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“Aging is above all a gift, but without doubt aladask” (Piet van Breeman,
S.J.)

It is often said that oldge is the evening of life. This being so, it isoathe
case that it is impossible to live as though iteveorning. Things that were
important at other times have often lost their negirand those which
seemed insignificant take on great importance enldit years of life.

Thus oldage gives priority to those values which, thougkeasial to
existence, have not had the importance which tlaey lheserved. With the
advance of age, the human being is brought by e&abuvithdraw, to tursin
on himself, often to live in solitude. He becomisnd in order to
- listen more peacefully to those who are dear ta him
- bring to mind significant memories and savour tleaimly.
- free himself from all profane or other compulsions.
- penetrate his own interior life, undertake what Ddegmmarskjold,
previous secretary general of the United Natioafied “the longest
voyage”.

Unfortunately these moments of peace are often maganied by a
diminution of physical and mental capacities; thenhn becomes more
fragile and the list of health problems lengthdds.more and more needs
the help of others and the progressive loss ofrewty sometimes goes as
far as complete dependence, a heavy cross to t¢arlyis phase of life, he
must therefore acquire a new maturity at the cdsh @onscious effort,
combined with sethonesty and humility. Once reached, a successtll ol
age can become an enrichment for the person himsdlthose near to him.
C.G. Jung used to say in this regard: “man chargeself only if he
accepts” [and allow me to add “only if he acceptsgelf’].

For us Christians, the message is formulated tbuen if our strength
abandons us and we can no longer work, we stilkleapart to play on this
earth. Ignatius of Loyola went so far as to say tha mission includes “the
fact of dying”.



We know the different stages of aged persons:
“the newly retired”, those who have already hadnh&scand pains”,
but still have an active lifestyle; then
- those aged persons having lost autonomy; et finally
- those touched by personality changes brought orsdnylity or a
dementia like Alzheimer.

What use is a life so seriously disrupted, at tagt stage? In fact, by all
known values, human dignity remains and the grav€lywithout being
aware of it, raises the gaze of others towardgrrescendent. [a service of
inestimable value].

In general, the aged like to repeat themselves,theineconsciously or
otherwise. They are delighted at taking centerestaga conversation, even
if they have nothing new to say. They are thendhme stories of a past
which they have idealized out of need for securty, ritual and from
inertia.

Some aspects of spirituality in eétje.
A. Prayer

As the human ages, his social contacts diminishcalt be a difficult
experience to find oneself alone, but equally artaion offered by nature
to enter into oneself. One must take advantagerayimy. No doubt, the
prayer of the aged is marked by maturity and deptlt, not without
difficulties. It can be that access to this pladeinterior peace may be
difficult for an aged person because he has Iesahility to concentrate or
because physical pain prevent him from entering himself. One should
not therefore idealize oldge as a time of prayer. If one has prayed
traditional prayers his whole life (Our Father, ymes of the Mass, the
Rosary, the Psalms), these become a great helgh W& prayer of
supplication and especially thanksgiving, they ¢tituie a support upon
which the person can lean, especially if he is &b participate in the
religious offices.

B. Relinquishment

It is a law of nature that obliges us to continpabandon something in
order to grow physically and mentally. The refugalprogress, to mature



and giveup what is past and which only proves an obstackhe spirit is
what some psychologists consider as the source uaferous mental
disorders. In oléhge, relinquishment, letting go should take placeenand
more, and this is why it is important for the Spia stay awake, even at the
cost of giving up certain comforting and habitdahgs.

In reality, this experience of letting go is veriffidult. The aged person
remains conscious of having engaged in a processhwbuches goods in
various areas: material goods, physical activitiess impossible, loss of
friends and loved ones, progressive isolation. A& same time, at the
spiritual level, the aged person can pass througjhge of spiritual darkness
like that experienced by Saint Therese of Lisieuxhie last months of her
life. The obligation to let go becomes more and enfsequent, it is the

preparation for the final sacrifice, that of oneathly life, so that the person
who will die needs to abandon himself completelgtul. However, there is
nothing passive in all this; the grace needed sur@sl and the final

relinquishment, and it needs to be maintained, wél followed by an

incomparable return, that of beholding God fackate.

C. Forgiveness

Entering into oneself, which takes place in thedagerson, permits him to
re-examine his life, to pick up the main lines andnasds, to finish with

that which is not yet resolved. Just as a writgren@s his manuscript many
times before bringing it to the editor, the humamlg reviews his existence
in order to die in peace.

One of the most significant aspects of this taskaked FORGIVENESS,
that which one gives and which one receives. Forgisomeone can be
quite difficult and one can delay for a long tin@ne must remember when
one waits upon a word or a gesture of reconcilmafrom another. It is in
any case a very serious step which should leachéoundoing of all
aggression and all violence. Pope J&taul 1l never stopped stressing that
there is no peace without justice and no justidbout forgiveness.

Finally, granting forgiveness is not
- wearing out simplistic naiveté, and more than fghiog” the matter
in order to find peace. Forgiveness is confronang combating the
evil.



- forcing oneself to forget, but to see the woundd tirere inflicted on
us from a different perspective.

- being weak and refusing to face reality, but indte@ing courageous.

- a synonym for reconciliation. This occurs betwega people, while
forgiveness remains independent of contact witother.

Forgiving means maturing, a long and difficult journey whicalls for
strength, but not forgiving entails the loss of imenergy and joy.

Being forgivenis something quite different: like “the ordeal loive is
faithfulness; forgiveness is its perfect fulfiimé(verner Bergenguen). God
being all love, He is equally all forgiveness ahd human being can only
receive this gift by which his faults are remitted.

For aged persons, this act of forgiving and bemgif’en (by others or by
God) represents an important task which brings@ead the confidence to
realize the last part of the journey.

[the following fact was recounted to me: the motblea young man, victim
of violence, wanted to meet the murderer of herlssfore dying in order to
tell him that she had forgiven his atrocious act]

D. Loneliness

The loneliness of aged persons constitutes for nadirtiem a problem to
fix. They lament: “No one needs me”, “Hardly anyorisits me”, “| have
been forgotten”, “No finds time to come and see.me”

Others succeed in occupying themselves in theintusi@, finding
satisfaction in the fact of being alone and endabgepting it, even if they
suffer at times. The poet writes “In the afterncibw, light becomes peerless.
When the shadows draw out, the stars are bors.tlt@ great silence. You
are by yourself. But do not be alone”.

It would be an error, then, to evade the worry amebw oneself into
excessive activities which prevent living the sa¢. Oldage should be a
peaceful time because it calls towards a highet, gbat of loving and
having faith in God and one’s own. It becomes, thedispensable to find
new roads towards these and to fill the solitudd vave of others.

To conclude, it can be stated that contact withdagersons represents a
confused way of facing one’s own age. “Accompanyagerson in his



lllIness and up to his death is a profound privilegech transforms all of
life”. (Piet van Breeman, s.}.).

N.B. This text was inspired by the reading of ar@am book “Vieillir, une
voie spirituelle” of Piet van Breeman, s.j. (Edig Echter, Wurzburg,
Germany, 2004). | must confess that | drew exteagifrom his writing in
translating it into French. Consequently, my téxdwdd be considered as one
long citation, where | have allowed myself to ingia certain passages and
to add some personal reflections [found within mee commas].
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