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Introduction to Aging for
Beginners
This article is a brief overview of my new book—Aging for
Beginners—in advance of its release on November 20. 

One major theme of the book is that we’re all 
beginners when it comes to aging. Truthfully, most of us have
never faced the hurdles that we may encounter in aging, and
because they’re new, for the most part we don’t really know how
to deal with them effectively. Losing people close to us, losing
our stamina, having our body parts break down—this is not very
friendly territory. My favorite quote to describe the situation is
from Philip Roth. “Old age is not an obstacle—it’s a massacre.” 

Another major theme of the book is the need to realize that we
don’t have endless time. This realization can’t just be intellectual
—it has to be visceral. In other words, we have to understand in
our gut that we will someday surely die. This may be sobering,
but it doesn’t have to be negative.  

In fact, some very positive things can come out of it. For
example, we can more easily get in touch with what our true
priorities are. We may realize the need to stop wasting our time
on things that don’t really matter, like constantly trying to
measure up, or please others, or our endless worries about the
little stuff. 

We may also begin to feel a deeper appreciation for the people
and things that we often take for granted. As many of you know,
it often takes a scary life event to wake us up to more deeply
appreciate those we care about. I remember when Elizabeth got
breast cancer, it took me to a deeper level of appreciation that
has stayed with me. The visceral realization that we, ourselves,
have only a limited time, can have the same beneficial effect. 

Another crucial theme is the understanding that we will never
get our old life back. This can be very difficult to take in, but
unless we do, we are guaranteed to have continuing
disappointment. This is the genuine experience of loss—and this
sense of loss has to be truly grieved. We have to breathe it into
the heart and feel it in order to gradually move beyond it. 

A related theme is the necessity of giving up our entitlement that
life is supposed to be some other way. Have you ever heard
yourself saying, “It’s not supposed to be this way?” Often, when
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I get new or painful physical symptoms, my first response is “Oh
shit!” The entitlement that life is supposed to be comfortable, or
go a certain way, has to first be seen through, since it’s so very
deeply ingrained in our psyche. If we don’t see through this
entitlement, we’ll just continue getting angry, and continue
fighting against the inevitable. But when we can give up this
entitlement, at least to some extent, we can feel the equanimity
of letting life be as it is—which is one of our major aspirations in
practice.

Another major theme in our practice is about the need to deal
with adversity. We often talk about the value to being able to
see adversity as our path—meaning our difficulties can show us
exactly what we need to work with in order to become free. For
example, when I have nerve pain arise, to see it as my path
means I see the pain as a way to work with my attachment to
comfort and to my body. If I wasn’t forced to work with these
very deeply entrenched attachments I would very likely not ever
become free of them.

But wrestling with the chaos of adversity tends to become more
frequent as we age, and the struggle doesn’t often resolve itself
so easily. Nonetheless, the value of our struggles is often
proportional to their difficulty. As Nietzsche wrote: “One must
have chaos within oneself to give birth to a dancing star.” What
is the dancing star? It can be genuine equanimity. It can be
inner freedom. Or it can be an opening of the Heart. Some of the
life challenges that are addressed in the book include: working
with anxiety and depression, grief and loss, loneliness and
helplessness, as well as physical pain.

One of the other most important themes, which has come mainly
from regularly reflecting on the changes and losses as I age, is
seeing the changes as part of the natural order of things. From
our normal self-centered stance toward life—filled with
entitlements and petty worries—our view is usually very short-
sighted. But it’s possible to cultivate a view that sees the bigger
picture, where our imagined specialness no longer
predominates. 

Understanding that we are born, we live our life, and then we
die, may sound trite and superficial, but it is anything but that
when we truly understand it. Understanding this natural order of
things also allows us to understand the phrase, “no one special
to be, nowhere to go—Just Being.”

As we become increasingly willing to give up living mindlessly, as
if we have endless time, and increasingly focus on what’s truly
most important, we may come to address the crucial question
posed by the Buddha: “How well did you love?” Living from
kindness and love can’t just be a moral dictate or a “should”—it
has to come alive as our deepest aspiration. 

Aging may, in many ways, be “a massacre,” but it can also
become the time of our life that we increasingly live from the
naturally open heart. This is another way of describing the
gradual awakening of our true nature—our true nature of
connectedness and love. This is what we all want. But
unfortunately we often have to wait until we reach our elder
status before we have enough experience, disappointment, and
understanding to really address it. The aches and pains may be
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there, as well as the losses—but aging also gives us a unique
opportunity to learn to be truly at home with ourselves, including
the hard parts.

This is the basic overview of the book. The meat of the book
includes many practices to help us deal with the specific issues
that will inevitably arise. Right now, because I’m still a beginner
when it comes to aging, I’m using it as a workbook to help me
get through the almost daily surprises.

Ezra Bayda

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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