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To all the Old Ones of my youth,
Who taught me that age could have dignity.


And to all the Young,


Who, now that I am old,


are teaching me in their turn


by the amazing generosity of their love.




A note about the author and the publication history of Let Evening Come


When she was in her fifties, our grandmother Mimi (Mary C. Morrison) – with her grown children out of the house and the support of her husband Maxey – returned to writing and teaching. She’d always written – journal entries in amongst the busy life of raising three children, even the draft for a science fiction novel – but never for publication. In her fifties, her desire for knowledge and understanding, wisdom even, led her to write a monthly column for an American magazine called The Episcopalian. An English teacher before marriage, she also returned to teaching in another guise at a Quaker study and retreat center in Pennsylvania called Pendle Hill (www.pendlehill.org). Although born into an Episcopalian family, Mimi joked that she was ‘51 per cent Episcopalian and 49 per cent Quaker’, reflecting her lifelong interest both in religion and also the approaches and philosophies of a Quaker worldview.


Over the following decades, she wrote a few specialised books on religion and even a social history called Roxana’s Children, about a Vermont farm woman ancestor who had raised 12 children during the Civil War. She had an agile and curious mind, teaching herself ancient Greek in her sixties so as to read the Gospels in their original language, or becoming a devotee of Star Trek and the futuristic world of equality that it promised. These interests sat alongside the more traditional ones of her generation that had come of age in the Depression, whether it be canning, bread-making, mending and a measured, conservative approach to life.


Perhaps Mimi’s most sustained exercise in her later years was to write pamphlets for Pendle Hill’s well-regarded series (www.pendlehill.org/product-category/pamphlets/). The pamphlets were a discipline she enjoyed – a writing challenge as they needed to be pithy, while also addressing subjects that could be vast or even unanswerable. The pamphlets she wrote included ones on the themes of reconciliation, the power and purpose of keeping a journal and the nature of the Gospels.


In the mid-1990s, when she was already well into her eighties, she wrote a pamphlet for Pendle Hill called Without Nightfall Upon the Spirit, which was the distillation of her thoughts and ideas about ageing. There was an eager local audience for the pamphlet – so little was being written at the time about ageing.


In a bit of serendipity, Stephen (one of Mimi’s grandchildren and a coauthor of this piece) had started work in the publishing industry and was intrigued by the interest in his grandmother’s pamphlet. He humorously, literally ‘sold’ our grandmother, by helping her find a wonderful literary agent named Liv Blumer, who placed an expanded version of the pamphlet with Doubleday in the US. It was published under the title Let Evening Come (after the Jane Kenyon poem that opens the book) in 1998, when Mimi was 87.


The original US edition of the book included a preface by noted novelist and theologian Reynolds Price, and was a finalist for Age Concern’s Seebohm Trophy given for writing about ageing. The book went on to be published in six different editions around the world: from the United Kingdom to Japan, and even by a small press in Brazil run by an order of nuns.


Soon Mary was giving talks and flying across the country to speak about the book. The late-in-life acclaim was thrilling for her. At one point, she wisely noted that being recognised late in life was perhaps the best time for such a thing to happen as any attention was less likely to swell one’s head or alter the course of one’s life to any truly negative degree.


It was at this time that Suzi, one of Mimi’s grandchildren and a coauthor of this piece, finished graduate school and moved near Mary and Maxey, who were now living at a Quaker retirement home called Kendall. Like a college campus, Kendall buzzed with opportunities and stimulation. But even in such an idyllic retirement home, daily life called for courage and toughness at every turn. Indeed, our grandmother never claimed it was easy, often quoting, ‘Old age is not for the fainthearted.’ But in accepting the gift of each new day, Mimi continued to grow in self-knowledge and do the inner work to keep level with life as it moved her along into old age. She published one final Pendle Hill pamphlet called The Gift of Days, written in shaky pencil from an intensive care unit in the months after her recovery from a serious illness at age 91. (Mimi passed away in spring 2003, weeks before her ninety-third birthday).


In The Gift of Days she described the discomfort – physical, emotional and spiritual – of extreme old age: during those months of recovery, our grandmother lay in what she assumed was her deathbed and fretted fiercely. Gone seemed her poise, her perspective, her patience for all that life brings with it, and she was despairing. A good friend visited one day carrying something and announced, ‘I’m bringing you a book that you ought to read.’ And with a playful but deadly serious twinkle of love in her eye, she presented Mimi with a copy of Let Evening Come.


Mimi recounts that she looked at her book and wondered, ‘What could this calm and balanced woman have to say to me at this point in my life? All those words! All that wisdom! I took the book, though sourly, and it fell open’ thus inspiring, in part, the continuation of both her life and her story.


We hope as you open the pages of this new edition of Let Evening Come that you, as Mimi herself did, find inspiration and encouragement – and perhaps some wisdom – inside.


Stephen and Suzi Morrison


September 2017






Let Evening Come


Let the light of late afternoon


shine through chinks in the barn moving


up the bales as the sun moves down.


Let the cricket take up chafing


as a woman takes up her needles


and her yarn. Let evening come.


Let dew collect on the hoe abandoned


in long grass. Let the stars appear


and the moon disclose her silver horn.


Let the fox go back to its sandy den


Let the wind die down. Let the shed


go black inside. Let evening come.


To the bottle in the ditch, to the scoop


in the oats, to air in the lung


let evening come.


Let it come, as it will, and don’t


be afraid. God does not leave us


comfortless, so let evening come.


JANE KENYON
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A standard complaint about writings on old age is that they are either too bright and determinedly cheerful, or too dark and gloomy. My hope in this small book is to bring the two extremes together without denying either one, for both are valid.

‘Old age is not for the fainthearted.’ That saying has become almost a proverb; and it’s true. Ageing takes courage. To preside over the disintegration of one’s own body, looking on as sight and hearing, strength, speed and short-term memory deteriorate, calls for a heroism that is no less impressive for being quiet and patient. To watch the same process taking place in someone whom one loves requires another kind of heroism, expressed in patience, devotion and care. And to endure or watch the kind of deterioration that leaves, in the end, only the empty shell of a person, as with Alzheimer’s, calls for a heroism in total defeat that is beyond words. Old age is not for the fainthearted, and anyone who watches it closely and with a sympathetic eye can sometimes be lost in admiration for the ageing and their gallantry.
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