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Abstract

Objective: This study investigated the changing nature of spirituality 
with age. 

Methods: This was based on interviews with 15 people who 
expressed their views about growing older, for many it was a 
spiritual journey, for all it was meaningful. 

Results: It was found that ageing was like a catalyst, but somewhat 
random in outcome. 

Discussion: This raises the question of how getting older might 
influence our sense of meaning in life. The gerotranscendence 
model of Lars Tornstam was compared with the interview data. 

Conclusion: However, if there was a ‘fit’ with the model there was 
also a ‘lack of fit’. For it did not capture the core experience of many 
participants who found their relationship with God deepened. The 
model of Tornstam is more about cosmic consciousness than God, 
and in other ways as well it proved inadequate. A better, simpler 
model has been proposed by Bachelard and Miller (2016).
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Introduction
Lars Tornstam [1,2], with his model of gerotranscendence, 

has argued that we become more spiritual in the later years of life. 
He redefined the ageing process as a universal trend to spiritual 
fulfilment. This positive model of ageing has had considerable 
influence over the last two decades. This paper an attempt to respond 
to his understanding of gerotranscendence drawing on data from a 
qualitative study. 

The Study
This study was based on interviews with 15 people. Participants 

were approached using the ‘snowball technique’ of sampling. This 
method of gathering a sample is also known as ‘chain referral’ which 
has limitations since it is not random selection but is useful to identify 
people with specific traits or interests. I provided information about 
the study and asked some contacts to forward an email outlining the 
project to people who might be interested. The sample was restricted 
to the following criteria:

(i) Aged 60-75 

(ii) Not in residential care.

(iii) Not formally trained in theology.

Ethics approval was gained through Charles Sturt University, 
Australia. The 15 people were aged between 60 and 75 years old 
(mean = 67). The interviews were conducted by the author and 
lasted about 45 minutes. Each person chose a pseudonym to preserve 
anonymity. The following consented to be part of the study: Bill age 
68 Agnostic, Nell age 72 Agnostic, Sarah age 62 Agnostic, Anselm age 
75 Liberal Protestant, Hannah age 69 Liberal Protestant, Campbell 
age 70 Anglo-Catholic, Annie age 67 Anglo-Catholic, Rowan age 65 
Anglo-Catholic, Jean age 67 Charismatic, Frances age 62 Charismatic, 
Anthony age 65 Charismatic, Ruth age 63 Charismatic, John age 69 
Reformed, Elizabeth age 67 Reformed, and Susan age 66 Pentecostal.

The purpose of the general study was to investigate views 
associated with aging. The sample interviewed represented a range 
of perspectives: agnostic/atheist (3), Liberal Protestant (2), Anglo-
Catholic (3), Reformed (2), Charismatic (4) and Pentecostal (1). 
These classifications are mine but generally reflect church allegiance 
if present. There was no attempt to include people of other faiths. The 
people in the study were well-educated, financially secure and living 
in Canberra, the national capital of Australia. 

Four open ended questions were used to explore themes such as 
the influence of aging, meaning, significant or unusual events, and 
attitudes to luck. This study focused mainly on the first question. 
Data was gathered and then used for thematic analysis. The process 
included interviews, as described, which were transcribed, and 
the data was coded using NVivo 10. This was helpful to identify 
what might be considered micro-themes. However, I found this 
less useful than grouping general themes, followed by a ‘match and 
compare’ analysis of themes, memo writing and idea mapping with 
large sheets of paper. Themes tended to be large and it was better to 
visually represent ideas relevant to an individual’s beliefs. Since the 
study was exploratory it was only in the discussion that connections 
were made with current research with a specific consideration of the 
gerotranscendence model. 

Results
I began this study with the question: Does growing older make a 

difference to an understanding of the meaning of life? The interviews 
highlighted differences between people but generally growing older 
did make a difference. Ageing seems to function like a catalyst. While 
it can be likened to a ‘chemical reaction’, the direction of change is far 
from certain. 

An analysis of themes led to the following (note that some research 
participants raised more than one theme):

1. A catalyst that is largely unnoticed or hidden: Three people 
did not notice much difference while ageing. Hannah did not see any 
direct effect of being older, “No, no. Not at all. It’s because I’ve grown 
as a person that my God stuff has changed.” Anthony was similar in 
not noticing sudden changes, “I just think that my spiritual maturity 
has grown continually over the years. My understanding of God, my 
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understanding of people, my empathy for people.” Both commented 
on a slow, natural process of maturing. Rowan retired early, “I was 
given a redundancy about 45.” But he did not see his perspective 
changing, “Yeah, always been that way. There hasn’t been a dramatic 
change.” He explained, “I suppose it was related to working out that 
I was gay but eventually … wondering why I didn’t want to do what 
other guys were doing and eventually just accepting, well, it’s not what 
I chose. God made me this way.” Rowan highlighted a gradual process 
of acceptance of points of difference. Ageing here was considered 
something of a constant, in the background, even hidden in influence 
and not always noticed except in retrospect. 

2. A catalyst which brings an emergent process: In two 
participants change was noticed as cumulative effect. Campbell now 
had the time to notice, “I’m not given to abstract sort of thinking or 
philosophical thinking. I don’t sort of lose any time on that. I’m very 
embodied in the day to day small things of life and probably look 
through them to … the beauty of nature, the pattern of light on the 
trees out there, the movement of the breeze in the trees. I attend to 
those things and I see the glimpses of infinity and the glimpses of 
eternity, the beauty, just little reminders of the ultimate nature of 
reality and in that sense I have more time to smell the roses as they 
say.” Anselm saw value in opening up to experience, “The journey 
of learning, either through travel and visiting places or walking 
and reflecting on where you are or a little bit of contemplation … 
all those things built up a ‘me’… I think it’s the ‘me’ that I don’t yet 
fully understand.” He continued, “There’s a sense of what you’re 
becoming. I’m probably becoming a Christian but not a Christian 
in the (conservative) sense.” Here the person is very much agent. 
Ageing influences how the person interacts with life, he or she 
becomes more open and willing to embrace experience. This 
results in a more expansive self-experience for both Campbell and 
Anselm. Perhaps this describes a ‘ripening’ of experience which 
takes time – in this case decades of living.

3. A catalyst deepening the relationship with God: Six 
participants spoke of their sense of a deepening spiritual relationship. 
Annie saw her life “living out of that trust so that I have a sense of 
connection with a God who is intimate but also other than and far 
more mysterious than I can ever know fully.” Anthony explained, 
“Probably just coming to realise the nature of God a lot more, growing 
into that and realising that He’s more interested in relationship than 
anything else, so I think that has been significant.” Frances recalled, 
“I would look back on things that have happened in my life that at the 
time I thought were dreadful, were trials, but I can see that they have 
turned out in the long run, for good … I would say that the longer 
you go on the more you are sure that God can be trusted regardless.” 
Hannah attached less importance to beliefs she held earlier, but 
“I do have a sense of being looked after so this is part of my 
growing.” Ruth affirmed, “Oh, absolutely. I feel I have evolved if 
I can use the term. I think my understanding about God and my 
relationship with God has just grown deeper. I still read the Bible 
and think ‘Wow, I haven’t seen that before. That is so true.’ It is 
really a living thing that is true and speaks to me wherever I am. 
Yes, I just feel that my understanding has grown deeper.” Susan 
concluded, “Well, I think as I’ve walked with God over the years, 
the more I walked with Him the more I’ve got to know Him. It’s 
like a friendship. The more you spend time with your friend, the 
more you know your friend so your relationship with that friend 
deepens or doesn’t, depending.” There is a sense in which ageing 
functions as a catalyst, as these people reported, to a deepening 
spiritual relationship with God.

4. A catalyst that changes perspective: Eight participants tried 
to articulate a changing perspective. Ageing seemed to bring an 
opportunity to clarify what is important. This included values. Bill 
noted, “I think I probably think about these issues a little bit more 
now than I did 20 or 30 years ago. That’s probably true. I think you 
probably focus on things a little bit more of that nature. I mean one 
does, I think I do a bit more, yes.” He added, “I think it’s a more, 
for me, a more thoughtful process rather than something ... It’s 
reflective, yes.” Campbell recognized that he had, “become a little 
more philosophical in the clichéd sense I suppose. You know, when 
you get off the work train which I’m just getting off, you’ve got more 
time to think over things and to appreciate things.” Annie identified a 
greater sense of, “equanimity, I suppose there’s a bit more equanimity 
as I’ve got old … I look for where the initiative of God is in something. 
I did quite a lot of advocacy in my early days (as Social Worker) not 
that I’m saying they weren’t good things to do but it’s … yes, I think 
the shift is one of, it might seem like a subtle thing, but I think it’s 
actually a bit more detachment from the outcomes of something.” 
Annie has become, “more accepting. Yes, that’s right that’s perhaps 
the word I was trying to search for. And also the older I get the more 
I think well there’s more than one way to go about something.” Such 
comments reflect the different perspective that ageing brings. Perhaps 
something like ‘gaining wisdom’, but even this falls short of describing 
the richness of experience. Some previously urgent things are not as 
urgent, and what is really important becomes clearer. 

This was also obvious in some of the comments of others. 
Anthony thought, “I think you have a greater maturity, a greater 
understanding of life and perspective and you know the relationship 
that God has.” Elizabeth identified positive changes, “I think I’m a bit 
wiser and maybe a bit more thoughtful about things and I think a bit 
more caring. I hope I’m a bit more caring anyway. Experience and 
walking with the Lord I guess and knowing Him better. Not being 
so blasé about it all, you know, now that I’m retired, not being quite 
so busy too. Having time to think.” But, “Yes, well it happened when 
I was just over 50, that real change that really enabled me to really 
grow.” Ruth has relaxed, “I don’t have to work anymore. I don’t have 
to strive in that (way) any more. And there’s a freedom.”

The catalyst of ageing does not always lead to a deeper faith, it can 
lead to a different way of seeing things. Nell looked back on stages 
she identified, “I was 15 and that (more conservative Christian belief) 
lasted me 30 years and that was the train that I followed. Then in my 
mid 40s I was uncomfortable, I was bored I think looking back about 
what was going on at church. It wasn’t challenging me. There was a 
time in the 1980s that was really good where we did a course with 
(Bishop) Bruce Wilson, the Eremos course and that was fantastic and 
that gave me a lot to think about and chew over. But then after that 
there was nothing happening at church for me and I was just finding 
things a bit stale and then we had this great upheaval with our local 
church and we ended up leaving.” Later Nell realized that she had lost 
the structure of her faith, “I thought I can’t call myself a Christian. 
What is a Christian? I kept saying ‘What is a Christian?’ If you don’t 
believe in the virgin birth are you still a Christian? And then I didn’t 
even believe in something that could incarnate so I thought I’ve got to 
let that go and I had to let church go. And that took, I would say, 12 
years to get that out of my system.” No process is risk free. Beliefs, like 
clothes that no longer fit, can be discarded. 

Anselm reflected on his experience of via negative, giving up 
beliefs, “That’s really what my life has been, well certainly for the last 
25 years where I gave up believing things. I didn’t give them up, they 
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just slipped away. But the idea of the spiritual side of life didn’t slip 
away, only the propositional side, you know. That’s all gone.” Anselm 
was selective. He gave up some beliefs but retained what still ‘fitted’.

5. A catalyst of awareness of limits: Death was mentioned. Jean 
thought this was relevant, “Well, it’s more imminent, more present, 
because when you’re young you don’t think about death and dying 
but when you get older you do. … A couple of my friend’s husbands 
have died in the last 12 months and you go to their funerals and you 
think about what they’ve done in their life and conversely, what have 
you done with your life?” Susan wanted to take every opportunity, 
“I think I’ve had more time to grow in the knowledge of God now 
and my purpose is more clarified because you have more time. So I’m 
very focused on making every day count. It’s not wasted.” John saw 
a bigger picture, “Looking forward, looking backward it’s a massive 
comfort, you can actually see there is a destiny that shapes us, how we 
will or whatever, and I’m absolutely certain of that.” He added, “The 
blessing comes from actually doing what the Lord wants you to do. 
That’s where meaning comes from.”

Frances placed her lifetime in the frame of eternity, “I guess, 
do I have a greater sense now that this time on this earth is short 
compared to eternity? Maybe? I’ve thought about that in terms of my 
body which is not as flash as I’d like it to be, in terms of its health. I’ve 
thought, ‘Well, this is not forever.’ And I think maybe you also … 
various things that you put your effort into what you can find hard, I 
think as you’re older maybe you can look at them and say that maybe 
this is for a season and I’m prepared to do it for a season whereas, 
would I have had that perspective when I was younger?”

But not all saw this in religious terms. Bill asserted, “You make 
our own meaning of life.” He looked back, “It’s a development thing 
over a long period of time … I’ve always had personal goals in life. I’m 
an academic so there are certain things I’ve done well in the scientific 
areas.” Time is finite, as Bill said, “I mean, you start to think you only 
have twenty years left, thirty years left, what’s that going to be like, 
what’s the quality going to be like? To what extent should I change 
what I’m doing? … I mean, life is going to finish for me in about, 
somewhere between 20 or 30 plus years.” This is the time left. It is a 
catalyst for making meaning. 

6. Catalyst for generativity: Six of the people in the study recalled 
making a contribution. Anthony made this through his business and 
the services offered, “Yes, just knowing that I’m in a relationship with 
God, that’s the ultimate theme and you don’t have to be setting the 
world on fire.” Jean found her vocation, “A really positive thing that 
has happened in my life that gave me enormous meaning and let me 
find the real me and that was when I ‘fell into’ aged care.” Elizabeth 
had a ministry with a Bible study group. Anselm recalled, “We had a 
youth club and used to meet in our home and so on, but I’d done it 
also in a more formal youth club in St Johns but I realised that wasn’t 
what I was really into. What I was really into was this group of young 
people that just came to our house on a Sunday afternoon, spend the 
time with us.” Each have good reason for satisfaction with a life well 
lived.

Frances remembered, “We had at some point three shops and 
three children and certainly I worked myself very hard.” Frances 
thought about the succeeding generations, “That’s a perspective that 
you have in terms of the generations going on.” Susan considered her 
family, “I’m very content with my children, my grandchildren and the 
purpose I have in life.” She was satisfied that, “My time is useful and 
valuable and so what I do in terms of how I leave a legacy I guess in 

this life is having touched other people’s lives for good.” The legacy 
that remains. 

7. Catalyst for integration: Growing older can bring a sense of 
integration. Annie recognized that, “The active presence (of God), if 
I didn’t assent to it and say ‘yes’ to it, then it’s very easy to fall into 
a fragmented scattering of my energy, very easy to fall into that and 
it (my faith) just centres me, reminds me that these roots are deep, 
they are true, they’re strong and to look to that, so I hope and pray 
to always do that.” Anthony saw a human similarity with God, “Our 
spirit has the attributes or part attributes of God so that’s why God 
wants to have intimacy with us because he is similar to us … that 
you are interacting with other people, whether they are Christians or 
not, their spirits are made in God’s spirit and so that interacting with 
other people is a reflection of our interaction with God.” This sense of 
integration is active. It demands a courageous response – to bring the 
pieces of a life together into a greater whole.

The idea of ageing as a catalyst identifies an active agent in the 
spiritual life of those growing older. There is an effect but it is not 
predictable. Ageing affects people in different ways and towards 
various ends. 

Discussion
There is a lot of literature on the effect of ageing and how this 

might relate to spiritual attitudes. One study by Paul Wink and 
Michelle Dillon found an increase in spirituality from late-middle 
to older adulthood. This was a longitudinal study with a sample of 
N=130 [3]. While there was a definite trend towards being more 
spiritual with age, rates of practice were low. The rank order of the 
importance of spirituality tended to be stable over the years. 

Perhaps the most influential model of spirituality in older adults 
was proposed by Lars Tornstam [1]. In a time where ageing was 
associated with emotional disengagement or physical and emotional 
decline, there was a need to see value in growing old. His idea of 
gerotranscence has been very influential and has generated many 
studies. According to Tornstam human ageing is characterised by 
a potential for gerotranscendence – a shift from a materialistic and 
rational view to a more cosmic and transcendent perspective. 

There is considerable overlap in my findings with criteria for his 
model. I will first outline the similarities in terms of some of what he 
identified as being characteristic of gerotranscendence.

In the Cosmic Dimension, none of the participants specifically 
mentioned Time and childhood with what Tornstam characterised as 
a blurring of a sense of time. I identified generativity, so there was 
some overlap in Tornstam’s Connection to earlier generations. For 
Susan her children and grandchildren were important. Frances saw 
a legacy in “the generations going on”. There was an appreciation 
of time being limited as in Life and death, Jean saw death as more 
“imminent” and Bill had a sense of the years remaining. It was not clear 
that people were less afraid of death the closer they were to it, though 
Frances compared it to “eternity”. With Susan there was a sense of the 
urgency of time. There was an increased appreciation of the Mystery 
of life with less need to rationally explain everything. Frances saw the 
trials of life carrying meaning. Campbell was more “philosophical” 
as he aged. Bill found himself thinking more about issues. With a 
few people, perhaps achieving more gerotranscendence, there was a 
quality of Rejoicing in simple pleasures such as appreciating nature. 
Campbell and Annie mentioned such delight.
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Tornstam also identified a dimension of The Self. He saw 
gerotranscendence as characterized by Self-confrontation through 
life-review, discovering hidden aspects of the self, and accepting 
both good and bad. Anthony spoke of a greater maturity. Elizabeth 
has become “wiser”. Rowan has become more comfortable in his 
identity as a gay person. Perhaps some might also be characterised 
by a Decrease in self-centeredness. The trend is to be less narcissistic 
and to have a more appropriate self-confidence. Annie described a 
feeling of “equanimity”; Ruth has found “freedom” and Elizabeth 
becoming “a bit more caring”. There was a broad expression of caring 
for others by participants which Anthony described as having a focus 
on people. Certainly there is some degree of Body transcendence in 
which an obsession with physical beauty passes, but there were no 
specific comments. Annie described being more “accepting” and this 
would include accepting the ageing process. Tornstam also described 
Self-transcendence with an emphasis on meeting the needs of others 
such as children and grandchildren. This was clear in a number 
of responses, for example Susan and Frances already mentioned. 
John has a sense of “destiny”. But it also included other forms of 
generativity with Elizabeth finding meaning in leading a Bible study, 
Anselm’s work with the youth group and Anthony leaving a business 
legacy. I described his Ego-integrity in terms of integration with a 
greater acceptance of life as coming together and forming a whole. 
Anselm described this as gaining richness of experience including 
“contemplation” and vividly by Annie drawing together “fragments 
scattered”. 

In the realm of Social and Personal Relationships, Tornstam 
saw Changed meaning and importance of relationships in which 
people become more selective in their choice of relationships with a 
need for more solitude. There was some evidence of this but it was not 
overt. Generally, people found more time for spiritual development 
through a variety of means. Jean had found a vocation in working 
with the aged. Anthony has come to value relationships more. There 
was some Dealing with role playing in life when the self is understood 
beyond former roles. Bill valued his life as an academic, his search 
for truth and the need to ‘make our own meaning’. In Emancipated 
innocence there is a freedom to go beyond needless conventions, 
norms and rules. Jean illustrated this in resisting congregational 
expectations of her role as a pastor’s wife. Modern asceticism, as an 
idea, might have appealed to some in the study but renunciation was 
not a strong theme. Instead there was more of a sense of growing in 
relationship with God, valuing the unseen realm, and this came in 
comments of Hannah who trusts more, Annie who has found great 
intimacy, Ruth with a deeper experience of God, and Anthony with 
a spirit shared with God. Transcendent everyday wisdom described 
a transcendence of the right-wrong duality which is accompanied 
by broadmindedness and tolerance. This was evident with Jean who 
revised her moral views. What I found was a willingness in some 
participants to give up being identified with the Christian faith (Nell) 
or distinctive dogmas (Anselm). 

While there are areas of overlap, as noted above, I am not sure 
the gerotranscendence model is fully adequate to explain what the 
participants expressed in this study. Some criteria seem to just be 
part of the ageing process, for example bodies change and mostly 
we accept this. Many of the other traits are not so much spiritual as 
simply a biological process such as giving up roles for which we are 
no longer capable. For example, Rajani in a factor analytic qualitative 
study found that people tend to accept these signs as part of normal 
aging [4]. Tornstam is perhaps amorphously spiritual and some of his 
writing reads like a New Age tract. I found the views of my participants 

more in line with traditional Christian faith, whether they accept or 
reject it, and they would not relate well to his understanding of cosmic 
consciousness. Indeed, Tornstam’s model does not necessitate belief 
in a higher power. All the participants in my study would either 
accept a personal and all-powerful God or reject the notion.

There have been writers who have appreciated Tornstam’s model. 
Some of them are eminent thinkers. The work of Erik Erikson has 
been very influential [5]. The last of his original 8 life stages was 
integrity or wisdom versus despair. His widow Joan later proposed 
a ‘ninth stage’ in her revision of his life stages for those facing the 
challenges of living into their 80-90’s. In each stage the issues faced 
need to be resolved in a fresh way. Joan saw benefit in the idea of 
gerotranscendence [5,6]. Yasuyuki Gondo and colleagues reviewed 
models of successful ageing [7]. They noted that gerotranscendence 
does not require cognitive resources and may be more applicable to 
oldest of the old. 

In my study there was no indication of necessary growth towards 
a predetermined ideal. Some diversity is recognized by Tornstam, “far 
from everyone reaches high levels of gerotranscendence” with the 
process slowed down or blocked [8]. Solveig Hauge offered a careful 
analysis of Tornstam’s model [9]. We must be careful not to extend 
our mid-life ideals to old age; perhaps we can see a contemplative 
activity, rather than withdrawal and resisting outward activity. Dalby 
questioned whether the search for spirituality is universal. More 
universal is integrity, the bringing the past and present together, and 
it was considered important to find some sense of meaning beyond 
present losses of ageing [10]. Helen Black, in her study ‘Wasted lives’ 
(sample of N=150 men), found very little religious interest, spirituality 
was thought to be unimportant and got in the way of ‘living life’ [11]. 
What counted was attaining goals. The diversity of views in my study 
would support these findings. The catalyst effect is more random. 

Gerotranscendence has been used to try to change the attitudes 
of older people. Barbro Wadensten introduced the ideas to a group of 
older people and generally participants recognized their experience 
in terms of the theory [12]. Jing-Jy Wang and colleagues looked at 
the benefits of a gerotranscendence support group [13]. There has 
been some cross-cultural research investigating the model [14,15]. 
Losses and other negative life events might be seen as contributing to 
spiritual growth, as indicated in a large longitudinal study (N=1569 
with two surveys) [16,17].

Tornstam carried out a number of research projects, both 
qualitative and quantitative, to support his views. However, 
the methodology has not been consistently strong or especially 
persuasive. For example, the qualitative interviews were of 50 older 
people who had already expressed an interest in his theory and so 
compromised his study. I would note that the participants in this 
study were not selected because of an interest in gerotranscendence, 
but simply on the basis of being older and willing to discuss spiritual 
concerns. Arguably such a sample provides useful data on which to 
evaluate Tornstam’s model. 

There have also been questions raised about the theory, Albert 
Jewell was critical and asked if gerotranscendence is really age related 
or universal or culturally or personality dependent? He wondered if 
there was confusion in the constructs and whether it added anything 
of substance to Erikson’s developmental theory [18]. Eisenhandler 
thought it was just disengagement theory in a new guise [19]. The 
views of Argen offered a ‘better fit’ explanation to the views of my 
participants [20]. Argen used a sample of N=129 and interviewed 
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again those who lived to 92 (N=41). This author found seven patterns 
of adjustment from self-realization to withdrawal. The heterogeneity 
remained at 92, but body challenges led to a shortened time 
perspective and cognitive strategies of adjustment, losing interest in 
what could not be done any longer, and a balancing of good and bad 
life events “most distinguishing characteristics now were even deeper 
altruism, religiousness, reflecting and life satisfaction at 85” [14,20]. 

Tornstam made strong claims that his view of ageing was universal, 
and not culturally dependent. This has been challenged by various 
authors. Kristen Thorsen has argued that gerotranscendence should 
abandon its universalist claims because it is socially constituted. 
Also the aged vary widely both historically and geographically [21]. 
Sabrina Bruyneel and colleagues found that gerotranscendence was 
more correlated with spirituality and religious allegiance, attitudes 
to morality and death than age [22]. In their sample of N=467 
(adults 17-91) they did a factor analysis of Tornstam’s scale and it 
did not match the three dimensions he proposed. They labelled 
the scales Transcendent Connection, Anxiety and Uncertainty 
and Active Involvement. They proposed that gerotranscendence 
is more associated with Transcendent Connection. Curiously 
they found a negative relationship between age and Transcendent 
Connection. These authors argued that young people can exhibit 
gerotranscendence as well as old. 

Hakan Jonson and Jan Arne Magnussson were even more 
sweeping in their dismissal of the theory as empirically weak, with 
parallels to the New Age movement as well as romantic orientalism, 
and that it can be understood as an attempt to re-enchant aging 
[23]. Old people in this theory are meant to gerotranscend, but if 
they do not it are due to obstructive influences in Western mid-life 
performance orientation. However, they acknowledged the value in 
Tornstam’s critique of gerontology to move away from positivism 
to a phenomenological approach that focused on older people’s 
experiences and interpretation of their worlds. Instead of seeing 
ageing as a depressing and declining trajectory “ageing becomes 
a positive qualitative development towards a more profound and 
satisfying state of mind and being” [22,23]. The popularity of life 
review and reminiscence as tool for personal growth is another 
example of growth in old age [24]. They conclude that the theory is 
weak but positive. I can only agree that my findings and much of the 
discussion would support their conclusion. 

A simpler model of spirituality with the aged has recently been 
advanced by Sarah Bachelard and Neil Miller [25]. They identify two 
seemingly contradictory movements in their understanding of vocation:

(a) A self-completion through becoming more aware of our 
individual story and fulfilment in who we have become. It is like 
Thomas Merton’s finding of a “true self” [26]. 

(b) A letting go of attachment to capacities, competencies, 
financial earning, health, relationships, and eventually life. 

These two movements shine through the data used in this study. 
These are what has engaged the people in their process of ageing. 
Their model is also far simpler than the gerotranscendence model 
with extensive categorization and I think a better fit with the concerns 
expressed. 

Conclusion
In this study the views of 15 people expressed their views about 

growing older. There was a diversity of opinion, naturally, and for 

many it was a spiritual journey, for all it was meaningful. This paper 
offers an evaluation of the gerotranscendence model through a 
literature review and comparison to qualitative data. There was some 
‘fit’ with the model there was also a ‘lack of fit’. Tornstam’s model did 
not capture the core experience of many participants who found their 
relationship with God deepened. The model of Tornstam is more 
about cosmic consciousness than God, and in other ways as well it 
proved inadequate. In my view a better, simpler model, has been 
proposed by Bachelard and Miller [25]. 

The finding from my study is that ageing is like a catalyst 
somewhat random in outcome. Of course this is not highly descriptive, 
gerotranscendence does better for all its apparent faults, but this is 
a step along the way to perhaps developing a more comprehensive 
model. And every step counts. 
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