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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

RIPENING TIME

Sherry Anderson opened one door when she co-authored The Feminine Face of God. Now she opens another. With honesty, wealth of experience, and penetrating questions, she leads us again. The issue, she says, is not to know the map [of elderhood], but to be the map. These writings are a rich and important resource for all who wonder how to reach the true harvest of their lives. You will not be disappointed.

Paula D’Arcy, author of Waking Up To This Day, and Gift of the Red Bird

This book is a harvest of shining wisdom—earthy, funny, lyrical, and very human. Maturity, Anderson says, is as complex and rich as an old-vine wine. And it is hard work—the fruit of a life lived with honesty, soul, And care for others. Stand by and for what you love, she urges, and the miracle will happen!

Janine Canan, author of Messages from Amma and She Rises Like the Sun.

Here is the book I’ve been waiting for—an expression of hard-earnedwisdom that reveals aging as a journey of profound transformation.

Rabbi Shefa Gold, Author of The Magic of Hebrew Chant: Healing the Spirit, Transforming the Mind, and Deepening Love

Anderson explores the questions of maturity with depth, sensitivity, and humor, in a voice that is at once touchingly personal and deeply wise. A must read for anyone over 55.

Roger Housden, author of the best-selling Ten Poems series, and in 2014, Keeping the Faith Without a Religion.

…Anderson’s beautifully written exploration of becoming an elder is a conversation that reverberates inside the reader.

Diane Wolkstein, author, Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth and The Magic Orange Tree.

Ripening Time invites the reader to engage the aging process with an imaginative boldness—challenging the lies we’ve been told, confronting our fears and offering a compass for the years ahead. This is a book you will want to keep with you as you continue becoming a wise elder.

Nancy Sylvester, President of the Institute for Communal Contemplation and Dialogue; former President, Leadership Council for Women Religious.

The perfect book for baby boomers (and all who love us) on our next frontier—aging. By sharing her personal quest and the art of inner inquiry, Sherry Anderson guides us outside our mind traps into the possibility of a grace-filled reality.

Jessica Britt, Founding Teacher, Diamond Approach North Sea (DANS), The Netherlands

Luminous, tender and wise, Sherry Anderson’s beautiful book encourages us to face what we so often avoid—the inevitability of our own aging. Without sugarcoating the hardships, she leads us into uncharted territory. Through her eyes, we realize that far from dark and dreadful, old age is a stage of life graced with gifts and blessings every bit as abundant as those of youth.

Jalaja Bonheim, author of Evolving Towards Peace

What great timing! As women are leaping ahead in assuming leadership roles, Anderson draws on her considerable experience and wisdom to offer a guide to growing wise and big-hearted, along with growing old. She teaches with great stories, leads by gently inviting and encourages with obvious love and care.

David Kundtz, author of Quiet Mind: One-Minute Retreats from a Busy World
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Prologue

Is there a Map?

About halfway through what I was calling My Year of Living Dangerously, a year I thought might stretch into permanent retirement with me languishing gloriously on the sofa reading novels and watching the wind shake through the poplars across the street, the matter of growing old came knocking on my door. It wasn’t what you might think—some bad news about a fall or the death of a dear friend or discovering overnight that I had developed jowls. It was a call, a wake-up and show-up and pay-attentioncall that I had not expected.

It happened on a Sunday morning in August as I was rolling up my sweaty yoga mat at the end of class. A tall, blonde woman I knew slightly asked if we could talk for a few minutes. We huddled in the corner as the next class of eager yoginis rushed past us to stake out their territory.

“I’m turning fifty at the end of this year,” the woman said. “I heard from some friends that you took them on a trip down the Colorado River in April. They told me you did a powerful ritual about becoming elders. I need that.”

Wow, pretty direct, this beautiful woman, I thought. She knows what she wants. We walked outside, and I gave her a couple of ideas for creating an elders circle for her birthday. “Call me if you want any help,” I said.

A few weeks later the woman, I’ll call her Eve, sent me an email. It was a little stiff, the way emails are between virtual strangers. “You inspired me with your suggestion of how I might mark my fiftieth year and prepare for my entry into ‘Cronehood’. I would love to continue the conversation, if you were open to it—this last month has thrown me into some really interesting explorations of how to be in partnership, and yet not lose myself (that age old thing!).”

She invited me to tea, saying that she had an English garden attached to the back of her little houseboat in San Francisco Bay. She included a photo of a small deck covered with pots of red geraniums and white begonias and a profusion of summer flowers I couldn’t identify. Beyond her floating garden was the dark green bay and the washed out blue of the summer sky. I was enchanted. What an old-fashioned thing to do—sit in a garden drinking tea, and as Eve put it, continue the conversation.

Two weeks later, after yoga, I was in Eve’s houseboat kitchen trying not to smack my head on the sharp angles of her cabinets. She made us a salad of beets and goat cheese and the promised tea. We carried the plates out to her deck where otters were splashing in the water a few yards away and a convoy of white pelicans sailed high above us. We chatted about her family and her life in England and her travels around the world and my work—almost everything, it seemed, except the Cronehood that was supposed to be the point of our getting together. Just as I was wondering how I could politely leave, the conversation took an intimate turn.

Eve confided that she was in a ten-year relationship with a man named Henry to whom she seemed to be giving herself away, and she was getting sick of it. A horribly familiar resentment had set in, which was bad enough, she said, but now something worse was happening, something that really worried her. Her usual cool righteousness was starting to seethe and spurt like an out-of-control volcano. She was sure this was going to destroy her relationship, but she couldn’t seem to shove her anger back down, no matter how hard she tried. Did I have any wisdom to offer (from, presumably, the far side of Cronehood where my sixty-five-year-old self was residing)?

I was actually feeling joy. It looked to me like Eve’s generations-long maternal family pattern of long-suffering Ice Queens was being melted by lava flows of some upwelling energy. “This is a good thing,” I told her. “Something life giving seems to be moving in you, and you need to go with it. Without spilling it all over Henry, of course.”

She grinned. Evidently, spilling it all over Henry had a certain appeal.

Then she leaned forward and asked a question I was to hear many times over the next few years. “Is there a map? I need a map for this new territory I’m headed into.”

A Map for the Territory

Eve’s question stayed with me. We met again for lunch, and then for walks through the hills above her house in Tiburon. Over the next few months, we became friends, hiking through the dry grass of summer as the hills turned into pale wheaty hay and the skies lost their clouds. Once in a while I’d remember how we met and Eve’s question and I’d wonder: Is there a map for growing old?

Early one morning in October, I made my way through a dreary line of commuter traffic to meet Eve at a French bistro in a made-over garage. Once we had our coffee (okay, mocha lattes) and the famous croissants and some strawberry preserves that Eve had brought from home, she surprised me by picking up our original conversation as if we’d been discussing nothing else for the past three months.

“There ought to be a map,” she said, emphasizing the ought as if we’d been debating the matter. “Something that comes after The Feminine Face of God. When you and your friend Pat wrote that book, you said we were coming into a time of massive changes, of ‘spirituality in the fast lane.’ Well, that time is here and everybody knows it. Now what?”

She went on, gesturing with the remains of her second croissant, explaining that she didn’t mean “now what” in general. She meant it in particular about women like her, women in the middle of their lives.

“When sacred feminine no longer sets off shock waves in the culture, and women like me are running things, becoming Secretary of State and Speaker of the House and soon President,” she said, “what is the way for us? I want a map for turning fifty and for the territory ahead, sixty and seventy and eighty. And what about my young women clients who come to me for coaching? They’re in their thirties and forties and if I’m not moving into my own…what do you call it? Growing edge? Growing up? Growing wise? They’ll have no one ahead to show the way. They’ll have nothing to move into, and they’ll keep looking back to their twenties as their best years.” She looked exasperated. “Come on!”

I told Eve I’d think about it and get back to her. As it turned out, I didn’t actually think about her questions so much as feel jolted by them. Have you ever been startled in that way—as if you’re headed to your gate in some foreign airport with all the noise and flight announcements blaring in another language and suddenly you hear your name called on the sound system? And bang, you’re right there, feet on the ground and paying attention.

If you’ve had that kind of wake-up call, then you know the intense effect that Eve’s question about a map had for me. It seemed like an assignment that had my name on it. Whether I could find an answer was another matter entirely but I knew I wasn’t going turn away.

A Longing for Elders

What happened next was that I started to feel lonely for a woman named Esse Chaisin whom I hadn’t seen in fifteen years. It had taken a long time to find her in the first place—one of the very few women teaching Kaballah in the United States at the end of the twentieth century. At the time I located Esse, she was seventy years old, a respected elder, and I was eager to interview her for my book on women’s spiritual development.

When she agreed, I caught the train from Manhattan to Long Island for what turned out to be an exhausting ride. What made it so tiring was the bustling crowd of shtetl characters in my mind, as my family’s (modern, conservative Jewish) ideas about traditional Jews joined my own bleak imagination to produce a sour-pussed old woman shrouded in black, crowned with a plastic-looking sheitel, the traditional wig. I was sure she’d hear about one word of my ridiculous questions and throw me out.

“Hi,” she said, when the taxi dropped me at her bungalow. “Come on in.” I stared. She was wearing a form-fitting fuschia sweater and skirt outfit, and her gorgeous white hair was clearly her own. Moreover, Esse turned out to adore questions. Over the next few hours, she allowed me to ask penetrating questions about her life. The more confronting I was, the more she enjoyed it. She had always liked questions, she told me, but in her forties, she developed a passion for them.

“Bring them on,” she challenged, laughing. “They open me deeper to my truth, and through the truth, to Ha Shem, the Holy One.”

“I’ve never met anyone like you in my life,” I blurted out. “How did you get to be so fearless?”

From her teacher, she said, Madam Irmis Popoff. Trained by G. I. Gurdijieff, the founder of a spiritual school called The Fourth Way, the fierce Madam Popoff was a master of self-observation. “She taught me to bring my attention right to the present moment so I could shake myself from the waking sleep most of us walk around in, from daydreaming and absentmindedness,” Esse told me. “And she showed me the power of penetrating questions so I could know myself.”

And then one day without warning, after eight years of working together, Madam Popoff ended their relationship. “It’s time to go,” she announced. “If you’ve learned what I’ve taught you, you’ll be fine. If not, not. Either way, it’s up to you now.”

And that was that. Esse’s time as a student was over. She was on her own.

Remembering the story made me sad. I missed Esse. I wished I could talk to her about this elders thing. I wanted to ask her about the map for growing old and wise. So I Googled her. To my delight, I could track her life through years of teaching courses at a synagogue in Brooklyn. The listings continued for a while and then stopped. I kept Googling until I found a later reference in a book written by one of Esse’s students. It was a dedication that began “For Esse Chaisin, of Blessed Memory.”

Hot tears rushed to my eyes. Although we hadn’t spoken often after our meeting on Long Island, Esse had been a placeholder for me, an elder. One of the many. I realized that the women I had interviewed while writing my book had become my own circle of wise women. Their life stories flashed in my memory often, showing up my blind spots, revealing my stubborn opinions, inspiring my courage. And even more than their stories, I carried the felt sense of their presence. Each woman was unique and every one, in her own way, was faithful to the truth that was unfolding through her. I depended on them for some ballast, some ground of connection to a feminine wisdom that was genuine and powerful.

But by the time I turned sixty-five, I knew I’d been hiding behind those women. Their wisdom came so easily to my lips, I hadn’t bothered to listen for my own. Esse was gone, along with many others from that circle. My elders were leaving as surely—more surely—than Madame Popoff parted from Esse. I’d been dozing, feeling safe back in the second tier. Now, abruptly, I got the message. It’s our turn now. My generation’s turn—whether we’re ready or not. An abrupt but definite invitation: the elders are leaving—will you step up?

And then there was that other invitation—Eve’s voice demanding: Is there a map?

A Feeling For The Territory

I got back to Eve and asked her to tea in my backyard under the redwoods. It was a little cold to be outside and the neighbor’s dog was whining, but we sat out anyway to catch the last sunlight before the November rains.

“I’m no map maker,” I told her right away, wanting to get things straight. “I’m traveling through unknown territory myself. The only thing I have is a kind of compass.”

“That will do,” she said, and wanted to hear about the compass. “It’s questions,” I said. “I know how to listen for the questions, to wait for them to come to me.”

I can’t remember if she just stared at me, but I know I felt the need to add, “Soul-level questions.”

“That’s what we need now,” she shot back. “Help for living into the questions. You’ve got a feeling for the territory. That’s what I want—not one more bloody list of the seven routes to excellence, the five rules for mastery, the hierarchies and nested sets and branching trees that treat my life like it’s a problem to be solved, as if I’m some little widget in a monopoly game that has to be set on the right lines or I’ll end up in jail!”

She was turning red. The lava flows that had been melting her Ice Queen demeanor all these months were moving fast now and seemed to be headed straight at me. Get going, she was saying. Start telling whatever truth you know how to tell about growing old. It’s time.

A New Time

What kind of time is this when the ones who are coming up behind us want maps and we don’t have any? Or, to be honest, we have a superabundance of maps and soothsayers and doomsayers and fearless prophets. We just don’t have anything that we trust to show the way into…what?

A new time.

What does that mean?

What if we had more time? What if, instead of dying in childbirth in our thirties or wearing down by forty or forty-five like so many of our ancestors, we had an extra thirty years of life, an extra generation and then some to grow into our human possibility? What could we become?

For most of human history, it’s as if we have had long spring-times and only the briefest of summers, a lot of time to put down roots and sprout but almost none to mature. But now, around the world and especially in the developed countries, more people are living longer, healthier lives than ever before. Our normal life span, which stayed at an almost steady twenty years for most of human history, has leapt in an evolutionary eyeblink to seventy-eightyears in the West.

Why is this so important? Think about how helpless we are as infants and children compared to other species. It takes us so long to be able to live without our parents’ support, so very long to develop our intelligence and adaptability and skills, to grow in our capacity for compassion and wisdom, good judgment, and discernment. To put it bluntly, it takes all of us a frightfully long time to grow up and many of us never do.

So is it any wonder that my friend Eve was asking for a map and I didn’t have one to hand her? The sudden spurt in longevity over the last fifty years has changed the landscape for growing old. As one expert put it: “If you don’t yet know how to navigate your way through the new old age, join the club.”1

On the other hand, our growing season has almost doubled. Doesn’t that make you wonder what these years are for? That’s precisely what I’ve been wondering for the past twenty years: How do I make the time ahead count? How can my generation and the ones coming after us not just fritter our later years away, not doze through our aging as if it were not a matter of great human consequence?

As I’m about to turn seventy, I can see how young I was when I first started to ask those questions. What I scarcely considered was that genuine maturity is a development, an organic process that has its own good timing. It didn’t matter that the Jungian analyst Marion Woodman tried to counsel me. “If I knock and a door opens, I walk through,” she said. “If it doesn’t open, it’s not my door.” I couldn’t imagine living that way. I couldn’t imagine that anything worthwhile could come without my storming gates—whatever gates stood in the way of growing up and growing wise.

But I knew that I couldn’t find my way alone. In the early 1990s I started looking for circles of elders where it was possible to speak honestly about the inner experience of growing old. I imagine that there had to have been such circles, but I couldn’t find any. So I began to create them—places and occasions where my friends over fifty, and then others I didn’t know, could gather together and delve into the deep matters of aging.

Over time, we learned how to invite and welcome the intimate questions that elders almost never say out loud. We met in seminar rooms and retreat centers and inquiry groups in people’s homes. Some of these explorations lasted for a year, others for just week or a day. By 2012, the gatherings included teleconferences across Alaska and between the two coasts of the United States. What has mattered most, I think, are the ways we have learned to listen to each other and to ourselves, allowing time for our questions to develop into genuine inquiries. Or maybe I have it backwards and the deep listening is a doorway to something else. Delving into the questions, following the thread of our truth can free us from crusty, old ideas we’ve carried from childhood and from our culture about who we are and how we have to be. With this freedom, so much is possible: the way our hearts open; the way we are caught by surprise at the pure value of being here, just as we are now; the grace of this time of our lives.

In the pages that follow, I tell stories from these years of sharing the great and powerful questions that life brings us as we age. I am indebted to the teachings of the Kwan Un Zen School where I was a student and later a senior teacher in the 1970s and 80s, and to the Diamond Approach to Spiritual Development® where I have been studying and teaching for over two decades. And since discoveries are best made personally and directly, I’ve provided some inquiries at the end of this book, along with a guide for working alone and also with friends, should you wish to explore further.

For every question I’ve raised, you will find many more of your own. For every story I tell, your own stories will take you further. I hope you will find in these pages not so much a map but a compass for exploring your own experiences of aging; and I hope you will discover the grace that unfolds as a blessing and a joy as you come to trust and follow your own deep questions.






PART I

TIME TO RIPEN

The question we encounter as we grow old is this:

How do we allow ourselves to be shaped and transformed by our

experience?

Allow it to ripen us if it will?

Jim Thomas, San Francisco, 2011






Chapter 1

A Season of Ripening

When a growing season is long enough for fruits to mature, we can call it a season of ripening. Our species has entered this season now—a time when we have a never before chance to grow up beyond what most of us have barely imagined. Have you thought about this? Dreamed into it for yourself or for our common good, for the pure wisdom and lovingkindness that might develop in our world? And if you wonder about what is possible for us now, do you want to pursue the possibilities? To delve into the deep questions this ripening season opens?

Personally, I find it a great relief to dump the usual, politically correct, words for aging—elderhood, senior citizens, golden agers—and all the horrid ones I won’t even bother with here—to consider the possibilities of ripening. Those other words are so stale, used up, and misused that they trap my imagination in a thousand musty certainties. So I started searching around for something fresh and finally found ripening. It’s from the Old English reopan, dating back ten centuries to the root verb to reap. It lets us reframe the perspective about growing old to ask: What can we reap from a long life if we are conscious, if we pay attention, if we care?

My big Webster’s that sits on its own table next to the computer reads like a guidebook to the possibilities of the ripening season. To ripen is to be fully grown and developed, as in ripe fruit and ripe wheat, it says. And also: having mature knowledge, understanding or judgment. And a third meaning: of advanced years, as in a ripe old age. And my favorite: (a) brought by aging to full flavor or the best state, mellow; and (b) smelly, stinking, as in ripe cheese.

This sums it up pretty well, don’t you think? The promise—to come to our full flavor as human beings, to mature into the best possibilities of our nature. And the reality—the full flavor of living a long life isn’t just mellow. It’s also smelly, stinking. Growing old is an adventure, but it’s no stroll through the rose garden, no “grow old along with me, the best is yet to be.” Whoever believes that is living in Disneyland. To ripen—not just grow up but to keep on maturing through our entire lives—takes great courage and great vulnerability. And I guess I’d have to add, a huge dollop of grace. We can end up unripe, bitter, not able to reap the fruits of this life because overwhelming circumstances make us lose hope, or because we get tangled in our culture’s stories and lies about aging. Or maybe we end up losing hope because dementia—our parents’ or our partner’s or our own—in one of its many dreadful forms throws a pall over all the possibilities, shutting off our curiosity and spirit for living into the truth of our life as it is unfolding.

There are no guarantees. Yet there’s the likelihood for us, as there is for all of life, that we can fully mature if our possibilities are nurtured and cultivated. Ripening, in other words, is natural. We should expect it. And also, we should look with a skeptical eye on the odd but common assumption that all our growth is over by, say, thirty. I hereby throw down the gauntlet against that careless assumption. I propose that, since we do not know what reaches and dimensions of our humanity are possible as we age, we engage the question. All the questions—whatever we can discover about how we can grow old consciously. We already know too much about what diminishes—hearing, eyesight, short-term memory, speed of recall and calculation, and so on. That is not so interesting. But to consider what grows, what develops, what ripens—that, I propose, is interesting indeed!

The Question

I was feeling rather pleased with myself for finding a word like ripening. And then I spent the afternoon with my friend Jim Thomas, a white-haired Texan whom I consider to be a wise elder.

“You know,” Jim said, “I think as we grow old, we’re like fruit on wild trees. A lot of us stay small and hard, relatively untouched by all our years of experience, while others ripen into fullness.”

I told him about an apple tree that grew in the vacant lot around the corner from my childhood home in Atlantic City. Starting in April I’d wander over every week or two to watch its pale buds blossom into frothy white flowers and then disappear for a whole month—gone!—before tiny green apples appeared. All through the summer I’d visit the tree, waiting for the apples to turn yellow so I could take a few experimental bites. But I never could eat those apples. They stayed bitter. By late October, moldy anyway, they were blown to the ground by the hard, ocean winds.

I was getting depressed remembering the apples. All that growing and in the end, crashing to the earth and rotting. Well, really, what’s the point of it all?

Instead of joining my gloomy contemplations, Jim lobbed a question. “Exactly. How can we let ourselves be shaped and transformed by our experience? How do we let life ripen us if it will?”

What’s Possible

When we talk about human accomplishments, we almost never include maturing. What interests us, in our post-modern conversations, are the heights of attainment—the best athletes, the most brilliant inventions, the greatest works of art. In more rarefied settings, we concern ourselves with the profound reaches of consciousness—a realization of unity, emptiness of self, or qualities of great compassion and wisdom.

But the question about maturity is different. It asks what is possible for all of us, for people who live a full measure of years. Before life extends to its full measure, we can only guess about its fruition. But with a long life, we have a chance to find out what we can be—to ripen into our full human development.

And we can discover another sense of ripening, too: the taste and richness of our full, juicy humanity. When I think of this kind of ripeness, certain elders come immediately to mind. I imagine it might be the same with you, if you recollect your own elders. My elders aren’t paragons of perfection; they can be grouchy, sad, and frightened at times, and they can also be people of no age. What inspires me is their undivided humanness—how they are willing to be present to all that life brings—sorrow, grief, joy, emptiness, lostness, celebration, stillness—and let it deepen and transform them again and again. They make me want to live like that—wholehearted—into the breadth and length of my years.

Not all people can digest the experiences that life brings. But in this era of history, more and more of us have a chance to do so. The door is open. Invitations are arriving every day. Elders we’ve relied on are dying or already gone, leaving open their places in the circle. Those younger are demanding maps, asking us to share whatever truth we have to tell. If we are willing, if we have the heart to step forward, the ones who have walked before us and the ones who are coming after us are calling:
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