
 International Journal of Research in Theology and Philosophy 

                                                                 Vol. 1, Issue 1, October, 2026 

                                               ISSN- PENDING 

                                                                             Published by Wilma Global Journals 
                                                                                         http://wilmajournals.org/index.php/ijrtp                                                                                               

8 | http://wilmajournals.org/index.php/ijrtp  

     Reynolds & Whitaker, (2026) 

The Relationship Between Youth and Old Age in the Process of Personal 

Reconciliation with God 

 

 

Dr. Michael A. Reynolds and Dr. Sarah L. Whitaker 

Department of Theology, University of Notre Dame, Indiana, USA 

School of Divinity, Duke University, North Carolina, USA 

 

Abstract                                                                                                  

Eastern Christian spirituality approaches aging and death in a manner distinct from secular 

perspectives. Faith in and adherence to Jesus Christ as Lord fully divine and fully human in essence 

opens for every person the path to eternal life, understood as the incorruptibility of the body and the 

complete absence of sorrow for the soul. Within the life of the Church, forgiveness and reconciliation 

are offered as remedies for the consequences of a sinful existence and as means of entering into a living 

communion with the Triune God. However, these are not automatic or mechanical processes; they 

become effective only when consciously and fully embraced by the believer. This process of renewal and 

regeneration, though simple in form yet profound in depth, begins in earthly life as a free and affirmative 

response to God’s call. It represents the initial movement toward authentic dialogue with God, a 

dialogue that reaches its fulfillment in the life to come.  
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Introduction 

If biological existence implies the gradual decline of youth into old age, spiritual life signifies an ongoing 

renewal of the human person, a continual rejuvenation oriented toward the dawn of eternal life. 

Salvation, in its many dimensions, presupposes a human being freed from decay and disintegration. 

Holiness and deification require not merely a juridical acquittal but a profound transformation of the 

whole person, including the body. Such regeneration is possible only through a sustained dialogue 

marked by the confession of one’s longing to partake in the inexhaustible mystery of divine love. In this 

light, the mystery of personal reconciliation with God unfolds as a continuous reversal of the effects of 

sin. Old age, when viewed spiritually, emerges as a stage of wisdom, enabling a clearer vision beyond 

the physical limits of the world. Ultimately, this maturity becomes a return to the authentic youth of 

human nature a state in which reconciliation is achieved not only with God and others, but even with the 

passage of time itself. 

Sin, by contrast, appears as something foreign to true human existence. The fall introduces suffering not 

only at the individual level but across the entirety of one’s reality. Liberation from this condition requires 

a prolonged process of transformation that cannot occur in isolation. While sin is personal, salvation is 

communal and ecclesial. To turn away from sin is, above all, to rediscover the capacity for genuine 

dialogue with others, in contrast to sin’s tendency toward self-enclosure and fragmentation of existence. 

As expressed in theological reflection: “Man has been able, by his will and by his connection with all 

things, to bring about disunity between all things, as between them and God, their ultimate unifying 

principle. For in separating himself from one man, he separated himself from that man's way of seeing 
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the whole of reality and its fraternal use, and thus each set up all reality against another, or divided it 

among themselves by enmity and strife, always seeking to keep it disunited by the same means. They 

have thereby divided themselves, and none of them is in accord with the whole reality as it is.” Sin thus 

reveals itself as a flight from one’s true self; in asserting autonomy, man paradoxically affirms his own 

nothingness. Until he recognizes this emptiness, he cannot truly rediscover himself. 

1. Old Age and Youth in the Mystery of Man's 

At the level of ecclesial life, repentance and confession signify the restoration of a deep personal 

relationship, rather than merely the cancellation of a moral debt. This process begins with the rediscovery 

of personal dignity in contrast to the disintegration brought about by sin, awakening a thirst for 

communion a longing of the soul after desolation. As one theological formulation states: “If repentance 

signifies, on the one hand, a realization of the believer's estrangement from God and neighbor because 

of sins committed, on the other hand it signifies the restoration of the believer's bond with God and 

neighbor through confession of sins, atonement and forgiveness.” 

Forgiveness, therefore, is not simply an act issued by an impassive divine judge; rather, it is a profound 

and mysterious encounter within the depths of the human person. It unveils the true “face” obscured by 

sin and reveals the authentic identity of the human being as a child of the heavenly Father. This return 

initiates a genuine renewal of existence: “There is something existential going on in forgiveness. It is 

not just a legal act. It is the bringing to light of the divine image. Deeper than the sin is the divine within 

us, the support of our being.” 

The temporality bounded by death is itself a consequence of separation from God. The fall manifests as 

a continual turning inward, a self-enclosure that leads to existential isolation. Such loneliness reduces 

existence to the point where one scarcely perceives one’s own being: “Through sin, or the withdrawal 

of the divine Spirit, creation weakens in its vital resources. Our being itself, in the state of sin, can 

advance to the point of the egoism of singularization, so that it hardly knows whether it really exists.” 

From this perspective, a world estranged from God becomes a space where authentic encounter is no 

longer possible. Human presence fades, and relationships are distorted. In such a condition, even the 

notion of God may appear as absence, while the love of neighbor is inverted into alienation, echoing the 

observation that “hell is other people.” A world detached from divine presence encloses man within 

himself, limiting his vision to his own constraints. 

Father Dumitru Stăniloae describes the resulting condition as one of profound existential anxiety: “Man 

is a mystery because he is an abyss submerged in the luminous abyss of God's existence. Sin has brought 

an impoverishment of personal mystery, because he no longer has the consciousness of living fully in 

the abyss of God's existence… Finding in himself nothing but self-loathing and being in a solitude which 

he has prepared for himself, he gives hallucinatory proportions to his loneliness… This keeps him in a 

kind of unremitting schizophrenic state.” 

Reconciliation with God is inseparable from the awareness of one’s unity with others. Sin distorts 

interpersonal relationships precisely by interrupting or weakening communion. Human words are finite, 

and even the deepest love appears subject to death, revealing a tension within the human condition 

between the apparent infinity of personhood and the finitude of temporal existence. This tension lies at 

the heart of human tragedy, as the person resists the inevitability of death. Yet the human capacity for 

speech points toward transcendence. The word is not merely an external expression but participates in 

being itself. In the thought of Stăniloae, the word or rational principle is foundational to human existence 

and ultimately leads to communion with God through Christ, the incarnate Word. The ontological 

grounding of humanity lies in being called into existence by the Word of the Triune God: “Man speaks 
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because he is moved by God… and because he responds, man will never finish responding, because God 

will never cease revealing His love.” 

The loss of this personal and communal dimension results in alienation, as man becomes lost among the 

objects of the world. The fall represents, the rupture of dialogue with God; without this relationship, 

human existence loses its meaning and personal depth. Love becomes transient, and every word carries 

the shadow of its end. Separated from the living relationship with the divine Word, man finds himself 

isolated within a world reduced to mere objects, governed by a limited and ultimately insufficient 

rationality. Detached from the supreme Person who gives meaning and life, existence becomes subject 

to cycles of repetition and dissolution, culminating in death. If, as theological reflection suggests, “man’s 

thirst for perfect dialogue with others can only be satisfied with and through the divine Persons,” then 

this fulfillment becomes nearly inaccessible after the fall. In this condition, salvation consists in 

reopening the path to communion. For this reason, one of the divine Persons became man while 

remaining fully God, so that humanity might be restored to perfect dialogue both among human persons 

and with the Holy Trinity. 

2. Logos, Word and Reason - Expressed in the Aspect of Interpersonal Communication   

Without Christ as the divine-human Person, death and solitude remain the reverse of being. Being itself 

is either divine-humanity or nothingness. Man's existence would be a terribly lonely existence without 

the love of an eternal Person who goes to death in his love for man. God himself dies. This is the meaning 

that Western Christianity has often lost in the legalization of the act of mercy. Salvation means a 

reconversion of everything we know about the evolution of life: "But what shall I say, what shall I say? 

The wonder frightens me. The Ancient of Days became a child. He that sitteth upon a throne, high and 

lifted up is laid in the manger. He who is undefiled, He who is pure, He who is unblemished, He who is 

uncorrupted, He who is without a body is held by human hands; He who has broken the bonds of sin is 

presented in diapers, because He wills it. He will transform dishonor into honor, he will clothe with glory 

the one who is dishonored, and He will make the one who is subject to reproach to be a figure of virtue. 

Therefore, he takes my body, that I may make room in me for His Word. He takes my body, that he may 

give his Spirit. He giveth to me, and taketh from me, that He may give me the treasure of life. He takes 

my body to sanctify me. He gives me His Spirit to save me."   

God died out of love for man, to save him from death. It is the love of the person who dies so that the 

beloved may die no more. It is what the human person also feels in all the tragedy of his mortal existence. 

If there is a truly pressing reality that pervades existence, it is not so much death as it is love that desires 

that the loved one may die no more.   

The inability of a simple man to fulfill this tendency of being is expressed by analogy with the encounter 

with a saint. "What one experiences in the presence of a saint is a pale analogy to the experience which 

the person of Jesus Christ brought to the apostles and ever since to those who believe."  The insufficiency 

of the personal relationship in which death intervenes is ultimately seen as fulfilled in the existence of 

an eternal person, as a "supreme Thou." As Martin Buber observes, "through everything that becomes 

present to us, we glimpse the edge of the eternal Thou, from each we feel its breeze, in each Thou we 

utter the eternal."   

Logos means both Word and reason - expressed in the aspect of interpersonal communication. The 

meaning of the word is to open the being to another. The word has a meaning and stands in connection 

with understanding - a point also insistently made by existentialists.  It is not a lifeless concept, but 

through words communion is expressed. Christ is called the Word. His character as divine Person is 

thereby felt in the utmost relation and closeness to us. If we fragment language by losing the meaning 
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of words, the Word is an address which calls for the whole being. It is an entry into a personal relationship 

with the divine Thou who also became man. This relationship ultimately enables man to emerge from 

the limitation and relativity of an existence in death. Reconciliation involves not just going through a 

legal procedure but confessing the truth of our being to Christ.   

Until then, however, we may be deficient in dialogue with our neighbors. The fact that we desire more 

and tend towards the other can never reach fulfillment without Christ.  

Unless we encounter Christ as You, our relationship with every person we meet is doomed to death. 

Without Christ, we cannot fully live existence as persons. Being has as its meaning the supreme personal 

reality, it has Christ as its meaning. Man appears as an incomplete being without Christ, without the 

relationship with Him. In the absence of Christ, all that remains is the desolation of a continuous absence.   

The restoration of the human being starts from its dialogical essence. The Savior Christ opens the 

framework of dialogue, and we are capable of responding to the call. The regeneration or re-rejuvenation 

of human nature as a reversal of the effects of sin presupposes a continual growth in dialogue with God 

and others. In the Church-communion we are not merely passive objects influenced by divine grace, but 

persons responding to divine love, freely opening ourselves to divine grace. And this is most evident in 

the sacrament of reconciliation and healing for sins committed.    

The Church is a place of permanent spiritual rejuvenation. As St. John Chrysostom admirably expressed 

it: "At weddings, after the seven days, the wedding pantries are closed; but here, in this holy pantry, if 

you wish, you can stay forever. Moreover, at weddings, after the first or even the second month, the 

bride is no longer so dear to the bridegroom; here it is not so, but the more time passes, the more the 

Bridegroom's love is fervent, the more the embraces are unfailing, the more living together is spiritual, 

only if we lead a pure life, if we are awake. Again, the bride and bridegroom's bodies are also 

transformed. After youth comes old age. But here in these holy chambers, after old age comes youth. 

And if we will, this youth never ends. The grace is great, but it will be even greater if we will."   

Of course, often in patristic works, youth is synonymous with predisposition to sin. It is the most 

vulnerable stage of biological development, when the impulse to disobedience is hard to control. At the 

height of its physical growth, the human body is tempted to savor the world here and there, forgetting 

eternal values. Old age comes as a consequence of this indulgence in the pleasures of the world, as a 

way of reflecting on the ephemerality of life in the face of approaching death. But this physical slope 

does not automatically bring us closer to God, even if He can be seen as the only way to face death. 

Youth claims an endlessness of life, but paradoxically only the image of death can reveal the way to it: 

"Let us go to the graves, please, and see the mysteries there. Let us see the decomposed man, the broken 

bones, and the rotting bodies. If you are wise, look! If you are wise, tell me: Who is the king, who is the 

soldier? Who is the master, who is the servant? Who is wise, who is unwise? Where is the beauty of 

youth? Where is the beautiful face? Where are the bright eyes? Where is the well-formed nose? Where 

are the burning lips? Where is the beauty of the cheeks? Are they not all dust? Are they not all ashes? Is 

not all decay? Thinking on these things, brethren, and remembering our last day, let us turn, while we 

still have time, from our erring way."    

Forgiveness and reconciliation are not automatic, mechanical acts, but presuppose a rejuvenating, 

regenerating openness to authentic dialogue with God. The liturgical act of forgiveness is closely linked 

to man's longing for God. Acceptance of ageing and of inevitable death is indeed the possibility of 

turning to God, but it is not only the fear of death that makes us heal, but the love that rejuvenates the 

soul of the one who sets out on the path of repentance.  The positive dimension of confession, that of 

loving dialogical openness, predominates in Eastern spirituality.    
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The decisive step for the penitent in the sacrament of Confession is the actual confession of sins. It is 

emphasized that it is not enough simply to repent inwardly, but also to eliminate them from within the 

being, to exteriorize their reality. "The one who confesses his sins is protected, on the one hand, from 

the danger of relativizing them, that is, of weakening his repentance and continuing to repeat them; on 

the other hand, from the danger of the contrary disposition of despair, that is, of a state of torment which 

goes hand in hand with the tendency to mask it, but without complete success."   

If the confession of sins is a need felt quite acutely, the possibility of confessing them is given to us in 

the person of the priest, as the only one to whom we can really and effectively open ourselves. To an 

ordinary man it is difficult to confess one's sins, the dark secret of one's being. "My distrust of the other, 

a distrust which prevents me from confessing my sins to him, is justified by the fact that I can hardly 

find anyone who does not take advantage of the sins I confess to him to despise me, to hinder me on the 

basis of them at important moments in life from satisfying legitimate needs; I can hardly find anyone 

who does not communicate to others the weaknesses and sins I have confessed to him, who does not 

cause me all sorts of disadvantages by confessing what I have done."   

The presence of the priest is salvific, however, because the dialogue with the priest is somehow assured 

by the silent presence of Christ. This constitutes both a possibility of literally telling one's sins to 

someone else, in order to free oneself from them, and also the environment that allows the sincere 

opening of the soul in recognizing them. "The presence of Christ between the two of them is suggested 

by the fact that the priest listens to the penitent's confession before the icon of Christ, or says to the 

penitent after the introductory prayers: 'Behold, my son, Christ stands unseen, receiving your confession 

with humility. Therefore, do not be ashamed, nor be afraid, nor hide from me anything of what you have 

done, but tell me all things without doubting and without fear, so that you may receive pardon from our 

Lord Jesus Christ”. The priest demands complete sincerity from him, for his confession is not made only 

before man, who may be lied to, or before whom confession may be counted as a humiliation unworthy 

of human pride, but especially before Christ.   

In the act of confession, in the dialogical form, the barriers created by sin to communion with others are 

literally removed. Sin has created a separation from which the penitent now frees himself, overcomes it, 

and overcomes his own sin. Confession restores communion. The sacrament of Confession is thus "the 

sacrament of the restoration of full communion between a believer and the priest as the seen agent of 

Christ and as the representative of the Church. It is therefore the Mystery of restoring the penitent to 

communion with Christ and the Church, preparing him for his communion with the Body of Christ."  It 

is only in this setting that the sinner returns to the truth, the authenticity of his being, rediscovers himself. 

For Paul Florensky, "man actualizes his being, his deepest reality, opening himself only in relationship 

with another, in the dual unity of love", and "in this unity the Holy Spirit himself is present as the 

wellspring of love".   

Confession engages the believer in the most vivid and personal way possible. Dialogical confession 

brings out the person, erased by sins, cast into individualism. Confession of sins is thus more than a mere 

enumeration of sins with a view to erasing them. "More than a cleansing from sins, it is a saving and 

edifying sacrament. It builds us up, forms us spiritually, according to the revealing image of life in the 

Holy Spirit of Christ."   

This personal dialogue constitutes a uniqueness of the Sacrament of Confession in relation to the other 

Sacraments of the Church. Grace has as its object human freedom itself, the soul of the recipient, with 

which it cooperates or which it restores through dialogue. In Confession "the priest enters into the soul 

of the penitent, which opens itself to him willingly; it does not remain a fleeting and superficial contact. 
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Both the penitent and the priest make a much greater contribution in this sacrament. In the other 

sacraments, grace works on the objective, ontic level, at the root of the being, often in an often-

insubstantial way. Here it works through the more detailed and vibrant involvement of the penitent, 

through confession and repentance, then of the priest in the appreciation of the means recommended to 

the penitent for the spiritual healing of the one who is sickened by heavy sins, and then again through 

the penitent's contribution to their fulfillment."   

In the end, confession of sins is revealed as liberating. This is reflected in the spiritual state of the 

penitent, who, through the priest, has rediscovered his identity as a person in a saving relationship with 

Christ. Practice of confession involves a spiritual pedagogy that has been amply developed in the 

tradition of the Church. The confessor is our "father" because he has received the grace to give birth to 

others for a new spiritual life in Christ: "O my children, over whom I travail in birth again until Christ 

be formed in you” (Galatians IV, 19).   

In the course of history, alongside these confessors, parallel to the monastic life, there appeared those 

"starets", "elders". They were often ordained, counselors and guides of conscience. Although this 

guidance did not have sacramental power, "this exemption is explained by the monastic state, a state of 

absolute repentance: masters of this art, the starets can help others."   

John Meyendorff and Paul Evdokimov speak of those spiritual fathers who can be simple monks, before 

whom it was possible to confess sins in monasteries: "that institution of starets, "spiritual fathers" more 

than that of "guides (directors) of conscience" indicates the Orthodox people always in search not so 

much of a hierarchical instance formed, but of a living manifestation of graces, of the authority that 

comes not from a function, but directly from God and in which the Holy Spirit manifests himself" .  

The starets were often "spiritual fathers" of bishops. It is not specified, however, whether these starets 

officiated the Mystery of Confession. In the twelfth century, the canonist Balsamon makes a clear 

distinction between the ministry of counselor and the power to forgive sins and reaffirms the classical 

tradition of bishop and priests entrusted with the ministry of forgiveness.   

The Confession made to these non-ordained "confessors" was not related to the Mystery of Confession, 

Alexander Schmemann states, but was an integral part of monastic life and discipline based on total 

obedience. This confession is of a "non-sacramental type, compared, mutatis mutandis, with what we 

today call 'counseling' or 'spiritual guidance'”.   

The functions of the two modes of exercising spiritual paternity that have coexisted in the life of the 

Church have never been confused. Thus, the notion of practice of confession appears as a complex 

concept with two aspects: liturgical sacramental, linked to the administration of the Sacrament, and 

pedagogical-pastoral. From the sacramental perspective, the practice of confession is an ordination, a 

special blessing by which the bishop gives the priest the right to hear confessions and to bind or loosen 

people's sins.  

The priest is more than a simply agent carrying out a divine ministry; he is the dialogue partner, the one 

in whose reciprocity the penitent regains forgiveness and communion. But he does this not by his own 

power, but by Christ's. "Repentance is a very profound encounter of the penitent with Christ, for it must 

bring not only the forgiveness of sins, but also the actualization, or more precisely the reactivation of 

communion with Christ."   

Forgiveness takes place in one voice of the priest and the penitent before Christ, before God. They 

reproduce the very mystery of the Church. Confession thus supports the Church's condition of unity of 

the members in Christ. It allows these members to be reinvigorated, highlighting the ecclesial character 

of salvation in the dialogue between the confessor and the penitent. It is never considered as an individual 
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act. We cannot always obtain forgiveness by isolating ourselves from others, but forgiveness always 

comes through the openness to the other.   

Everything takes place in the ecclesial space, even if the "elders" mentioned in the patristic tradition and 

in monastic histories often live in isolated places. However, they keep in a silent way the link with the 

Church, their asceticism not being a separation from the others: "Do not be separated from the Church, 

for no one is stronger than the Church. Your hope, salvation and redemption is the Church. It is higher 

than the heavens and wider than the earth. It never grows old, but is always in full glory."   

Old age is synonymous with wisdom and with a state of strength in the spiritual struggle. "This youth 

knows no old age, it is not subject to infirmity, it is not lost through lack of vigor, it does not weaken 

with time, it cannot be conquered by anything, it is not impoverished by anything, except sin. For its old 

age comes through the weariness of sin."   

Such an elder can pass on his experience to his disciples, his advice can strengthen them in the fight 

against passions.   

Conclusion  

Old age is, of course, also the result of ascetic effort. The latter, apart from being a process of 

mortification of the body, aims at healing the bodily impulses to consume to the point of destruction this 

physical world, the inclinations of all kinds to the gluttony of material pleasures. Ultimately, life here, 

instead of being a journey to death, becomes a continual regeneration and rejuvenation in God.  

Man, reborn in Baptism and constantly renewed by the mystery of Confession, lives in the light of 

Christ's resurrection. Rebirth comes through Baptism, and through Confession and Repentance we 

continually cleanse our souls. "Our soul, being aged and obsolete in sins, through Baptism has been 

renewed, as being created anew, for which also we desire heavenly life."  Spiritual nourishment 

enlightens human nature, gradually growing the one reborn through Baptism. "The beauty of the soul 

never fades, and even in old age it has many lovers and continually flourishes. So that we too may gain 

this beauty, let us covet those who have it and make ourselves enamored of them. For only in this way 

will we be able to take this beauty and enjoy eternal goodness."   

In the Orthodox tradition, Confession is not just for the formal purpose of being absolved of sins. It is 

an ascent of the opening of our person freed from sins to God's communication of the very life unending. 

The light that those "elders" share with us is a light of the eternal living Word. Old age becomes a source 

of spiritual life, continually rejuvenating our soul. The revelation of our depths through the confession 

of sins becomes an open door to gradually fill ourselves with the unspoken divine - to move towards that 

inexhaustible dialogue open to the being created by the eternal communion of divine persons.  
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