Touching the future's unknown: Coping with the dark side of aging
Rosa Dominga Trapasso*

To speak or think of aging in the abstract can allow us to imagine scenes of peace, quiet, wisdom acquired over the years, love and understanding from our loved ones, satisfaction at having realized our ideals, being surrounded by future generations who recognize and respect us and our accomplishments.  All of us dream of ending our days with a well-earned rest and being able to enjoy the small but important things that life still offers.  But I find myself asking if this isn't really a romanticized, over-idealized version of old age that is far from the reality.

As the years advance, we note the effects aging has on our bodies and on our energy levels. My own aging begins to take on characteristics I didn't anticipate.  First, when do we begin to think and accept that I am now a "senior," an "oldster"; that I'm now in the "last stage of life"? This doesn't necessarily occur with one's chronological age or with retirement.  Faced with the fact that life expectancy has jumped more than 20 years in the past century, we come to see how relative the term "old" can be to describe a specific age. Within my own ambiguities of considering myself "old" I am ever more aware that we cannot speak of "the last years" as if it were one single stage. For instance, what one can feel, do, think or project until the age of 76 could change drastically at the age of 77, with a stroke, a broken hip or advanced arteriosclerosis. I believe that it is this great insecurity about the future that consciously or unconsciously marks all of us in the last years of life. We have seen this in our parents, brothers and sisters, friends and colleagues. The future's insecurity can bring in its wake years of dependence, disability and deterioration. Especially worrisome is the question: "Who will take care of me?" and "I don't want to have to be a burden for anyone!"

Although scientific advances made in the last 50 years to prolong life and cure disease associated with aging have made it possible for people all over the world to live seven, eight or even nine decades, maintaining "quality of life" has not yet been assured.  Health services along with rehabilitation and sustainability for older people have not been created, making more burdensome the disabilities they suffer. Even more, the cult of "eternal youth" continues to be in vogue as does looking down on "the old"—a characteristic of this last century with its insatiable consumer society.  If indeed life expectancy has lengthened in industrial societies as well as in developing ones, it hasn't been accompanied by creating conditions that favor valuing the elderly or securing for them an adequate quality of life.

All this worries me because I am not growing old alone. I am aware of many persons—family members, friends, neighbors—who are in this stage of life, living and suffering different aspects of aging and feeling accompanied by the unexpected surprises of this process. 

To live touching the future's unknown is, of course, part of the human condition.  But it seems to me that with the passing of the years, this feeling becomes sharper, and intensifies in the final stage. A somber reality, to be sure, and one I experience deeply. But I think there is another dimension to our process of maturity that allows us to balance our personal anguish.  I refer to our ability to open ourselves to the multiple ecological connections of which we form a part.  The unexpected doesn't stop me from intensifying my consciousness of the ecology of my existence, which allows me to broaden my feelings of connectedness beyond my individual self.  My personal needs shouldn't cloud my identification with the whole universe. The research being carried out by Jean Houston has deeply impressed me. In her book, Life Force, she places maturity at old age because it is the age of greater "post-individual" development—an evolutionary development in our human consciousness, which she conceives as a spiraling life force. 

I don't know where I found this quotation I jotted down in my journal: "Time is full when all concept of time is detached from you."  Beyond the past or the future, there is the fullness of the present where all is new.  To live in the "now" and in the "meantime" emphasizes what is possible for me to do with what I have right now.  As such, the number of years, the extension of our last stage of life is not so important.  It is not a question of extending the years of life, but of intensifying the quality of our personal relationships and giving ourselves over to the totality of the organic life of the cosmos. 

A final point: friendship is the elixir of a long life and the greatest defense for journeying toward the horizon. 
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