Tuesday, March 15, 2011 from 8:30am to 2:30pm

“Stories of Living: Shattering Stereotypes of Aging”

In the play I’m not Rappaport, two older men become friends on a Central Park bench.  One Nat Moyers, is a retired Jewish waiter, is still inspired by his utopian dreams as a young labor activist.  The other, an African-American named Midge, has worked for 40 years as a super in a local Central Park West apartment, and is about to be ‘retired’ in his early eighties.  Both of them must come to grips with the undeniable fact that the society around them have begun to see them as relics, that their hopes and dreams seem to lay in the past, and that both are looking towards an uncertain future.  While Midge seems to stoically accept his fate, Nat weaves complex, provocative, and colorful personas. He is a labor lawyer, a social activist, a great lover, and even a mobster.  Midge confronts Nat that he is in fact a liar, and refuses to recognize the facts.  Nat responds, “I was one person for the first eighty years. Why not a hundred for the next five?”
Nat’s statement is a statement of rebellion against a world that has decided it knows the ending of his story.  To create a community where people age with meaning is to affirm the unique value and wisdom of each person.  Just as no individual is alike, to speak of aging as a story of decline, or loss, or illness, is to rob a person of their unique journeys.  While decline, loss, and illness are undeniably part of the process of aging, the way people come to terms with these trends define the true narrative of each individual.  Each person has a story, and to allow a person to tell their story on their own terms is both liberating and ennobling.
This conference builds upon the learning begun last year, in our Aging with Meaning Conference.  In that conference we spoke about the communal contexts and spiritual tools available to help create meaning and possibility from brokenness.  This year we will delve inward, to the person as subject.  In an uncertain and sometimes uncaring world, each of us have had to create meaning out of the chaotic lot we have been given, and our life choices have helped us to provide the meaning structure that we all need to thrive.  During transitional times in our lives we may often forget our own stories; aging is a time of often constant change; particularly at this time it is important to assist others in identifying their own sense of self and meaning.  Stories are one powerful way in that they not only convey one’s inner sense of meaning, but the very act of telling the story can construct new personal meanings as well, infusing every stage of life with a sense of purpose.
How do we help the aging to tell their stories?  What kind of communal models exist which facilitate story telling?  What strategies can professionals use to elicit responses from the aging at different cognitive levels?  How can spiritual memoir, ethical wills, and auto-biography help people to find new sources of meaning within their own lives?  What is narrative therapy and how can it be applied to aging populations?  What type of programs and initiatives within managed-care facilities can be used to elicit active story telling?
This seminar will bring together medical professionals, mental health workers, clergy and writers to provide insight, knowledge, and strategies that we hope can be instituted in various communal and institutional contexts.
