Shalom Friends,

Just got back from a great conference in our Jewish community, and wanted to share an insight or two, something I have been thinking about.

I was honored to be able to chair a conference yesterday, in partnership with Jewish Community Services, and the Miami Jewish Health Systems.  At our Federation, I direct our Jewish Chaplaincy Program, which provides spiritual care to many in our community, as well as provides others the skills and training necessary to be effective spiritual caregiver.

The name of our conference was "Telling our Stories:  Shattering the Myths of Aging".  We had over 170 professionals from all walks of life- rabbis, ministers, chaplains, psychologist, social workers and professionals involved in managed care come together to talk about how we can assist older adults in telling their stories.   Very often people look at the 'needs of seniors' and think about them in terms of health and financial support.  Indeed this is a need.  However, good meals and adequate lodging does not make for a life.   The real food of life is living with purpose and meaning, and when we learn to effectively tell our life's stories we begin to identify the values and events that shape who were were, are now, and aspire to be.  

Our two keynotes speakers were Rabbi William Cutter, director of the Kalsman Institute on Judaism and Health at HUC, as well as a professor of Literature at Hebrew Union College, as well as Dr. Marc Agronin, the director of geriatric psychiatry at Miami Jewish Health Systems.  Rabbi Cutter opened the day recounting his recent trip to Key Largo, where he saw the unusual root systems of the mangrove trees.  As we know, what makes this unusual is very often the roots are unexposed, while being the most important part of the tree.  He used this as a metaphor to speak about the human soul.  When we encounter a person, what are the stories that we tell about ourselves, and the stories others have woven for us, that make up who we are?  Are we even aware of those stories?  Storytelling, and particular journaling, is an important way to access our deeper sense of self.  To tell our stories is to articulate a particular vision of self.    More often than not, we are not even in touch with the stories- both individual and collective- that inform what we do and how we live.  Particularly with older adults, who are often at the stage of “bringing it all together”, trying to encapsulate what their life has meant, this is particularly important.
Dr. Agronin spoke about how all too often we assume we know the story older adults will tell- all too often a story of decline and loss.  While undoubtedly there is truth to this story, this is not the only story, and if we want to be affective caregivers, Dr Agronin instructed us we need to be able to truly listen, to see the dynamic nature of how we live, and the elastic ability of a person to constantly weave new stories and new identities.  He spoke of a resident from the Miami Jewish Health System, Millie who lost her husband of seventy five years.  He approached her, as to be empathic, saying it must be so hard.  “What are you talking about?” she retorted.  “This is heaven.”   She continued to report that the man was a miserable human being, and that this was the first day of her life that she ever felt free.  She lived the remainder of her life engaged in new pursuits and activities she had always wanted to do- at age 95.
As a rabbi, I was particularly pleased to be able to honor one of my colleagues,  Rabbi Jody Cohen with the clergy of the year award.  She personally, as well as Temple Israel, have been in the forefront of advocacy on behalf of older adults, and have provided numerous intergenerational and adult programs to ensure that synagogues are spiritual communities for people of all ages.

Important reflections from two seminal thinkers in the field of gerontology.  Are we in touch with our own stories, and do we have the patience to listen to the stories of others?

The ministering to the Elderly Conference is held annually, and its mandate is to bring together professionals in the field of aging to share best practices to enhance the lives of older adults.

