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PREFACE


This philosophical exploration into how Jewish educators can best approach the topic of older adult education is rooted in a very practical desire.  Specifically, next year I plan to open a 'Yeshiva' type program that will bring North American senior citizens to Israel for extended periods of intensive learning.  It was to provide a valid foundation for the curriculum of this program -- titled Yeshivat Hemdat Yamim -- that impelled me to undertake this present study.
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I. INTRODUCTION


An old adage declares that "youth is wasted on the young."  

In proffering such a statement, our declarant -- no doubt a member of the 'older generation' -- implies that youth, with all its vigor and fortitude, would be better allocated to those with the ability to appreciate it and maximize its benefit.   "If only the elderly," one hears him bemoan, "were given the potency of youth to implement their wisdom and experience."     


The goal of this paper, at least in a general sense, is to refute the notion expressed above.  To be sure, one cannot deny that many a young person foolishly squandered the benefit of their youth, just as it is equally true that society would no doubt benefit from the increased physical strength of wise elders.  This paradigm, however, is not the point; at least, it is not the point Judaism wishes to convey.  


In its stead, Judaism admits -- seemingly with little regret -- that older adults do grow physically weaker, cannot maintain the schedule they once pursued, nor accomplish at 80 what one achieved at 40.  And that's great!  After all, Judaism envisions a completely and qualitatively different role for the older adult than it does for the younger one.  They are the Sabbatical year in comparison with the six years of farming.  They are the Shabbat in comparison with the six days of labor.  Rather than insisting that the older adult struggle to keep up with his younger colleagues, to be a seventh year of toiling in the fields, or simply 'retire' in defeat at trying, Judaism suggests playing an entirely distinct role.  


Exploring this role, and more specifically, exploring how we as educators can ensure that it is successfully adopted by our senior students, is the topic of this paper.

THE NEED


On the surface, older adults appear to be ideal students, both in their ability to master a subject as well as their capacity to transmit the benefit of such study to others. For starters, unlike some other populations, seniors generally seem to be extremely interested in improving their educational status.
  Second, they often possess those qualities essential for educational success irrespective of setting -- surplus leisure time and significant commitment skills are but two examples. Third, regarding our specific concern of Torah study, older adults would provide the general Jewish community with a series of tremendous benefits.  Their willingness to engage in serious study -- not due to an academic obligation nor the desire for career promotion -- would serve as an important model, perhaps even an inspiration, for younger students.  The 'wisdom of years' with which they would bring to the texts would no doubt produce numerous chidushim (novel insights) into Torah.  Their desire to transmit the information learned -- their need to mentor
 -- would swell our community's all too diminished ranks of qualified volunteer teachers.
 


Unfortunately, perhaps the only thing that matches the potential of teaching Torah to older adults is the utter lack of serious attention paid to such endeavors.
 Indeed, the vast majority of Jewish educational institutions completely ignore seniors; those that pay any heed do so on a limited basis, by accident, or in order to fulfill the  practical -- not necessarily educational or spiritual -- concerns of the senior population.  Little, if anything, is systematic or comprehensive.  

A telling statistic from my own research highlights this point.  I handed out well over 100 questionnaires to prominent Rabbis and educators soliciting their insights into teaching the older adult population.
  One of the questions raised was what, if any, was the educator's experience -- in any form -- with teaching an exclusively senior population.  Over 90% of the respondents had no such experience.  From the remaining 10%, only two people had taught seniors purposely, extensively and with any systematic approach.    


This void in institutional commitment has in turn created a void in theoretical and academic inquiry.  Studies simply do not exist that address the topic of how older adults best learn Torah.  This paper attempts to fill the void.

THE METHOD


As noted above, little -- if any -- systematic research exists addressing our question of how seniors best learn Torah.  For that reason, our inquiry draws from a variety of unrelated sources, and attempts to weave them into a comprehensive outlook.  Specifically, our discussion relies on three types of analysis: 1) A prescriptive approach emanating from the study of Torah texts relating to elderhood, 2) a descriptive explication based on psychological perspectives on the aging process, and 3) empirical data analyzing senior education. 


The chronological order in which these three types of analysis will be interspersed is as follows: First, our discussion will endeavor to formulate a perspective on older adults.  How does Judaism view seniors?  What are their roles in life?  How ought the community relate to them?  Second, in light of this perspective, we will attempt to articulate the obligations incumbent upon the senior population.  What can the community -- and by extension, an educational program -- expect of older adults?  What should they expect of themselves?  Third, and final, our paper will conclude by exploring possible recommendations as to how to implement the findings of the previous two sections.  After all, claiming that a person can learn a certain way (the perspective) and should learn certain material (the obligation) does not necessarily mean that they will.  This final section attempts to bridge the gap between theory and practice.

II. THE PERSPECTIVE


The starting point for our discussion on how Judaism views older adults is Leviticus 19:32.  There, the Jewish people are admonished to "rise before the hoary head (sayvah), and honor the face of the old (zaken)."  On the surface, this commandment simply involves rising and showing honor for older adults.  However, to truly understand it, one must ask two underlying questions.  First, who exactly is included in this commandment?  As the sources suggest, this is not such an easy question.  And second, why does the Torah insist in the first place that honor be shown to older adults?  After all, unlike with one's parents -- who we are also obliged to honor -- it is not a unique, familial relationship that gives rise to this special treatment.  And nor is it due to meritorious concerns, such as with the honor due Torah scholars (or is it? See below). 

(A) Who?


Regarding the first question -- i.e., who is to be included in this commandment -- there exists a three way debate within the Talmud.  Kidushin 32B records the opinions as follows.  The Tanna Kamma asserts that the commandment applies to older adults (70+) who have also acquired Torah scholarship.  For him, the word sayvah implies an age requirement, while zaken suggests a requisite level of wisdom.  Rabbi Yosi HaGalili disagrees.  In his understanding, both sayvah and zaken bespeak of wisdom.  The word zaken, for example, is really a combination of two words: ze (this) and kaneh (acquires).  This interpretation implies that the word zaken really describes one who acquires, and according to Nedarim 41A "the only worthwhile acquisition is wisdom."  For Rabbi Yosi HaGalili, then, the commandment applies only to someone who has achieved a certain level of Torah scholarship -- irrespective of age.  We are obligated to rise for scholar, young or old; we only rise for a senior if he is also a scholar.


While both of these perspectives make sense, and in fact go a long way in answering the second question above as well (we show honor out of respect for Torah scholarship), it is the third opinion quoted in Kidushin that is most interesting.  Isi Ben Yehuda argues that both nouns, sayvah and zaken, describe old age and actually have nothing at all to do with Torah scholarship.  He even goes so far as to say that even a senior devoid of any Torah scholarship, even if he is filled with sin, is to be a recipient of honor ("Mipnai sayvah takoom, ve'apheelo kol sayvah be'mashma"). 


This final opinion is surely the most radical of the three.  For starters, its lack of any scholarship requirement is the antithesis of not only the Tanna Kamma and Rabbi Yosi HaGalili, but also the vast majority of later commentators.  Even a brief survey of how Halachik decisors titled their discussions on this topic highlights this point: The Rambam's section is called Honor Due a Rabbi (Kavod HaRav), the Shulchan Aruch's is The Laws of Honoring Students of the Wise (Hilchot Kavod Talmud Chachamim), and the Sepher HaChinuch's is The Commandment to Honor the Wise (Mitzvah Kibud Chachamim).  


And yet, in spite of all this evidence and logic suggesting otherwise, we are told "the Halacha is like Isi Ben Yehuda."  Scholarship has nothing to do with the commandment, and age has everything to do with it.  As if to hammer this point home, the Talmudic discussion then turns to the honor a number of great sages extended to non-Jewish seniors (and the Rambam posits that such behavior is the halachik norm).  Again, Torah scholarship is irrelevant, while age is essential.  


Why?


An insight by the Minchat Chinuch
 is particularly helpful here.  He notes that in truth, the essence of the commandment really is wisdom.  Why then the emphasis by Isi Ben Yehuda and others on the age factor?  For a very simple reason: It is impossible for an individual to live an extended number of years, to experience a host of life's offerings, and to observe the world for an extensive period without gaining significant wisdom.  Or as the Sepher HaChinuch puts it, albeit less explicitly: "Even an uneducated old man is included in this precept; it is right to honor him because in his great number of years he has seen and recognized a bit of the workings of the Eternal Lord and His wonders."


Interestingly enough, the weight of secular psychological understanding confirms this perspective.  Indeed, as gerontologist Barry Barkin notes, an essential goal of becoming older is to "synthesize wisdom from long life experience."
  In his book Man Against Aging, Robert de Ropp suggests similarly, and then goes on to explain why the mere status of senior citizen endows an individual with a deserved rank of sage:

Elders are equipped to deal with these [deeper] questions because the long perspective of time gives them an objectivity and calm curiosity that are unavailable in youth.  The contemplation of an individual life against the background of time brings inevitably deeper insights into the nature of being and becoming.

(B) Why?


Having answered the question of who is included in this commandment of honoring older adults now enables us to turn to our second inquiry -- namely why such honor is due in the first place.  Of course, a big part of the answer lies in what we have already said -- that seniors are possessors of wisdom.  But there is more to the story as well.


To address the more, let us ask an additional, even deeper question -- namely, what is the purpose of life?  To be sure, a number of different ways exist to approach this query.  Without claiming a monopoly on recognizing these approaches, one answer that I would like to suggest is as follows: Our purpose in life is to draw close to God, and live a life consistent with the will of God.  While this approach is simple on one level, it is nearly impossible to fulfill on another.  After all, God is ineffable, intangible, omnipotent, omniscient.  Humans, however, are the exact opposite, made of flesh and blood, completely limited.

Given these facts, how is it possible for any finite human to draw close to an infinite God?


The answer: God gave humanity the gift of models of godliness.  Through recognizing these models, from learning from them, and then from drawing close to them, humans bridge the chasm between the finite and infinite.  One such example of a model are parents.  We are commanded to honor and respect our parents so that we may learn to love and appreciate our immediate creators.  Subsequently, we attempt to transfer these emotions to our ultimate Creator.  Similarly, God commands us to love our neighbors.  In fulfilling this dictum, we learn about the concept of love and hopefully become more able to fulfill the commandment "to love the Lord your God."  Honoring Torah scholars is another example; we extend them honor and in so doing learn to draw closer to the Torah itself, and ultimately its author, God.


Another example of a model of godliness is an older adult.  God commands us to show him honor so that we may learn to honor what he represents -- wisdom, experience, awareness of God's world.  And as we learn about what he represents, we in turn attempt to replicate his positive attributes.  The Sepher HaChinuch describes this process as follows: 

At the root of the precept (of honoring the elderly) lies the reason that the main point of man's having been created in the world is for the sake of wisdom, so that he will become aware of his Creator.  It is therefore fitting for a man to honor one who has attained it.  As a result, others will be bestirred about it and wish to attain it.
  


An interesting proof-text demonstrating the veracity of the above -- i.e., that the commandment to express honor emanates more from a communal need to display respect than the senior's need to receive it -- is provided, once again, by the Minchat Chinuch.  In his gloss on the Sepher HaChinuch, he inquires about the case of a blind elder.  Since such a person is unable to recognize any honor bestowed upon him, are we still obligated to rise before him?  The answer, according to the Minchat Chinuch, is a resounding yes.  It is we who benefit from rising -- by being reminded of our need to draw close to the senior and the wisdom he represents -- far more so than the recipient.


Confirming this Torah perspective is, once again, secular psychological understanding.  As the book The New Story of Science puts it: "Elders, in handing down tradition, transmit something timeless in its truth or universal in its beauty.  This tradition is the ballast of civilization.  Without it, we are tossed about by the arbitrary winds of fashion."

(C) What Have We Learned, Part I


What have we learned thus far?  And more importantly, what does it mean?


For starters, we have seen that the Torah perspective of older adults is vastly different than the secular view.  In the eyes of Judaism, seniors are elders, sages; they are not to be retired or hidden away in cold institutions.
  Second, we have also learned that, as a consequence of this elevated status, older adults are often interested in the most important of issues, the big picture.  As models of godliness, Judaism views them as concerned about society as a whole, the future, life-altering matters … not golf or bridge.  As Jungian analyst June Singer notes, "Because elders are no longer worried about sending their kids to college or saving for old age, they don't need to prepare for their personal futures; they need to prepare for their transpersonal futures.  This means working for the evolution of life on this planet through activities … by contributions they make for the generations that come after them."  Third, and final, we have learned that as much as the above  perspective is about older adults, it is also about us.  When the Torah commands us to rise before the hoary head, it is really commanding us to wake up and take notice, to learn from the elderly, to draw closer to God.


These three philosophical lessons have practical implications for potential educators of the older adult population.
  For example, the fact that Judaism places such religious and educational significance on seniors teaches us that we as a community must do so as well.  This is certainly one area in which we are presently failures.  Another example can be found in the Torah's emphasis on the grandeur and sophistication of older adults.  Educators, therefore, should not teach down to seniors.  A cute story here, an irrelevant joke there is not a curriculum.  The curriculum of any senior educational center must be elevated, concerned with the deepest issues Judaism addresses.  The texts, learning and program must be serious.  The teachers must be professional.

III. THE OBLIGATION


As we all know, nothing in life is free.  Therefore, it should come as little surprise that the elevated status given to older adults within Judaism also entails a series of attendant costs.  These 'costs' come in the form of obligations.


In order to illuminate these obligations, our discussion will now explore the life (and the Torah's description of that life) of the first Jewish senior citizen -- namely Abraham.  Abraham's spiritual journeys, both personally and as a communal leader, are so intertwined with his 'older years' that the Torah does not even bother to introduce him to us until he is in his 70's.  It is during those years, and beyond, that he accomplishes all that he does and becomes the father of Judaism.  For this reason, he is an excellent prism in which to view some of the Torah's expectations vis-à-vis older adults.


Towards this end, we will specifically focus on the Torah phrase most associated with Abraham's older years and aging process.  It is found in Genesis 24:1: Ve'Avraham zaken, ba be'yamim, which is roughly translated as "Abraham was old, he had come with his days."  Due to the enigmatic nature of this verse -- after all, what does it mean to 'come with one's days?' -- the commentators are more active here than usual.  Indeed, a host of the commentators take this opportunity to address major philosophical issues relating to both Abraham specifically and, more importantly for our purposes, the aging process in general.  By relying on their insights, and specific obligations each commentator implies that the Torah expects of older adults, we will thus be able to construct a model of Judaism's 'ideal' senior.
  

(A) Spiritual & Intellectual Growth

In developing our awareness of this first obligation, the Kli Yakar is particularly helpful.  His understanding of the enigmatic phrase 'come with his days' is based on a comparison with what he thought would have been a more accurate phrase in describing old age, namely Avraham zaken, yatzah min ha'yamim, which is translated as "Abraham was old, he had left from his days."  This alternative version, he notes, would no doubt describe a typical older adult.  How so?  When one is young, he is said to be in the 'daytime' of his life.  He has the physical strength to pursue all of his physical desires.  Everything is light, positive.  When one grows older, though, his physical strength wanes, and he no longer is able to successfully pursue all of his physical pleasures.  Old age is compared with the nighttime of one's life.  As a consequence, a typical person's aging process is best described as moving from day to night, from light to darkness.  By Abraham, though, the exact opposite occurred.  His emphasis was never on physical pleasures but rather related to more spiritual pursuits.  As a young man, these latter pursuits often alluded him; after all, he was a young pisher, what did he really know of the world.  Any knowledge he may have gained could not truly be appreciated without the context of life-long experiences in which to place it.  Filled with relative ignorance, these early years, therefore, were Abraham's nights.  When he grew older, however, everything changed.  Now he had the wisdom with which to enhance any knowledge he acquired.  Now he could truly grow in spiritual and intellectual stature.  He had left the darkness of his youth and entered a period of enlightenment, he had 'come into his days.'

The fact that Abraham was a nomad by profession seems to, at least homiletically, reinforce the Kli Yakar's point.  Just as Abraham was not content to remain in the same physical location for any extended duration of time, so too was he opposed to staying in any one spiritual plane for too long a time.  He abhorred the habitualization that often plagued one's older years; he was constantly looking to improve his life, develop his intellect and grow spiritually.  Abraham's greatness was that as a youth he had the courage to smash idols, and as a senior he had the same courage to smash habits that might prevent his personal growth.


This Torah perspective, as before, is confirmed by modern psychological insights.  Erik Erikson, for example, argues that a senior's higher order needs often supersede their lower order needs for food, shelter and personal comfort.  These higher order needs include personal growth, intellectual development and, something I admittedly was quite surprised to hear from secular researchers, spiritual involvement.  Meditation, for example, is promoted as an extremely positive and useful tool to assist in the aging process.  "In lives dedicated to internal development, physical appearance painlessly ceases to be of prime importance," Claire Myers Owens writes in Old Age on the New Scene.
  "A new hierarchy of values gradually emerges, based not on youth and beauty; not on social status, wealth, etc.; but on inner development, selflessness, readiness to serve others, joy, purity and moral radiance."


In short, as one case-study participant noted "Playing bingo and cards with your peers is no equation for personal happiness.  I may go back to school to complete my education."

(B) Attitudinal Growth


No matter how positive a spin Judaism places on growing older, no one denies that aging also includes a series of negative consequences.  Bodies weaken, friends become ill and die, and minds are not always as sharp as they once were.  Avoiding these difficulties, and a host of other tragedies that may befall older adults, are for the most part out of one's hands.  Dealing with them as positively as possible, though, is completely in one's hands.
This above idea is best gleaned from the Ba'al Ha'Turim's understanding of our initial phrase come with his days.  His approach is simple.  Read the rest of our verse, he tells us, and only then will you truly understand what the first half means.  When we do this, we see that Avraham zaken, ba be'yamim is immediately followed by Ve'Hashem beirach et Avraham ba'kol ("And God blessed Abraham with everything").  Yes, growing old is difficult.  However, one must never forget that in spite of Abraham's age, God blessed him.  No matter what happens, one must view life in general, and old age in particular, as a blessing.
  


To do otherwise is both religiously frowned upon
 and counterproductive.  After all, when one allows the difficulties in life to overcome one's entire persona, not only does such an individual suffer greatly, but he also loses the ability to inspire others and thus serve as a model of godliness.  For this reason, the book Age-ing to Sage-ing recommends (based on an insight from Carl Jung) seniors re-evaluate their lives and attempt to re-contextualize the tragedies found within them.  "[T]ry to suspend the normal ways in which you evaluate success or failure.  Search for the deeper, sometimes more elusive patterns that may be operating beneath the surface of everyday events.  This panoramic perspective makes it easier to reframe sorrowful, disappointing experiences into occasions for deep learning."
    


A second suggestion offered is the need for meditation.  In discussing the first obligation placed on seniors, we learned that prayer enables personal growth.  Here, in this section, it is important to emphasize how prayer enables one to develop a grateful attitude.  A sense of gratitude, in turn, is the foundation upon which it becomes possible to build a positive outlook on life, no matter what the difficulties presented.

(C) Communal Involvement


Hasidic thought proposes yet another interpretation for the Abraham's 'coming' with his days.  'He came with his days' means he showed up for each and every day, from when he was very young until now, as a zaken.  Abraham did not retreat from the world, did not disengage from his involvement -- and leadership -- in the community.  To the contrary, he remained with the community just as he had for all his days.


Abraham's life is not meant to be an exception, but rather an example.  And indeed, as we have noted repeatedly elsewhere, secular scholars confirm this point that seniors need -- and our communities need -- their involvement on a daily basis, on all types of communal matters, and in a variety of capacities.  Can you imagine, they ask, how different a host of debates would be framed if older adults -- with their experience, their wisdom, their insights -- entered the discussions.  Seniors have the advantage of seeing life from a wide spectrum of lenses, and in its full horizon.  They, therefore, are able to recognize what issues are 'silly' and do not deserve any time, and what matters are of utmost importance.


One aspect of this obligation to remain involved that is of specific interest vis-à-vis the Jewish community is the older adult's ability to teach others, to mentor.  After all, teaching has always occupied a revered role both for the older adult and within the Jewish community.  Regarding the former, Jungian analyst June Singer points out that seniors are exactly the type of teachers people need: 

Unlike the king who wields temporal power, the elder need not impose wisdom on others.  Possessing an inner authority, he or she doesn't need to bolster personal power through self-assertion.  Yet just because personal coercion is absent, such a person radiates an enormously beneficial influence by evoking the questing spirit in younger people.  Because elders are in touch with the traditions and stories of the past, they can transmit a spark, a living flame of wisdom, to help young people meet the challenges of the present and the unfolding future.

Regarding the latter, there can be no doubt that Judaism exists today as a living and breathing religion only as a result of its reliance on the teacher-student relationship.  What is less obvious, but no less true, is that this association has often been dominated by the elder teacher-student relationship.
   The goal of this relationship, and thus the community's need for it, is best characterized by Martin Buber's belief that "in the crucible of this generative relationship, the elder helps forge a center in the younger person."

(D) What Have We Learned, Part II


Based on the aforementioned three obligations that arise out of Judaism's perspective of older adults, we are now able to posit a few additional suggestions as to how a senior-centered educational program ought be developed.  For starters, of course, the program must insist on the personal growth of its participants.  Far too often, programs for seniors assume that the last thing they want is to be challenged; as a consequence, innovation is avoided and excellence shunned.  And yet, the Torah, psychology and seniors themselves desire the growth that can only come about through challenges.  My survey of professional educators highlights this point.  As noted earlier, the vast majority of those questioned had no experience with teaching seniors exclusively.  Of this group, it was nearly unanimous that seniors be educated in an extremely simple fashion:  Avoid Hebrew texts as they are too difficult to learn (for English speakers).  Frontal lectures are more desirable than Hevruta learning, which again might be too difficult.  Steer away from complex classes; stick to one theme and develop it slowly.  To be sure, these suggestions have some validity.  They certainly are intuitive.  HOWEVER, when one surveys the responses of those with extensive experience teaching seniors, a fairly different set of responses were offered.  Hevruta style learning is essential.
  While Hebrew texts are difficult, their mastery (or at least, understanding them slightly) provides a student with great satisfaction.  And on and on.  Yes, certain styles of learning are difficult; however, one must not teach down to seniors; they need and desire (if not superficially, then on a deeper level) challenges.


A second suggestion I would posit from our above discussion of obligations is the need to create a spiritual, prayerful place.  This, too, might seem counter-intuitive.  And yet, again, seniors require -- and we require of them -- forums in which they can improve their spiritual relationship with God and reflective attitude with themselves.  The inward reflection that prayer allows for would create the space in which the required spiritual and intellectual growth could occur.  Such forums, especially if so nurtured, could also enable the development of a sense of gratitude so essential for a positive outlook on life, which in turn is fundamental to engaging in serious study in the first place (not to mention, inspiring others to draw close to God).


A third, and for this section final, possible lesson that we can draw from the above discussion relates to the need to connect the learning of an older adult with the doing that ought follow as a result.  Seniors need to know that the study they engage in is not simply for themselves, but also for the benefit of others.  Therefore, programs should include activities that represent the practical consequences of the text learned (e.g., a class on hesed -- kindness -- should be followed by organized hesed activities).  Perhaps more significantly, programs should also be connected to more extensive utilization of senior manpower (e.g., graduates of a year-long course receive a certificate to be teachers, tutors and volunteers in communal educational institutions).

IV. CONCLUSION


Combining the set of recommendations found immediately above with our first set of suggestions (Part I, Section C, discussing Judaism's perspective of older adults) provides us with a fairly substantial body of counsel as to how best proceed in formulating an approach for educating seniors.  Add to this the series of questionnaires circulated to professional educators and seniors themselves, and we should have the necessary data to answer our initial query: "How do we as educators ensure that our senior citizen students actualize the role envisioned for them by our tradition?"    What follows is an attempt to synthesize that data into a cohesive, comprehensive vision for educating older adults.  


Towards this end, I must at the outset note my surprise in my findings.  I, like many of those surveyed, assumed that the best educational approach would entail one in which the basic physical needs of the senior student would be the primary matter addressed.  After all, the premise upon which I worked was that seniors are basically like all other students, differing only in their lower physical capabilities.  A slower paced teaching style, larger print texts, smaller classes, more visual aids, a greater reliance on providing the lesson rather than facilitating it, comfortable accommodations and other like-minded concerns would thus be emphasized.  After exploring this subject in greater depth, though, I have decided that a completely different emphasis is called for.  To be sure, the above noted physical concerns are important, and to ignore them in any senior-centered program would spell instant disaster.  However, while they are necessary considerations, they are by no means sufficient.  Indeed, a much broader and deeper understanding is necessary to address our question.  


In this regard, I would like to conclude our discussion by proposing a four-fold approach to educating seniors.  This approach, to which I am heavily indebted to the Kabalistic notion of the four levels of human expression,
 assumes that an holistic system best addresses the needs of seniors.  The specific categories of our analysis are as follows:
 A) Physical, B) Emotional, C) Mental and D) Spiritual.

(A) Physical


Rabbi Akiva may have been the first, but certainly has not been the last, to promote the notion that a healthy body promotes a healthy mind.  And while this intuition is equally true for individuals of all ages, it is of particular significance for seniors, especially since cultural programming often teaches seniors that they are too old to exercise.  The truth is that seniors "are not too old to exercise, but too old not to exercise."
  Without physical health, intellectual pursuit becomes that much more difficult.


For this reason, a successful senior educational program must not only react to an older adult's physical concerns -- e.g., larger print texts for weaker eyes -- but should also be proactive regarding its students' physical activity.  An intensive, extended program such as a year long Yeshiva should therefore incorporate regular exercise into its curriculum at whatever level appropriate for its students; a once-a-week class should perhaps begin with a short stretching or meditative activity.

(B) Emotional


Just as physical ailments can deter intellectual activity, emotional ailments can behave similarly.  Seniors, in particular, are plagued by a host of emotional concerns -- sickness, aging, regret and, of course the most significant, death.  These emotional issues cannot be dismissed.  Therefore, in formulating a curriculum, the texts chosen should speak to the specific status of the student -- in this case, seniors.  Confronting these concerns directly not only helps to avoid the possibility that they may rear their ugly head at an inopportune time, but may also help to enrich the actual learning.  Remember, as we noted throughout this paper, older adults are concerned with the big picture.  Depth cannot truly be achieved without bringing to the surface what exists below it constantly.

(C) Mental


Intellectual rigor must be a corner stone of any senior program.  Remember, the job of educating a Jewish senior is to help them synthesize a lifetime of experience with Torah wisdom.  This synthesis will ultimately benefit not only the senior, but also our entire community and Torah itself.  Therefore, the level of Torah must be at the same level of the life-long experience; to water it down would only diminish the significance of Torah.  Educational programs must also emphasize and encourage, as noted above, the big questions in life.  Such questions, after all, open the doors to one's own creativity and wisdom.

(D) Spiritual


Ultimately, any Jewish educational endeavor must be placed in the context of drawing closer to God.  As seniors approach old age, this context becomes of even greater importance.  A program ought recognize this fact, and attempt whenever possible to integrate spirituality into the curriculum.  Prayer is an excellent means to inspire reflection and gratefulness, which in turn help produce the senior most likely to serve as the necessary model of godliness.  Activism, spiritual or otherwise, is another important means to emphasize the holiness of the educational program.  Students should be encouraged to implement what they have learned -- to touch the lives of others, to provide guidance to the community, to mentor the younger generation.  

***


In closing, I would like to take a moment and expand the ramifications of our discussion thus far.  To do so, let us return to two analogies first introduced in the introduction of this paper -- namely that older adults are the Shabbat compared to the six days of work, and the Sabbatical year compared to the six years of farming.  In each case, you will note that a significant amount of preparation is necessary before arriving at, and creating, the ideal end.  Indeed, we are told that the holiness of Shabbat is as much a product of what we remember to do during the week as it is what we do on the day itself.  The Sabbatical year only provides for the community if the fields have been worked successfully during the previous six years.  

This is an important lesson for all educators, regardless of the age group one is  responsible for educating.  After all, just as sure as Monday will eventually become Tuesday and eventually Shabbat, so too will every young student eventually become a senior citizen student.  Cognizance of this reality will, as much as anything else we have said in this paper, help to ensure that the holiness of the Shabbat -- the senior citizen -- will be fully realized.
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TORAH SOURCES


A host of Jewish sources -- Biblical, Talmudic, Rishonim and Achronim -- were utilized in order to develop many of the ideas found in this paper.  A list of these sources, in no particular order, include: The Torah, Talmud Bavli - Kidushin, Midrash Rabah, Maimonides, Sepher HaChinuch, Minchat Chinuch, Shulchan Orach, Kli Yakar, Ba'al HaTurim, Da'at Zekeinim, Rabbi Chaim Shmuelovitz, Rabbi Joseph Solovetchik.

� Elder Hostels International, perhaps the most popular senior-centered educational organization, provides intense educational opportunities for over 270,000 people every year.  What's more, this past year alone, 25 new Institutes for Learning in Retirement (ILR) -- university level programs located on college campuses around the world for the senior population (presently there exist 225 such ILR, with over 50,000 students). 


� As Zalman Schachter-Shalomi puts it: "Serving as mentors … not only seeds the future, but crowns an elder's life with worth and nobility." From Age-ing to Sage-ing, Schachter-Shalomi and Miller, Ronald;  Warner Books, Inc. (1995), at page 12.


� Interestingly, almost every educational program in which seniors are involved focuses a significant amount of time to ways in which the students can give back to the community, either as volunteers, teachers or fundraisers.  It appears that -- according to both the experience of senior organizations as well as Torah wisdom (infra) -- seniors learn better when their learning is connected to practical, communal-focused consequences.


� An extensive search of institutions dedicated to senior concerns demonstrated the following three points: 1) Most organizations are concerned with services, not education. 2) Those organizations concerned with education were primarily non-Jewish -- Elder Hostel, Community Colleges, Churches. 3) Those Jewish organizations concerned with educating seniors provided such services in only the most limited way.  A significant exception here in Israel is the Magid Institute/Martin Buber Center for Adult Education at Hebrew University, which provides a series of courses and programs for senior citizens.  However, even this institute, while it focuses on Jewish seniors and Jewish education, does not approach its role from a Torah perspective.


� Initially, to heed Bismark's admonition that "Only fools learn from their mistakes; I prefer to learn from others mistakes," the bulk of my research was to have been derived from these questionnaires -- thus establishing as the foundation of my research  other people's experience.  However, due to the lack of actual relevant experience, this component of research, while still significant, has been diminished somewhat.


� Some research, and certainly significant experiential data, exists as to how to practically teach older adults.  For example, the Magid Institute (supra) notes that seniors need relatively smaller classroom settings, greater individual attention, and a slower pace of instruction.  Elsewhere, we learn (if we did not already know) that seniors require attention paid to certain physical concerns -- such as large print books to accommodate a weakening of one's eyesight.    And while these insights are important, they remain in the realm of practical considerations and do not address the theoretical concerns of teaching seniors.  This paper, while noting significant practical matters, will primarily focus on the theory necessary to construct an appropriate academic setting for senior learning.


� Commenting on the Sepher HaChinuch, Commandment #257.


� Sepher HaChinuch, Mitzvah 257.


� Quoted in From Age-ing to Sage-ing, at page 124.


� De Ropp, Robert, Man Against Aging, Arno Press (1979).


� Sepher HaChinuch, Commandment #257.


� Augros, Robert & Stanciu, George, The New Story of Science, Regnery Gateway (1984).


� This reference is to how Western secular society often treats its elders.  This negative view of aging is a direct descendant of Greek, Roman and early Christian perspectives.  While these views are not the subject of this paper, a brief survey of them should prove valuable if only to provide a contrast with the Jewish perspective.  1) Greek society is known for valuing "youthful heroism, physical perfection, and beauty.  It is therefore not surprising that they looked upon aging as a catastrophe." Age-ing to Sage-ing, at 61.  Indeed, Greek literature is filled with hateful epithets of old age and older adults.  Even the philosophers derided seniority in age, refusing to assume that with age also came wisdom.  If anything, older adults were, to quote Aristotle, "cowardly, selfish, suspicious, talkative, avaricious, and ill-humored." Id.  2) Roman society provided a slight improvement for older adults, but not much.  Seniors were involved in the Senate and, at least formally, played significant roles in the governance of the society.  In reality, though, elders -- despite their lofty official status -- were ridiculed and put down just like in Greek society.  3) Early Christianity viewed old age as divine punishment for the original sin.  "As an image of sin, a symbol of terrestrial decrepitude, subject to God's curse as a consequence of original sin, the old man was entitled to be miserable, ugly and ill … and he often was." History of Old Age, by Georges Miniois.  Of some comfort, though, was the fact that the same Christians who adhered to this view of aging also subscribed to the notion that this stage of life was merely a precursor of eternal life in the world to come.  This theological point is of significance vis-à-vis modern society; after  all, for the most part, modern Western culture adopted the negative Christian perspective without the appending theology.  To paraphrase the new view: "You get old, and then you die."  This dreadfully depressing notion dominates the youthful leaders of our modern societies and therefore impels them to disassociate themselves -- and society -- from their impending future.


� The following considerations I term higher concerns as they address the practical impact of Judaism's lofty perspective of aging.  One cannot deny, however, that Judaism also recognizes, even if begrudgingly, that aging of course has downsides.  No doubt, seniors confront a series of diminished physical capacities, such as a lessening in their ability to see, hear or remember.  These lower concerns, while not the focus of this paper, are nevertheless important to contemplate in designing a senior-centered educational program.  A few tedious, though essential, suggestions culled from my questionnaires and inquires of seniors include: 1) Class length should not exceed one hour; 2) The pace should be relatively slower; 3) Make sure to have large print texts; 4) Language barriers are exacerbated, so when not essential, avoid excessive foreign text study; 5) The accommodations must be accessible and pleasant; 6) Talmudic logic, if not learned previously, is difficult to grasp; 7) Class size should be limited.  These are merely a representative sampling of suggestions; see survey questionnaires for additional ideas.


� While there are a plethora of important interpretations, our discussion will focus on only three of  them.  


� Owens, Claire Myers, Old Age on the New Scene edited by Robert Kastenbaum.  Springer Publishing (1981), in the essay Meditation as a Solution to the Problems of Aging.


� Ibid.


� This specific homiletic approach is not the Ba'al HaTurim's, but is based on his insight.


� An excellent illustration of Judaism's textual abhorrence with pessimism can be found with Jacob's first meeting with Pharaoh (Genesis 47:8-9).  Pharaoh asks Jacob how old he is, to which Jacob responds by saying the years of his life were few and bad and have not reached the years of his fathers.  The Da'at Zekanim quotes a midrash that says Jacob was punished for this negative answer; his punishment was dying 33 years earlier than he was previously destined to live, a year for each word in the two verses describing the encounter.  Rabbi Chaim Shmuelovitz quoted this midrash as proof that one must be both positive and grateful for life, even when filled with tragedy.  He even goes a step further by noting that nearly half of the 33 words are contained within Pharaoh's question to Jacob.  Why should Jacob be punished for these words?  His answer is that Jacob allowed the tragedy in his life to overcome him, which in turn made him age much faster than normal.  When Pharaoh saw Jacob, he was shocked by how hold Jacob appeared, and thus his question.  Jacob bears responsibility for Pharaoh's words as well since his attitude gave birth to his appearance, which in turn gave birth to Pharaoh's question.


� Age-ing to Sage-ing, at page 117.


� The Torah confirms its desire to have seniors remain involved with communal affairs -- indeed, to take leadership roles -- with its recommendation to the younger generation in Deuteronomy 31:7:   Sha'al Avicha Ve'yageidcha, Zekeinecha Ve'yomroo Lach ("Ask thy father and he shall tell you, thy elders and they will advise you").  Another excellent example can be found in the census taken of the Jewish people while in the desert.  A careful read of this section of Leviticus highlights the fact that three censuses were actually taken: 1) A census for those 'going out to war' which focused on men from age 20-60; 2) A census for the Levites actually engaged in the physical labor of the Tabernacle/Temple (for men aged 30-50); and finally, a census for all other Levits.  Unlike with the other two censuses, there was no age restrictions for this third group.  All Levites were counted "from one month and up" -- implying that no upper age limit existed.  In other words, when it came to the physical labor of the Tabernacle, or to go out to war, there were age limits.  However, when it came to being a spiritual leader, a holy person, a teacher -- as the Levites were known -- the Torah insists that age is an irrelevant factor.


� See fn 12 supra.


� Quoted in Age-ing to Sage-ing, at page 143.  


� For a beautiful reason why this is necessarily so, see the Rav's (Rabbi Joseph B. Solovetchik) 1968 lecture at Lincoln Square Synagogue describing the rendezvous between the Av Zaken and the Yeled Zekunim.


� From Age-ing to Sage-ing, at page 189.


� As one older adult already in the process of learning in an intensive environment put it, "What's the use if you don't learn in Hevruta.  You may hear a nice lecture, but you haven't really improved your ability to learn at all."


� A further debt of gratitude is owed to the authors of From Age-ing to Sage-ing who, while not addressing our specific question, analyze this Kabalistic notion in such a way that greatly adds to the development of our approach.  Chapter 5.


� The authors of From Age-ing to Sage-ing note that Carl Jung "speaks of this same [idea] … when he attributes four functions to human personality: sensation, feeling, intellect and intuition." At Page 110.  Our discussion roughly follows both sets of four.


� Evans, William and Irwin Rosenberg, Biomarkers: The 10 Keys to Prolonging Vitality, Simon & Schuster (1991).
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