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THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT 
IN THE AGING 

Reuel L. Howe 

Reuel Howe, former Director of the Institute for Advanced Pastoral Studies, 
Bloomfield Hills, MI., delivered lectures on Ministry in Aging at United Theological 
Seminary, New Brighton, MN The seminary published the following lecture in its 
Theological Markings. We reprint with permission. 

The power of the spirit is unquestionable. Where 
there is spirit there is life, and where there is not spirit 
there is no life. It is that simple. The text for this 
comes from the third chapter of II Corinthians: 
"Where the spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom." 
Freedom from what? Freedom from oppression; 
freedom from the oppression of our fears, of our 
faults, of our infirmities, and of our limitations. While 
people do not look like they are oppressed, I know 
they are. 

I am not speaking here of the external oppressions 
in the political or prejudicial arena, but rather of our 
internal oppressions which keep us imprisoned: im­
ages of ourselves, other people's images of us, and 
their expectations of us that keep us from being free. 
I believe that we can respond to these oppressions in 
ways that cause destructive aging or in ways that can 
result in positive creative aging. 

Early in my ministry I first witnessed the power of 
the spirit on people who were suffering and termi­
nally ill. As temporary chaplain it was my duty to visit 
the patients and provide companionship, care, and 
the comfort of religion. I discovered there were at 
least two kinds of people there. First were the people 
who were utterly defeated by their life and suffering. 
They were bitter and angry. They showed their re­
sentment of nurses and other caretakers by their ir­
ritability and trouble-making. I could visit only two or 
three of these people at one time because they were 
so emotionally draining. These people had a destruc­
tive effect on themselves and others so that they 
received few visitors and were lonely. 

Spirit of life 
I found another kind of person too. I can re­

member even now, many years later, a lovely 
woman who, when I walked in, would greet me with 
a smile. She was suffering just as much as the others 
and she had only a little time to live. Usually when I 
visited her she would ask me what I was doing or 
whether there was anything new. She was eager for 
input in her life from outside her present limitations. 
Her attitude so renewed me that I could resume visit­
ing the other kind of patient. There were others like 
her. 

The presence or absence of spirit can make a dra­
matic difference in people's responses to their 
tragedy and pain. Those who held onto their spirit 
were alive, living, even finding enjoyment in life, 
whereas others surrendered whatever spirit re­
sponses they may have had. What is the spirit that 

keeps people alive? It is the spirit of life: a passion for 
living, interests, feelings, longings, objectives, hope 
in spite of despair and love given and received. It is 
the spirit of God implicit in his creation and it is the 
Holy Spirit, the special gift we have from Christ. But I 
cannot think of the Holy Spirit as functioning only 
under religious auspices. We need to broaden our 
concepts so that we can have a sense that when the 
Savior came and did his work, he left his spirit with 
us; he left it in the world. 

We who are his followers should be specialists in 
responding to the spirit, but never monopolists of the 
spirit. The gift was given to us but it is available to all. 
Some people respond to the spirit of life, perhaps not 
knowing that they are responding to the Holy Spirit, 
but I believe that anyone who keeps himself or her­
self open to the creativj..possibilities is living in the 
spirit of God. 

In the spirit we are made alive no matter what our 
creaturely circumstances are. The creaturely circum­
stances can be utterly defeating. I am thinking of a 
statement in Becher's book, The Denial of Death, 
where he asks these questions: What does it mean to 
be a creature? What does it mean to be human? It 
means to have emerged from nothing. It means to 
have a name. It means to have a growing conscious­
ness of self. It means to have deep inner feeling. It 
means to have an excruciating inner yearning for life 
and self expression. It means perhaps that one has 
made progress in that expression. Yet, finally, it 
means to die. 

Sometimes it does seem unjust, crazy, insane, that 
we only have a few minutes to live with all of that task 
to accomplish. Indeed, I feel that after more than 70 
years I am only now prepared to live, and yet I have 
to die. There is something ironic about that. If one is 
allowed to ask questions, this is the one I want to ask: 
Why? All that effort for so short a time; just when you 
are ready, out you go. Many people are oppressed 
by that condition but they do not know it. I find that a 
good deal of human behavior is an attempt on the 
part of human beings to hide from their mortality, as 
well as from the pain of living. 

Evading truth 
Life becomes a way of evading the truth about 

our creatureliness, and thus we hide from the fear of 
our death with a sense of futility. Without the power 
of the spirit renewing our spirit we are lost. 

The nature of our aging and how we are when we 



"Awareness, filtered through the 
spirit of a responsive person, can pro­
duce a life that is strong, mellow, 
creative, insightful. and courageous." 

are aged is determined by whether we are running 
from the frightening truths about our creatureliness 
or whether we are dealing with them day by day, 
month by month, year by year and not allowing 
them to overcome us. 

There are ways by which we hide from our crea­
tureliness. We can do it by repression, by fighting 
any kind of awareness of who we are, what we are, 
where we come from, where we are going, what we 
are experiencing, what we are feeling and so on. The 
therapeutic process can demonstrate how successful 
human beings are in hiding from painful truths about 
themselves. We also hide by being exclusionists, 
by shutting out anything that is new or different or 
disturbing through prejudice, opinion, dogmatism, 
resentment, hostility. Or we hide from our fear and 
despair by unresponsiveness to events, or by a 
negative responsiveness to events, persons, ideas, or 
the arts that reveal so much of what is happening in 
human life. Or we can hide from our fear and despair 
by making play-safe decisions: Our goal is secur­
ity, not life. We are born to life, but yet one of the 
things we most fear is living. 

I had a conversation Mt long ago with a man 
who said he was afraid to live. "I am afraid of what it 
will require of me; I am afraid of what I will have to 
experience with people. It is easier not to live, just ex­
ist." He was an intelligent, educated person from 
whom you would expect a more courageous re­
sponse. In these ways we seek security and as­
surance and cut ourselves off from the sources of 
inspiration, renewal, transformation, and growth. 
Such self-imposed deprivation produces negative 
aging and we become dispirited persons. 

When people, by their way of living, destroy 
their spirit, they can only become aware of the limita­
tions of their situation. They have lost any sense of 
possibility and are embarked on a self-defeating way 
of living. Whenever yearning for life and enthusiasm 
has been turned into despair and anxiety, negative 
aging is accelerated and exaggerated. 

There are spiritual dynamics in aging. Spirit gives 
life. Life is spirit responding to spirit. Spirit is true in 
all relationships. Christ, who took unto himself our 
tragic creatureliness and who gave us his spirit, can 
free us from negative aging and lead us into creative 
aging. Living in response to the spirit is a way of liv­
ing courageously. 

Awareness 
What are the ways? I suggest four. First, living in 

the spirit means living with awareness. Awareness 
is a peculiar gift of human beings. We live with 
awareness when we have eyes that see and ears that 
hear. It takes courage to overcome our fear to see 
and our fear to hear. It takes courage to receive or 
respond to what we see and hear, to be aware of who 
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we are, who others are and are not, and what is go­
ing on between us. It takes courage of the spirit to be 
aware of tragedy and frustration in life, and to be 
aware of the joy, of the potential for fulfillment, and of 
the possibilities. Awareness makes possible the assim­
ilation of meaning, no matter what it is. Awareness, 
filtered through the spirit of a responsive person, can 
produce a life that is strong, mellow, creative, in­
sightful, and courageous. That is a tremendous thing 
to achieve for the little time that we have to live. So 
test your power of awareness in terms of how free 
your eyes are to see, and your ears to hear. When 
we think about listening, for example, what do we 
listen with? 

I have become interested in being aware of what 
I listen with at different times. Do I listen with my 
defensiveness? If I do, then I don't have any energy 
to send out toward anyone else because my energy 
will be focused on the care of myself. 

"When you listen with love it means 
listening without expectation of reward. 
So much of our loving is done in order to 
be rewarded for it," 

Do I listen with my anger? When I listen with my 
anger, my energy is focused on myself because my 
anger is taking care of my hurt. Do I listen with my 
guilt? When guilt works in one, there is no energy 
available for building bridges toward the other per­
son. When we listen with such feelings, we defeat our 
listening because we do not hear anything-we only 
hear ourselves. 

If, however, we listen out of our vulnerabilities, 
we can listen with compassion, a passion to be with 
people in whatever state they are; then we are send­
ing energy from within toward them and building a 
bridge of compassion between them and us. It is a 
wonderful thing to be able to listen with compassion 
because compassion makes genuine care of another 
possible no matter how difficult the task of caring. 
Without compassion our self-preoccupation makes 
caring impossible. 

Understanding 
Or, I can listen with understanding. To listen with 

understanding means to "stand under" and give sup­
port, even to people with whom you disagree. Then 
it is especially important to learn where they are corn­
ing from and why they say and believe as they do. 
That may make a great difference in the nature of the 
disagreement. And so another door is opened to­
ward effective communication. Also, listen with love. 
When you listen with love, it means listening without 
expectation of reward. So much of our loving is done 
in order to be rewarded for it. When we seek to love 
because the other is there to be loved, we are mov­
ing from eros to agape; that is, moving toward the 
kind of loving we expect from God: He loves without 
expectation of reward. 

I was first taught that agape was impossible for 
human beings; they could only love with the self-



centeredness of eros. But I have seen human beings 
love selflessly. I have received that kind of love from 
others, and I believe I have given it. When it hap­
pens, I believe God is finding a way he can love 
through us. It is a vocation we can have for God and 
others with his help. And often we can expect what 
he receives instead of reward, namely, abuse and 
criticism. Too much of our talk about Christian love is 
sentimental and sensual and is tested by those situa­
tions when the response to our loving hurts. 

So, what do you listen with? Do you listen with 
the feelings inside that are taking care of you, or do 
you listen with those capacities that move your 
power of being, the power of your person out into 
the arena where other persons are in need of what 
you can give? That kind of person, I believe, will 
grow older with more power, whereas the other per­
son grows feebler the more he concentrates on the 
feeding and care of himself. It is a paradox. 

Inclusiveness 
A second way for my spirit to respond to spirit is 

by the practice of inclusiveness. that is, being open 
to new experiences, new people, new values, new 
ideas, new ways of doing. How easy it is to fall into 
ruts and gradually become locked into what we 
already know, believe, and do. Novelty and change 
are refreshing for the mind and body and, therefore, 
for the soul. They are essential for creative living. 

We need to have an inclusive attitude toward 
innovations that may be presented to us. Can we 
assimilate the new which may mean discarding some 
part of the old that has been important to us? People 
who have this capacity will probably age creatively 
and enjoy their lives to the end. 

Living in response to the spirit also means living 
responsibly. accepting what happens and letting 
the spirit call you into a new response. The important 
thing is not what happens to us but what we do in 
response to what happens to us. That is what deter­
mines who we become. 

"How reassuring it is to read in the 
Gospels how Jesus was afraid. and how 
he leaned into his fears!" 

Valeta, my wife, and I had an interesting ex­
perience last summer in California. We spent some 
time with Ann O'Hanlon, a very creative artist and 
philosopher. One morning she was experimenting 
with a new medium and a large sheet of paper. She 
was quite pleased with what was happening. Sud­
denly she stopped and indicated she didn't like what 
had happened. I asked what was wrong with it and 
she said, "It isn't what I was expecting." I asked if she 
were going to throw it away and she said, "I never 
throw anything away. You can't throw anything 
away in life when you do it. Instead I need to ask 
myself what needs to be added to make it something 
more than it is." As I thought about this I gained a 
new insight and understanding. 

In the course of my ministry I have heard many 
people say such things as, "I wish I could undo parts 
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"Our congregations are filled with 
people who do not share their vulner­
abilities; therefore. there is little trust 
and shallow fellowship." 

of my life; I wish I could start over again; I wish I 
wasn't stuck with parts of my past." We all have a 
sense of being locked into what has happened, into 
decisions we made in the past that now seem wrong . 
We wish for freedom from bondage of our past. I 
believe that the Lord spoke to us through Ann. The 
message was: The only thing I or we can do about 
the past is to add to it the best we can and in that way 
make our life more than it was. And we can ask the 
Lord for help in doing it. That message is good news. 
It is movement into possibilities which seem impossi­
ble. So often when we think in terms of our past the 
possible seems impossible. But this insight opens a 
door to the possibility of the impossible. To me this is 
a helpful way of dealing with what happens to us. 

Courage 
The fourth response to the spirit is to live coura­

geously, willing to risk while accepting the limita­
tions and moving through them to new possibilities. It 
is a dangerous way of life, which is why most people 
seem to draw back from it-they are afraid. How­
ever, as I have stated before in these lectures, the 
answer to fear is to lean into it. Do not let your fear 
dominate you. Fear can hold you captive so that you 
are oppressed and imprisoned by it. On the other 
hand, if you lean into your fear, you become its 
governor, its controller. You, not your fears, make 
your decisions. How wonderful it is to make your 
own decisions rather than having your fear decide 
for you! But it takes courage because the enemy, 
fear, is strong. I feel that the spirit gives me the 
courage to lean into my fear. 

How reassuring it is to read in the Gospels how 
Jesus was afraid, and how he leaned into his fears! 
But beyond fear and death was resurrection. We 
have his words and his act of risk as the promise that 
leaning into our fears is the way to go. 

These are the ways in which we can open our­
selves to the spirit who will help us through our 
crises. Our crises, fears and terrors are an inevitable 
part of our lives, but we can move through our fears, 
we can deal with them, and we can use them as a 
curriculum for our learning. By responding to the 
spirit we open our lives to what seem to be impossi­
ble possibilities. 

I have three affirmations that have come to mean 
a great deal to me. I think they can help us in creative 
aging. The first affirmation is, "I am ____ _ 
_____ _ ." (Here we say whatever weakness or 
liability we seem to have. For example, "I am afraid," 
"I am defensive," "I am guilt ridden," etc.) We need 
to start at this point because we do not make progress 
until we accept ourselves and our vulnerabilities with 
honesty. This also follows our Christian belief of the 
necessity for confession. It is also an attitude that 
enables us to develop relationships. 



Trust 
For instance, I am aware of the lack of trust in a 

group when I begin a conference. Only after they 
and I have shared some of our vulnerabilities can the 
conferees begin to work at a level where the goals of 
the conference can be reached. If we cannot admit 
and share our vulnerabilities, we do not trust. If we 
do not trust, our alternative is to pretend to be what 
we are not, and open fellowship becomes impossible. 
Our deepest longing-being known by each other­
is never realized. Our congregations are filled with 
people who do not share their vulnerabilities; there­
fore, there is little trust and shallow fellowship. 

After getting our first affirmation clearly in focus, 
we move on to the second affirmation: "I am more 
than that," (more than our weakness and deficiency) . 
One of the exciting things about the record of Jesus 
and his relationships to people is how he was always 
looking for and calling forth more in people than 
they had yet realized. He chose Peter, a loveable, im­
pulsive, emotional, unstable human being, and he 
named him The Rock. 

" ... it is good for us to look for it, and 
to remember that a person is a child of 
God with unknown possibilities, regard­
less of condition." 

He chose Peter because he saw a quality in him 
beyond the obvious weaknesses and Jesus called it 
forth . Again and again this seems to be what Jesus 
was doing. He turned to people who had been re­
jected or put in the category of deficient and he saw 
the possibilities in them and invited them into a rela­
tionship with him. That is our great vocation-to see 
the more in ourselves and in others. It is an exciting 
experience when that happens. There have been 
people in my life who have done that for me and it 
has been a source ·of power all of my life. It is also 
possible to look for the more in situations. That is 
what the artist was doing when she was working in 
her studio, seeing the more in something that at first 
looked pretty grim, or seeing the possibilities in 
something one thought was a mistake. 

This has a lot to do with how one ages and how 
you can help others age. When I am in a nursing 
home, for instance, and I see the residents, it is aw­
fully hard to see that there is more there than the 
often miserable picture they present. Sometimes we 
are unable to call it forth, but it is good for us to look 
for it, and to remember that a person is a child of 
God with unknown possibilities, regardless of condi­
tion. We need people in this society who have that 
kind of view, that kind of searching, that kind of will­
ingness to help people become. 

The third affirmation is: "Out of the more that I am 
I will .relate to my life and to the people and cir­
cumstances in it." Many years ago when I was teach­
ing at the seminary I had an altercation with my 14-
year-old son who became so disgusted with me that 
he stormed out of my study and slammed the door 
behind him. I was left feeling like a lousy parent. 
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"I know what my vulnerabilities are. 
but I am more than that. and out of that 
more. I will re-relate to my life. and to 
the people and circumstances in it," 

There was no mistaking how I felt about myself . He 
was right and I was wrong. While I was suffering and 
feeling very vulnerable, a couple came to the door to 
keep an appointment that I had made earlier. I was in 
no mood at that point to carry out my obligation to 
them and was even more distressed when they indi­
cated that the problem they wanted to discuss was in 
relation to their son. Feeling thoroughly incompe­
tent, I told them that I did not know if I could help 
them because I had just failed with my own son. The 
woman quickly replied, "Well, let's try. At least you 
will be humble." 

We talked out their situation and that seemed to be 
of some help to them, but meanwhile in the back of 
my mind was the heaviness I felt in relation to my 
own son. The session apparently helped me as much 
as them because when they left, I discovered I was 
more than an adequate parent. Something in the 
process of talking had called forth in me that which 
was more than I was feeling when they came. I imme­
diately went out and looked for my son and found 
him under a tree. I sat down and we talked together. 
He still remembers the occasion and our reconcilia­
tion, although neither of us can recall the problem 
itself. This is what I mean by re-relating. When we 
relate to others out of the more we are, the possibili­
ties of transformation are increased. I believe also 
that when we act out of that more, we are participat­
ing in God's redeeming work. 

I am what my vulnerabilities are, but I am more 
than that, and out of that more, I will re-relate to my 
life, and to the people and circumstances in it. This is 
a way of living my creaturely personal life in relation 
to other persons, and I believe that if I will live these 
three affirmations, the spirit of God will keep me cre­
atively alive as I grow older. 
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TRAVERSE LOG 

A mood of conservatism is covering religiou organizatigns like th dew covers Di.xie This is a time of 
such rapid change that I can't be wrong for very long evetl! I try. But I observe right now that the thrust' f 
religion has turned conservative. 

The recent insistence in Southern Baptist seminaries to nforce strict interpretation of the Bib 1 an illus 
tration. The movement by conservatives who flattened e question of ordination of homosexuals in Pres. 
byterian and Episcopal camp is another. So is the excommunication of Mormon Sonja Johnson on ERR 
activity. The verdict of heresy against liberal Hans Kung by the Vatican, the moving of Robert Drinan ou 
of politics, show the direc on withm Gatholicism. 

We don't hear much ffom a ·vists like Kundler ana Uie Berrigans of earlier day ; liberals like DEJW rt 
Robinson and Pike do not have present-day clones. To some people their books are now dr ~ a sch 
board brunch. <Y 

Fundamentalist groups row in size; the rate s as high as an elephant's e e; meanwhile, many ma· line 
and liberal churches are losing members. 

The political playing field is staging new national te m consortia working for prayers (back) · 
schools. The players are well coached. R~ligion has turned right. 

What I this means 1s not clear. It c Id mterpreted as a healthy restoration of neglected old values in 
American life. ere are joyo s people wno take hope from this tfiat at last somebody is go g to ride 
shotg1m on public morals. Some are hopeful of building a religious foundation for the Amencan ethos. 
Religion t liem · no longer a ring around the collar of government needing to be washed out. 

Or it gh mean that religious people have wearied of issues and "social gospel." Their minds wandered 
fropl. t rm da triangle of radical causes. 

<Dr it could suggest a pendulum swm of interest toward persona salvation, a con entration on in­
dt idual souls ra er than on program promotion. 

Maybe it includes all of the al:Sove and indicates we do not yet have the comprehensive formula for truth. 
R ligion may be more inclusive than we tl:fought and we are still looking for all of it. After all, heresy is not 
false truth, it is truth in singularity. It is saying one bit of it is the whole. 

It requires more than the t a player o make an orchestra. 

LFT 
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