
OLD AGE: SHARING WISDOM 

 

In February, Pope Francis began a catechesis on the meaning and value of old age, 

approaching the topic from biblical and religious perspectives. He noted that there have never 

been so many elderly in human history, and that the risk of them being discarded has never 

been so high. Rather than being appreciated as a resource for the human community, the 

elderly are often considered a burden. 

The human family has always consisted of children, young people, adults and the elderly. But 

today the proportions have changed – because of healthcare advances, people live longer, 

making the elderly more numerous, while other medical progress has increased infant survival 

rates, meaning fewer births are needed to establish a family, with an overall decline in the 

percentage of people who are children. The young adult became for many the cultural ideal, the 

image of life’s fullness, while old age was cast as the emptying of life, a time of frailty, decline 

and disability.  

Francis says it’s important for humanity to not regard the elderly as disposable, as throwaway 

material. We must not discard this decisive part of the community, which represents about one-

third of a lifespan. We need interaction among all of society’s components, realizing that every 

age has something to contribute.  

This fundamental human covenant is reflected in Joel’s prophecy: “Your old men shall dream 

dreams and your young men shall see visions” (2:28). When the elderly share their dreams, 

then the young can see what they have to do to make that future happen. This requires a 

dialogue between the age groups. If grandparents wallow in melancholy memories, young 

people will look even more to their smartphones. If the young do not probe the dreams of the 

old, their vision will not extend beyond their noses. The experiences and reflections of the old 

add meaning to all lives, not just their own. 

There must be a conversation between the old with their lived history and the young with their 

future hopes. Through such dialogue, wisdom is transmitted in humanity. The elderly are like a 

tree’s roots and the young are like the flowers and the fruit. Without the nourishment drawn up 

through the roots, the tree cannot flourish.  

This dialogue, this reflection that opens up the meaning of human life, takes time. The 

assimilation of new experiences and new insights requires patience. This goes against our 

society’s perpetual mode of haste, which makes every experience more superficial and less 

nourishing. Old age imposes a slower pace, opening space for meaning to be discovered.  

Dialogue between grandparents and the young breaks the isolation of both and enriches 

humanity. Not every value is monetary – time spent in intergenerational sharing isn’t wasted, but 

is valuable for the whole human family. “The arrogance of the time on the clock must be 

converted into the beauty of the rhythms of life,” Francis said. “May God help us find the right 

music for this harmonious relationship among the various ages: the little ones, the elderly, 

adults, everyone together: a beautiful symphony of dialogue.” 


