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Often, out of necessity, 
much of our earlier life has 
been lived in the everyday 
mode where appearances, 
possessions, and prestige 
were our primary concerns. 
As we get older, there can be 
an increasing sense of wonder 
and appreciation of the simple 
fact that we exist in the world. 
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On the first warm sunny day of spring, my 
partner and I completed a project we had 
anticipated for some time. The idea was to 
create a fence made from bamboo discarded 

at the roadside by our neighbour. 

Not long before, I had experienced the death of a close 
friend. As an older person, I was keenly aware that with 
the death of someone close to me, I had been confronted 
with my own personal issues around aging and my 
imminent demise. I became aware that my thoughts around 
negotiating this time in life dovetailed in a surprising way 
with the tasks my partner and I had faced in conceptualising 
and manifesting the bamboo fence.

THE FENCE 
Previously, the back corner of our yard had been filled with 
blackberry bushes grown much wilder than we wished. 
They were taking over our garden, and we had spent hours 
cutting the canes and digging out many of the roots. The 
thinning out of the blackberry had left us with a rather 
blank, unattractive space and a view of the compost pile. 
We had envisioned the idea of a bamboo fence as a blind to 
conceal the garden refuse, but the details of its construction 
were mostly undecided. We needed to respond to the 
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wealth of possibility the bamboo might 
offer us. We believed that once we began 
the building, we would discover what 
ideas the materials would provide and, 
most likely, demand of us. 

The bamboo was lovely — one- to one-
and-a-half-inch thick pieces, some 20 feet 
long, some beautiful ebony-black bamboo 
and some a bright green. We began by 
selecting thick, straight, strong support 
posts. We knew, from past experience 
living near the ocean that the especially 
powerful gusts of the spring and winter 
winds have the potential to destroy a 
fence. It would have to be strong and 
resilient. 

We began by sinking and securing thick 
bamboo posts deeply in the soil. Then 
we carefully sorted and selected lateral 
pieces; the fence would be composed 
largely of the bulk and beauty of these. 
We decided how they would be applied 
to the upright support posts, and, after 
some thought for effect, we planned to 
place the lateral pieces two inches apart. 
We drilled small holes and fastened these 
pieces to the upright supports with a nail, 
slipped like a peg through the holes. We 
applied about six to eight of the crossbars. 

When we stepped back and observed 
the fence from a distance, we realized 
that the cross pieces were not effective 
enough in creating the visual barrier 
that we desired. It appeared that more 
crossbars would be needed, and so, we 
proceeded to add a bar between each of 
those already attached. This project was 
going to take a great deal more time and 
material than planned!

As we progressed, we discovered that 
the nails weren’t secure, some falling out 
as the fence was moved around from the 
building activities. Backing up a little, 
we removed many of the nails and used 
small screws, drilling them into the empty 
nail holes. The completed section was 
now much more stable. We trimmed and 

drilled, adding piece after piece after 
piece. Every now and then, we would 
walk a good distance away and observe 
how the fence was progressing visually. 
Was it balanced and an adequate height 
for the purpose? Were the proportions 
pleasing? Was it an attractive design? 

To complete the task, we decided on 
a final touch, a necessary component, 
we felt, for a functional and attractive 
project. We began to add smaller, softer, 
and more flexible pieces of bamboo culled 
from our garden. With leaves remaining 
on the stalks, we wove these through the 
center section of the fence to break up 
the visual field. We added one here, one 
there, to fill the space. Frequently, we 
needed to wander away from the fence, 
taking time to absorb the effects of our 
work and allowing some distance to gain 
perspective on the work we were doing. 
Finally, the fence was completed; we were 
very pleased with the result. 

Now, we sit often and admire our 
fence. We are pleased that the discarded 
bamboo was put to good use. We notice 
the fence’s beauty, how its appearance 
changes with the light, and how the small 
leaves left on the woven cross branches 
catch the breeze. We appreciate how the 
fence’s profile changes as the light of the 
day shifts.

THE CONTEXT 
Earlier in our lives, the challenges we 
face need to be approached with logic 
and pragmatism. Usually, they involve 
decisions around establishing financial 
security, family and relationships, and, if 
fortunate enough, an education leading to 
a career. Working through these decisions 
is about holding the future in mind. We 
make choices that require consideration 
of the overall effect on the life we have 
yet to live. These require planning, not 
only for our own future, but also for the 
people we care about and for whom we 
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As we transition 
to older age, the 
challenges, unlike 
those presented 
to us earlier in life, 
come primarily 
from day-to-day, 
often unavoidable, 
events. There is 
an ever-increasing 
possibility of 
life-changing 
disruptions over 
which we have no 
control. 



may be responsible. They frequently 
focus on long-term strategies and on 
practically oriented goals. We spend the 
bulk of our lives maintaining a focus on 
many of the necessary tasks to achieve 
these goals and to guarantee a stable, 
secure environment. These are the 
upright supports, those things which 
will provide the basis on which we hang 
our hopes.

As we transition to older age, the 
challenges, unlike those presented to 
us earlier in life, come primarily from 
day-to-day, often unavoidable, events. 
There is an ever-increasing possibility 
of life-changing disruptions over which 
we have no control. Our health is more 

fragile and may become compromised, 
we may lose a spouse. Finances 
dwindle. Due to loss, our support 
systems often crumble. 

In Irving Yalom’s book Staring at the 
Sun: Overcoming the Terror of Death,1 
he speaks of a paradox, expressed by 
the German philosopher Heidegger, 
who proposed that there are two modes 
of experiencing existence. The first, 
the “everyday mode” is where one is 
absorbed by their surroundings and 
“how things are” in the world. The 
ontological mode, however, is more 
interested “in the miracle of being 
itself ” and “marvel[s] that things are.”

Often, out of necessity, much of 

our earlier life has been lived in the 
everyday mode where appearances, 
possessions, and prestige were our 
primary concerns. As we get older, 
there can be an increasing sense of 
wonder and appreciation of the simple 
fact that we exist in the world. The 
mere miracle of our surroundings can 
provide us with a sense of gratitude 
that things are as they are. We are 
moved to “construct an authentic life 
of engagement, connectivity, meaning, 
and self-fulfillment.” These priorities 
seem to take precedence over the 
more pragmatic concerns of the past. 
The importance of integrating greater 
peace, beauty, and harmony into our 
lives parallels the softer, more graceful 
branches we carefully wove in as the 
finishing touches to our fence.  

As soon as we had begun building 
the fence, we realized we were going 
to have to alter many preconceived 
plans due to unexpected situations. 
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In Irving Yalom’s book Staring at the Sun: Overcoming 
the Terror of Death, he speaks of a paradox, 

expressed by the German philosopher Heidegger, 

who proposed that there are two modes of 

experiencing existence. The first, the “everyday 

mode” is where one is absorbed by their surroundings 

and “how things are” in the world. The ontological 

mode, however, is more interested “in the miracle of 

being itself” and “marvel[s] that things are.”
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We began with two upright posts; we 
needed three. The nails had slipped out 
too easily; we adapted by using screws. 
The crossbars were not dense enough; 
we doubled them up. We realized that 
the fence was higher than we needed, 
making it look awkward; we reduced 
the height by removing a few of the 
upper crossbars. On completing the 
fence, we moved across the garden to 
observe the completed project.

SINGING CHANT 
In spiritual chant, there is a process of 
phrasing a call, then replying to that 
call. Another call, or question, goes out; 
the answer varies, redefining, again, the 
call’s request. This process is repeated 
many times. The purpose of a chant 
is to focus, moment to moment, on a 
question and to express, and re-express, 
absolute dedication to the subject of 
focus.

In building the fence, we had to stay 
completely present to the process, to 
each call, and to use imagination and 
the resources available to us to respond 
in a way which would maintain the 
integrity and beauty of the fence. Each 
call and response brought challenges. 
Some responses failed altogether; 
others brought us closer to what we 
desired. All the chosen variations and 
adaptations were focused on improving 
the final outcome. 

In the singing of chant, the objective 
of the repetition of the call and 
response is to bring the participant 
closer and closer to the essence of the 
message and to spirit. As elders, we 
need to define our call with greater and 
greater clarity. 

The challenges now facing us, as it 
was with building the fence, can be 
approached with a spontaneity which 
was not as readily available to us in 

the “business of living” when we were 
younger. Now older, we frequently have 
the leisure to draw on time, the benefits 
of an accumulation of life experience, 
wisdom, and a measure of self-esteem. 
In the relative quiet of older age, we 
have the opportunity to be proactive 
in voicing our call and responding with 
curiosity and excitement. Our response 
may creatively and imaginatively refine 
the process of maintaining a focus on 
the essence of our being.

ART MAKING 
Before becoming a therapist, I worked 
as an artist. For 20 years I have had a 
quote by the fiber artist Marcia Karlin 
posted on my bulletin board: “For me, 
creating a work of art is a process of 
discovery, rather than the execution of 
a preconceived idea.” As therapists, we 
need to support older clients in creating 
a work of art, a life of “being.” We need 

The purpose of a chant 
is to focus, moment to 
moment, on a question and 
to express, and re-express, 
absolute dedication to  
the subject of focus.



INSIGHTS MAGAZINE  |  WINTER 2021    21

to support them with the adjustment of 
the tone, perhaps the intensity, of their 
approach to life as it is now. Sometimes, 
the client may need to change the 
shape or the size of their challenges. If 
the texture of a challenge is too rough, 
perhaps they need to enhance it by 
adding softer elements or to smooth 
out the surface of it. Most important, 
they need encouragement to stand back 
often and observe the overall creative 
project — the process — to see that all 
the components work well together, 
interact with harmony, and create the 
effect that they most desire. 

Our clients’ personal resources 
are often the result of challenges 
they have faced, resulting in skills 
they have cultivated throughout their 
lifetime. We, as therapists, need to 
take what they have cultivated and 
illuminate how they might make a 
lifetime of experience work for them 
in the present. At times, we may need 
to support them in reframing new 
challenges so they are able to optimize 
their outcomes. Frequently, many 
earlier opportunities may have been 
bypassed for lack of time or other 
duties. 

What are our clients inspired to 
respond to at this time in their lives? 

How can they respond in ways which 
are authentic, creative and personally 
meaningful? Older clients have earned 
the privilege from personal experience 
to formulate their call and to listen 
very carefully to their own heartfelt 
response. Just like the fence we chose 
to make, clients need to be encouraged 
to fully engage in and appreciate the 
process of living the life they have 
woven. They can enjoy each step they 
take in discovering how to re-imagine, 
adapt, and alter their lives as older 
members of family, neighbourhood, and 
global communities.

Aging is a progression which brings 
us — often reluctantly but steadily — 
to the last challenge, the challenge of 
dying itself; yet there is an urgent need 
to emphasise the importance of staying 
in the present moment. Coupled with 
the realization that the chance to 
correct missteps may be less and less 
possible, clients frequently experience 
the awareness that time is running 
short.  

When making our fence, we realized 
that having a preconceived plan was 
counterproductive; we were working 
with materials that were variable and 
unpredictable. We had to reframe, 
revise, and frequently revisit the notion 

of what we wanted to create on an 
ongoing basis, holding only the idea that 
we were building a fence which would 
evolve as a reflection of our choices.

Getting older can be a process of 
discovery, of finding joy and meaning 
in the now simpler acts of day-to-day 
living. It need not focus on creating 
a preconceived notion of a peaceful 
death. Clients deserve to be supported 
in believing that their sole, or soul, 
purpose is in living a fine and graceful 
life now. They need to be encouraged 
to take action, modify, rearrange, and 
thus create their present-day and on-

going experience of a full and 
rewarding life.

In building our fence, we 
found the creative response 
to the challenges enormously 
satisfying and, in the end, it 
resulted in a thing of elegance 
and purpose. The fence has 
become a functional and 
eye-catching addition to 
the garden. With time, the 
external influences of wind, 
rain, and the flexibility and 
greying of the bamboo will 
take their toll on the fence, 

not unlike the challenges we encounter 
as we age. But the fence is pleasing 
to the eye and accomplishes what we 
need and want for the present. Creating 
an integrous personal narrative as we 
age can be equally as gratifying and 
satisfying. ■

Su Russell, RCC, is a mother, grandmother, 
artist, and counsellor with a private practice 
In Victoria, BC. Her client work focuses on 
elderly women and the process of aging.
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As therapists, we 
need to support older 
clients in creating a 
work of art, a life of 
“being.” We need to 
support them with 
the adjustment of 
the tone, perhaps 
the intensity, of their 
approach to life as it 
is now.


