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Interview: The Art of Serenity 

 
Contemplative Aging: A Way of Being in Later Life counters the 
contemporary "activity-oriented" approach to aging with a more spiritual 
way of living in the later years.   
 
In this luminous work, author Edmund Sherman takes us on a journey 
through the timeless literature on contemplative traditions. Drawing on 
poets, philosophers, psychologists and mystics, he offers readers a range of 
contemplative practices that can provide peace of mind and meaning in late 
life. 
 
Dr. Sherman is professor emeritus of social welfare at State University of 
New York at Albany. He is also a fellow of the Gerontological Society of 
America. 
  
AHB reached him in Watervliet, New York. 

Ruth Dempsey: As an octogenarian, what are your thoughts on 
retirement?  

Edmund Sherman: Today, I view retirement as a surprisingly complex 
process rather than a singular life event. It involves a kind of searching of 
oneself and review of one’s life in terms of their place and meaning.  

Most of our young and adult years are engaged in establishing certain social 
roles and responsibilities, which give us an identity and meaning in life. 
When many of these roles come to an end in retirement, there is a need to fill 
the void and re-establish an identity.   

The famous expert Erik Erikson talked about the need to find, what he 
called, an “existential identity.” This involves the questions:  

“Who am I now?”  

“What has been the meaning of my life?” 

“What’s next?”  

Actually, many older adults do not engage in this life review process, but 
many do, and I am certainly one of them.   
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After decades as a professional social worker in public assistance, child 
welfare, psychiatric social work and later in the field of aging, I had to 
confront many human problems and dilemmas that often seemed intractable, 
so I felt a compelling need to find out what it was all about. After decades as 
a professional social worker in public assistance, child welfare, psychiatric 
social work and later in the field of aging, I had to confront many human 
problems and dilemmas that often seemed intractable, so I felt a compelling 
need to find out what it was all about. So, following retirement, I began 
reading and taking courses in philosophy ― from the ancient Greeks to the 
modern and post-modern philosophers ― as well as eastern and western 
thinkers.   

Along the way, I discovered a contemplative way of being and set of 
practices that have provided peace of mind and meaning in late life.  

RD: Why did you want to explore the more spiritual aspects of aging?  

ES: So much of the popular literature on aging emphasizes the need to stay 
active physically and socially for as long as possible. That is good and sound 
advice. However, the problem with an overemphasis on this is that it ignores 
the crucial importance of mind and spirit in the later years. Cultivating inner 
resources can help us deal with outer losses like deteriorating health and the 
loss of loved ones. One way of doing this is by developing a more reflective 
and contemplative approach to daily life.  

There is nothing mysterious about this approach. In fact, there are very 
down-to-earth and practical ways of cultivating it. Most of these ways have 
been practiced by ordinary men and women for centuries, in both eastern 
and western cultures, with lasting psychological and spiritual benefits. 

RD: A central concept of your book is “gerotranscendence.” Where did 
this idea come from and what does it mean?  

ES:  Lars Tornstam, a Swedish gerontologist and sociologist, conducted 
extensive research studies of older persons in Scandinavia. On the basis of 
his findings he came to the conclusion that human aging — the very process 
of living into old age —  encompasses a general potential toward 
gerotranscendence. Simply put, gerotranscendence is a shift in one’s overall 
“take” on life from a materialistic and rational vision to a more cosmic and 
transcendent one.   
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This shift includes changes in the way we view life and death. We are less 
afraid of death. We become less interested in superfluous social interaction 
and more interested in periods of quiet or meditation. And, we experience an 
increasing feeling of connection with the larger spirit or energy flow 
coursing through the universe. There is also an increased feeling of affinity 
with past and future generations.  

RD: Some experts say people develop a natural interiority as they age . . 
. 

ES:  That’s right. The research suggests an increase in interiority as people 
enter their 60s. As an octogenarian, I can say that was true in my own 
personal experience, as well.  

RD: The shift to a more interior life can be misunderstood. One 91-year-
old nursing home resident complained, “I’ve been called senile. Senility 
is a convenient peg on which to hang nonconformity.”  

 ES: There is no question that increased interiority can be viewed as a sign 
of cognitive decline and even senility by younger persons and even some 
professionals. It may seem non-conformist, but in reality it is part of a 
natural aging process. In our highly socialized society, however, it is 
frequently misunderstood and misdiagnosed.  

RD: You say contemplation is similar to play. Can you elaborate a bit 
more on the idea of contemplative happiness?  

ES: There is a real similarity to play, and happiness is an important 
component in contemplation.   

In fact, St. Thomas Aquinas concluded contemplation is happiness. 
Centuries earlier Plato claimed, “The utmost happiness takes the form of 
contemplation.” And Philo, the ancient Jewish philosopher, claimed that the 
goal of contemplation and wisdom is laughter and play. After all, play is 
something that is done for its own sake, not for some ulterior motive or 
practical purpose. When contemplation is done in this spirit, it is very much 
like play.  

RD: Your book contains a wide range of contemplative practices. Can 
you list a few of them for me?  
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ES: Central to contemplative practice is the concept of mindfulness. This 
involves being fully present and focused on what you are doing at any given 
moment, whether you are planting a seed or cleaning a room.   

Regular meditation is essential, but in mindfulness meditation it is not 
necessary for an older person to sit in the difficult lotus position. It is fine to 
simply sit up straight in a chair with eyes slightly closed and attending to the 
natural in and out of your breath.   

Walking slowly and mindfully step by step or lying down on your back and 
attending to your breathing are also good meditative practices.  

A personal journal can be a very effective vehicle for contemplative 
practice. Ira Progoff’s intensive journal process, described in At a Journal 
Workshop is a good meditative approach to journal writing. Indeed, the 
manual act of writing itself, if done meditatively, is an excellent 
contemplative practice, and it doesn’t have to be elegant or even good 
handwriting.   

Reading contemplative books, such as Seneca’s classic, On Peace of Mind, 
or Thoreau’s Walden is also a beneficial practice.  

Other forms of contemplative practice can be done in conjunction with art 
of any kind: paintings, sculpture, music, dance and so on. This can be just 
viewing, listening to or actually doing the art form itself. So, painting a 
beautiful landscape (however inexpertly) can be meditative in its doing.  

Many elders become deeply, one can say meditatively, engrossed in 
gardening. They can become immersed in earth, planting, growth, decay, 
decomposition and rebirth — all the basic rhythms and processes of nature.  

Movement can be another practice. Just moving rhythmically to meditative 
music is one form, and the gentle and flowing movements of Tai Chi is an 
age-friendly meditative practice, which is now prevalent in many senior 
centers.  

RD: What tips do you have for people who want to improve their 
contemplative practice?  

ES: Improvement comes with practice. If a person stays with these practices 
on a regular basis there is a natural improvement, even though there will be 
ups and downs.  
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RD: Finally, what impact has writing this book had on your own life?  

ES:  I would have to say that it represents a kind of culmination. After years 
of teaching, research and practice in the field of aging and years of post-
retirement study of ancient to post-modern philosophy, plus much 
contemplation, this book enabled me to write it all down in one place.  

I am grateful for that, and I very much hope the book provides other older 
persons some of the same psychological and spiritual benefits that I have 
gained.    

Editor's note: This is a slightly abridged version of the original article that 
appeared in AHB November/December 2010 with the headline: Interview: 
Contemplative Aging. 

 

 

Book: Writing Your Life Story 
 
Bob Harvey, 71, a retired accountant, is eager to write his life story because 
he wants his three sons to have a record of who their father was. "My father 
just wasn't knowable," he said. 
 
He is not alone. As the population ages, more and more people are interested 
in leaving a record of their lives for future generations. But how does one get 
started? 
 
Richard Campbell and Cheryl Svensson have released Writing Your Legacy: 
The Step-by-Step Guide to Crafting Your Life Story. The authors are 
experienced teachers. Campbell is a freelance writer and runs his own Life 
Story Writing business. And Dr. Cheryl Svensson is an expert in the field of 
aging and director of the Birren Center for Autobiographical Studies.  
 
According to Campbell and Svensson, writing your life story can grant you 
insight and clarity and lead to emotional growth. 
 
The new guide has three sections. 
 
In Part One, the authors present the basics of  life writing in 12 concise 
chapters. Topics covered include:  
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• ways to share your story 

 
• overcoming your writing fears, and 

 
• discovering your voice. 

 
Part Two presents 10 core legacy themes to help you organize your life 
story into manageable chunks. They include: 
 

• forks in the road 
 

• cultural heritage, and  
 

• life values. 
 
Each theme focuses on one aspect of your life. Campbell and Svensson 
suggest writing two-to three pages on each theme. They provide probing 
questions and targeted prompts to help you explore milestones, relationships, 
career paths and major choices. The authors anchor their suggestions with 
excerpts from their favourite writers and anecdotes from former students. 
 
Chapter 23, entitled "Adding Rooms" offers more themes to help you add 
colour, context and flavour to your life story. You can strengthen the themes, 
for example, by adding the context of the times in which they were 
experienced. The book contains a handy world events timeline (1900 to 
2015) starting on page 234. 
 
In Part Three, the authors discuss: 
 

• the editing process 
 

• ways to enhance your book with images or video  
 

• how to choose a book title, and 
 

• preparing your story for publication. 
 
Writing Your Legacy ends with an excellent resource section. 
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If you're interested in capturing the spirit of your life story, this is an 
inspiring and practical guide. 
 
 
 

Study: Savouring the Little Things 
 
   But now I catch the tone of leaves.  
   No birds can touch down in the trees 
   Without my seeing them. I count the bees. 
                                                      — Clive James, Sentenced to Life 
 
What gives life meaning in old age? Rural Swedes say: family, seeing 
oneself as a link between generations, enjoying nature and trusting in God.  
 
According to researchers, the importance of understanding rural seniors' 
perspectives can't be overstated. "The sense of meaning in life among the 
oldest old has implications for their quality of life, mental well-being and 
physical health," said Elisabeth Jonsén, the study's lead author, and associate 
professor in the department of nursing at Umeå University in Umeå, Sweden 
 
The research team published their findings in the September 2015 issue of 
the  International Journal of Older People Nursing. 
 
Home and family 
 
The participants, aged 85 to 95, expressed satisfaction in their ability to 
create a home for themselves and their family. Some had built their houses 
with their own hands and were still enjoying it.  
 
The women talked about sewing, weaving, spinning and crocheting their 
clothes as well as curtains and other items for the home. They also worked in 
the cowshed. 
 
Men talked about doing carpentry, forestry work and casual labour. They 
picked wild  blueberries, raspberries and cloudberries. They grew vegetables 
and potatoes, and they hunted and fished: "Oh yes, we had lots of fish," one 
man said. "There were plenty in the river." 
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Generational link 
 
In a similar vein, these old persons took satisfaction in transferring to the 
next generation what earlier generations had left to them, especially the 
family home. "Our homestead was my wife's parents' home; now our 
daughter owns it and lives there," one man said. 
 
The participants valued family ties. Children and grandchildren represented 
hope for the future and the ability to be able to see the self as a link between 
generations. They talked about experiencing a sense of loss when the 
younger generation did not want to take over the family legacy, the family 
farm, for example. 
 
Beyond family, participants stressed the importance of taking care of old 
friends and making new ones. As one woman remarked, "Old friends from 
past times turning up to visit, I really appreciate that." 
 
Another participant found new friends when she moved into a care facility: 
"It was a wonderful experience to come here [to residential care], I felt so 
welcomed," she said. 
 
Nature 
 
The study found that participants derived intense joy from nature. A sunny 
day, birds or a rainbow evoked a sense of deep pleasure and delight. 
Research has shown that contact with nature plays a vital role in our 
psychological well-being. "I have been a nature lover, you know, all my life 
and even in the old days," one woman remarked. 
 
Trust in God 
 
The participants emphasized the role of faith in their lives. They told 
researchers that their faith had been a source of strength throughout their 
lives, offering comfort in times of trouble and uncertainty.  
 
As they near the end of their journey, they are content to leave their past, 
present and future in God's hands and eager to savour the little things in life. 
 
 

Farewell: Oliver Sacks Changed Our Understanding of the Brain 
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Oliver Sacks, the eminent neurologist and acclaimed author, died Aug. 30, 
2015 at his home in Manhattan, New York. 
 
Sacks was born in London, England, July 9, 1933, the youngest child of 
Jewish parents, both physicians. He spent his professional life in the United 
States. 
 
He is the author of more than a dozen books, including The Man Who 
Mistook His Wife for a Hat, An Anthropologist on Mars and Musicophilia. 
 
His second book, Awakenings, described the effects of L-Dopa in a group of 
patients who had lived in a sort of suspended animation since the epidemic 
of the "sleeping sickness," encephalitis lethargica, swept the world at the end 
of the First World War. It was eventually adapted into a successful feature 
film, starring Robert De Niro and Robin Williams. 
 
In Awakenings, Sacks wrote: "There is nothing alive which is not individual: 
our health is ours; our diseases are ours; our reactions are ours — no less 
than our minds or our faces." 
 
Forty years later, facing his own terminal cancer diagnosis:  
  
 When people die, they cannot be replaced. They leave holes that 
cannot be filled,  for it is the fate — the genetic and neural fate — of every 
human being to be a   unique  individual, to find his own path, to 
live his own life, to die his own death. 
            (My Own Life, New York Times, Feb. 19, 2015). 
 
He added, “I cannot pretend I am without fear. But my predominant feeling 
is one of gratitude.”  
 
Significantly, Sacks paid tribute to his beloved aunt Lennie for her steadfast 
support. In his poignant autobiography On the Move, published this spring, 
he described how she shaped his life.  
 
Lennie, born Helena Penina Landau in 1892, was one of his mother's six 
sisters. She was the founder of London's Jewish Fresh Air School for 
Delicate Children. When his mother rejected him for being gay, she accepted 
him unconditionally.  
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She was also the first person in his life to encourage his foray into writing, 
which became a pillar of his identity and his greatest source of strength. 
After he left England for Canada, their relationship blossomed through their 
frequent correspondence: "Len's belief in me had been important since my 
earliest years, since my parents, I thought, did not believe in me, and I had 
only a fragile belief in myself." 
 
He was grateful to his Uncle Dave, a geologist, who invited him to his bulb-
and-vacuum factory, and introduced him to the marvellous properties of 
metals. Just 10 years old, Sacks then set up his own chemistry lab, inspiring 
his lifelong romance with the physical sciences.  
 
 And now, at this juncture, when death is no longer an abstract 
concept, but a  presence — an all-too-close, not-to-be-denied presence 
— I am again   surrounding myself, as I did when I was a boy, with 
metals and minerals, little  emblems of eternity. (My Periodic Table, 
New York Times, July 24, 2015). 
 
Although not a religious man, Sacks found solace in the Jewish rituals that 
were part of his upbringing. He loved when his mother lit the Sabbath 
candles on Friday nights and the family gathered for the evening meal. And 
his father lifted his silver wine cup and chanted the blessings and the 
Kiddush. 
 
 And now, weak, short of breath, my once-firm muscles melted away 
by cancer, I  find my thoughts, increasingly, not on the supernatural or 
spiritual, but on what is  meant by living a good and worthwhile life — 
achieving a sense of peace within  oneself. I find my thoughts drifting to 
the Sabbath, the day of rest, the seventh day  of the week, and perhaps the 
seventh day of one’s life as well, when one can  feel that one’s work is 
done, and one may, in good conscience, rest. (Sabbath,  New York Times, 
Aug. 14, 2015). 
 
 

ROUNDUP 
 
CLIMATE SCIENTIST TAKES STAND: Climate scientist James 
Hansen is helping to mobilize a powerful and global movement for change 
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that has continued to grow leading up to crucial UN climate talks in Paris in 
December.  
 
On Sept. 9, 2015 in Washington, D.C., the former NASA head climate 
scientist urged participants in the Grandparents Climate Action Day to push 
their leaders to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.   
 
According to Hansen, the human and material costs of not acting will be 
immeasurable.  "Amplifying impacts" and feedback loops will accelerate 
climate change. For example, he explained Superstorm Sandy remained a 
hurricane all the way up the eastern seaboard to New York because the 
waters in the Atlantic were abnormally warm.  
 
Youth file climate lawsuit 
 
Now an adjunct professor at Columbia University, Hansen is supporting a 
constitutional climate change lawsuit filed by 21 young people (including 
his granddaughter Sophie) against the U.S. federal government. The 
plaintiffs, who range in age from eight to 19, filed their complaint in the 
U.S. District Court in Oregon on Aug. 12, 2015.  
 
They allege the federal government has known for decades that fossil fuels 
are destroying the climate system, but continued on the same course anyway. 
The complaint, which was filed with the help of the Oregon-based nonprofit 
Our Children's Trust seeks a court order requiring the president to 
immediately implement a national plan to decrease atmospheric 
concentrations of carbon dioxide to a safe level: 350ppm [parts per million] 
by the year 2100. 
 
Hansen said: "Young people have all these rights that are guaranteed by the 
constitution, and that's what we're asking the courts to look at, and I think 
this may be our best chance to force the government to do its job." 
 
 
CANADIAN AUTHOR HONOURS DAD: Mr. Frank has been measuring, 
cutting, sewing and mending clothes for decades in his tailor shop in 
downtown Toronto (ON, Canada). In this beautiful children's picture book, 
the tailor completes a very special order for a young boy. Who is the boy?  
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After sewing the last stitch, Mr. Frank decides that it is finally time to hang 
up his measuring tape and put away his pins for the very last time.  
 
Author and illustrator Irene Luxbacher pays homage to her dad, "Frank the 
tailor." This is a moving story that children, parents and grandparents can 
share with equal delight. 
 
 
AUTO THERAPY A HIT WITH OLDER ADULTS: Researchers used 
photographs of automobiles going back several decades to help older people 
explore their lives. The study involved 19 participants (10 women and nine 
men) from a continuing care retirement center in a U.S. midwestern 
community.  
 
The exercise was conducted on a one-to-one basis, with each participant 
sitting side-by-side, with the researcher in front of a computer screen, and 
viewing Internet images of automobiles. Older adults embraced the exercise, 
recalling memories of parents, dating, travel, children and grandchildren.  
 
Some examples: 
 

• An 84-year-old man described his mother teaching him to drive when 
he was 14 years old. 

 
• One 99-year-old woman recalled the drama on her honeymoon trip 

when the couple were forced to deal with four flat tires. "So that's how 
we started out our marriage [laughs]. . . . We were together for 63 
years," she said. 

 
• Another participant flummoxed his son by buying a new Fiat at the 

age of 86: "I just figured I'm on my last fling and I like that car and to 
Hell with it! I'm just going to get it because I want it. And it's just 
wonderful to drive." 

 
Keith Anderson and Katherine Weber reported details of their study online 
in the Journal of Gerontological Social Work on March 3, 2015. 
 
 
I LIVE MY LIFE IN WIDENING CIRCLES 
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I live my life in widening circles 
that reach out across the world. 
I may not complete this last one 
but I give myself to it. 
 
I circle around God, around the primordial tower. 
I've been circling for thousands of years 
and I still don't know: am I a falcon,  
a storm, or a great song? 
                  —  Rainer Maria Rilke, Book of Hours 
 


