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Week 40 Lesson: 

The Season of Your Life 
 

We’re still living with the old paradigm of age as an arch. That’s the old metaphor: You’re born, 

you peak at midlife and decline into decrepitude. A more appropriate metaphor for aging is a 

staircase. The upward ascension of the human spirit, bringing us into wisdom, wholeness and 

authenticity.               –Jane Fonda
1
 

 

The Vedic seers viewed the trajectory of our lives in accordance with dharma. Looking through 

that lens, life becomes a journey of spiritual evolution with concomitant goals and responsibilities 

(or duties) relevant to particular stages of life. They identified four stages, each in accordance 

with age, responsibility, maturity, spiritual focus, and goals. The rishis would agree with Jane 

Fonda—life is not a linear journey of physical peak and decline, measured only in years; it is a 

spiritual journey of maturation and liberation.  

It turns out that the aging process itself is integral to what we ideally need to accomplish as 

human beings, not an obstacle to it. When I introduce the concept of the Vedic four stages of life 

in a class, there is often a tearful recognition and relief expressed by students. Today in Western 

culture, we are sorely in need of a new model for our development as human beings, one that 

addresses the stages of life we naturally experience—maturing on all levels, physically, mentally, 

spiritually, and relationally. We are ready for a model that shines a spiritual light of meaning and 

purpose to every phase of life.  

 

																																																													
1 Jane Fonda, Jane Fonda quotes in www.huffingtonpost.com  
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The Vedic Model  

The Vedic stages of life, or ashramas, are related to age, duty, and the physical, psychological, and 

spiritual developmental tasks required of us to mature, express our innate potential and fulfill our 

divine destiny. The core focus of this life plan is to provide a supportive structure and encourage 

us to arrange conditions to experience Self-realization, or enlightenment, in this lifetime.  

The four stages are roughly divided in accordance with twenty-five year periods of our 

development over a one-hundred-year lifespan. The brahmacharya or student stage of life is 

considered the first twenty-five years, followed by the grihastha or householder stage from 

twenty-five to fifty, then vanaprastha or forest-dweller from fifty to seventy-five, and finally, 

sannyasa, or renunciation from seventy-five to one hundred. This pattern is held loosely. Moving 

from one stage to another depends less on fixed age and more on completing the tasks of the 

previous stage as well as the level of psychological and spiritual maturity indicating readiness to 

progress.  

These Vedic patterns or stages of life are not rigid; they have been held in various ways through 

the ages. At one time, they were considered as independent paths to liberation, different ways of 

life a person could choose in harmony with their own nature. Thus, someone could move from 

student stage to renunciant, without engaging in the householder phase. And, just as 

significantly, one could choose and remain in the householder phase and accomplish liberation 

there. A householder asked Sri Ramakrishna, “Can we realize God?” “Why not?  Sri Ramakrishna 

replied, God is your own self, the Self of your self…[The] Only necessary changes you must adopt 

[are] in your life. Then it will be possible.” 

Later development of this structure took on the view of progression with an individual moving 

through each stage, one after the other. Today, we can find examples of both approaches. The 

crux of the matter is that each stage of life is designed to diminish selfishness rooted in egoism, 
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the primary obstacle to liberation. As a tool, we can consider the stages as having the central 

goals of learning, giving, awakening, and surrendering.  

Learn  

The first stage of life is the stage of the student or brahmacharya. Brahmacharya indicates 

celibacy (which is appropriate in this early stage of life), but also in its expanded definition, it 

means “to walk with God.” This time relates to life as a child and young adult. It is the first twenty 

or twenty-five years of life when one is primarily engaged in study—learning the skills and 

spiritual philosophy that will support a lifetime of conscious living. In this stage, the primary task 

is to mature and learn self-discipline with emphasis on physical, mental and moral disciplines. We 

are learning about life, about family, community, vocation, and how to live effectively.  

Give  

The second stage is that of the householder or grihastha—generally from twenty-five to fifty or 

sixty years of age. This is the primary time of family, civic, and spiritual responsibility. Our 

spiritual practice is a thread that runs through all our activities, infusing them with higher 

purpose so that we do not lose sight of the goal of life. The task at this stage is learning selfless 

service and generous giving that purifies the ego and makes a positive contribution to society. 

Householders have a place of particular significance in this four-stage pattern. They are 

principally the ones engaged in supporting others at this juncture. It is their work, energy, and 

finances that support family, societal needs, and the well-being of their spiritual communities. 

They are the “pillars” of community and family life.  

The challenge at this stage is to remain spiritually centered, to not get lost in one’s family life or 

vocation but to understand that this too is a passing stage in life. This stage is one that people 

may desperately cling to if they do not see the greater spiritual plan for their lives. When the 

children are grown and move on and the time for retirement comes, without the perspective of 
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the other stages in life, there are those who feel “life” is over at this point. They become 

depressed or engage in behaviors that reveal they are trying to cling to a stage of life that has 

passed. Understanding the beauty and higher purpose of the natural stages of life helps us let go 

gracefully from each stage and progress to the next. 

Awaken  

The third stage is one called the forest-dweller, hermitage or vanaprastha period. This is a time 

when our focus becomes more interiorized and more time is made available for meditation and 

spiritual study. For those in the West, this time roughly coincides with retirement, with the age 

period ranging from fifty or sixty to seventy-five. With family and community, one now occupies 

the role of wise elder or mentor. The forest-dweller name refers to the central task of this stage 

which is to simplify our lifestyle and to seek surroundings that are quiet and conducive to 

contemplation, meditation, and above all, realization. The sage, Ramana Maharshi, remarked, 

“Retirement means abidance in the Self. Nothing more. It is not leaving one set of surroundings 

and getting entangled in another set, nor even leaving the concrete world and becoming 

involved in a mental world.” 

Surrender 

The fourth stage is that of the sannyasin or renunciate, generally the age ranging from seventy-

five to one hundred plus years. In this period, one renounces all worldly goals and is focused 

solely on spiritual realization. One in this stage has let go of professional and community roles 

and is free to engage as a spiritual teacher, an awakened elder, assisting others by sharing 

spiritual realization through knowledge and transmission of awakened consciousness. The task of 

this stage is to surrender and to be supremely free.  
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Tune into Season 

Awareness of this divine pattern that identifies seasons of life, each with a focus on truly fulfilled 

living, can help us at any stage. Whatever age we are, we can reflect on the responsibilities and 

obligations we have, and commit ourselves to fulfilling life’s greatest duty—to be Self- and God-

realized in this lifetime. 
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Lesson Journal: 

How do I view the developmental stages of life—from birth through transition? Do I have a 

spiritually based model? 

 

 

According to the Vedic ashrama model, what is my current stage of life? What are the indications 

of that? 

 

 

What significant goals do I have for this stage of my life? 

 

 

What have I accomplished and learned in previous stages of life? 

 

 

Do I look forward to aging, to the last season of life? If yes, why? If not, why not? What do my 

responses reveal about my beliefs on aging?  

 

 

What makes a positive vision of life possible?  

 


