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nGROW OLD ALONG WITH ME
n 

L PSALM 90 : 1-4 J 12 

PROVERBS 3:13-18 

LUKE 2:52 

• 

(How TO DEAL WITH GROWING OLDER AND WITH OTHERS 

WHO ARE GROWING OLDER) 

ROBERT BROWNING WROTE: 

GROW OLD ALONG WITH ME! 

THE BEST IS YET TO BEJ 

THE LAST OF LIFE, FOR WHICH THE FIRST 

WAS MADE: 

OUR TIMES ARE IN HIS HAND 

WHO SAITH) HA WHOLE I PLANNEDJ 

YOUTH SHOWS BUT HALF; TRUST GOD; SEE ALLJ 

NOR BE AFRAID!'' 

RECENTLY A MINISTER FRIEND OF MINE SENT ME 

A COPY OF A LETTER OF PROTEST WRITTEN TO THE 
. 

. 

POET ROBERT BROWNING ABOUT THIS POEM. THE 

LETTER SAID: 

DEAR RoBERTJ 

WERE YOU AN AUTHORITY. WHEN YOU EXTENDED THE 

INVITATION TO GROW OLD ALONG WITH YOU? ALL 

THESE YEARS WE HAVE FOLLOWED THAT PROMISE) 

nTHE BEST IS YET TO BE
n 

-- A CARROT DANGLING 

BEFORE US J JUST OUT OF REACH, ADMITTEDLYJ 

LIFE IS QUIET NOW) ILLUSIONS GONEJ CHILDREN 

GROWNJ CAREERS ENDED. 



DID YOU TAKE INTO ACCOUNT THE WEARIED STEP J 

THE SLOWED-DOWN MEMORY, BIFOCALSJ TEETH NOT 
OUR OWN J AND THE ARTHRITIS? OH, THE ARTHRITIS! 
WHEN COMES "THE BEST"? WHAT I·S "THE BEST"? 

(SIGNED) 
MIRIAM 

THIS MINISTER FRIEND OF MINE ALSO SENT ME THE 
REPLY WHICH SOMEONE ELSE IMAGINED THAT ROBERT 
BROWNING WOULD'VE WRITTEN. IT SAID: 

DEAR MIRIAM: 

YES J I WAS AN AUTHORITY WHEN I EXTENDED THE 
INVITATION TO "GROW OLD ALONG WITH ME; THE 
BEST IS YET TO BE!" 

IF YOU HAVE FOLLOWED THAT PROMISE) YOU'VE 
LEARNED THERE IS NO FRANTIC CARE IN AGE. 
THERE IS NO RUSH TO FINISH LIFE TODAY. You 

HAVE ACCEPTED THE CHAOS. You ARE A PART OF 
IT. 

HAVE YOU NOT FOUND LAUGHTER IN THE SOUFFLE 
THAT FALLS? OR ENJOYMENT WITH FRIENDS WHOSE 
EYES J LIKE YOURS) SEE NO DUST OR LITTER IN 
A HAPPY HOUSE? You KNOW NOW THERE IS NO 
DISASTER TOO TOUGH FOR YOU THAT WILL NOT 
BRING} AFTER THE TEARS, SOME JOY. 

AND WITH THE SLOWED-DOWN MEMORY, BIFOCALS) 
TEETH NOT YOUR OWN, AND THE ARTHRITIS) OHJ 

THE ARTHRITIS! YOU HAVE SURVIVED. THIS IS 
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THE WONDER YOU ACCEPTJ WALKING THE ICY STEPSJ 

GRIPPING THE RAILING TIGHTLY) ON ANOTHER 

WINTER'S DAY THAT FREEZES THE METAL PIN IN 

YOUR HIP. THE WONDERJ THAT YOU ARE HERE -­

STILL! 

(SIGN ED) 

ROBERT.BROWNING 

WE ALL GROW OLDERJ WHETHER WE LIKE IT OR NOT. 

BUT WE DO NOT ALL GROW IN OTHER WAYS. SOME 

SEEM TO STOP GROWING IN WISDOM AND MATURITY 

AND UNDERSTANDING. THAT KIND OF GROWING IS 

NOT AUTOMATIC. A FRIEND OF MINE WHO WAS IN 

HIS LATE 60
1

s WAS ATTENDING A CONFERENCE FOR 

HIS OWN BENEFIT WHEN A YOUNGER MAN IN HIS 30's 

ASKED HIM, "WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN THIS GROUP? 

YOU'RE so MUCH OLDER THAN THE REST OF us." 

PERIODICALLY DURING THE SESSIONJ THE YOUNG 

MAN CONTINUED TO ASK THE SAME QUESTION. MY 

FRIEND'S REPLY WAS ALWAYS THE SAME, " I  WANT 

TO KEEP GROWING." 

THE YOUNGER PERSON HAD NOT CONSIDERED THE FACT 

THAT ONE COULD KEEP GROWING AT ANY AGE. LATER 

IN THE -SAME MEETING, THE YOUNG MAN ASKED, "Do 

PEOPLE OF YOUR AGE HAVE FUN ANY MORE?" I T  

BECAME APPARENT THAT THE YOUNG MAN WAS AFRAID 

OF GROWING OLDERJ A FEAR THAT HE CONTINUED 
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TO REVEAL DURING THE CONFERENCE BY HIS QUESTIONS. 

ONE DOES NOT HAVE TO BE A PSYCHOLOGIST TO SEE 

THAT A FEAR OF AGING ABOUNDS IN OUR SOCIETY, 

SOCIETY OFTEN LOOKS UPON OLD AGE AS A KIND 

---
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OF SHAMEFUL SECRET. BUT WHAT IS OLD AGE? WHO 
CAN PRECISELY DEFINE IT? IT VARIES ACCORDING 
TO INDIVIDUAL AND CULTURE) AND NOWHERE DO WE 
FIND ANY INITIATION CEREMONIES THAT CONFIRM 
THAT STATUS1 UNLESS IT BE A "RETIREMENT PARTY," 

FOR SOME1 THE FEELING OF ADVANCING AGE CAN 
BEGIN QUITE EARLY. HERE IS AN INDIVIDUAL WHO 
REALIZES THAT HE OR SHE HAS TAKEN THE WRONG 
ROAD IN LIFE. GIFTED ARTISTICALLY� UNDER THE 
PRESSURE OF FAMI.LY AND FOR SECURITY� THIS 
PERSON CHOSE A SAFE CAREER. Now HE OR SHE 
IS BORED1 FEELS GUILTY AND LIMITED) AND YET 
FEELS IT IS TOO LATE TO MAKE A CHANGE. 

OR HERE IS ANOTHER PERSON WHO REALIZES THAT 
. SHE MAY NOT REACH OR REALIZE A CERTAIN GOAL 

. .  

SHE HAS ALWAYS HAD. SHE IS ON THE PLATEAU 
IN HER LIFE'S WORKJ AND FROM WHERE SHE 1S1 
IT LOOKS AS IF THE REST OF LIFE IS ALL DOWNHILL. 
THEN ONE CAN HAVE A FEELING OF ADVANCING AGE. 

You CAN ALSO FEEL VERY OLD IF YOU DO.NOT LEARN 
HOW TO ACCEPT AND LEARN FROM FAILURE AND GO 
ON FROM THERE. SOMETIMES WE LIVE AS IF OUR 
WHOLE LIFE'S SUCCESS WERE ABSOLUTELY TIED TO 
ONE PARTICULAR EVENT OR ONE PARTICULAR GOAL1 
AND WE ACT AS IF A.LL ELSE WERE BUT VAIN ENDEAVOR. 

TO SOME 1 PROSPERITY OR SUCCESS BRINGS ON A 

KIND OF OLD AGE. -- PREMATURE, BUT FALSE. THUS1 
WE SEE PEOPLE LITERALLY CAVE IN THE MOMENT 
THEY ACHIEVE THE GOAL WHICH THEY HAD SET FOR 

THEMSELVES ) AND FOR THEM LIFE IS OVER. THE 



L 

PERSON WITH AN EMPTY LIFE IS ALREADY AN OLD 
PERSON, NO MATTER WHAT THE CHRONOLOGICAL AGE. 
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WHEN A PERSON STOPS THINKING, STOPS GROWING, 
STOPS SEARCHING FOR NEW INTERESTS, NEW MEANINGS, 
BECOMES SET IN HIS OR HER WAYSJ INFLEXIBLE, 
THEN HE OR SHE IS ALREADY OLDJ AND THIS HAPPENS 
TO SOME AT AGE 40 OR SOONER. 

BUT MOST OF US DO HAVE A FEAR OF AGING 
CHRONOLOGICALLY. WHAT IS IT ABOUT AGING THAT 
AROUSES OUR ANXIETY? IN MY OWN STRUGGLE WITH 
THIS QUESTION, SEVERAL ISSUES HAVE EMERGED: 
1) THE AGING PROCESS GRADUALLYJ BUT INSISTENTLY 
CALLS UPON US TO ACKNOWLEDGE OUR FINITUDE. 
WE ARE NOT IMMORTAL. OUR LIVES AS WE KNOW 
THEM HERE DO COME TO AN END. 

2) A SECOND ISSUE IS THAT OF LOSS. BY THE 
TIME AN INDIVIDUAL HAS REACHED THE AGE OF 65, 
HE OR SHE WILL HAVE EXPERIENCED LOSS MANY TIMES 
OVER. IT IS NOT UNCOMMON TO FIND LONGER-LIVING 
PEOPLE WHO HAVE LOST THEIR JOBS, THEIR SPOUSESJ 
SEVERAL BROTHERS OR SISTERS) -THEIR PARENTS) 
THEIR HOMES, MANY FRIENDSJ IN ADDITION TO THE 
NUMEROUS LOSSES IN BODY FUNCTIONJ SUCH AS 
HEARING) EYESIGHT, SPEECHJ OR MOBILITY. 

CUMULATIVE LOSSES-AFFECT ALL OF US. SOME OF 
THE COMMON REACTIONS ARE DENIAL) DEPRESSIONJ 
ANXIETY, GRIEF, RAGE, AND A FEELING OF 
POWERLESSNESS. MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE, 
SIGNIFICANT LOSSES ERODE ONE'S SENSE OF 
CONTROL. As THE ILLUSION OF INVULNERABILITY, 



BUILT UP OVER THE YEARSJ COMES TUMBLING DOWN) 
ANXIETY IS LIKELY TO INCREASE. / 

THE LONGER-LIVING PERSON'S REACTION TO LOSS 
CAN ALSO STIMULATE TROUBLESOME FEELINGS AMONG 
FAMILY MEMBERS. SINCE THE CHILDREN OF LONGER­
LIVING PARENTS GRADUALLY BECOME PARENTS TO 
THEIR PARENTSJ THIS MAKES IT ALL THE MORE 

. 
. . 

DI·FFICULT FOR .EVERYONE. THIS REVERSAL OF 

ROLES CAN BE BURDENSOME AND DEMANDING, SOME 
FEEL THAT THEY HAVE TO TAKE ON TOO MUCH 
RESPONSIBILITY FOR THE CARE OF THEIR PARENTS) 
AND OTHERS REMAIN TOO .DISTANT, 
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I BELIEVE THAT ADULT CHILDREN SHOWING EITHER 
EXTREME SHOULD BE ENCOURAGED TO TALK AND THINK 
THROUGH THIS ISSUE WITH SOMEONE. ADULT CHILDREN 
WHO ARE CONFRONTED WITH THE CARE OF A LONG­
LIVING PARENT CAN REACT A�JGRILY TO TH.IS INTRUSION 
-IN THEIR LIFE. THE TRIGGER FOR THESE FEELINGS 
MAY HAVE BEEN THE CRISIS WITH THE PARENT) BUT 
THE STRONG FEELINGS AREJ MORE OFTEN THAN NOTJ 
OLD FEELINGS THAT HAVE BEEN THERE FOR YEARS. 

ON THE OTHER HANDJ MANY ADULT CHILDREN WHO 
HAVE A HEALTHY REGARD FOR THE STRUGGLE.S OF 
THE LONGER-LIVING PARENTS MAY EXPERIENCE 
FEELINGS SIMILAR TO THEIR PARENTS) BUT FOR 
DIFFERENT REASONS. FOR INSTANCE) THEY MAY 
FEEL POWERLESS IN TRYING TO CHANGE THE. WAY 

THE PARENTS FEEL. THEY MAY EXPERIENCE GRIEF 
AT THE LOSS OF THE PARENTS THEY ONCE KNEW) 
OR THEY MAY FEEL GREAT. ANXIETY AROUND THE 

THOUGHT OF LOSING THIS IMPORTANT PERSON IN 

THEIR LIVES. 
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/ANOTHER ISSUE OFTEN CONNECTED WITH THE LONGER­
LIVING IS THAT OF "CONFUSIONJ " OR "SENILITY. " 
UNFORTUNATELY, THE DIAGNOSIS OF SENILITY HAS 
BEEN UTILIZED IN THE LAST SEVERAL DECADES TO 
LABEL LONGER-LIVING PERSONS AND THUS WRITE 
THEM OFF AS UNREACHABLE, THIS PRACTICE HAS 
ALSO PROVIDED THE LONGER-LIVING INDIVIDUAL 
WITH A CONVENIENT EXCUSE OR ESCAPE. FOR 
EXAMPLE) ONE MAY FEIGN CONFUSION) THEREBY 
ESTABLISHING A DEFENSE AGAINST INTERNAL OR 
EXTERNAL PRESSURES. IN TH IS LIGHT J IT CAN 
PROVIDE A SAFE HAVEN IN WHICH THE OLDER PERSON 
CAN ESCAPE THE PAIN OF LOSS, 

lNCREASINGLYJ RESEARCH WITH THE LONGER-LIVING 
IS DEMONSTRATING THAT MUCH OF THE SUPPOSED 
CONFUSION AND DISORIENTATION IS BASED MORE 

7 

ON PSYCHOLOGICAL DIFFICULTIES THAN PHYSIOLOGICAL 
ONES. THE OVERWHELMING LOSS EXPERIENCED BY 
THE LONGER-LIVING LIKELY PLAYS A SIGNIFICANT 
ROLE IN FORCING THEM TO SEE THE SAFETY OF 
CONFUSION, UNDERSTANDING THIS CAN HELP US 
IN OUR RELATIONSHIPS TO THE LONGER-LIVINGJ 
AND IT WILL HELP US UNDERSTAND OURSELVES BETTER, 
AS WELLJ AS WE CONTINUE TO GROW OLDER, 

As WE CONTINUE TO GROW OLDERj AND AS WE RELATE 
TO THOSE WHO ARE MUCH OLDER THAN WEJ THE ISSUE 
OF DEATH AND DYING INCREASINGLY COMES INTO 
.FOCUS, tWHEN WE ARE YOUNGJ WE CAN FI ND MA.�JY 

REASONS OR EXCUSES FOR PUTTING OFF THOUGHTS 
ABOUT DYING. As WE GROW OLDER) THIS SELF­

DECEPTION BECOMES MORE DIFFICULT. 



IN THE FIELD OF GERONTOLOGY) THE PROCESS BY 
WHICH THE LONGER-LIVING PERSON FACES DEATH 
AND ASSESSES HIS OR HER LIFE HAS COME TO BE 
CALLED nLI�E REVIEW. n THE LIFE-REV.IEW PROCESS 
IS A HEALTHY AND USUALLY NECESSARY ONE, IN 
THIS ASSESSMENT PROCESS UNRESOLVED CONFLICTS 
GET A NEW LOOK. DURING THIS TIMEJ THE OLDER 
PERSON MAY REMINISCE) TELL THE SAME STORY MANY 
TIMESJ FANTASIZE ABOUT THE OLD DAYSJ OR SIMPLY 
WITHDRAW PHYSICALLY. 

SOMETIMES IN THIS LIFE-REVIEW PR0CESSJ THE 
LONGER-LIVING PERSON WILL ATTEMPT TO TALK 
RATHER DIRECTLY ABOUT HIS OR HER COMING DEATH, 
IF GRANDMA SAYSJ "I'M GETTING VERY TIRED, AND 
I THINK MY TIME IS NEAR," THE CHILDREN ARE 
APT. TO SAY, nDON'T TALK LIKE THAT! YOU'RE 
GOING TO LIVE A LONG TIME!" IN SUCH AN 
INTERCHANGE) GRANDMA IS MAKING AN ATTEMPT TO 
TALK OPENLY ABOUT HER DYING. THE CHILDREN, 
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ON THE OTHER HAND, ARE NOT READY TO TALK BECAUSE 
OF THE FEAR AND ANXIETY AROUSED IN THEM. 

HOPEFULLY, HOWEVER, THE CHILDREN AND OTHERS 
WILL INSTEAD PAY ATTENTION TO WHAT GRANDMA 
IS TRYING TO SAY. IT'S A MUCH HEALTHIER WAY 
TO DEAL WITH GROWING OLDER AND WITH DEATH. 

"GROW OLD. ALONG WITH ME; THE BEST IS YET TO 
BE. " OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH UNDERSCORES TH.E FACT 
THAT GROWING OLDER DOES NOT MEAN THAT WE STOP 

GROWING -- WE CAN CONTINUE TO INCREASE IN. 

WISDOM AND IN FAVOR WITH GOD AND OTHERS. BUT 
TO KEEP GROWING MEANS TO PRACTICE "ACCEPTANCE. n 



So OFTEN WE SPEND MUCH OF OUR TIME AND ENERGY 

TRYING TO CHANGE THE THINGS THAT CANNOT BE 

CHANGED J A�lD THEN WE .HAVE NO ENERGY LEFT FOR 

THOSE THINGS THAT CAN BE CHANGED. 
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I AM NOW 52 YEARS OLD -- THAT CANNOT BE CHANGED. 

I NEED TO ACCEPT MY LIFE AT THIS AGE J AND I 

ALSO NEED TO ACCEPT THE FACT THAT I CANNOT 

DO SOME oF· THE THINGS I USED TO DO. DOES THIS 

MEAN WE ARE TO ACCEPT EVERYTHING? No! BUT 

IT DOES MEAN I SHOULDN'T WASTE MY TIME WISHING 

THAT I WERE 32 YEARS. OLD AGAIN. ACCEPTANCE 

MEANS SAYING 
n

YES
n 

TO- YOURSELF. THE POINT 

IS J WE CAN ACCEPT OUR PRESENT AGE GRUDGINGLY 

OR OPENLY AND JOYFULLY. AND IT MEANS ACCEPTING 

THE AGE OF THOSE Ql_DER THAN WE ALSO. 

THE POINT IS, THAT WE CAN ACCEPT OUR GROWING 

OLDER GRUDGINGLY OR OPENLY, WE CAN AGREE TO 

LEARN TO GROW OLD, OR WE CAN TRY TO STOP TIME. 

A LARGE PART· OF THE SECRET IN LEARNING TO GROW 

OLD JOYFULLY IS TO REALIZE THAT EACH STAGE 

IN LIFE HAS ITS BENEFITS AND ITS DRAWBACKS. 

MANY OF THE THINGS WE CAN NO LONGER DO IN OLDER 

AGE ARE IN THE FIELD OF ACTION) NOT IN THAT 

OF SPIRIT AND MIND. THEY BELONG TO THE ORDER 

OF DOING J NOT THAT OF BEING. ONE LIVES 

DIFFERENTLY} BUT NOT LESS, WE LIVE DIFFERENTLY 

AS WE GROW OLDER J BUT IT IS STILL FULLY LIFE. 

OUR INTEREST AND PARTICIPATION IN. THE WORLD 

NEED NOT DIMINISH; THEY CAN INCREASE) BUT IT 

MAY BE A DIFFERENT KIND OF INTEREST AND 

PARTICIPATION. 
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PART OF THE. PROBLEM IS WITHIN OUR CULTURE. 

OUR EMPHASIS ON SO-CALLED PRODUCTIVE WORK MAKES 

OLD AGE SEEM LIKE THE END OF LIFE. THROUGHOUT 

HUMAN HISTORY., PEOPLE HAVE HAD TO WITHDRAW 

FROM SOME KINDS OF WORK IN LATER YEARSJ BUT 

NOW THEY OFTEN WITHDRAW INTO A VACUUM. IN 

MANY EARLIER SOCIETIES, RETIREMENT FROM WORK 

MEANT ENTRANCE INTO THE HONORED POSITION OF 

ELDER, ONE COULD GIVE TIME TO COUNS·ELING THE 

YOUNG ., PASSING ON T"RADITIONSJ At-JD SITTING IN 

THE SEATS OF THE VENERATED. LIFE DID NOT END 

WITH RETIREMENT., BUT MOVED .ON TO A NEW STAGE, 

THERE IS NO SUCH HONORED POSITION FOR MOST 

OF THE LONGER-LIVING IN OUR WAY OF LIFE. WE 

TENDJ INSTEADJ TO HONOR THE NEW AND THE YOUTHFUL, 

THUS TO MANY ., OLD AGE HAS COME TO MEAN USELESS, 

WE FORGET THAT THERE. IS A SPECIAL KIND OF WISDOM 

THAT COMES ONLY FROM AGE -- A SPECIAL KIND 

OF BEAU.TY) TOO -- AND WE NEED TO FIND WAYS 

TO PUT THAT WISDOM AND BEAUTY TO USE SO THAT 

ALL OF OUR LIVES CAN BE ENRICHED. 

OUR CHRISTIAN FAITH UNDERSCORES THIS. THUS., 

IN BOTH THE OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS OF THE 

BIBLE ., THERE IS AN EMPHASIS ON WISDOM. I N  

THE BOOK OF PROVERBS WE READ EARLIERJ "HAPPY 

IS THE PERSON WHO FINDS WISDOM AND THE ONE 

WHO GETS UNDERSTANDING., FOR THE GAIN FOR IT 

IS BETTER THAN GAIN FROM SILVER AND ITS PROFIT 

BETTER THAN GOLD." 

BUT BECOMING WISER AS WE GROW OLDER IS NOT 

AUTOMATIC -- IT'S A MATTER OF CHOICE, I F  WE 



LOOK AT GROWING OLDER AS THE ENEMYJ WE DO NOT 

GAIN WISDOM } WE ONLY BECOME BITTER AND NARROW. 
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THERE IS ONE BIBLICAL CHARACTER FROM WHOSE 

EXPERIENCES WE CAN LEARN MUCH IN THIS RESPECT. 

I F  THERE EVER WAS A POWERFUL PROPHETJ IT WAS 

ELIJAHi WITH HIS OWN HAND HE DESTROYED 450 

PROPHETS OF THE FALSE GOD BAAL. FOR. HIM THE 

POWER OF GOD BURST FORTH IN NUMEROUS MIRACLES. 

AT THE HEIGHT OF HIS TRIUMPH, THOUGH THREATENED 

BY QUEEN JEZEBEL, HE GOES OFF INTO THE DESERT. 

WERE ALL THOSE WONDERS FOR-NOTHING? HE IS 

OLD; HE IS DEPRESSED; HE HOPES TO DIE! I T  

IS A VERITABLE CRISIS OF RETIREMENT. THEN 

GOD COMES TO MEET HIM. Goo PLACES THE PROPHET 

IN A CAVE AND ANNOUNCES THAT HE IS ABOUT TO 

REVEAL HIMSELF TO HIM. A HURRICANE PASSES 

BY, BUT Goo IS NOT IN IT. AN EARTHQUAKE SHAKES 

THE MOUNTAIN, BUT GOD IS NOT IN IT. THEN A 

FIRE, BUT GOD IS NOT IN IT. FINALLY ELIJAH 

HEARS THE SOUND OF'A GENTLE BREEZEJ AND HE 

RECOGNIZES GOD AND VEILS HIS FACE. 

THEN GOD ACTS AS A PSYCHOTHERAPIST. HE BRINGS 

HIM OUT OF HIS CAVE AND HELPS HIM TO CONFESS 

HIS JEALOUS ZEAL, HIS ANGER, AND HIS AGGRESSIVENESS 

AGAINST HIS PEOPLE. GOD DOES NOT REPROACH 

HIM FOR HAVING FOUGHT LIKE A HURRICANEJ OR 

LIKE AN EARTHQUAKE, OP A FIRE. THAT WAS HIS 

VOCATION WHILE HE WAS STILL IN THE PRIME OF 

LIFE. BUT HE INVITES HIM NOW TO HAND HIS SWORD 

OVER TO ELISHA, TO DESIGNATE HIM nAS PROPHET 
. . . . 

TO SUCCEED YOU. n AND GOD REVEALS TO EL.IJAH 
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THAT HE MAY STILL SERVE GOD IN A QUITE DIFFERENT 
MANNERJ WITH THE SOFTNESS OF A GENTLE BREEZE . 

• 

\ 


