culture has not yet explored aging with the developmental and spiritual focus that our culture has done for other stages of life such as childhood, adulthood, middle age, and death. We have put up a wall against aging, in some powerful ways. If you look at available conversation around you, you may notice that our culture refers to the whole second half of human life as “getting older” or “being elderly,” or, at a certain point, “old age.” Our culture provides us with a plethora of resources on how to handle specific physical and cognitive decline (books, WebMD, HMOs, articles, Web sites), all of which are potentially helpful, but they don’t redefine aging for a new millennium. Redefining age into a new vision is something powerful, beautiful, and freeing that we can do together as we integrate medicine, psychology, anthropology, and spirituality.


The cultural redefinition of age proposed in this book stands on the shoulders of work already provided by many others, but it also includes new vision and language, and age-friendly stories from people like you and me. As we redefine aging together, I will explore seven concentrations with you. They comprise a road map for redefining age. I’ve had a lot of help in defining these seven concentrations. One of them involves a new paradigm for three stages of age:


Stage 1: the age of transformation (from approximately fifty to mid-sixties);


Stage 2: the age of distinction (from approximately mid-sixties to late seventies);


Stage 3: the age of spiritual completion (from approximately eighty to one hundred, and beyond).


As we look at each of these stages, I will connect scientific research to a holistic approach to physical, mental, relational, and spiritual health. Thus, we will work to redefine aging from not just a physical or mental standpoint, but holistically—inclusive of spiritual process. And in this book, I will not tread into territory already well covered by medicine or diet books. The wonder of aging is not about miracle cures, physical or cognitive, nor am I a doctor. My work regards integrating what you already know about healthy physical and cognitive aging (and what you will learn through many other doctors and sources through the decades) with a new paradigm for integrating that material and taking control of the growth stages of your second lifetime.


Because women and men experience aging differently, I will provide you with science-based information regarding gender differences in the second half of life, and ways to use that information to incline the male and female spirit toward greater elasticity and happiness as you age. When the genders fully understand each other’s signals, we can discover a new sense of freedom in the second half of life, both separately and together.


Hidden (or obvious) in each chapter in this book are two practical goals: (a) to decrease your unhealthy psychological stress as you age and (b) to increase the quality of your relationships throughout the life span. Our human experience of longevity, wonder, and adventure depends on enjoying healthy stress while decreasing unhealthy stress, and on protecting the highest quality of our relationships. Chronic unhealthy stress and a paucity of healthy relationships are the two biggest killers of people over fifty, and the top destroyers of quality of life.



Being and Doing





As you entrust me with your time, I hope you will feel a great deal, and I hope you will both do more and do less as you read. In other words, I hope you’ll feel guided toward healthy action, while also being guided to (a) cut back on unhealthy action and (b) develop new rituals for living utterly in the moment. This “living in the moment” was something each of us could talk about a lot when we were younger, but now we can actually accomplish it in new, freeing ways.


Because I am a writer, I combine some of my doing and being through meditation and writing. I call this morning ritual my “daily reunion with God” because I feel reunited with my central impulse of life as I wake up, take care of bodily functions, then meditate. This half hour involves no action, just sitting—quieting the mind, letting happen whatever happens. Often, there is birdsong around me, and the sound of the small water feature in my backyard. Sometimes, there is no sound and no thought at all.


This living in the moment is all I need on some mornings, but on other mornings a theme will emerge in my mental landscape, a theme that requires “doing.” A number of mornings, for instance, I have meditated on this line from the American poet Mary Oliver: “There is no end to the happiness your body is willing to bear.” Especially when I wake up in pain, I seek the depth of that line in mindfulness. Then, after approximately a half hour of meditation (being), my body and mind begin their spiritual “doing.” I begin writing poetry and spiritual essays longhand or on my laptop for at least a half hour, or I write longhand in my journal for an hour.


In this morning practice, I am both being and doing in a time of spiritual growth. Over the last five years especially, this practice has become a part of my own wonder of aging. Though this daily practice may take me more time than you would perhaps want to give (and perhaps you do not have time in the mornings), spiritual practice, in whatever way a person configures it to fit both being and doing, has a profound impact on attitude and growth as we age. Throughout this book, I will help you to experientially vision, in your own life, how you can bring a greater spiritual practice into your days and nights.


For the purpose of inspiration and for guiding chapter themes, I will share some of my finished morning writing with you: each of the eight chapters of this book begins with a meditation on the concentration we are about to explore in the chapter. I hope these pieces help you to be newly creative in the three stages of age. Throughout the book I’ll also share wise words of being and doing from saints, poets, philosophers, and ordinary people who have developed life-enhancing spiritual practices of this kind.



Being Visible





As you read and well beyond, please consider becoming more visible as you age. Find your voice as an aging person and give that voice to the world. Become a game changer in your home, neighborhood, community, and culture. Even if you are in a highly visible profession right now, become visible about your age. Go inward when you must, and return outward with art and life that others can see and learn from. Be the “wise one,” the “sage,” the “teacher.” The world needs you as a person over fifty to guide it and shape it.


After fifty, we are rarely anymore the “hero” or “heroine” of youthful quests, wielding our sword against foes and marrying the prince or princess. We’ve been there, done that. But we are people on a quest no less important. “Will you discover the answer to your questions before your song is spent?” the German poet Rilke asked in his second sonnet to Orpheus. In Sonnet 3, he answers, “Full living is not found only in youthful love. Truly to sing your song takes another kind of breath, a breath in the void.” This “other kind of breath” is the kind of breath we are developing now in our second lifetime. It is a breathing-in-the-void; we are living and breathing in the void-time of our ancestors. Because mortality is something we feel now in ever new ways, we can come to understand that every day is a privilege. We have said good-bye to close friends, experienced a number of losses and failures, and come through. Whether single or coupled, whether we have kids or not, whatever our race or creed or sexual orientation, we need no longer feel invisible as we grow older. The planet needs our nurturance now more than ever. If our journey becomes marginalized, or the culture hardens itself against it, youth worship will destroy the civilization. The world needs us to be visible and purposeful, and we need it, too. We are breathing now with a new kind of breath. Let’s fully experience that breathing and see what great journey we can make as we sing a new, mature song of wonder, love, adventure, and empowered age.






I am not done with my changes.


—Stanley Kunitz


Time is amazingly fair and forgiving. No matter how much time you’ve wasted in the past, you still have an entire tomorrow.


—Denis Waitely, business consultant


Now at one’s feet there are chasms that had been invisible until this moment. And one knows, and never remembers how it was learned, that there will always be chasms, and across the chasms will always be those one loves.


—Lillian Smith









MEDITATION 1:


Taking Your Census in the Desert


(This is the first of the short, written meditations that will appear at the beginning of each chapter. Over the last decade, I have written approximately one hundred of these, some in first person, some in second person, some including dialogue with God. When I write them to “you,” as is this first one, the interlocutor certainly includes my Self, but also includes anyone else as well. I hope these pieces inspire your creativity, as well as thought and dialogue. The themes in each piece will thread through each chapter.)


Have you found what you are looking for? Are you singing a song of praise? Have you fully allowed your spouse, your children, your partner, your lifework to open your heart to life’s warmth? Have you arrived at the adult self you’ve been working toward, the one that promises the joy of “This is who I am?”


There is a time in every life when the road ahead of us becomes shorter than the road behind. At this time, we are each invited to stop walking and hear life whisper, Have you found what you were looking for? This is a time to take a census of our treasures and set a future course.


So I stand at the mirror in the morning, with my fingers pressed to my reflected face, squeezing back the lines of love and pain. My face mask looks like my mother’s, my father’s, but is now surely my own. I am the person whose life has been put more “in my own hands” than ever before.


Have I found what I am looking for?








Chapter 1



Toward a New Spirit of Aging


In order to come fully to the encounter with whatever gives ultimate meaning, in order to really wrestle with the angel, one must be a free agent, not defined by another, or by cultural imperatives.


—Marilyn Sewell, Cries of the Spirit


In 2011, my research team and I developed three surveys, asking 2,752 people to provide insights about life after fifty. We were basically asking baby boomer subjects to define “a new spirit of aging” for the new millennium. More women than men responded to our survey, at about 70 percent to 30 percent. In our work in gender studies over the last two decades, we have found this result to be consistent and robust. We have also found that, in general, men write fewer words than women.


Craig, fifty-three, from Los Angeles, responded in this brief but cogent way. “I’ve experienced deaths in my family and some early health problems, but I understand where I am. I am finally able to handle what is on my plate—and what is on my plate is more than it’s ever been. One thing I’m especially doing is listening to life (and listening to some very good and wise friends). The metaphor in my mind is that I’ve now entered the middle weekend of a wonderful two-week vacation. I still have a week of vacation left but I am not entirely unaware that the plane is leaving next Sunday and the vacation will end. I call this next week of my life ‘Christmases Yet to Come.’ ”


As I followed up with Craig, he talked about the new freedom he was seeking now in his fifties. It was not the freedom of “escape” but rather of new engagement with life. Craig had married for the first time in his forties, started a new family (his daughter was six), and had decided to leave the business world to get a teaching degree. He was also volunteering in his daughter’s school and had started an educational foundation with some of the money he had made in the financial services industry. Craig was stepping forward into the second half of life with vigor, vision, and wonder.


Marcy, fifty-six, wrote a longer story, also revelatory of a new spirit of aging in her life.


“My husband and I are originally from the Northeast and have been living in Georgia for 18 years. My daughter is 19 and a sophomore at college, and my son is 23, and graduated. I am working to cut apron strings with him and give us both a new kind of freedom. My daughter left for school a year ago August, and our dog passed away in May. I decided that I would get a dog, a French shepherd, so that I could participate in outdoor activities, walking, hiking, and training her for things. That has worked out very well; it has provided for me a new set of folks that I have met (lots of people within 10 years on either side of my age). I have sort of re-created myself in this role, more laid-back, no makeup, lots of enjoyment from watching dogs play together and chatting with their owners.


“Nine years ago, my mother, 88, lived in New England on her own, but I realized that as an only child I could not hop on a plane from Georgia and help her when she needed it. So I insisted that she move here. She did and is now 97. Sometimes, being with her makes me afraid of being that old; it doesn’t seem like much fun at all, especially since I’ve realized I could live another thirty or forty years or more. But at the same time, being with Mom more has made me want to do and try new things. Caring for her makes me want to finally become the fearless and free person I’ve always wanted to be, and now I think I definitely have the time to do that.”


“I want to become the fearless and free person I’ve always wanted to be. . . . ” How many of us have said those words, or something like them, over the decades of our youth and middle adulthood? Many of us. Perhaps all of us. In the survey questions, neither I nor anyone on my team used the word “freedom,” but that word and its meanings showed up in many of the responses. As people revealed wanting happier, growth-ful, fearless, and vital ways of living now, they discussed their sense of living in a new time in life when they could develop a new sense of freedom. They talked about a sense of now-more-than-ever and now-as-never-before. Freedom became the spiritual goal within all other goals. In reading the surveys, I understood people to be using the word “freedom” as a sign of spiritual growth at deep levels. People were hoping to redefine and spiritualize their lives so that “problems” became “challenges” and difficult parts of life became no longer “enemies to battle” but spiritually meaningful, complimentary facets of real life, an evolving part of each person’s development of a philosophy of personal completion.


There is a wonderful film about some of this called The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. In it, the character played by Judi Dench speaks about aging and new adventures: “This is a new and different world . . . the challenge is not just to cope, but to thrive.” Dench’s character and a number of others leave England and move to a retirement hotel in Jaipur, India. They enter a completely new world filled with challenges that ultimately help them find new meaning. They grow into a kind of wisdom that frees them to care for others and themselves in vital ways. Where they felt unworthy of success or love in the past, they discover worthiness and love in the present. They reassess what they do and think, becoming the role models people need in order to see where to walk and rediscover a sense of wonder. They realize they have sown many miracles in their lifetimes, and there are more to sow. They sense that pain and sorrow are beautiful evidence of a life lived for purpose. The whole film, from beginning through denouement, “breathes into the void” a sense of what freedom and fearlessness can be for people who age with vision, growth, and self-discovery.


My wife, Gail, and I went to see this film as I was developing this chapter. The goal of this chapter is to concentrate on key standards for what might constitute a new, free, and fearless spirit of aging today. Seeing the film helped me to fully understand why freedom is so important to us as we age, so crucial to positive aging and the continuation or rediscovery of wonder as we age. It is a theme at the center of the spirituality of aging, as we will explore in this chapter and this book. We may lose a lot of our childhood wonder as we move through adulthood and middle age, but as we age we have a chance to live in wonder again (and freshly, maturely) as never before.


By way of coincidence (if there is any such thing), the evening after seeing the film I spoke by phone with my father, eighty-three, who, with my mother, had taken me to India to live in the 1960s (we lived not far from Jaipur, in Hyderabad). He and I talked about the film and about his life as an octogenarian. A number of times recently he had fallen and injured himself, so he had moved into a retirement community where he could get more immediate care. Because of ongoing issues with his lungs, he also needed to move away from Santa Rosa, California, where he and my mother had lived, to a drier climate. When my mother passed away, he chose to move to a retirement community in Las Vegas, where my sister and my aunt live.


I shared with my father the “freedom” that was emerging as a theme in this book. He responded, “It’s true for me, too. People say these retirement communities shrivel them up, but that’s not what I’m feeling. I’m in a whole new phase of life. I’m doing a lot, I have a lot of new friends, I teach an adult education class online, and I have the three-times-a-day hilarious entertainment of people-watching in the dining room! I’m not worrying anymore about whether I’ll fall down and die alone in the house. I definitely feel a new freedom. I tell you, Mike, it never ends, the growing-up stuff.”



Forging a New Spirit of Aging





“Freedom” is a multifaceted word emerging not only in anecdotal research but in the scientific and psychological research on aging. One specific area of science-based research on this subject exists in and from regions of the world called “blue zones.” The term “blue zones” reflects the sense of “blue sky for miles to come” in places like Sardinia, Italy; Okinawa, Japan; the Nicoya Peninsula, Costa Rica; Abkhazia, Georgia; and Loma Linda, California. In these locations, researchers have studied women and men who are living a full, chronological second half of life—to one hundred and beyond. The researchers want to know: Why do so many people in these cities and regions live so long, and with such high quality of life?


Researchers have discovered that while some answers involve genetics and healthy food intake (eating more fish, less meat; more fresh foods, nothing processed; eating small portions, and no refined sugars to speak of), many other answers involve personal choices of positivity and spiritual principles of growth. Older people in blue zones often move into the second half of their lifetimes building more freedom into their lives. They do so by focusing on four particular elements of life, elements my team and I also found in our survey, focus group, and interview results. These elements, I believe, can comprise a foundation for the wonder of aging, and what, specifically, I would like to term “the new spirit of aging.” We will explore each one in this chapter.


1. Healthy aging requires concentration, over a period of years, on de-stressing one or more of the physical, mental, and emotional aspects of our lives. Physical and mental well-being are now crucial, whether in the face of a pivotal health event or just as a part of natural aging; we need to develop discipline regarding nutrition, exercise, improving mental functioning, and working through psychological and relational issues that cause chronic stress. We need to gradually or immediately remove these chronic stressors from our lives if we are to thrive in our second lifetime. Our new discipline of lifestyle, and our working to decrease areas of significant stress, give us quality of life and longevity.


2. Healthy aging requires us to embrace realistic optimism about aging. This requires a lot of active life and, often, an attitude change that sees aging as filled with free potential on all fronts, from personal to professional. Embracing age and rediscovering wonder is about rebirth.


3. Healthy aging requires us to form and join new communities. Most specifically, we need to develop or join a small circle of friends who share similar values, ideas, interests, and visions of age. If we move to a different city, one circle of friends may dissolve but a new circle of friends can form in the new place or new stage of age.


4. The second lifetime is the time to grow from “adult” to elder. This involves becoming or remaining visible, engaging in spiritual practice, practicing concentrated service to the world, and mentoring young people. The move to become an elder is a transformational experience that we need to accomplish consciously. Elder is not just given to us as we become chronologically “old”—elder is grown, created, made, and shared.


Abkhazia, Georgia, is one of the blue zones in which these four elements are prevalent. People who live to one hundred or older focus on new attitudes (they increase the time they spend joking, socializing, and working while singing, for instance); they increase their time in small circles of influence, including circles of like-minded friends; they consciously pursue mentoring of the young (the anthropologist Sula Benet, who studied them and lived among them for many years, saw a culture that lived by its proverb: “Besides God, we also need our elders”); and they specifically de-stress their lives (the physician Alexander Leaf, who studied the Abkhazians for years, noticed that elder Abkhazians try to avoid being rushed as much as possible—they really concentrate on that; they plan their day to be able to include long periods of walking from place to place, rather than rushing from place to place).


While our busy lives involve more rushing around than in a village, especially for those of us still in our prime working years, the blue zone research is helpful in begging each of us to ask questions of ourselves that can help us focus on greater health and freedom as we age.


■ Do I feel an internal pull to begin de-stressing and de-cluttering my life? At certain times of the day, do I feel like slowing down a little and fully entering my senses and “the now”? Do I let myself feel this pull, or do I remain too busy to feel it or give in to it?


■ Do I feel like now is the time to look at what a “good attitude” and a “bad attitude” are regarding age, health, mission, and “time left”? Where does complaining get me? Am I optimistic? Am I so optimistic that I’m not realistic about my age, or am I avoiding age by doing everything possible to pretend it isn’t happening?


■ Do I feel pulled toward a circle of family and friends who can become my rock as I age? Do I have close friends? If not, why not? If my spouse used to be the “friend maker” but now I am alone, how can I find a circle of friends on my own?


■ Do I feel a pull to explore what “elder” might mean for me? All my life I have been building a personal legacy—working, caring for others, serving, accomplishing. Am I becoming an elder who shares wisdom, or am I just subsisting? Is my community allowing me to become an elder? How do I become an elder?


We have the freedom now, in a miraculous second lifetime, to soul-search and soul-find. Wherever we are in our personal journey, if we are near or have passed the fifty milestone, we are psychologically driven toward a new spirit of aging. At fifty, we’re just starting to feel the call; by sixty, then seventy, then eighty, it will become even louder. I’ve felt it, you’ve felt it, people in blue zones have felt it, and everyone around us, wherever they live, have felt it as they cross the threshold into the second half of life.



Stress as the Catalyst of Spirit





Contemporary science-based research on aging and stress gives us a profound window into the urge we have all felt (even if unconsciously) to be reborn and develop new focus as we age. In this way, stress is a primary driver toward early death and low quality of life, or increased freedom and a new, deep happiness.


Bruce McEwen, a neuroscientist at Rockefeller University who studies the effect of the environment and lifestyle on aging cells in both our bodies and our brains, has discovered that any significant, ongoing stressor you experience as you age attacks cells equally in the sympathetic nervous system and the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (the system that connects your body and brain). This attack signals the frontal lobe of the brain to try to compel personal and spiritual growth at a cellular level.


So, if you are under some kind of constant negative stress in your psychophysical environment—from lack of sleep to a diet of destructive foods to depression to relationship issues to overwork—your frontal lobe and parts of your limbic system (your emotional centers) will most likely try to deal with this ongoing negative stress by pushing/pulling you toward new activations, new ways of being, new solutions that will counter the stress. You may override your own antistress decision making with an even more powerful executive choice—that is, to disregard the chronic stress your cells are under and continue doing the things that are bad for you—but your cells, body, and frontal lobe will keep pushing you toward new decisions and new rebirth. If you avoid your age—avoid what your cells are saying—for too long, parts of your body will give out, your mind will feel even more cloudy at times, your sleep will get even worse until you drive into a tree, perhaps, your heart gives out, or you have a stroke.


Your body and brain are wired for this kind of self-direction genetically. UCLA neuroscientist Steve Cole has taken the body-mind stress research into the area of genetics. He has shown that our physical cells reflect our gene growth, and our physical genes are vulnerable to any significant stressor affecting any other part of our system—mental, relational, spiritual—especially as we move into and beyond fifty. Because the bodies and brains of people over fifty are not as naturally resilient as they once were, our immune systems are not as strong in their natural life cycle as they were in our youth or middle age; thus, our brain’s decision-making centers in the frontal and temporal lobes—centers tasked with guiding our thriving—must activate to protect us. This activation is manifest in our conscious (or unconscious) pull toward seeking a new spirit of aging, a new freedom, a “downsizing,” a “new approach to life” as we age.


This pull is not a pull toward a completely stress-less life. That does not exist. It is impossible to have no stress or to avoid crises in life and be crisis-free. Even while working to de-stress parts of your life in your fifties and beyond, you may be, like me and most people I know, working forty-plus hours per week; volunteering in service communities; still raising or launching your children through teens, twenties, or beyond; caring for your parents and your spouse’s parents; and, in all these areas, dealing with crises as they arise. To seek a new approach to stress is not to put on rose-colored glasses. Stress and crisis are a part of life.


But if you have felt the internal pull to figure out how to de-stress your life, you are feeling your cellular, physical, and neurological systems trying to guide you toward new freedom, which is freedom from the stresses you no longer need. Your physiopsychological and cellular systems are saying to you: “If I am going to flourish through the decades of my future, I must de-stress the parts of life that are destroying me.” They are pressing: “If you don’t choose this course, you have a greater chance of becoming mentally ill (to say nothing of physically ill) as you age.” Dr. Cole notes our genetic reality here: when we were younger, many of our cells, once destroyed by stress, could regenerate, but now many of our aging cells cannot regenerate when destroyed by stress. And even more troubling is the fact that stressed-out cells now can mutate genes such as our IL6 genes; this age-related mutation leads to increased mental illness. If we continue to live highly stressed-out lives in our fifties and beyond, the stress keeps attacking us until it kills us quickly or alters our cells to the extent that we spend the second half of life in battles with mental illnesses—depression, rage, dementia—that we could, at least in part, have avoided.


So the pull you may be feeling to “change your life” is a natural one. I believe it is the reason so many people in blue zones (and many in your own neighborhood, we hope) pursue freedom so consciously. As we move through the fifty-year-old milestone, our psyches stand at a threshold between two worlds—adulthood and elder. Our cells, bodies, and brains feel the threshold as a spiritual state, a very real but also somewhat hidden state. Stress creates opportunity for rebirth into a new lifetime. If we make the transition through this new time, it is going to feel physiologically and neurally like “less stress.” Spiritually, it will feel like freedom.


“My husband and I are tired of the grind we’re in just to keep up,” Elaine, fifty-nine, wrote in our survey. “Our kids are grown. We’re going to sell our house. We’re downsizing.” Paul, sixty-two, wrote, “I’m letting go of some of the ‘having to always be right’ that drives people away from me. I’m listening better, detaching myself from some things that used to be important—now, I don’t understand why I spent so much time stressing out about them.” A client, fifty-five, said, “I have become more patient now. I had to. My impatience was killing me.” Another client, sixty-one, said, “My job is literally killing me. I have to find a way out.” Another client, fifty-one, wrote: “We have to end our marriage. The stress isn’t good for me or him.” These survey participants and clients felt the need to change attitudes and, in some cases, shift relationships; they felt called to develop freedom from what they feel is, literally, killing them, and freedom toward new life.


There is an ancient Chinese story of a sage who walks one day to the ocean, sits down on the shore, and uses a knife to cut boils and sores off his body. As he cuts each one off, he tosses it into the sea, and as it touches the sea, it grows gills and fins and swims away. When he is finished cleansing himself, he walks away from the sea, back to his daily life, feeling lighter, reborn. I see this sage as someone who has come to the sea because he or she feels an internal and very real pull toward freedom. Feeling that pull, he acts: he gets rid of the boils and sores (chronic stresses) of his previous self. For the Chinese sage, doing something about his stresses—freeing himself from them—altered who he was.


And so it is with us. Research in epigenetics conducted at Rutgers University confirms that our bodies and brains can regenerate some cells if we de-stress our lives as we age. It is getting more difficult for us to regenerate cells when we are under profound stress, but if we follow the “pull,” the primal survival urge, appropriate to our fifties and beyond, to take control of who we are and where we want to go, and if we plan our lives in ways that allow us lowered stress and higher quality of life for the second half of life, we can grow new cells; we are, literally, reborn.


But It’s Not Always Dramatic, at Least Not at First


Recently a client in her late fifties, Tammy, came to my clinical practice and asked for help to become healthier as she aged. She said, “I buy the idea that I have to make changes, especially in my stress levels, but I just can’t do anything dramatic right now that involves life change: I still have a kid in college, and I’m just climbing to the place I want to get in my company. So, you’ll lose me, Mike, if you don’t just give me a few things to do to de-stress myself physically right now, in the middle of my busy life.”


Part of my counseling practice is giving resources and best practices, so even though I am not a doctor, I felt comfortable helping her look at certain ways to deal with physical and cognitive stressors. After listening to her describe her everyday life, I homed in immediately on her sleep patterns. She slept, it seemed, too little for her aging brain’s health. She was always exhausted. “I can’t sleep anymore,” she said emphatically, “but there’s nothing to be done.” She described a schedule of rising at four a.m. to commute to work and needing to spend time with her husband and child in the late evenings, and then an hour of e-mail at eleven p.m., just to catch up, and time for only a few hours of sleep. I told her point-blank that this was killing her, and she agreed, but she said, “I don’t want to hear ‘Don’t do e-mail before bed’ or ‘Sleep more’ right now. What else do you have?”


Unable to help her alter her stress levels in huge ways, I settled for four concrete things that might help decrease stress and increase freedom under the parameters she gave. I practice these myself, and Tammy promised to concentrate on these in the midst of her very stressful life.


If you are a person who feels the pull toward new freedom, but your life is immensely busy, these four things will at least help you start heeding the call toward a new spirit of aging. They are baseline stress relievers for anyone and everyone, though we all need to go even further than these to fully realize the goal of freedom.


■ Food. Food grounds body and soul. A good breakfast gives Tammy’s body and mind fuel for the day, which decreases unnecessary stress on her cells and primes them for growth all day. If, however, she eats a huge dinner, her cells will need to process the food during the night—carbs are more likely to turn to dangerous fat during the night, when she’s not active, which increases cortisol (stress hormone) levels in the brain.


■ Water. Tammy didn’t drink enough water during the day. But she drank a lot at night, she said. This was most probably increasing her stress hormone levels. Lots of water during the day could help allow her brain to be more oxygen-filled and thus more intelligent, vital, relationally savvy, and spiritually at peace. But lots of water near nighttime was probably interrupting her sleep, which is a life-threatening stressor.


■ Alcohol. A little bit of alcohol can be healthy, especially a glass of wine a day. Too much alcohol, however, especially as we age, can have a negative holistic effect on us. It can become such a stressor as to lead to ongoing mental and physical disease and destruction of spirit. Tammy confessed to me that her husband was saying she drank too much. If someone we trust is telling us we drink too much, we probably drink too much, especially in a high-stress life like Tammy had.


■ Chocolate! Chocolate is, potentially, a physically, mentally, relationally, and spiritually useful food. Really? Really. Unless your doctor tells you otherwise, you might think about having a bit of chocolate every day. I asked Tammy to consider it. Chocolate can de-stress our brains and thus lift our spirits. It tastes good and can help our mood, especially in the winter when life can seem gray and somber. Some people have even reported a sense of spiritual euphoria from eating chocolate in the middle of a particularly dreary day.


Whatever large and small things we can do, we should do. Whether stress catches up to us quietly or dramatically, it catches up to us. Whether regarding food, sleep, relationships, work . . . or all of the above . . . stress is a factor. The earlier we let dialogue about our stress levels enter our personal, familial, and conscious conversation, the sooner we engage the primal, protective drive within us toward developing our own new spirit of aging.



Embracing Our Age





Positive attitudes are somewhat correlated with genetics (some people are naturally more optimistic than others), but everyone can alter their attitude toward increased optimism in given situations. This alteration has an internal logic to it, and it is not just an “attitude” task but also a spiritual task. To set a foundation for positive attitude as we age, we have to each, personally, decide what we mean by “positive attitude” and “optimism” for us. “Optimism” and even “positive attitude” are clichés and are easily scoffed at. Let’s look a little deeper into them.


Someone you know—or you yourself—has stopped dyeing his or her hair, letting it go gray. This is a symbolic gesture for this person that says, “I’m here, I’m ready, let’s see what’s next.” The person is being both realistic and optimistic about age in his or her own way. “Okay, I see reality,” he or she is saying, “and it’s not going to be easy, but I’m going to enjoy it, live it, be with it as it is, and see what happens. I’m going to be free of the fear of aging.” This is all a part of the pull toward freedom for this person, an inherently positive pull, a part of optimistic thinking. As with all of life so far, things certainly won’t go as planned all the time for this person or you or me, but whatever happens, it’s going to be interesting.


This combination of realism (things won’t necessarily go as well as I wish) and optimism (things are going to be fine indeed) is of great value. It is an attitude that embraces age on both fronts—the reality and the dream. Nancy Snyderman, sixty, a physician and throat surgeon, who provides medical reporting for NBC’s Today show and NBC News, has traveled to all continents in her work. In interviewing hundreds of scientists and researchers, she understands the term “realistic optimism” to stand for “significantly important attitude adjustment as we age.”


She recently told me, “I’ve seen the power of this attitude in blue zones, and just recently I attended a forum on aging and interviewed former president Bill Clinton, who is just hitting a new stride in his late sixties. He said, ‘I’m just getting started!’ There is no scientist or doctor I’ve interviewed who doesn’t agree: if we look at issues such as stress, loneliness, what we eat, how we interact, how we transform our identity, we become the greater for it, and it comes hand in hand with changing our attitude toward aging.”


I asked Nancy to define this attitude shift. She said, “It’s about being both happy and real, in equal parts. For instance, if you have tried to hang on to your youth, there is nothing wrong with you. You are doing something natural—you love the success you had in your youth, the feeling of running hard, playing every sport, attracting other people’s healthy looks and glances. But to be healthy now, you may need to bust the myth of the fountain of youth. While it can be very useful to use hormones, dye your hair, take a food supplement . . . your intention in doing these things is important.”


About “intention,” Nancy said, “Your doctor should be able to help you decide your intention as you discuss with him or her the ‘why’ of what you are doing. If your intention is health, you’re probably fine with using the product, cream, or dye; if your intention is to avoid your age, you might need to rethink. Embracing our age does not mean letting ourselves go completely. It doesn’t mean thinking, ‘I’m over the hill.’ Just the opposite: research shows that we can negatively impact our emotional and, in turn, our physical health if we think we’re done, finished, over. But it does mean taking control of what is real and what really makes us happy.”


I hear Nancy saying that it is freeing of the soul to embrace age in a way that is both real and projective of best results. While we may think initially that “freeing” would correlate with staying young, and while, at times—especially when we are ill or in pain—we might think it is quite enslaving to grow old, still, in the long term, it is actually enslaving to avoid who we are. Avoidance of identity is always slavery to another person or ideal.


New research regarding the biochemistry and neurology of happiness confirms this idea. Happiness is a feeling of immense emotional and spiritual freedom—freedom to be who we are with the people we are with. Happiness is directly linked to aligning ourselves with positive attitudes and realistic goals. Happiness as we age feels like an embrace rather than an avoidance, a source of power rather than a sense of irretrievably sad loss. As science-based research in “happiness development” has confirmed over the last decade, we can especially feel it manifest in our lives through basic elements of happiness: a prevailing sense of gratitude, engagement in the world, discovery of meaning, and a sense of faith. The more these are active in our everyday lives, the more we should be able to feel realistic optimism.


■ Gratitude. At some point in our new growth, we realize we have come to feel greater appreciation for what we have and focus less on what has not come to be or what has been lost—such as a youthful body.


■ Engagement. At some point in our new growth, we feel constant engagement of our personal energy in purposeful life, that is, less of a shotgun approach to doing “everything” and more of a directed approach toward the most important things and people in life.


■ Discovery of meaning. In both small and large ways, as we take time to experience life as it is lived, including “smelling the flowers” and connecting with people who build meaning in our lives, we feel more greatly like we are living lives of meaning, not futility or “I’m on a treadmill and can’t get off.”


■ Faith. Over a period of years, even decades, we may find ourselves exploring involvement in new spiritual thinking, mindfulness, and rituals as we move some of our life focus to mysteries of spirit and soul, God and faith, with a new energy to fully engage in the gifts of mortality.


Even if you are living a very busy life, and even if you feel you can make no changes right now, you can focus just a little more of your daily time and energy on gratitude, engagement, meaning, and faith. You really can. You can do it during your meditation time, during a walk or run, while you are reading or talking with a friend, or while in a state of prayer. Each of these concentrations will enhance your sense of being freer now than ever before, happier, more fearless. Life is coming at us hard as we age, and realistic optimism helps us move more freely toward a new, protective spirit of aging as we live this life.




Lori, 54, wrote to me:


“Two days before my 53rd birthday, I received the greatest lesson in life. My 22-year-old son was diagnosed with a life-threatening brain tumor, and every day since then has been a lesson in faith, perseverance, love, and progress. I quit my job to be with him 24/7 and in the process learned that I was a lot stronger than I had ever imagined. I started my own new business in the process. As my friend Wall Street Journal columnist Jeff Zaslow wrote to me in an e-mail, ‘Life is fragile. We don’t always see that—until we have reason to.’ Five months after that note, Jeff tragically lost his life in an automobile accident.”


• • •


Kathy Stevens, 62, a mother, grandmother, and executive director of our Gurian Institute, had been battling cancer for two years when she said, “I’m going through a lot, but when I read this blog (below), I look at my attitude and remember how good I have it. Since I am off to chemo this morning, it again made me stop and count my blessings . . . for having the past two years of treatment to keep me alive, getting to spend time with kids and grandkids, having time to collect my thoughts on life past and present, continuing to fulfill my legacy.”


The blog post Kathy referred to was this:


I lost both my only child, my daughter, Beth, and her newborn baby, my only grandchild, a few weeks ago. December 1st, 2011, was parent-teacher conference day. Beth, a teacher, was talking with a parent of one of her students when she suddenly felt light-headed, collapsed, and stopped breathing. The 911 call was made. An emergency vehicle soon arrived. At the hospital, we learned that Beth had a cyst, fed by large blood vessels, that was positioned in an area that hid it from ultrasound scans. The cyst ruptured, causing massive internal bleeding. All attempts at resuscitation failed. The loss of blood to her brain deprived it of oxygen, so that by the time she reached the hospital, there was no trace of brain activity. The emergency room crew performed a C-section in an attempt to save the baby. However, the baby had been without oxygen for too long as well. Her little organs began to fail, one at a time. Within a few hours baby Natalie Danielle joined her mother, Beth, in heaven.
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