
 

 

 
Natural Wisdom 

Why do we say that wisdom comes with age?  
Rigidity, fear, and discouragement seem equally 
likely outcomes as I listen to my clients talk about 
their aging parents.  I am, in fact, an aging parent 
as well, standing in the presence of what Erik 
Erikson aptly called the crisis of Integrity versus 
Despair.  Does integrity, as he used it, have 
anything to do with wisdom?  If we think about the 
quality of life as strongly correlated with our 
degree of neural integration, we may be able to get 
a better idea about the underpinnings of satisfying 
elder years.    
, 

As part of his ongoing 
investigation of aging 
well, cognitive scientist 
Elkhonon Goldberg 
(2006) wrote The Wisdom 
Paradox: How Your Mind 
Can Grow Stronger as 
Your Brain Grows Older.  
He proposes that the right 
hemisphere is mainly 
devoted to novelty, while 
the left hemisphere accumulates and organizes 
experience.  As we age, our brain’s capacity for 
pattern recognition allows us to coordinate our 
storehouse of knowledge so we have increasing 
areas of competence.  For Goldberg, wisdom 
emerges from this broad ability to know what to 
do.  
 

We can possibly question the proposition that the 
most salient idea about the hemispheres is that the 
right brain specializes in novelty while the left 
specializes in what is already known.  In fact, we 
could even wonder if that is broadly true, 
considering that the right amygdala is a sometimes 
unruly and demanding storehouse of past fears. 
Leaving that aside, interpersonal neurobiology 
would at least be more interested in the ongoing 
relationship between the two halves of the brain, 
with the right providing the social/emotional/ 
motivational context for the left.  In a well-
integrated brain, this continual flow of energy and 
information from right to left forms the basis for 
our constantly emerging coherent narrative.   

I believe this capacity to embrace our history with 
ever-deepening compassion for ourselves and the 
generations that preceded us could be one way to 
understand wisdom.  The image of broad-ranging 
neural integration might be echoed in the coherent 
mind’s sense of having lived a meaningful life. 
Dan Siegel’s (2007) triangle of well-being suggests 
that these two will be accompanied by the capacity 
for empathic relationships.  In many tribal 
traditions, the wise person is precisely the one who 
embodies and passes on the experience of the 

group – the coherent narrative 
expressing the meaning of 
membership in this closely knit 
band.  He or she helps the group 
maintain its integrity, a word that 
means not only adherence to 
truth, but completeness and 
wholeness. 
 

In this way, we circle back to the 
place where wisdom and integrity 
meet.  These qualities might be 
the natural outcome of advancing 
neural integration when we use 

our store of years to loosen whatever emotional 
and cognitive invariant representations (Hawkins 
& Blakeslee, 2004), as well as body-based patterns 
(Ogden, Minton, & Pain, 2006), stand in the way 
of our brain’s innate movement toward complexity 
and well-being. The FACES of mental health can 
then accompany us into old age as flexible, 
adaptive, coherent, energized, and stable coots – 
with the capacity to offer these qualities to the next 
generation.  Rigidity, fear, and discouragement can 
capture us if our history remains dis-integrated, 
neurally undigested into a body of wisdom. 
 
If we think of wisdom as primarily a cognitive 
capacity, we may see the knowledge storehouse as 
the primary foundation.  However, if we sense that 
the quality of wisdom must include the sense of 
integrity, of having lived a meaningful life, and 
through resonance circuits, having the capacity to 
pass this on to those who will follow us, then we 
must look to the neurobiology of an integrated 
brain.
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