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Living the Second 

ne of the most remark
able changes in our soci
ety is that we are liv
ing much longer than 
earlier generations. In 
1900 life expectancy at 

birth was less than fifty years, but a 
girl born today can expect to live to 
age seventy-nine, and a boy to age 
seventy-three. What are we to do 
with all these extra years that pro
long our middle and late stages of 
life? Do they merely constitute a 
downward spiral toward death? 

Like infancy and childhood, ado
lescence and young adulthood, the 
middle and later years offer unique 
struggles and joys. We cannot harvest 
their riches, however, if we insist on 
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living the second half of life exactly 
as we lived the first. Change comes 
whether or not we are ready to wel
come it: our circle of loved ones nar
rows as family and friends die; 
grandparenting surprises us with its 
graces; we discover that we like to 
paint or write; but we also discover 
that we do not have the energy we 
once had. As each birthday arrives we 
ask with new urgency: What am I do
ing with my life? How do I want to 
spend the years I have left? 

Though we might not anticipate 
finding answers to these questions in 
the gospels, they contain the very 
guidance we seek. For the gospels 
proclaim that any age of life is full of 
meaning when we trust the Spirit to 
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renew us and lead us. By showing us 
how to center our hearts on God at 
every age, they provide several key 
elements of a spirituality for the sec
ond half of life. 

•SEEKING THE ESSENTIALS

For where your treasure is, there also will 
your heart be (Mt 6:21). 

Our culture not only puts a pre
mium on speed and efficiency; it 
tries to convince us that happiness 
lies in how many things we own and 
how successful we are at what we do. 
By midlife, however, these false 
promises begin to collapse. 

Before it is too late, we want to fo
cus on the essentials. This can take 
many forms. A man who was never 
able to spend time with his own chil
dren when they were young begins 
teaching his grandson to fly-fish. A 
woman who always wanted a degree 
in social work returns to school to 
get one so that she can work with 
children at risk from poverty and dis
ease. A widow quietly touches others' 
lives with flowers, cookies, a pie, or a 
kind and encouraging word. 

At midlife we can finally direct our 
energies to what really matters. The 
gospel offers countless images that 
challenge us to do this: the pearl of 
great price, the treasure hidden in a 
field, the rich young man who turns 
away from Jesus because he has many 
possessions. 

Finding this hidden treasure may 
mean reimagining our work, devel
oping a life of prayer, simplifying our 
life and giving things away, expand
ing our circle of love and compas
sion, or working for justice and care 
of the earth. The psalmist's prayer 
becomes our own: "Teach us to count 
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our days aright, that we may gain 
wisdom of heart" (Ps 90:12). 

•EMBRACING THE PRESENT MOMENT

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about 
your life .... Look at the birds in the 
sky. ... Learn from the way the wild flowers 
grow (Mt 6:25,26,28). 

Until now, we have probably lived 
at a hectic pace. We have learned to 
do several things at once: reading the 
paper while talking on the phone 
while starting dinner. As a result, we 
are never quite fully present to the 
moment. Often we are busy stewing 
about whether we said the wrong 
thing to someone or inwardly re
hearsing upcoming events. We post
pone life, thinking we will get around 
to the truly important things when 
we feel better, get over this cold, or 
finish this project. The gospel cuts 
through these patterns. Jesus asks us 
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to wake up and look around. Now is 
the time to live. He reminds us that 
God's care for the birds of the air and 
the flowers of the field is not based 
on how much they are getting done. 

When we follow his counsel, all 
moments suddenly become more 
precious. We marvel at the vast array 
of divine gifts freely strewn across 
our path: this shaft of winter light 
falling upon the lawn; this peal of 
laughter coming from a child at play. 
Spiritual teachings from many tradi
tions tell us that we begin the path to 
God by becoming aware of the 
present. This allows us to learn the 
art of being rather than doing. It 
slows us enough that each moment 
can evoke wonder. It leads to the long 
and loving look at reality that is the 
heart of contemplation. 

Aging teaches us the irreplaceable 
and fragile quality of what we love 
and calls us to be grateful for simple 

and ordinary things. A spiri
tual practice that nurtures 
this habit of thanksgiving is 
to end each day with a brief 
prayer in which we name 
five things from our day for 
which we are grateful. They 
do not need to be earth
shaking; it may be the small 
things that most deserve our 
attention. 

, When we finally realize 
how precious life is, we stop 
waiting for tomorrow to 
come. In her book Don't 
Send Me Flowers When I'm 
Dead, Eva Salber quotes a 
seventy-one-year-old woman 
named Annie Lane, who 
says: "I tell people, 'Don't 
send me flowers when I'm 
dead. I want them now ... .If 
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We watch Alzheimer's 

disease slowly take away 
the mother we love until 
she no longer knows our 

face and name. 

you've got a flower you want me to 
have, give it to me while I'm liv
ing."' 

• FINDING HOPE IN THE MIDST OF LOSS

Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground 
and dies, it remains just a grain of wheat; 
but if it dies, it produces much fruit (Jn 
12:24). 

When I learned a few years ago 
that I had lost virtually all hearing in 
my right ear, I mourned the fact that 
I would never again hear the redwing 
blackbird's call, Beethoven's piano 
concertos, table conversation, or bus 
drivers' questions with the ease I had 
known when I was younger. But with 
time and space to grieve, I discovered 
that my hearing loss bred a new at
tentiveness in me. I learned to study 
faces and gestures, to listen in new 
ways to others' attempts to commu
nicate. I was graced with the realiza
tion that something new could come 
from this diminishment. 

The greatest challenge to successful 
aging is dealing with loss. We would 
all choose long lives if we could be 
assured that we would stay healthy, 
keep our spouse and friends, live in 
the house we love, and continue to 
do all the things we enjoy. But loss is 
an inevitable aspect of change. Age 
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will strip away much of what we 
cherish; that is why we fear it. 

As we approach the second half of 
life we must look squarely at realities 
we would rather avoid: limits, illness, 
,and death. This may happen in small 
ways. We find that we are not as fit 
and strong, as successful, or as physi
cally attractive as we once were. It 
may also strike in larger ways. We 
watch Alzheimer's disease slowly take 
away the mother we love until she no 
longer knows our face and name. Or 
we struggle to speak and walk again 
after a debilitating stroke. 

When we must deal with small and 
large losses, the gospel grounds our 
hope. Its core message is that losing 
our life is the way to find it, that dy
ing is the prelude to transformed ex
istence. Moving deeply into this mys
tery of death and resurrection en
ables us to find our way through the 
losses of aging with openness to the 
gifts God continues to give. 

This hope is tangibly offered us in 
the sacraments. For example, the sac
rament of anointing brings the 
power of touch and the laying on of 
hands to our longing for healing and 
wholeness. It reminds us that frailty 
and strength mark us all at every 
stage of life. Every Eucharist we share 
is a freedom supper reminding us 
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that God can transform our losses. It 
is a meal in which bread is blessed 
and broken and in which we enter 
into the meaning Jesus gave to the 
blessings and brokenness we experi
ence as we age. Perhaps most impor
tant, these sacraments offer the 
Christian community's visible wit
ness to the resurrection hope that lies 
at the heart of our faith. 

• BECOMING OPEN TO FORGIVENESS

As I have loved you, so you also should 

love one another (Jn 13:34). 

In a counseling session, a woman 
in her early fifties sits in front of me, 
weeping. She is filled with resent
ment toward her husband for con
stantly criticizing her family and for 
scrutm1zmg her every purchase 
throughout their married life. She 
wants to let go of these long-standing 
hurts. Another woman who comes 
to talk is nearing the age of seventy 
and is estranged from her children. 
They find her bitter and negative. 
Sh� says she cannot blame them for 
feeling the way they do; she thinks 
she was a bad mother and never 
knew how to love them well. Nor 
can she imagine that God loves her 
since she finds it so hard to love 
herself. 
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"Don't send me flowers 
when I'm dead .... If 

you've got a flower you 
want me to have, give it 
to me while I'm living." 

Both of these women are strug
gling to forgive-themselves or 
someone else. This is difficult at any 
age, but as we grow older, hurts and 
regrets accumulate. Misunderstand
ings can harden. We have only one 
life, and we cannot live it over again. 
How can we correct our mistakes and 
heal our relationships? 

Left to our own resources, this 
might seem impossible. But forgive
ness is the work of the Spirit. It is the 
Easter gift Jesus gives his disciples, a 
healing accompanied by peace and 
joy. Our own work in the Spirit is to 
pray for the grace to let go of hurts 
and resentments, to stop internally 
rehearsing old grievances, to ac
knowledge our own role in misun
derstandings, to initiate steps toward 
reconciliation or respond to others' 
overtures toward us. Above all, since 
forgiveness of others flows from for
giveness of self, we are to believe in 
God's abundant love and compassion 
for our own imperfect lives. 

A
ll the elements of a gospel spiri
tuality for the second half of life 

have one thing in common: that we 
let go so that something new can 
happen. This requires great courage 
and trust. Who will help us in our 
weakness? When Abraham and Sa
rah, Moses and Miriam, Jeremiah, 
and Mary of Nazareth faced similar 
challenges, they all received the same 
assurance. These words are addressed 
to us as well: "Have no fear ... because 
I am with you (Jer 1:8). • 
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