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FOREWORD

I rediscovered this manuscript in the early 2000s, well after my dad had passed away. It was tucked in a desk drawer in his study, in our lovely house in Newtonville (the one with the maple tree in front). After much family discussion and consideration, we decided I should edit and take this writing to publication.

My dad believed this project would likely be his last mass contribution to help people. He had no inkling that Tuesdays with Morrie would come into existence. But those familiar with Mitch Albom’s beautiful book will recognize the thoughts here. Dad was primarily concerned with improving people’s lives. He set out to devise practical tips and techniques to help one age creatively, vibrantly, and joyfully.

I had the good fortune to sit with Dad and discuss all these ideas when he was writing the book (more on this in the afterword). It just so happened that in the spring and summer of 1989, I was at home after a long sojourn in Asia. Dad was formulating the project at the time and wrote the book during mid-1988 to mid-1992. We were able to explore in depth what he wanted to say, and this has been invaluable in bringing the project forward now.

One of my main focuses in editing was to keep my father’s unique voice. The work is a blend of Dad’s two communicating styles: academic and philosophical but at the same time down-to-earth, unassuming, and lovingly personal. I hope that distinctive amalgam has been preserved.

Pop was very prescient in perceiving orientations that would become more accepted decades later. He was interested in creating an environment where one’s age doesn’t influence how one is viewed by society. One of his primary concerns throughout his life was the psychological state of the individual. In much the same way as the Supreme Court observed in its landmark 1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling, irreparable psychological harm is done to people who are made to feel excluded or somehow less than those in the dominant society. Dad saw how elderly or aging people had been made to feel less worthy than others, and he hoped this book would be part of a movement to correct that.

The psychological aspect (related to dad’s professional and academic training) is the backdrop. He hoped to offer practical techniques to help people maintain an active and vibrant life. Some of the suggestions may feel familiar—the idea of using laughter, for instance (chapter four). It’s a practice that many have written about more recently. Another concept that pervades these pages is Buddhist mindfulness.

The episodic nature of the book makes it both engaging and fun. Dad felt the real-life nature of the personal vignettes and episodes was the core of the book.

But this is a very different book from Tuesdays with Morrie, though an overarching humanitarianism and universal love run through both. Mitch’s superb book is wonderfully concise and deals with the philosophical, societal, and personal values my father had. This book is more discursive. Dad provides many illustrations and stories to exemplify a point. In a way, the two volumes’ differing approaches make them bookends for each other. I think Dad would be very happy about this because it reflects one of his favorite philosophical models: the tension of opposites.

It is a great pleasure for me to present Dad’s ideas. This is the last great writing project he undertook before he got ill. In these pages, I hear his voice ringing throughout, sometimes as if we were back in his Newtonville study, discussing the insights. “There is no forced retirement from aging creatively.”

—Rob Schwartz,
June 2021, Brookline, MA




INTRODUCTION

Later life is a special period of development, with unique limitations and opportunities. And it may be the most important phase of your life. You can change a lot in later life—if you really want to. For some, the process of getting older is a troublesome string of transitions. At times, it amounts to nothing less than a shattering of the things we took for granted. If you are preoccupied with your aging—alarmed by it, ashamed of it, discouraged or frightened by it—or if the change in identity forced on you is intolerable, you might find it difficult to concentrate on aging well. On the other hand, if you take your aging in stride and look at it as a challenging opportunity, you can use your attempts to grapple with the issues of aging as a vehicle for becoming the person you were meant to be.

Growing old is quintessentially human. If we’re fortunate enough to survive middle age, we all will face certain inevitable experiences, both losses and opportunities. Beyond the particulars of our individual biographies, we each face certain common challenges and choices. Will we face our fear of death, or deny and try to avoid it? Will we still try to fulfill our deepest needs, or give up on them? Will we grow into wisdom, or sink into despair? Will we “go gentle into that good night,” or will we hold on to life with every fiber, kicking at anything that would pull us away? Unlike in modern industrialized countries, where many view the elderly as redundant and obsolete, numerous cultures around the globe recognize the later years as a time of profound meaning, transformation, spirituality, and joy. I believe it is possible—and desirable—for us to do the same.

Lately, we see more and more articles and predictions in books, magazines, and the mass media suggesting a changing view toward the elderly: new ways of engaging with and “using” people in later life, and new anticipations that later life will be a time for achievement, excitement, and creativity. Abraham Heschel says old age can be regarded “not as the age of stagnation but as the age of opportunities for inner growth.”1

There are many good reasons to believe that our lives could culminate in some of the most meaningful, worthwhile, fulfilling activity we’ve ever undertaken. Almost daily, we see news stories or hear accounts of extraordinary achievements in later life. What’s to stop us from developing new perspectives and seeking out new horizons, opening ourselves up to the unexpected, and finding new stimulation and a sharpened appetite for living fully? What’s to stop us from enhancing the quality of our lives by achieving greater awareness, emotional depth, and self-respect? (Yes, even at our age.) We can shed light on the nature of who we are and who we might yet become, and what a more fulfilling existence might look like. We can believe in ourselves, have faith that we can change our lives in significant ways, and pursue goals we’d never envisioned. And we can believe, as Carl Jung’s theory posits, “that the greatest potential for growth and self-realization exists in the second half of life.”2

One of the best things about growing older is that no boss is looking over your shoulder, telling you what to do. Most of us have more control over our time now than ever before. And when we face new challenges, we encounter fewer external rewards or penalties, leaving us with only those that we give ourselves. We can, however, experience the inner satisfaction of choosing to create a life that reflects our reasonable and adventurous desires and aspirations, thus freeing ourselves from ageist assumptions that tell us we are finished, useless, and of little value. There is no forced retirement from aging creatively.

Now is the time to come to terms with old issues that are still dragging us down, to age well, and to become the best person we can be. I hope this book will help you do so in the best, most meaningful way for you. In these pages, I share with you the insights into aging I’ve collected over the past several years. My psychological and sociological knowledge, accrued over a forty-year career as a professor of sociology, and my understanding of human relations inform the work. So has the understanding I’ve acquired talking with friends and colleagues. This book draws on my work counseling people in later life, running psychotherapy groups focused on aging issues, keeping up with the popular and academic literature on aging, and reading autobiographies of older people. I also especially draw on my self-observations and reflections about my own aging, and my experiences of coming to terms with growing into my seventies.

I believe that trying to become the best person we can be, aging well, and coming to terms with our issues might be the most important and meaningful goals to strive for in later life. We all can realize more of our potential by reaching for ideals that are not fully attainable. But in striving, we can learn how to live more effectively and with greater joy. And we can choose the life we wish to lead. I cannot provide a definitive plan, a path, or a specific set of procedures to follow in pursuit of your goals—your life is unique; a cookie cutter is not the tool to improve it. I will provide some ideas on how we might pursue the goals I have proposed. But in striving for your goals, you’ll also discover your own ways to move forward.

This book is for everyone, though it may especially speak to people over sixty-five and retired, who are asking themselves, “What shall I do with the rest of my life?” It may be a useful platform for middle-aged people to preview what their future might look like. They will find much that is relevant to their current lives and also in their efforts to better understand and deal with their aging parents. The book is also for group facilitators in senior living centers and community homes, where it can kick-start group discussions of the opportunities, challenges, and dilemmas that arise in later life. Of course, no reader is too young to start looking ahead to their later years, or to profit from reading this book.

I also intend this book for readers with widely varying backgrounds, which naturally affect how we age. For instance, someone who has never worked outside the home will experience their later years differently from a careerist whose company just hit them with mandatory retirement. Similarly, someone who dealt with a disability or serious illness in their youth will deal with aging differently from someone who experienced good health until their later years. Such differences influence how we age and what issues we will face in the process. When reading this book, pay attention to the ideas that speak to your experience and engage your imagination.

Every author loves a careful reader, and I’m no different. I urge you not to zip through this book. Take the time to think about an issue carefully, look at it from many sides, and talk about it, perhaps even in a discussion group. Talking with friends, peers, and family is crucial. You may benefit from keeping a journal of their thoughts and reactions. Allow the ideas the time and thought they deserve. This is a book for discovering more about yourself. It can help you reflect on your later life and its richness of opportunities. And it can help you change the attitudes and actions you want to change.



 

________________

1 Abraham J. Heschel, The Insecurity of Freedom (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1955), 78.

2 Bruce Baker, MD and Jane Hollister Wheelwright, “Analysis with the Aged,” in Jungian Analysis, ed. Murray Stein (La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1982), 256-274.




ONE

Awakening

I remember vividly my feelings on recognizing with a start that I was an older person: first the shudder, then the confusion, then the depression, then the sorting out, and then finally the stabilization and, mostly, acceptance.

I rarely had been ill before May 1984, when I was sixty-seven years old. I hadn’t given much thought to illness, or aging, or the fact that the Social Security Administration officially labeled me “elderly.” Nor did I in any way identify with the older generation. I quite unconsciously shared the ageist prejudice that to be old meant that you were in decline and “over the hill,” and that old people were not to be admired. So who would want to be—or even be thought—“old”?

I taught at a university, where I was surrounded by young people and where most of my colleagues were much younger than I. With few exceptions my friends outside the university were also much younger—and the exceptions themselves were vigorous and “young for their age.” At the time, I was healthy, full of vitality, and actively involved in a variety of projects. I maintained a quiet pride in the fact that I looked and acted so much younger than I was. And the cardiologist telling me I had the arteries of a twenty-year-old only boosted my youthful self-concept. Thus, most of my life conspired to reinforce my “young” self-image and repress the fact that I was not far from my seventieth birthday. Such avoidance of the chronological facts meant that I’d given little thought to the issues I would inevitably encounter as I grew older. One could say I was an aging innocent and an innocent about aging—that I was a victim of our culture’s adulation of youth and its disdain for “the old.”

All this changed suddenly in the spring of 1984 when, bang, I began to suffer from severe asthma and had to have prostate surgery. I was not emotionally prepared for these maladies, one of which was heading into the chronic category, and the other being characteristic of older men. In one fell swoop, my body confronted me inescapably with my own aging and led to a crisis and eventual transformation in my identity. The painful recognition of my actual age and the vulnerabilities of aging overwhelmed and deeply distressed me.

I came to feel with some urgency that I needed to pull myself together and make clear to myself how I could do the most with the years left to me. I concluded that I would like to pursue the three goals indicated above—goals we can all benefit from adopting in these later years. I decided that to age well, I must try to keep myself in good physical shape. As a consequence, I began to swim regularly, paid attention to my diet and added some supplements, had a deep massage weekly, and undertook a course of acupuncture to reduce the effects of my asthma. On the psychological level, I tried to meditate regularly, paid closer and more caring attention to my family and friends, and set aside periods when I would relax and spend time with myself. I also tried to avoid noxious interpersonal relationships and situations. And finally, I came to see the importance of coming to terms with my fear of death.

Thus, illness precipitated a deepened awareness of my need to be alert to ways that I could improve the quality of my life while aging and coming to terms with ultimate existential issues.

So there I was at sixty-seven, aging in later life. The more I thought about it, the more I wondered about the misconceptions I carried in my head about older age. But asthma attacks frequently interrupted these ruminations. After an attack subsided, I would curse my fate and my vulnerabilities. I would fall into deep despair and rail against my body’s betrayal. Depressed, I longed only to get back to how I was before I became ill. As my illness improved, I was content to coast along on my teaching, counseling, and psychotherapeutic work. To be “back to normal,” relatively free of the struggle to breathe, doing what I had done for the past few decades, seemed a blessing. As my symptoms finally came under complete control, I became much freer of their constraints, and my expectations for the future soared. I became attracted to the idea of making my aging a creative activity, an adventure, and an opportunity to develop new skills, interests, and relationships as well as deepen old ones.

Undergoing the different phases of my illness had reinforced in me, in an emotionally powerful way, an awareness of illness’s impact in shaping my feelings, ambitions, and identity. I noticed particularly how depressed and inactive I was in the first phase of my illness, when I had a guilty sense of myself as a useless person. And in the second phase, I had a mild awakening in which I could see myself coasting along with the tide and sometimes being more active. In the final phase, I felt I could be an enthusiastic and vital participant engaged in the stream of life. Having awakened to my aging, I could see possibilities for fulfilling unrealized potentials. And I began to pay more careful attention to my feelings and attitudes about getting older, and to record what was happening to me.

My illness had raised several important questions that I believe other people also ask in later life: How well or poorly will I age? How can I come to terms with my own death? And how can I remain hopeful and become a more positive human being?

Although struggling with asthma, I continued to teach at the university until my retirement at seventy, and I maintained my counseling practice. After retirement, I faced the question “What should I do with the rest of my life?” I didn’t want to increase my clinical practice as my major activity, but I felt I needed a project that would energize me, enlist my enthusiasm, and challenge me. A friend suggested that writing a book about aging might both help me age well and help others at the same time. Here is that book . . .

Although in my life this upward turn of my spirits corresponded with improvements in my physical health, we certainly do not need to be in tip-top shape to grow, age well, and be the best person we can be. How much insufficient funds, illness, or a disability prevents us from aging well depends on the degree of poverty, the severity of the illness or disability, and the depth of determination of the individual. Apart from adversities at the extreme end, it’s always possible to find ways to derive much satisfaction from living.

FEAR OF AGING

Between the time I suffered my asthma attacks and the writing of this book, how I feared aging! I dreaded the uncertainty and unpredictability of the future. I anticipated pain, suffering, and dysfunctions, all from the same cause: growing older. I resented the negative attitudes and actions directed toward me because I was older.

When I met acquaintances after a thirty- or forty-year interval, I was aghast and reacted internally with a rejecting shudder. I perceived them as shaky, without their previous alertness or vitality, wrinkled, weak—old! Sometimes, I scarcely recognized them. I was saddened. I pitied them and then wondered if they saw the same things in me. In retrospect, I recognize that I avoided older people. And when I had to interact with them, I actually felt a slight distaste or uneasiness in their presence. Yet, I consider myself a tolerant and unprejudiced person.

So, too, for many of the people I talked with informally or in groups. The thought of being old or identified with the “older population” also didn’t fit them. When I asked Jane, then seventy-five, when she first started thinking of herself as old, she reacted indignantly, saying, “I’m not old, and I don’t think of myself as being old.” To her and many others, the term “old” had a bad connotation, and they refused to “own it.” They either denied or disregarded their own moving into later life, believing it was not happening to them, but to others. Some people tried to look and act young—men by engaging in vigorous sports or hanging out with younger women, and women by dyeing their hair or having cosmetic surgery. They had no interest in my suggestion that there might be some value in defining themselves as seniors or as “older people” and challenging themselves to fulfill their potential in later life. In this way, I got another glimpse of the ageist attitudes that many of us older people incorporate in our thinking and carry out in our actions.

The fact that people in later life have many stigmatizing attitudes toward older people and, therefore, toward ourselves should come as no surprise since ageist attitudes are so deep and strong, unconscious, and prevalent in our society. Much like other social subgroups, we internalize the ageist view so that many of us no longer expect, or are expected, to lead useful, productive, creative lives. This ageism can be every bit as debilitating as a disease.

By coming to terms with our ageism, we can learn to approve of ourselves, accept ourselves, and even love ourselves as older people. We can begin to see that the consequences of ageist attitudes and actions make older people feel more insecure, more uncertain, more ashamed, and less human. But we can feel worthy and worthwhile, not despite our age, but because of it— because of who we are as older people. Overcoming ageism brings that positive regard for ourselves, which makes it easier to challenge ageism wherever it rears its ugly head.

MOTIVATION

To rise to the challenges that come in later life, older people need strong sources of motivation. High motivation gives us the energy we need to pursue our goals in the face of ageism, loss, and illness. Motivation is the inspiration to act—an urge that generates effort and focused action. It is the push to try, to assert oneself, counteracting unwillingness, resistance, weariness, inertia, fear, and anxiety.

Some of us have a nearly endless supply of energy accompanying our high motivation. For others, the ability to keep on keeping on is unreliable: sometimes it’s there, sometimes it isn’t. Still others of us have a hard time mustering any motivation and are in a constant struggle to find meaning in what we are doing. For motivation and its accompanying energy to be present, flowing, and continuous, we must believe in the value of what we are doing.

Regardless of our usual level of motivation, we all have in us a vitality, a life energy, an urge to act, to live, and to feel some passion about others and the world. It is a force that can overcome resistance to doing those things we somehow find difficult or impossible to do. But our life energy may be locked in, just waiting to be liberated. It may be pushing to get out. But it’s up to us to tap into that source of life energy within us. It’s up to us to find ways to let it out, get it out, evoke it, coax it. To age well, we need to get in touch with this life energy, become familiar with it, nourish it, and invite it in as an enduring power in pursuing our goals and dreams.

And to discover the true nature of our motivation, we need to be asking the right questions. What gets you excited to confront your tasks instead of avoiding them? What pushes you to try to understand your feelings and connect with others? What gets you to assume responsibility for a plan of action that you deem necessary or desirable, or to answer another’s request for action? What pulls you to participate in the world around you—to engage in projects, meet challenges, seize opportunities, and do something with them? What moves you to create, to assert yourself, to be ambitious about yourself? In short, what stirs the fire in your belly?

Is your motivation at the beginning of a project higher than at the end of a project? Do you depend on external sources or internal sources or both to get motivated? Where does your motivation come from, and how do you increase it or ensure that it continues?

Does your motivation vary in its availability and strength? Does it depend on the project, situation, or people involved? Is it a matter of your energy waxing and waning and you need only wait for it to return?

How is your motivation affected by . . .


. . . the nature of the task or project?

. . . the goal envisioned?

. . . your physical, emotional, mental state at the time?

. . . the rewards for getting involved in the undertaking?

. . . the wish to please someone?

. . . the importance of the activity to you?

. . . the sanctions you will impose on yourself if you don’t engage the project you’ve undertaken or the commitment you’ve made?



_________

I was so impressed with Josh, an eighty-seven-year-old professor, that I made sure to talk to my son Rob about him. Josh demonstrated impressive motivation after a serious car accident. A book that he had written got published, and even though he was still recovering, he set about organizing two book-signing parties, adamant that he was going to arrange everything by himself. He later told me, “I anticipated, with fear, that I might not have the energy to do it. I began to fear that I lacked the confidence and that I couldn’t do it. But I talked to myself and pushed myself to do it. I did it, and it came off very well.”

He explained, “My level of expectation for myself is very high. I talk to myself in the second person and I say, ‘I expect you to come across, to produce.’ I have to talk to myself all the time, but I don’t always listen. Since my accident, I have to push myself to get out of bed, to get washed, to get breakfast, and to do something.” He added, “I have a Puritan attitude. Accomplish what you set out to do. Don’t stall or put it off. I tell myself, ‘You’ll make me angry, and in the end you know you’re going to do it.’”

Josh then reflected, “To have an impulse and not be able to do something with it, to have it die, is one of the worst things from a mental health point of view. After a while, you’ll stop having an impulse or desire, because you know you’re not going to work on it. The impulse will fester and die away and you are left with a lot of unfulfilled desires. These act as a barrier to how you handle impulses in the future. If it becomes a pattern, it could be destructive. I have to keep whipping myself to do it.”

When I asked Josh where he got this life-enhancing motivation, he said, “I guess I really do love life. It’s always been exciting to me. I feel that even the small things are lovely. And they keep me in touch with people, and I love people.”


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘BEAUTIFUL ... Those lucky enough to read this book
will be inspired’ DEEPAK CHOPRA

The

W'SDOM
of

MORRIE

Living and Aging
Creatively and Joyfully

MORRIE SCHWARTZ

edited by Rob Schwartz






OEBPS/images/title.png
The

W'SDOM
of

MORRIE

Living and Aging
Creatively and Joyfully

MORRIE SCHWARTZ

edited by Rob Schwartz

SPHERE





