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Why Meditate?  Roshi Shunryu Suzuki was asked.  

So you can enjoy your old age, he replied.

Lewis Richmond, a Zen Buddhist priest, writes for an ecumenical audience in this book by focusing on things that matter universally to everyone.  His understanding of this came from his own direct experience on two occasions with serious illness and near-death.  He has written this book as an investigation of what it means to enjoy your old age.
Lewis Richmond defines ‘Spiritual Practice’ very simply as:  “paying close attention to what is very important”.  When we begin to pay close attention, we are awakened to the truth that ‘everything changes’ and that there is unreliability in all things.  This is the first truth of aging.  Emotionally this can be very hard when we realize that everything we love and care about will change, transform and die.   But, along with the truth of impermanence and loss, Richmond says, there is also truth that each moment brings with it new possibilities.  We can make different choices, and although we can’t escape life’s problems, we can learn to relate to them differently. This, then, can be “a very positive process with fresh beginnings, a wealth of appreciation and a depth of gratitude that profoundly affects how our lives proceed”.  
The author outlines a series of four key recognizable stages and emotions on the journey of aging.  These have been based on the spiritual journey of the Buddha leading to his enlightenment. These stages are not necessarily sequential in nature. They can happen to anyone at any time, for some even when they are very young.  

Lightening Strikes, the first stage, is that moment when all of a sudden you see that you are growing older.  And that this is not optional.  Surprise! is the dominant emotion experienced at this stage.  

It might be triggered by an illness, significant loss, decline or death of aging parents.  Perhaps even by looking in the mirror, suddenly you are aware that you are growing old. 
We can identify the second stage, Coming to Terms when we see that we are comparing ourselves to how we once were.  If the ‘new me’ seems preferable to the ‘old me’, we will feel good. But if not, we may feel regret.  The difficulty with aging is that we can feel that there is not enough time to get things back on track when we begin to experience the inevitable losses, he says.  
But, it can be through the losses side of aging that someone may come to spiritual practice with desire to transform and enrich their lives, he says. His research review found three key ingredients to increasing happiness: generosity, gratitude, and reframing.  He offers helpful ways to cultivate these qualities as potential remedies to loss. 
When we rest in the age we are now, we enter the third stage of Adaptation.  The emotional ups and downs have subsided.  We have come to terms with what we have lost and look forward.  We let go of who we used to be and embrace who we are now.  Knowing “constancy is an illusion” keeps us on our toes for continuous change. 
When this stage matures, and we feel ‘acceptance’, we reach the final stage, Appreciation with the cultivation of ‘elderhood’.  The basic skills of elderhood are innate in which we focus less on how we feel and more on what we do with our knowing, wisdom, and generosity offered freely with dignity and integrity.  The Contemplative Reflection on Discovering your own Elderhood is useful in understanding this concept.
Other chapters that I found very helpful in broadening understanding of the aging process, in terms of both the external and internal changes that occur were: The Science of Healthy Aging, What Doctors Know, Conquering the Five Fears.  One entitled What Buddhism Teaches provides a context for many of the suggestions and practices cited throughout the book.
The author brings anecdotal stories with real life people throughout the book to illustrate his views and to bring freshness to the ideas.  Ahhh…we might say…now I get it!  He exposes himself in his own learning about the ‘how to’ of aging with dignity, grace, and happiness. 
Each chapter concludes with a Contemplative Reflection or Meditation Exercise which offers the reader some experiential practice with the content of the chapter.  We need to recognize, he says, that when we pay attention through the lens of our emotions that these are not reliable.  We need to learn to keep emphasis and focus on breathing….the true arbiter of how we actually age.    As I practiced with these meditations and contemplations throughout the book, I found that I lost awareness of this being just a book, and had a much deeper experience connecting with my own life and aging.

The last chapter gives instruction for a day away for oneself prefaced with the notion that Aging is a time to get to know yourself in new ways--to open yourself to gifts unavailable to youth--by forging a deeper connection to your inner life.  This practice would help consolidate and deepen an appreciation of the contents of the book. 

One of the main strengths of this book is the bringing to awareness many exciting aspects of aging not obvious in contemporary culture.  Although physical exercise and diet are keys to healthy aging, they are not sufficient for contentment, Richmond says.  The emphasis on each moment and each breath, even in the face of difficulty, being an opportunity to find enjoyment and happiness lends credence to meditation practice, prayer, contemplative practices.

Overall, I found the book a bit confusing to read in terms of its organization.  However, I think the author has done an excellent job in connecting the experience of aging with spiritual practice.  We are challenged to recognize that we have choice in our own lives to dwell in celebration of life or to become mired in regret.  
Reviewed by Donna Paige, Psychotherapist and Meditation Teacher, Dundas, Ontario.
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