
This well-researched, rich, reflective book is a joy to read. 
It is insightful, witty and practical. The three fears that 
seniors face — unmet needs, suffering and death — are 
honestly dealt with. As seniors embrace the “golden years”, 
they need to be prepared and to continue to bless others as 
well, for they can still bear fruit in old age. 

Yin Kam Yoke 
Retired School Principal and Education Secretary of 
Methodist Council of Education, West Malaysia

In a light-hearted and entertaining style, the author has 
woven his rich experiences and encounters into a practical, 
easy-to-read guide on growing old. He challenges our 
beliefs and presuppositions about retirement and finances, 
offers practical suggestions on healthy aging and engages 
us in difficult conversations about coping with losses, 
fears, death and dying. This is an excellent read that can be 
completed in a day — but I strongly recommend a leisurely 
re-read to savour the gems of wisdom.
 
Dr. Pang Weng Sun
Geriatrician, Alexandra Hospital, Singapore

This book describes the trials and tribulations of aging, 
and highlights the need to make plans for dealing with 
financial, medical, psychological and social changes during 
old age. Filled with many anecdotes including the author’s 
personal experiences, this book is an ideal companion for 
counsellors and aged care managers. 

Datuk Dr. Samsudin Hussain
Former Director General of Health Services, Malaysian 
Armed Forces; 
Former Director of University Hospital Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia



Chuah uses humour and personal anecdotes to discuss a 
wide range of issues confronting seniors and suggests many 
tried-and-tested ways of dealing with these. His down-to-
earth approach of accepting what cannot be helped and 
taking positive action wherever possible will inspire one to 
truly “embrace and enjoy” the senior years! 

Dr. Gong Wooi Khoon
A senior, enjoying the golden years!
Formerly a professor at University of Science, Malaysia

Help! I’m Growing Old makes an interesting and eye-
opening read, giving practical, easy-to-grasp advice. 
Covering various topics from the importance of staying 
mentally fit, to dishing sound financial advice, to 
encouraging a sense of humour in old age, to coping with 
and embracing aging illnesses, this light-hearted guide 
makes an excellent read! Pick this book up, and discover 
new joys in your senior years! 

PRIME magazine
August 2012

Although a Penangite and pastor, Mr. Chuah’s book crosses 
geographic and religious boundaries as his advice about 
health, attitude, self-image, finding purpose, and dealing 
with fears and loss applies to everyone. It helps that the 
writing style is not preachy, but more like you are having a 
good laugh with an old friend in a kopi tiam, leaving you 
feeling upbeat and thankful for what you do have, rather 
than what you don’t.

NEXT magazine
September 2012
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Unlike many other countries Malaysia has a relatively 
young population. Latest figures from the Department 
of Statistics show that for the year 2007, only 4.3 percent 
of the population are above sixty-five years old. Perhaps 
this explains, to a certain extent, the dearth of written 
materials by local authors to help people in their senior 
years.

The seed thoughts for writing a book on aging 
came from various sources. One day Pastor Kok Aun, 
our senior pastor, mentioned in passing that he found 
it difficult to get hold of books written specifically for 
seniors. On the other hand, there was an abundance of 
books written for youth. Then he spied me from the 
corner of his eye and said, “Tong-Ik, how about you 
writing one?” Me? But I had always thought I look 
and think young! Reality struck a bit closer to home 
when, one day, my wife and I were having lunch with 
our daughter Esther. I can’t remember what exactly 
we were talking about, but she looked at my wife and 
commented that her friends shared that “mum is still 
gorgeous for her age”. Then she looked me in the eye and 
said with a straight face, “But, Pa, you look your age.” 

P E E
2009
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Well, it looks like I qualify! Since I have been moving 
amongst seniors for some time now, my wife has also 
encouraged me to share my thoughts, observations and 
experiences to help and bless others.

So I have taken the last twelve months to gradually 
gather my thoughts, read and write down some 
important issues for the later years. I have tried my 
best to write this book for the general public and, since 
growing old is already such a grave issue, I have decided 
to write in a light-hearted way. Some of the topics may 
not be relevant to you right now but they will in due 
season.

Take your time to read through but do ponder 
on the “What you can do” section at the end of each 
chapter. Better still, if you have been touched by what 
you have read, jot down your insights and reflections 
on the “Things to remember” page after this section. 
You see, writing helps to clarify your thinking and 
paves the way to more concrete actions. Moreover, you 
can review your personal notes periodically to check 
whether you have been able to apply them in your life.

I hope you will enjoy reading this book as much as 
I have enjoyed writing it.



P E E
2014

It has been five years since Help! I’m Growing Old was 
first published; indeed how time flies! Since then the 
issue of aging has become even more urgent to address. 
The United Nations has now identified global aging 
as one of the top three socio-economic issues of the 
century. This is because more and more countries 
(including Malaysia and Singapore) are having an 
increasingly greying population. What this means is 
that countries with a large older population have to 
grapple with a shrinking workforce as well as rising 
costs of caring for the aged.

In this revised edition, the cover artwork shows 
the familiar old man looking with awe and perhaps 
trepidation at the steep hill in front of him. Yes, many 
challenges lie ahead since growing old is not like a walk 
in the park. Billy Graham, writing in his latest book 
Nearing Home echoes this sentiment: 

I never thought I would live to be this old. All 
my life I was taught how to die as a Christian, 
but no one ever taught me how I ought to live in 
the years before I die. I wish they had because I 
am an old man now, and believe me, it’s not easy.
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As to be expected, the struggles of aging seem to be 
more intense at the old-old stage (eighty-four years 
and beyond), both for the caregivers as well as for the 
patients. I have therefore added extra material in the 
chapter entitled The Last Lap.

Over the years I have found that, to stay relevant 
in a fast-changing society, seniors have to learn to 
navigate their way through the digital world and an 
endless array of new gadgets. In my update of the 
chapter Stay in Shape Mentally, I have addressed this 
issue in a new subtopic entitled “Becoming tech-savvy”. 
I have also added some personal views on seniors and 
sexuality as well as senior singleness. These thoughts 
are all interspersed in the various chapters in order to 
make the book even more comprehensive in its scope.

Finally, I have added a discussion section called 
Let’s Talk Further at the end of the book. It would be 
great if different groups of seniors can come together 
and after reading through a chapter, pause to take stock 
and talk further using these discussion questions as a 
guide. Many senior issues are still theoretical until you 
talk about their implications to your lives. Then and 
then only, do you truly internalise what is said.

I am currently learning Mandarin online and at 
the end of each lesson, the teacher will say, “Jia you” 
which literally means “add oil”. Figuratively, it means, 
“Let’s keep on working at it”. Yes, with the help of 
God, let us continue to embrace and enjoy the changes 
and challenges as we increase in years. I welcome any 
feedback through email.

CHUAH TONG-IK
chuahti@gmail.com



About the only thing that comes to us without much 
effort is old age. We don’t have to work at it; it just 
comes naturally. It just happens! Our memories get 
shorter while our stories get longer.  The cashier at the 
restaurant gave us a senior discount even without asking 
our age. Where have all the years gone, we sometimes 
wonder to ourselves. 

A scene from the classic movie, Fiddler on the 
Roof, moved me deeply when I first watched it several 
years ago. It was the wedding night of his daughter and 
Tevye, the peasant milkman, sang softly to himself as 
he watched the wedding ceremony:

Is this the little girl I carried?
Is this the little boy at play?

CHAPTER 1

How im  li !
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I don’t remember growing older
When did they?

Sunrise, sunset; sunrise, sunset
Swiftly fly the years
One season following another
Laden with happiness and tears.

Many a parent can empathise with Tevye and say, 
“How time has flown!” Indeed, I was so moved by the 
poignancy of these lyrics that I immediately told my 
children that I wanted to volunteer to sing this song at 
their wedding! I remember seeing their jaws drop — 
they gave me such a shocked and incredulous look that 
it put an end to my attempt to enhance their wedding 
day!

THE SEASONS OF LIFE
Long ago in his play As You Like It, Shakespeare talked 
about the seven ages of Man, from “toddler” to “old 
man”. Richard J. Needham, a humour columnist, vividly 
categorised the seven ages of man as “spills”, “drills”, 
“thrills”, “bills”, “ills”, “pills” and “wills”. Quite a tongue 
twister but I think you can easily identify each stage. 
I have recently realised that another way to categorise 
the seasons of life is “youth”, “middle age” and “you’re 
looking good”. I am at the stage where people I meet 
keep greeting me with “you’re looking good”.

“Each season has its own beauty”, my wife likes to 
remind me. By that she means that old age is just as 
beautiful as youth. I have certainly met some seniors 
who still have a radiant glow and vibrancy about them; 
they live purposeful lives and take aging within their 
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stride. An example that immediately comes to mind is a 
white-haired lady whose life is worth emulating. Single 
and in her late sixties, Mary still has a spring in her step 
and boundless energy. On top of her household chores, 
she still has time to visit people in need and offers them 
counsel and practical help. We were in our twenties 
when we first got to know her through some church-
related activities. Once, we struggled over the issue of 
fairness and in one of our visits, we asked for her views 
on this matter. Her reply remains with us till this day. 
She said, “There will never be absolute fairness; do the 
best that you can and remember that all that you have 
comes from God and not because you deserve it.” This 
has helped us in our lives’ journey when we meet with 
disappointments. She has also taught us to learn to 
contribute to others through voluntary service, rather 
than to be so focused on our own needs.

Of course I have also met many seniors who moan 
and groan in self-pity; they fret over the loss of their 
youth and vigour. They seem ill prepared for this 
season of their lives. I remember one elderly person in 
particular, who had been saying for the last ten years 
that she was going to die soon but has not till today. 
How sad! And what a terrible way to live your twilight 
years! Mrs. Ong has so many things going for her, 
such as financial security, and a loving and supportive 
family; but somehow she has chosen to focus on the 
negative. Indeed with all her negative death wishes, the 
last ten years have been difficult both for her and her 
family members.

“What makes the difference between these two 
seniors?” I can’t help but wonder to myself. Has it got to 
do with a strong faith in God? Or has it to do with one’s 
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personality or upbringing? As in many things in life, a 
lot can be achieved through preparation — whether it 
is preparation of the mind, emotions or spirit. Perhaps 
we can even prepare ourselves by developing healthy 
expectations and lifestyles, so that when we are in our 
senior years, we can take disappointments better for we 
have already seen them coming. A case in point is Asian 
parents expecting their children to take care of them 
when they reach old age. I met one woman recently 
who was devastated because her child was migrating 
to another country. She berated the child for not being 
filial but the reality remains that she needs to prepare 
herself to live independently, without the grown-up 
daughter at her beck and call.

An enjoyable and meaningful old age is definitely 
not something that happens naturally. It must be 
prepared for and worked at. In a sense, each stage of 
life is a preparation for the next. Unfortunately, many 
of us give very little serious thought to the senior years. 
Our lives are full, our pursuits varied and we assume 
that the senior years will take care of themselves. One 
good preparatory step is to continually strive to keep 
a positive outlook on the challenges that come our 
way. One saying we constantly remind ourselves of 
in the senior group that I am helping out is this: “Do 
not complain about growing old for many do not have 
the privilege.” This is a good thought to keep in mind 
throughout our senior years.

ACCEPTING A NEW SEASON IN LIFE
My wife is now in her sixties but she still works as hard as 
a lady in her forties. Her philosophy? It’s great to work! 
She keeps herself busy and never wishes she is back in 
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her forties. Myself? It’s confession time. I sometimes 
(only sometimes, mind you) secretly wish I were a bit 
younger again so that I could still do everything I once 
did. Do you have such secret wishes too or am I the odd 
one out? From my conversations, I know that for many 
people, it takes time and effort to accept this stage of 
our lives.

Many years ago I noticed my hair starting to drop. 
I tried various hair lotions to stem the loss but to no 
avail. One day while shopping at a mall in Penang, I 
passed a shop selling a special hair tonic from China. 
Well, maybe this particular 
lotion might work, I reasoned 
to myself; after all, it’s made for 
Chinese scalps. I tried it for a 
few days and my scalp got really 
itchy. Ah ha, the hair follicles 
must be getting invigorated, I 
presumed. At about this time, 
one of my children came across an article in the local 
consumers’ newspaper with a photo of a self-acclaimed 
hair restorer. A quick glance at it showed that it was the 
same brand that I was using. But with the photo came 
the warning that it could cause skin cancer. Needless to 
say, that stopped my hair-growing experiment!

I have now learnt to accept this physical loss 
by joining forces with people like the late Jamie 
Buckingham, who said:

God is just and God is fair
He gives some brains and others hair.

I’ll be the first to admit that the task of accepting 
aging (and all the associated challenges) can be a tough 

Do not complain 
about growing 

old for many 
do not have 

the privilege.



Help! I’m Growing Old6    

Se cre
y i s h i n

g o 

be you n g e r 

transition. Society, by and large, still values youth more 
than wisdom. This is obvious from the advertisements 
in the various media. But one day, we will all wake up to 
the reality that we are no longer young any more. The 
years have caught up with us and it is our generation 
that is passing on and aging. So how do we work 
through this change?

For some people, the loss of youthful vigour can be 
a frightening experience because for years, they have 
been the ones whom others depended upon. But now, 
the tables have turned. Not only do they feel the wear 
and tear of their bodies; they are also starting to be 
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more and more dependent on others. Some even try to 
cope with their aging bodies by shifting their attention 
to less painful fantasies such as an extra-marital affair.

Psychologists tell us that it is easier to accept the 
aging process when we have learnt to grieve the loss 
of youth, unfulfilled dreams and even our health. In 
order to resolve these losses, we need to go through the 
various stages of grief such as denial, anger, bargaining 
and finally acceptance. Unconsciously, we may go into 
denial by wearing clothes no longer suited for our age 
group or doing things which are simply too strenuous 
for us. Or we may become angry with ourselves because 
we perceive that we have missed out on certain aspects 
of life during our younger days, such as not travelling 
more. Again, we may be unconsciously going through 
the bargaining stage where we try various anti-wrinkle 
creams, hair restorers and dyes in order to delay the 
aging process.

The fact remains that the process of physical aging 
has been programmed into each of us, and the day we 
finally accept it would be the day we find a certain 
measure of peace within ourselves. As one senior puts 
it, “Occasionally I do envy those younger, healthier 
people. I feel it but I’ve also learnt to let the feeling 
go. I accept who I am and realise that this is now my 
time.” If we continually wish we were younger again, 
it reflects an unsatisfied and unfulfilled life. If we have 
found meaning and fulfilment, we would not want to 
go back; rather, we would want to go forward. So don’t 
fight aging — you would only get depressed and miss 
out on a meaningful life. A reader writing to the local 
papers once shared that he had decided to see old age 
as a gift. Sometimes he is taken aback by the old person 
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who lives in his mirror but by and large, he has become 
less critical of himself. He has also experienced the 
great freedom that comes with aging as he starts to care 
less about what other people think.

It might also help to remember that aging has other 
benefits as well. In his book Aging Well, Andrew Weil 
lists down some values of aging. For example, it can 
replace the shallowness and greenness of youth with 
depth and maturity, as well as add richness to life. 
Because aging reminds us of our mortality, it can also be 
a primary stimulus for spiritual awakening and growth.

HOW OLD IS OLD?
The late Bob Hope quipped that you are getting old 
when the candles cost more than the birthday cake. 
Some people will argue that they are not old. “Old age 
is always ten years ahead of me,” they declare. “It’s all 
a state of mind,” others say. Mark Twain was quoted 
as saying, “Age is an issue of mind over matter. If you 
don’t mind, it doesn’t matter.” It’s true that we can easily 
find living examples of people who are well into their 
senior years and are still living productive lives. Some 
even argue that these are their best years because they 
are freed from the fetters of ambition and they have the 
time to do things they really love. Moreover, they can 
tap into their years of accumulated experiences as well, 
to approach life differently and to make wiser choices 
in life.

I agree with researchers that age is not just a number 
— like fifty-six, or some other compulsory retiring 
age — that one reaches and is suddenly deemed to be 
“old”. Our abilities and powers do not decline overnight 
simply because we have reached a certain age.
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Perhaps we need to distinguish between aging and 
being old. Aging is a gradual process that overtakes 
us and we have to accept a decline in certain physical 
functions, though we can still use what we have to the 
fullest. Being old, however, is a different matter. There 
are some people who are already old at forty-five, 
simply because they think and feel old. When a person 
loses interest in life, when he feels valueless and of little 
social significance, then he is an old man. Thus, it is not 
necessarily the chronological years that make men old. 

Interestingly, many seniors have commented that 
they feel exactly the way they did when they were much 
younger. Author JB Priestley at seventy-nine put it this 
way: 

It is as if I was walking down the street as a 
young man, then suddenly kidnapped, rushed 
into a theater and made to don gray hair and 
wrinkles, then wheeled back on stage. Behind 
the appearance of age, I am the same person, 
with the same thoughts as when I was younger.

In other words, take away the mirror, occasional 
bodily aches and pain as well as societal attitudes, and 
we would feel as young as ever!
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 o  n do
1. It’s a common sentiment to experience moments of 

nostalgia when you yearn for those “good old days”. 
But commit to making choices in the present that 
will shape a better future. Have a purpose in life and 
a reason to get out of bed every morning.

2. Start each day with a grateful attitude in your heart. 
Thank God for the simple joys of life. Try to itemise 
some positive areas that you can celebrate. It may 
be financial stability or sufficiently good hearing. 
Or it may even be more mundane things like that 
comic strip which you are still able to read and 
enjoy. Remember, many do not have the privilege of 
growing old.

3. Accept that your bodily functions may wane but keep 
on growing mentally, emotionally and spiritually. We 
do not grow old with age; we age because we are no 
longer growing.


