Terzian Response to Wisdom
I remember sitting with my 96-year-old mother in the early 2000s and listening to her talk about her life. As she spoke, she casually reflected, “you know, now I have wisdom.” She spoke as if she had suddenly discovered something about herself and seemed to be quite pleased about the discovery. There was no apparent context to the statement, nor did she elaborate any further.
As I matured into my 60s and 70s, I found myself being more focused on the rational and the practical when making decisions. It worked for me professionally and in my personal life. Unfortunately, around 2015 I was diagnosed with having Parkinson’s disease. As it progresses, I must decide how I was going to relate to the disease and to the reactions of significant others in my life. I need an overall “operating principle” for how to go forward. I am reminded of my mother’s life and the way she was able to survive a genocide, come to this country and thrive until her death at the age of 100. I think about the personal characteristics she had, which I can deploy to help me confront my situation. She was a survivor, a person of great courage. The wisdom of leading a life of courage worked for her and I want to adopt that wisdom to battle the struggles I experience with Parkinsons. Recentering my life around the great wisdom of courage is very empowering. For this brief paper, I would like to explore more about the idea of courage and wisdom.
The type of courage that I am writing about is not that of the warrior in battle. Rather, it is a virtue existing in the human psyche. Paul Tillich in his book “The Courage to Be” saw courage as an essential feature of the human organism. He believed that we have the capacity to show courage in living a virtuous life. Tillich talked about the Stoics and their relationship with courage. The death of Socrates gave them the power to see courage as wisdom. He went further writing “…the courage to be is the courage to affirm our own rational nature, in spite of everything in us that conflicts with its union with the rational nature of being itself.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  It takes courage to live authentically as rational beings because we must do so while acknowledging and facing everything irrational, chaotic, and threatening within ourselves. We're affirming our participation in universal reason while fully aware of our own contradictions and limitations. [Claude AI]] 

These last 10 years of my life have been filled with self-reflection on the question of who I now want to be as an older adult with a disabling progressive disease. To do so, I know that I have to turn away from the anxieties and fears of my finiteness, and the nature of a disease that I can either struggle against or surrender. Almost 30 years ago when I was faced with colon cancer, I read the words of a psychologist who was paraphrasing the Stoic Epicurus “Death is nothing to us. When we exist, death is not; and when death exists, we are not." It occurred to me that I only must worry about living; that fear and anxiety are self-defeating attitudes; that I understand my “finiteattude;” that I will be as much as I can be as long as I exist. 
Fortunately, I can turn to the courage of my mother for guidance. Her wisdom is guiding me through this time in my life. I am also reminded of a great book I read many years ago by Viktor Frankl entitled The Courage to Be: “ … everything can be taken from a man but one thing … to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances – to choose one’s own way.” I choose to be all I can be as an 88-year-old man fighting to make the most of the life that I have. And I well understand, given my age and my disease, that I will ultimately lose the war. But the courage I can gather to fight the battles along the way continue to make my life meaningful and purposeful. Certainly, for myself, but also as a friend to others of my generation. For example, I did not understand the impact I had on other people at the beginning of this journey. I have learned that how I conduct myself is scrutinized by those around me. I especially see this among peers who are 5 to 15 years younger than I. People who generally identify with my socio-economic category are looking for models to help them with their struggles in the aging process. If I am perceived as a victim, this can have a demoralizing effect on both me and my peers. For those who perceive me as showing courage, it gives them a model to help direct their own struggles with being. “If he can do it, so can I.”  Likewise, I am energized by people around me who also model courage for me. Wisdom abounds and the wise person searches for its counsel.
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