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Vices and Virtues of Old Age Retirement 

Edward Collins Vacek, SJ 

As baby-boomers begin to reach retirement age in 2010, they are faced with the prospect 

of 20-30 post-work years. Should this period have any goals or purpose other than be a 

very long vacation? Four gerontological theories propose alternative priorities for this 

time: continuity, new start, disengagement, and completion. Each has a place within a full 

life. Careful consideration of each exposes how certain vices and virtues mutate during 

this “third age” of life: integrity and dissipation; self-gratification and generosity; 

repentance, humility and denial; trust and detachment. 

 

A twenty-to-thirty year vacation! Is that good? Should government subsidize it? Should 

Christians aspire to it? Or would it be ethically better if people worked as long as they were able, 

just as people have for most of human history? Should those approaching retirement age be 

reminded that God replies “You fool!” to the person who says “Soul, you have ample goods laid 

up for many years: relax, eat, drink, be merry” (Lk. 12:19-20)? In other words, what expectations 

should Christians have of those who retire? 

 Alfons Deeken proclaimed that old age is "a golden opportunity for human growth, 

fulfillment and deep happiness.” But he quickly added, "Growing old presents one of the most 

difficult tasks in human development."1 What is the task of old age? 2 What goals and ideals 

should seniors pursue? For example, in classical Hinduism old age is a time to leave family to 
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take up a solitary prayer life in the forest. For American culture, the dream for old age tends to 

be a time to leave for Florida to take up a life of golf and early bird specials. Are these two 

ethically equivalent alternatives? Since Jesus is hardly a model for old age or retirement, does 

Christianity have a vision to offer for this age? 

 Gerontologists usually avoid normative claims. They interject that "Different old people 

have different desires about how to live out their lives."3 The mission statement of the American 

Association of Retired Persons concludes: “AARP celebrates the attitude that age is just a 

number and life is what you make it.”4 Daniel Callahan observed that those who insert a 

normative demand into this discussion of aging typically meet great opposition.5 Nevertheless, 

ethicists should ask how people ought to live this phase of life.6  

 At the very time when our culture sanctimoniously demands that burdened single mothers 

get a job, it suggests that healthy, educated, experienced, talented retirees should have no 

demands placed on them.7 This laissez-faire attitude implies that the elderly are no longer 

important to civic life.8 But if old age has no real purpose, then euthanasia, as we already see in 

Oregon and Washington, begin to seem less unreasonable. 

Social policy advocates who want to help the old cannot do so well until it is first 

determined how the old should live. 9 As Kwame Anthony Appiah writes, “In making our 

choices we must sometimes start with a vision, however inchoate, of what it is for a human life 

to go well.”10 But, Marc Freedman adds, “America today simply lacks a compelling vision for 

later life.”11 Christians have an obligation to help shape an ethical vision for this period. 

 Before proceeding, let me set out why this question is both new and urgent. 
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The New Old Age 

Beginning in 2010, the number of people in old age in the United States will balloon for two 

reasons. First, the baby-boomers arrive at retirement age. Second, “People in the United States 

are living longer and healthier lives than ever before. Average life expectancy at birth rose from 

about 28 in Jesus’s time and 47.3 in 1900 to 76.9 in 2000.”12 For those who reach the age of 65, 

an average of 19 more years can be expected.13 According the U.S. Census Bureau, “The older 

population in 2030 is projected to be double that of 2000, growing from 35 million to 72 

million.”14 Historically, a group of old age retirees is coming into existence that, as a group, has 

never existed before.15 With no hint of exaggeration, Len Fishman portrays the “grey tsunami” 

as the “greatest demographic change in the history of humanity.”16 

 Although old age debilities are a matter of biologically “wearing out,”17 the significance 

of “old age” and “retirement” is a matter of social construction. Earlier societal decisions to 

make some age such as 60, 65, or 67 the time of retirement (currently the average age of 

retirement is 62 years) or the time for receiving pensions and social security payments helped 

create this period in life.18 What has not yet happened, however, is any consensus on the ethical 

significance of this period. 

The freshness of the question is due to the social situation that in earlier eras people did 

not retire.19 Rather, old people fell loosely into two groups: contributing adults who continued to 

work and the sick who could not work.20 In the first half of the 20th century, people began to 

retire, but on average lived only 3 years after retirement. By contrast, in our era, only 60% of 
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men and 40% of women work full time in the labor market during the ages of 55-64; 18% and 

10% between the ages of 65-69, and 5% and 3% over 70 years of age.21 Retirees, on average, 

will live into their 80's. The simple question: What, if anything, should they do with all these 

extra years? 

 The focus of this essay concerns the third age, a period that precedes the extreme 

debilitation that many undergo in the last years of life with “exhaustion to the point of 

listlessness, asthenia to the point of sickness, senility to the point of dementia.”22 Even during 

this third age, there will be “progressive intermittent . . . disequilibrium between a person’s 

internal capacity and external demands.”23 The “experience of growing older is a multifaceted 

process” of continuity, life evaluation, fewer demands, health-concerns, and loses. 24 

Of course, it has long been known that the elderly face difficulties.25 Nevertheless, this 

point in history is an exceptionally opportune time to develop a vision for old age since the 

boomer generation has “changed the rules in every phase of their life-cycle,” and they likely will 

do so again when reaching the standard age of retirement. 26 Christian ethics has a golden 

opportunity to contribute to this reassessment. 27 

 

Four Priorities for Old Age 

In this part of the essay, I lay out four moral priorities for old age. In the next part, I discuss some 

virtues and vices that pertain to these priorities. Let me stress three preliminary points. First, I am 

not asking what society should do for the elderly. Rather I am asking what normative tasks 

belong to old age. After this is established, one can ask what provisions must families, 
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governments, churches, and the like make to enable the elderly to meet these expectations.28 

Second, I focus on retirees in the United States.29 Many people in this country cannot afford to 

retire, while others’ lives are typified by the saying, “a woman’s work is never done.” In other 

countries retirement comes much earlier or not at all. Third, I focus on virtues, not norms. One 

function of naming virtues is to exhort; another is to provide a self-checklist. Like positive 

duties, virtues cannot be fulfilled all the time. For example, we expect ourselves to give 

generously, but not constantly. 

 During the past fifty years, gerontologists have proposed at least four different priorities 

for old age: 1] continuity, 2] new beginnings, 3] disengagement, and 4] completion. Each speaks 

to one aspect of old age. In a well-lived life, there is a time for each (Eccles. 3:1). The proper 

proportion of each aspect varies with persons and changes over the years. Continuity and new 

beginnings predominate in the earlier parts of old age, while in the later parts letting go and 

summing up loom larger. It takes discernment to decide which is morally appropriate. 

 Continuity 

 The elderly by and large will continue to be and do as they have for years.30 We have an 

obligation to persevere in our unique identity and vocation from God. 31 As seniors we are still 

human beings, bound by ordinary moral duties. It is not permissible, for example, to drink away 

our days, even if we no longer bear responsibilities for children or jobs. Rather, our most 

important obligations are, in varying ways, possible and required right to the last breath, 

centrally, love of God, others, ourselves, and our world. 

 On the biological level, a significant task appropriate to old age is, put simply, “staying 
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alive” and healthy.32 Paradoxically, this requires us to be more careful about exercise and diet in 

order to remain healthy. As Sherwin Nuland comments, “the developmental phase that we call 

aging is indeed different from those that preceded it. We are no longer at a stage where things 

will care for themselves.”33  

 We also ought to work. Part of being human is to produce goods for oneself, one’s 

partners, and one’s fellow human beings. Current patterns of lower savings and longer lives, plus 

diminishing workforce, will require that more people stay in the labor market. Since many 

people remain as healthy and active at 75 as people once did at 65, there is an “immense waste of 

skill and productivity accompanying early withdrawal from the labour market.”34 But there are 

also theological and ethical reasons why people should continue to work. As Pope John Paul II 

argued, work is an essential part of life. Our work is a way of being co-workers with God, and 

we thereby contribute to the world’s salvation. 35 The idea of retirement must be rethought so as 

to expect people to continue to “work” to the degree they are able.  

 Life also contains myriad gifts to be enjoyed in old age. A popular Jewish maxim is that 

God will judge us for every pleasure offered us that we refuse.36 In justice, the elderly who have 

given their lives to others deserve Sabbath time. 37 While “liberal arts” activity actually enhances 

survival and forestalls various kinds of dementias,38 the important point is that these pleasures 

are worthy in themselves, whether or not they produce health benefits.  

 No one should “retire” from religion, although that frequently happens. The task of 

continuity, especially in the twilight of life, requires hope which, as Benedict XVI writes, gives 

“courage to act and persevere.”39 The pope’s point is either profoundly religious or profoundly 
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wishful. As far as earthly existence, everything that we create and maintain will finally fail. The 

cross wins. The Christian hope is that everything good we create, develop, and sustain–including 

not only ourselves, our projects, but especially the persons we love–will be taken up (in)to God 

and thus will never cease to be. This is the ultimate continuity. The resurrection wins. 

 New Start 

 A second school of gerontology insists on new beginnings.40 Gerontologists advocating a 

position called "activity theory" encourage the elderly to find new projects or friends to replace 

the loss of old activities and relationships. Ethical love of self and others requires this 

development. 

Gerontologists fondly point out that geniuses such as Beethoven did their most creative 

work at an old age.41 The elderly can direct time and energy into new personal or social activities 

such as gardening, politics, the arts, or church outreach. 42 Since "Human beings need . . . to 

invent and reinvent themselves a number of times throughout their lives,"43 old age offers the 

chance to polish new facets of the “immortal diamond” they are. Researchers report that men 

commonly move away from restless, aggressive, or productive stances toward more constant, 

affiliative, and receptive modes of being, while women move towards greater control and power 

over their environment; and both tend to renew and expand their sensuality.44 Reversing the 

usual “wisdom,” George Vaillant urges the old to learn from the young, who, as a cohort, have 

grown up and travel in a “different world.”45 Elderhood, above all, should be a time to explore 

new avenues for spiritual relationships with God, e.g., increased prayer or church attendance. 

Since church attendance actually is declining among the elderly, it would seem that Christians 



8 
 

 

have not sufficiently reflected on what this elderly spirituality might be. 46 

 Disengagement 

A third group of gerontologists insists that old age is a time for voluntarily withdrawing from the 

activities and relationships that have filled previous years.47 Human beings have an obligation to 

admit their limits. These limits increase rapidly after 75; indeed, “close to 50 percent of those 

over 85 will suffer some form of dementia, and only 5 percent will be fully mobile.”48 Our task 

at this stage task is not to force ourselves to be and do ever more, but rather to adjust to and 

accept our diminished capacities and shortened horizons. These gerontologists reject the anti-

ageism campaigns that urge the elderly to keep endlessly active. 

 No one recommends complete disengagement. People are, after all, greatly constituted by 

their engagement with persons and things. Loneliness, which plagues many elderly, is not 

humanly desirable. Rather, proper disengagement requires prioritizing.49 When former activities 

and roles take up a smaller part of life, there is more space for reflecting on the self that we have 

become.50 The process of disengagement should bring home to us that we are not (and have 

never been) the center of the universe. Each time we “let go” of some possession or activity, we 

symbolically anticipate our final and complete “letting-go” in death. 

 Completing Life 

 Fourthly, some gerontologists recommend that old age is a time to develop an integrated 

life story that not only has a beginning and long middle, but is also moving towards its end.51 Of 

course, the experiences that have made up our lives are so numerous and so lost from retrievable 

memory that the task is literally impossible. Still, during old age, we grow in self-possession if 
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we can weave various strands into a loose narrative. The Christian tradition, with its exaggerated 

sense of death bed conversions, recognized not only that the past affects the future but also that 

decisions in the present can reconfigure the past. 

 Thus, old age is not only a time to look backwards but also forward. It is a time to 

conclude at least some unfinished business, to resolve conflicts in our important relationships, 

and to prepare for debilitation and death.52 Earthly life has its own finite completeness which, to 

the degree possible, we should honor.53 While avoiding premature death, we are not required to 

live as long as possible. 54 Indeed, the cross of Christ teaches that it may be wrong to hold on to 

life. Eventually, we will have lived a complete “enough” life. 55 Then, we must consent to the 

often neglected scriptural theme that God is not only the God of life, but also the God of death 

(Deut. 32:39). 

 The four priorities discussed above provide “tasks” the elderly fulfill well or poorly. 

Normally, in the rhythm of life, old age should contain each. Persons must discern where in this 

rhythm God wants them to be. 

 

Central Vices and Virtues of Old Age 

Discussions of virtues and vices, when kept at a sufficiently high level, lack much content and 

are often mind-numbing. Similarly, when virtue is described as the “mean,” then vices as “too 

much” or “too little” are tautologies.56 Here, I will understand virtues simply as habits 

appropriate for good human living.57 

 It would be nice if the virtues we develop in the second age, “adulthood,” carried over 
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and served us straightforwardly in the third age, “elderhood.” But such is not the case. Specific 

virtues developed in one context may have little “carry over” into another context.58 For 

example, the scientist’s intellectual habits not infrequently are vices in the humanistic studies. 

The exercise of virtues and vices is contextual.59 The new context of retirement means that some 

older habits will now be inappropriate and some new habits must be developed. The once 

resourceful carpenter may have to become willingly dependent on his more agile wife. 

 The point of these comments is that we understand the vices and virtues appropriate to 

old age only by understanding old age. Without an effort to reconfigure virtues appropriate to the 

third age, elders, as Cicero long ago pointed out, often cite “old age” as an excuse for their bad 

behavior.60 I have chosen to examine only a few relevant vices and virtues of old age. I group 

them under the four priorities discussed above. 

Continuity: Integrity and Dissipation  

Integrity 

 For fulfilling the priority of continuity in old age retirement, the virtue of integrity is 

crucial. Its practice, however, is problematic. Three meanings of integrity are relevant. The first 

is a systematic coherence within and between one’s principles and norms. This coherence is rare, 

and not strictly necessary. Usually, the elderly will have long ago developed an ethically 

workable, though somewhat incoherent set of practical norms and principles to deal with the 

recurring issues of their lives.61 They apply now one and now another of these norms, much as 

we find in all traditions. For example, the bible tells us to beat “swords into plowshares” (Isa. 

2:4; Mic. 4:3) as well as “plowshares into swords” (Joel 3:10).  
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 The second meaning of integrity, the one most commonly meant, refers to coherence 

between a person's norms and actions. The absence of this kind of integrity is bad, though not 

always. All elders, just like Huck Finn, have developed at least some wrong ideas that, 

fortunately, they do not practice. Conversely, they engage in some good practices, but have 

developed spurious reasons for doing so. Paradoxically, they do so in order to protect their self-

esteem as “rational beings.” 

 Third, integrity means a unity of the different domains of human life. This kind of 

integrity obviously becomes especially difficult in old age, since body, psyche, mind, and 

religious spirit each follow such different patterns of growth and decline. Goethe observed that in 

our younger years we live through the body while in our old age we more and more live against 

our bodies.62 This shift is illustrated by the way health is taken for granted by the young but 

tends to dominate the conversation and concerns of old people. It is further illustrated by diseases 

such as Alzheimer's when the mind mostly fails its otherwise healthy body. Therese Lysaught 

remarks, “Those who grow old inevitably find their lives becoming undone on a number of 

levels.”63 Integrity requires us, finally, only to “keep body and soul together” to the extent this is 

spiritually salutary. 

Dissipation  

 Not uncommonly, women and men in their retirement years live without significant 

goals. Prior to that time, their lives usually were patterned by the social expectations that come 

with job, family roles, social status, etc. In retirement, not only are many of these social 

expectations absent, but elders frequently care much less what others will think if they do not 



12 
 

 

fulfill such expectations. As they while away the hours, the old aphorism applies: “Sometimes I 

sits and thinks; and sometimes I just sits.” In the face of this temptation, society must encourage 

the elderly to develop a set of purposes for this period in life. Without social and religious 

inducement to make something of these two or three decades, one day at a time tends to be 

motivated by the attraction of the moment: the flitting-butterfly vice. In other words, dissipation. 

 In retirement even more acutely than earlier, being free to do anything leads, 

paradoxically, to the loss of freedom. Freedom requires self-possession and self-determination. 

Without some guiding commitments or goals, the practice of being able to make a thousand “free 

choices” is an exercise in dissipation. When humans lose a sense of purpose in life, they are 

inclined to substitute satisfactions at more peripheral levels of themselves. 

Perversely, when a deeper sense of purpose has gone out of life, negative attitudes and 

emotions become important as a way of proving to oneself that one can still feel and thus is still 

alive. Christopher Faircloth, a gerontologist, describes a housing complex for the elderly that 

developed a highly interactive community whose members’ only bond was their criticisms of 

other residents.64 Sadly, this activity was their chief pleasure. Perhaps mercifully, people whose 

days are dominated by such negativity also tend to live shorter lives.65 

 The antidote to dissipation is a sense of purpose. As Benedict XVI observed, people are 

motivated by lesser and greater hopes. As retirement arrives and then death rises on the horizon, 

they need a great hope beyond earthly concerns to give an ultimate purpose to their lives. 

Benedict concludes; “This great hope can only be God.”66 

 New Activity: Self-gratification and Generosity 



13 
 
 The second “priority” of old age is to start new activities. Because of Social Security, 

pensions, government-encouraged savings programs, etc., the elderly of the USA generally are 

no longer mostly poor. Rather, “the vast majority of those over sixty will have had some college 

education and will be in better condition both economically and physically than in any preceding 

generation in history.”67 The challenge, then, is what to do with these intellectual, economic, and 

physical resources. One possibility, currently encouraged by our culture, is to expend their 

resources on themselves, enjoying the “good life.” 

Self-gratification 

 During most of our lives, there is a tension between self-interest and the good of others. 

When socially sanctioned responsibilities diminish and as health concerns increase for elders, the 

temptation is to increased self-concern, but this self-concern usually is not directed to their own 

moral development. Rather, researchers observe, “Older people have more interest in being 

satisfied and content and show less concern for character or competence.”68 Elder Americans 

“volunteer less than any other age group–even those overwhelmed Americans in the middle 

generation.”69 They also show a decreased interest in societal and national issues, other than 

those that directly concern their own cohort.70 Indeed, some become “‘greedy geezers’ who are 

determined to use their newly discovered political clout to continue to drain more and more from 

the shrinking resources of society, thereby depriving other groups (especially children).”71 They 

refuse to accept any limits on medical services, even when their geometrically increasing 

expenses drain healthcare resources while providing only a few more weeks or months of a 
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debilitated life.72 

 Old age can become a second childhood, a time of no responsibilities and a time for 

endless leisure–often at age-segregated playgrounds.73 Mary and Kenneth Gergen approvingly 

describe one form of “positive aging” as the “sybaritic life style.” Observing that older people 

possess “approximately one-half of all discretionary spending,” the Gergens rhapsodically 

conclude: “Outfitted with both resources and time, there seem to be no limits to personal growth 

and fulfillment for the older person today.”74 Patricia Fry likewise counsels: “Enjoy whatever 

measure of income you have. Don’t look at your retirement funds as your children’s 

inheritance.”75 The baby-boomers are the generation, Daniel Kadlec comments, that has 

“commonly been thought to be the most self-absorbed generation in American history. . . . 

[T]hey spend lavishly on themselves, remodeling everything from their homes to their bones.” 

Given the habits of a lifetime and given that retirement years have “long been marked by 

withdrawal, entitlement and the pursuit of leisure,”76 some expect that the pattern noted by the 

Gergens will predominate. It should not. 

Generosity 

 The proclivities of the second age need not carry over into the third age. Even self-

absorbed boomers can and should make their retirement a time of giving. It is far from ethically 

justified to spend money on oneself (or those close to oneself) just because one has lots of 

money. Harry Moody, eminent gerontologist, comments: “Ego-preoccupation represents the 

temptations of narcissism in old age.” He urges instead “ego-transcendence [which] means living 
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for the sake of causes or objects that lie beyond the self.”77 Retirement should first bring to mind, 

especially in Christians, not just trips abroad or new hobbies, but new opportunities for serving 

others. 

 Generosity is an offspring of justice and gratitude. Each of us comes into a world that has 

been prepared for us by our predecessors. While generosity is appropriate throughout life, it 

takes on a distinctive character in old age. One more and more works for a future that others, but 

not oneself will enjoy. 78 One sows, but others will reap. The elderly demonstrate “ego-

transcendence” if they are strongly concerned for the world they will leave behind.79 

 Disengagement: Repentance, Humility and Denial 

 Disengagement, the third priority of old age, brings with it mutations of familiar virtues 

and vices. The non-engagement of the third age should be quite different from that of the “first 

age,” childhood. Our society prevents children from taking full-time employment so that they 

develop the minds and hearts they need to become contributing members of society. Society 

should not encourage a similar societal disengagement among the elderly. However, is there a 

good disengagement to recommend to seniors? Or is disengagement only an inevitable result of 

declining powers? 

Repentance  

 One might easily suppose that the most important form of disengagement for older 

Christians would be to repent of any sinfulness, especially when they are moving closer to 

meeting their Maker. One might also suppose that disengagement from one’s own sinfulness 
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might be somewhat easier since the passions of youth and the occasions for sin in a complexly-

engaged adulthood will have diminished. Those who work with the elderly, however, indicate 

the elderly have little inclination to seek or give forgiveness. Helen Black concluded her research 

on elders with the observation that the very “subject of forgiveness itself is a problematic topic 

for them.”80 As a striking illustration, she tells of an elderly Nazi era guard who claimed that he 

never, ever hurt anyone–even though, in fact, he had helped execute war prisoners. On the other 

hand, this man protested the cruelty of his daughter-in-law who deprived him of a chance to visit 

his grandchildren.81 As Jesus observed, logs in one’s own eye do not prevent us from seeing 

specks in others’ eyes (Mt. 7:5). 

 It is a common feature of contemporary life that many people think of themselves as 

without much sin, at least as far as any felt need to repent. This is a major reason for the severe 

decline of the use of the sacrament of reconciliation in the Catholic Church.82 A vague sense that 

“Sure, I am a sinner” carries slight concrete content. Accordingly, there is little desire to ask God 

or others for forgiveness. Most people, without some form of sin-list, cannot well reflect on their 

own errant ways. The Christian community could helpfully name, as it once did for childhood 

and adulthood, sins typical of old age, e.g., regurgitating old grudges, being opinionated, or 

withdrawing from civic life. 

 This reluctance for self-examination contrasts starkly with a view found in medieval 

Christian literature, namely, that the time of old age was “one that should be given to recollection 

of past sin, penitential acts, and continued pleading for mercy (from Christ and the Virgin) to 
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mitigate the horrors of purgatory and to avoid the catastrophe that is hell.”83 Few contemporary 

elderly have such expectations; indeed someone who engaged in such pious practices would 

more likely be sent to a psychiatrist than a spiritual director or confessor. Benedict XVI, in an 

attempt to update this medieval understanding, which itself was founded on multiple Gospel 

texts, argues that the point of God’s judgment is not to create terror but rather to evoke 

responsibility.84 The Christian tradition could and should do more to make old age a time of 

accepting responsibility. 

 It is not enough just to forget our past moral failures, as if nothing can be done about 

them anyway. Our past evil deeds represent inadequate and evil aspects of ourselves that endure 

until we distance ourselves from them. By abjuring these sinful aspects, we transform ourselves 

through grace into persons who would no longer sin or, at least, who hope they would no longer 

commit the sin if they had a chance to reenact the past.85 By genuinely repenting, one sets "the 

regretted action or attitude in a new relation within the totality of one's life."86 We thereby 

change the past; that is, we change its meaning for our lives.87 

 There is an even more profound form of repentance, for those to whom the grace is given. 

This form, closer to the great insight of Luther, is a repentance of our very being. As we come to 

the end of our lives, we may realize that, when sin is seen as a deficient relationship with God, 

all of us are deeply sinners. Repentance in this sense is not a self-confident sense that “If I had 

tried harder, I would now be perfect.” Rather, it is a humble acknowledgement that we human 

beings are fundamentally too scattered and self-deceptive to be wholly committed lovers of God. 
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It is this fundamental weakness that we repent; and in so doing we grow towards becoming the 

person God loves.88 

Humility and Denial 

 Self-esteem is so important to us at any stage in life that we often lie to ourselves and 

others in order to maintain a sense that we are good. Humility, by contrast, requires an honest 

recognition that we are both sinners and saints. Old age should add new aspects to the virtue of 

humility, but it can be a time of increased denial. 

 A major temptation is a denial of indebtedness. The natural talents we have and the social 

environment into which we are born are unearned gifts.89 As John Rawls made clear, most of 

what we are has been given to us; and what we can take some credit for is itself built on gifts, 

such as intelligence and “willpower,” that largely derive from nature and nurture.90 The 

pretension that we are a “self-made” man or woman is a denial of reality.  

Whereas earlier in life, humility likely focuses on counteracting an exaggerating pride, in 

old age humility is required to face “humiliations” such as loss of authority, skills, or even 

control over bodily functions. Seniors have to humbly admit that they are not what they once 

were and they will never become what they could have become. They have to face the fact that 

they are no longer (as) necessary in the lives of people who once considered them central. 

Without denying that they can make further contributions to others, they have to acknowledge 

that in all likelihood they have already made their most meaningful contributions to history. A 

further mark of humility is the ability to affirm the many things which are genuinely valuable for 
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others, particularly younger cohorts, but which have little appeal or are out of reach for 

themselves. 91 

The most obvious kinds of denial relate to dependence and death. Fahey observes, “The 

common characteristic of frailty is the loss of capacity to manage without the assistance of 

people, devices, interventions, drugs, or even supportive physical environments.”92 Humility in 

receiving this care from others should participate in the religious truth that, with respect to God, 

it is more blessed to receive than to give. The humble person “acknowledges and gracefully 

accepts his dependency needs.”93 The temptation to deny aging and death is fostered in 

contemporary America by a host of cosmetic services created to help the old pretend that they 

can be forever young. Deeken, who did extensive work with the elderly, comments: “A great 

number of people simply reject the fact that they are growing old. They . . . simply close their 

eyes to the evident facts and pretend that they are still young. It is sometimes pathetic.”94 Some 

seniors demand every new medical breakthrough as a way of forever putting off death. But, as 

Daniel Callahan wryly retorts, even a life-prolonging procedure such as a heart-transplant “does 

not cure death but only delays it.”95  

Completion: Trust and Detachment 

 During the last phase (predominant by the 80's) of old age, elders typically experience, at 

first gradually and then with increasing severity, irreversible decline in health, growing 

helplessness, and the dull fog horn of death. Remarkably, however, sociologists have found that 

worry about death ranks lowest of sixteen concerns among the elderly. Rather, they worry more 
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about living well the remaining years of their life.96 To do so, they have to learn new forms of 

trust. 

Trust 

 As people go through old age, they must perforce depend more and more on others–

family, friends, Church, and society–to care for them. They can do so warily or with trust. 

Theologically speaking, those who have lived their active lives caring for others as their way of 

cooperating with God now must cooperate with God by letting God take care of them through 

others. 97 However, there are three factors–autonomy, contingency, and death–that inhibit growth 

in trust towards others and towards God. 

 Muriel Gillick comments, “The culture of autonomy is not only problematic for society 

as a whole, but it fails abysmally in meeting the needs of old age.”98 This culture inclines many 

older people to expect that they should totally care for themselves, right to the grave. They 

choose to live alone or in an assisted living facility, not relying on children until they can do no 

other. Some prepay and plan their own funeral. Viewed kindly, they spare their children these 

burdens. Viewed in terms of autonomy, they entrust none of these decisions to others. Our 

culture has thus cut the arms and legs off the commandment “Honor thy Father and Mother,” a 

commandment which is frequently misunderstood to obligate children only when they are young, 

but which primarily refers to the support adult children owe their aging parents. The downside of 

social security, retirement accounts, and government sponsored savings plans is a diminished 

need to trust in the support of family and friends. This in turn diminishes occasions for nurturing 
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the sense of trusting in a personal God who acts through others.99 

 A second obstacle to trust is a cultural sense of contingency, the realization that nothing 

earthly, including one’s self and one’s accomplishments, has enduring validity. This sense of 

contingency is abetted by three recent shifts in cultural consciousness: the claim of psychology 

and economics that everyone is self-interested and thus others have no deep or lasting altruistic 

concern for oneself; the postmodern view that undermines the conviction that the world has any 

coherency or purpose; and the scientific story that suggests the universe not only is the product 

of randomness but also is destined to ultimate burnout. This sense of contingency undermines a 

desire to trust both that one’s work in the world has been meaningful and that, in the hands of 

others, it will continue to be so. 

 A third obstacle to trust is the approach of death. It is one thing to trust a God who gives 

life and all good things. It is quite another to trust God in the face of progressive debilitation 

from which one will never recover (2 Cor. 12:9-10).100 In the face of obvious evidence to the 

contrary, the old have to trust that the life-story they have been sharing with God will not end—

because God does not end. As a result Christians do not trust that God will deliver them from 

death, no more than God delivered Jesus from death. Rather, they have to trust that they will be 

with God on the other side of death.  

Detachment 

 At the end of life, one often must make a virtue out of necessity. The necessity is our 

decline and death. The virtue is detachment. Our life at every stage essentially includes 
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detachment, both the intellectual ability to distance ourselves through objectification and the 

power of freedom to say Yes or No to our impulses and drives. When death gets very near, we 

must cease asserting our Yes to earthly life. We prepare for final detachment from life. 

 Preparation for that final act was advocated by St. Paul who taught that the present form 

of this world is passing away (1 Cor. 7:29-31).101 This stoic attitude becomes more and more 

appropriate as seniors retire from active life. Old age becomes time to simplify life, letting go of 

things long saved for a future that is now past. The elderly should avoid the vices of either 

hoarding or neglecting their possessions. Similarly, they should avoid preoccupation with and 

endless talking about their debilities. As Paul might say, they should have their illnesses as if not 

having them. 

 Through the practice of detachment, seniors prepare to be stripped of their earthly 

relationships and to trust in that relationship against which the grave is powerless. "For I am 

convinced that neither death . . . nor things to come . . . will be able to separate us from the love 

of God in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Rom. 8:38-39). 

 Some seniors endure an even greater stripping. Their experience does not match up with 

Paul’s serene confidence. In his hour of agony, Jesus pleaded with his God to be spared, and yet 

he had the experience of being forsaken on the cross (Mt. 27:46). Others in approaching death 

have to let go of former religious certainties and confirmations. They may have to let go of the 

divine images and consolations that in the past sustained them.102 Their trust must now endure 

paradox and ambiguity.103 “Strong faith” has to become a blind trust that somehow all manner of 
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things will be well. Like Theresa of Lisieux near the end of her life, trust may be tempted by 

atheism.104 

 Thus, as they near death, some elders must finally detach themselves from their important 

life-long practice of constructing a symphony of meaning out the booming, buzzing cacophony 

of life’s sounds. Instead, they have to rely on God’s “silent music” that has been playing in the 

background throughout their entire lives. As in earlier life, but now more finally, their love of 

God precedes and outlasts their knowledge of God. Trusting the promise which concludes 

Matthew's Gospel, the promise that God will be with us always (Mt. 28:20), they prepare to say a 

final "into your hands I commend my spirit" (Lk. 23:46). Thus detached from life, they are ready 

to live with God forever (1 Thess. 4:17). 

 

Conclusion  

A huge baby-boom generation is retiring and entering old age. Christians and others must 

develop a vision that reveals meaning and purpose for this stage in life. The vision must contain 

an ethical demand that this period be used productively, but also contemplatively. Because the 

third and fourth ages of life present new challenges, vices and virtues take on new forms. Any 

new vision must be crafted with these vices and virtues in mind. Most importantly, this vision 

needs to be crafted in such a way that elders come to entrust themselves to Mystery. 
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