Session Plan: Exploring the Role of Elders

Opening Words:

An African proverb says: “The death of [an] old person is like the loss of a library.”  In these words are embedded the important role given to older adults in Africa.  Elders, now masters of the school of life, have the responsibility of facilitating the transition from childhood to adulthood of new generations…. In this community, the older you are the more respect you receive, at least in part because age brings you closer to the ancestors, who themselves are seen as intermediaries between the divine beings and us.

Quoted from Bernard Mambo, an educator from Cote d’Ivoire, in What are Old People For?: How Elders Will Save the World.  Wm Thomas, p59.

Check In:

Each person is asked to briefly state her/his answer to a question such as: What’s on your mind today? What do you need to leave behind in order to be fully present here? 

Reading: 

If we are to develop an alternative system of care for our Elders, we must start with a new understanding of the role of Elders in society.  This reading may help us in that process:  


Milestones in the journey of senescence* and elderhood:  
Adapted from Allan B. Chinen’s book In The Ever After and Dr. William H. Thomas’ book What are Old People For?: How Elders Will Save the World.

*NOTE: “Senescence” is a name, coined by Dr. Thomas, for the time of transition from being an adult to being an elder, just as adolescence is the name for the time of transition from childhood to being an adult.

Milestones in the journey of senescence and elderhood:  

1.   Coming to terms with the specter of decline: loss of health, friends, family, 

power. 

2.  Delving into the unconscious to grapple with issues that we ignored or 
suppressed 

in youth. 

3. Confronting the dark side of human nature and your own Shadow.

4. Turning from the youthful (or adulthood) preoccupation with things, to empathy for human nature.  

5. Breaking free of personal ambitions, goals and dreams.  The higher self, society or the divine replace the ego as the guiding force in life.

6. Reclaiming the child’s spontaneity and innocence, yet merged with mature judgment.  

7. Affirming ones life just as it has been and just as it is.

8. Reclaiming wonder and delight.

9. Providing practical counsel and noble inspiration for youth; passing on wisdom to the next generations. 

10. Facing the transition from this world to the next.  

Questions:

1. which of these milestones particularly caught your attention?

2. which do you think is or would be the most difficult?

3. which do you think is or would be the easiest?

4. which of these milestones do you feel don’t belong on this list?

5. what milestones would you add?

6. where would you place yourself (where are you now) on the journey of childhood-adolescence-adulthood-senescence-elderhood?

7. what particular milestones have you recently passed?

8. what milestones are you approaching now?

9. what would you say is the most important part of elderhood?

10. what else would you like to add to this discussion?

Check out: 

A word or phrase about how you are feeling as this meeting ends?  Is there something you do not want to leave this meeting without saying?

Closing Words:

A million years ago the first grandmother attended to the cries of a hungry grandchild, and shared her food with the child.  In doing so, the grandmother increased the reproductive success of her own daughter.  Over time, those families that were blessed with older females who were inclined to give this kind of assistance grew in number and power.  Families that could not master this strategy became evolutionary dead ends.  We take the constellation of traits that define our humanity for granted, little realizing that they are, in fact, the gifts of perhaps sixty thousand generations of elders.

from What are Old People For?: How Elders Will Save the World.  Wm Thomas, p57, p.58.

