














Praise for Winter’s Graces


“Dr. Stewart’s Winter’s Graces gives us all a persuasive and satisfying guidebook on aging, uniquely presented through a rich synthesis of personal story, solid research, and myths and legends spanning time and culture. This writing represents a clear voice characterized by the very same powerful qualities it encourages in order to cultivate an attitude of agelessness: healthy defiance, optimism, and openness to change. Dr. Stewart invites us to question our collectively reinforced assumptions and face our fears about becoming older. We are reminded to invoke wisdom, compassion, humor . . . and a little necessary fierceness.”


— Eve Maram, PsyD, Clinical and Forensic Psychologist and author of Psychopathy Within


“Dr. Susan Stewart’s work has inspired me to watch for and to celebrate the many wonderful gifts and graces that come with the process of aging. Our society is prone to seeing the ‘disadvantages’ of age. What a joy it is to focus rather on the many reasons to embrace aging in light of the continuing development and deepening of the human being in later life.”


—The Rev. Jeannette Myers, Episcopal priest


“In this wise volume, Susan Stewart offers a compelling vision of what aging can be, not only for women, but for us all. In particular, the eleven qualities she dubs as ‘the Graces of Winter’ articulate a profound depth-psychological model, rooted both in contemporary cutting-edge research and ancient wisdom.”


— David Van Nuys, PhD, Emeritus Professor of Psychology and creator/host of the Shrink Rap Radio podcast


“At last—a glorious look at the gifts of aging! Winter’s Graces takes readers on a magnificent journey through the later years, in all their joy and fullness.”


—Mary Ann Clark, RN, retired


“Susan Stewart guides her readers through the thorny thicket of aging in America to a quiet clearing where misconceptions are peeled away, and our fears are not denied, but embraced. We’re led with gentle hands through contemporary science and solid cross-cultural, age-old traditions that help to re-awaken our own forgotten memories and understandings of the richness and value of each season of life. With the skill of an alchemist, Susan invites us to explore eleven qualities that ripen in later life and can transform the leaden fear of aging into a grateful recognition that the ‘golden years’ are indeed gold. This book is to be read and then reread, one chapter at a time, whenever we need an infusion of audacity, contentment, or courage.”


—Jackie Cato, bi-lingual teacher


“Winter’s Graces is full of grace. For me, reading it was like opening a treasure box and discovering that a time of life I was anticipating with some dread is actually rich in beauty and many other blessings. I envision groups of women coming together to receive its reassuring wisdom and to be awakened to the inviting possibilities that age has to offer.”


—Margaret Potts, retired teacher


“Dr. Susan Stewart’s book is a gift to all of us who are making the transition to late adulthood. Written in a beautiful, moving, personal, and descriptive style, her work is inspiring, healing, and filled with timeless wisdom. Susan’s writing has reaffirmed that I am not alone with the challenges that I am facing in the second half of life, and has given me the courage and perspective to forge onward with a renewed optimism about life and all that it has to teach me.”


—David F. Sowerby, PhD, adjunct faculty member, Sonoma State, Sofia, and Dominican Universities
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Introduction
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“Grow old along with me! The best is yet to be, the last of life for which the first was made.”
—Robert Browning, “Rabbi Ben Ezra”


What if the winter of life really was the best season—a time of completion and fulfillment, rather than a misery or a failure? And what if the primary problem wasn’t aging itself but the misguided tale we have learned to tell ourselves about it?


In many cultures, elders play a variety of valuable roles and are respected, even revered. The Japanese, for example, regard their elders as “national treasures” and even have a word—shibui—for the beauty of age. And in societies where elders are valued, “You look old today” is a compliment. In the United States, though, a number of factors, including an exaggerated fear of death and the overvaluing of autonomy, appearance, and achievement, have led to an inaccurate view of aging as a humiliating decline into misery. Demeaning ageist stereotypes reflect our collective aversion to age and cause enormous suffering for older as well as younger people. Being an old woman is seen as a particular misfortune, rather than the blessing that it can be.


In an environment where fear-based attitudes toward old age are so pervasive, it is easy to internalize them without realizing it. Some women resist these negative stereotypes by clinging to youth, hoping to avoid what is increasingly construed as the sin of aging. A multi-billion-dollar industry promises redemption, capitalizing on women’s fear of “losing their looks”—and therefore their value—as they age. Most consider it high praise to assure a woman that she doesn’t look her age. But the subtext is hardly a compliment: to be her age is bad.


At the other end of the spectrum are those who buy into the misconception that when youth fades it’s all over and who simply resign themselves to an inevitable downhill slide. Sadly, the belief that the winter of life is necessarily a time of debilitating decline usually goes hand in hand with a lack of health-promoting behaviors. Thus, many of us help bring to pass the very losses we dread.


Thankfully, resistance and resignation are not the only ways to approach the last season of life, and there is mounting evidence that the dread of aging is more rooted in fear and fallacy than in fact.1 Another more encouraging version of the story of old is gaining momentum, one that acknowledges the losses of later life but also celebrates its gifts and graces.2


This counterstory is apparent in the lives of many of today’s elders who are living far beyond the boundaries prescribed by ageist stereotypes. It is also illustrated by little-known folktales from around the world that depict the old woman as a multifaceted and valuable character—a far cry from the stories of wicked witches and ugly hags that most of us heard as children. And a growing body of research is confirming this heartening view of later life and yielding some surprising findings:


• Most so-called problems of age are the result of inactivity and illness, not years, and can be prevented, delayed, or offset by not smoking and by regular exercise and other health-friendly practices.3


• Catastrophic conditions mistakenly equated with age, such as severe dementia and debilitating physical frailty, are the exception, not the rule. The vast majority of people over sixty-five do not experience them.4


• People age in widely different ways, becoming less alike as they grow older. We are not determined by our years, and chronological age is a fairly poor predictor of how people feel and act.5


• Best of all, there are many positive trends in later life that have received far less attention than its losses, such as increased self-acceptance and tolerance toward others, enhanced creativity, a growing ability to savor life and to ride its ups and downs with equanimity and humor, and a deepening willingness to set aside our own interests for the greater good.


The Graces of Winter


Winter’s Graces are eleven qualities that reach their fullest expression in the last season of life:


• Agelessness


• Audacious Authenticity


• Compassion


• Contentment


• Courage


• Creativity/Ingenuity


• Necessary Fierceness


• Remembrance


• Self-Transcending Generosity


• Simplicity


• Wisdom


These characteristics are not exclusive to later life, and their seeds are best planted in earlier seasons. Some of them (increasing self-acceptance and heightened creativity, for example) often begin flowering in midlife. And these trends can be seen in the young as well, especially those facing catastrophic illness, serious addiction, or other life-altering challenges.


Still, later life provides a particular set of conditions conducive to the growth of these graces: long years that tend to lengthen, broaden, and deepen our perspective; a rich store of experiences (including so-called mistakes and failures); diminished social demands and expectations that we look and act a certain way; a somewhat slower pace; a growing taste for reflection; and a keen awareness that time is limited and life is precious.


Winter’s Graces are not inevitable, however, any more than catastrophic losses are. These gifts of later life are developmental tendencies that ripen most fully when we recognize and cultivate them. Some of them may arrive wrapped in unexpected or unappealing packages though, and we may find that opening them may require opening ourselves to things we might be reluctant to face.


The Grace of Agelessness, for example, entails owning our age so that we can move beyond it and discover its gifts. Necessary Fierceness may mean risking comfort and even safety in order to advocate for those who are suffering injustice. And the Grace of Remembrance involves making peace with the whole of our life, including the parts of our history (and ourselves) we would rather forget. This is hard work—yet good work—because Winter’s Graces benefit those who nurture and embody these qualities, as well as the people around them.


An Accidental Crone


My own exploration of late life began by accident at the age of fifty-four—and with great resistance. At that time, I had no interest whatsoever in old age. And then a series of events occurred that changed everything.


On May Day weekend in 2000 I attended a workshop at a local nature preserve, where we were instructed to find a spot to which we felt drawn, sit there for a few hours, and simply pay attention to what occurred within and around us. Afterward we met to tell stories of our experiences. Mine was humorous, but not especially significant, or so I thought.


I was immediately drawn to a huge, beautiful old willow tree, bright with budding leaves. Walking toward it, I anticipated the peace and stillness sure to pervade such an idyllic setting. To my surprise, the tree was not in the secluded sanctuary I’d imagined; instead it stood in a place where three paths intersected. Finding myself at an intersection was a telling reflection of my overly busy life at that time, as a university professor, single parent, grandmother, and caretaking daughter. I longed for quiet solitude but had very little of it then.


One of the workshop leaders commented that my experience was “a wonderful crone story.” I wasn’t sure what he meant by crone, but it sounded old, which I didn’t like. (I had no idea what an apt late-life image that old tree with bright new leaves was, and it wasn’t until much later that I learned about Hecate, an ancient crone goddess, who is the guardian of remote places, especially those where three paths intersect.) At the time, the facilitator’s comment puzzled and annoyed me, and I forgot all about the crone—until she crossed my path again two years later.


That spring as my fifty-sixth birthday was approaching, a graduate student at Sonoma State University told me that in the Celtic tradition, fifty-six is the age associated with becoming a crone. This time I wasn’t insulted but was still puzzled. How could I—with an adolescent son living at home and still feeling young myself—possibly be considered old?


Naturally curious and a lover of all things Celtic, I decided to look up crone in the dictionary and was horrified by its definition: “a withered, witch-like old woman.” I vehemently pushed the crone out of my mind, convinced she had nothing to do with me. I certainly wanted nothing to do with her.


But shortly afterward, I was reading Edain McCoy’s Celtic Women’s Spirituality and found an intriguing interpretation of an Irish myth about a young warrior and a three-headed serpent goddess: “When the warrior severed the crone, or third head, he effectively cut [humankind] off from the understanding and acceptance of the natural cycles of life, death, and rebirth.”6


In spite of my resistance to the word crone (and to thinking of myself as one), I found myself fascinated by the old woman’s connection to the cycles of nature. Also, this was my third encounter with the crone, and I knew that three is considered a significant number—or a wake-up call—in folklore, dreams, and often in life. So I decided to pay attention this time and see what I could learn about this insistent character.


McCoy had described the crone as the devourer aspect of the goddess, so I started by reading goddess literature and then the mythology of various cultures, hunting for grandmother goddesses. My resistance to the crone was quickly replaced by fascination. Some of these ancient goddesses were devourers, as McCoy had suggested, but they were not senselessly destructive.


The fierce Hindu goddess Kali, for example, is known as the Mother of Death, and yet the terror she instills can be a gateway to integrity and freedom. And Coatlicue, the ancient Mexican Death Mother, is also revered as the Mother of Life. I was captivated by this curious intertwining of death and life and was delighted to discover many grandmother goddesses who were not destroyers at all—Huitaca (the Columbian goddess of joy and intoxication), for example; “The Beautiful Old Woman in Red Garments” (an ancient hearth goddess who taught the Chinese the arts of medicine, herbology, and cooking); and the African goddess Mawu (the Old Woman of the West, co-creator of the world, and bringer of the cooling western winds). Most remarkable were Sheila na Gig and Tlazolteotl, Celtic and Aztec goddesses of sexuality—both old women!


Heartened and inspired, I then explored what psychiatrist Carl Jung called the “treasure trove” of the world’s folktales and once again was amazed by the myriad marvelous qualities that older heroines and supporting characters exhibited. Some were witches and hags to be sure, but most were wise, audacious, compassionate, courageous, patient, ingenious, funny, and bawdy, and a few were even described as beautiful.


I was moved by these stories and found myself feeling different about aging as a result of reading them. It became clear that although I had been blessed as a child with a wonderful grandmother, I had unknowingly absorbed the negative stereotypes of older women so prevalent in our culture. My grandmother’s being old hadn’t been a problem for me, but I was not comfortable with the prospect of growing old myself—and I knew I was not alone.


The characters in the crone tales were revealing some exciting possibilities for aging, and it became important to share what I was finding. Once I discovered that a growing body of research was also revisioning later life in a more balanced and heartening way, writing this book became something I had to do.


Good News and Bad Words


As often happens in stories and in life, hopeful heroines who set off on journeys rather quickly find themselves in trouble of one sort of another—being chased by a monster, getting lost in an ever-darkening forest, or being forced, under pain of death, to perform a series of seemingly impossible tasks. My unforeseen trouble was this: how to share good news about growing old, without using words that would send the very people I wanted to reach running in the opposite direction.


I shared early versions of this manuscript with several women in their fifties, sixties, and seventies. They loved the stories and appreciated the information, but the younger ones especially balked at the language—not just crone, but words like old, aging, even grandmother. One asked, “Do you have to say ‘old’?” Another suggested, “Can’t you just share the good parts without using the word aging? I don’t want to think about that.” And a friend in her seventies said, “‘Grandmother’ is my grandmother, and she was very old—maybe not in years, but she was old old.”


The message was loud and clear: We don’t want to think of ourselves as old. That presented me with an enormous conundrum: how to talk with women in midlife about what lies ahead without using words related to old.


I haven’t solved the riddle of how to speak about later life without using problematic words, but grappling with the challenge has been important. It brought home how deeply imbedded our aversion to old age is, especially our own oldness. It also spurred me to do some research on terms associated with the old woman, and that helped de-demonize words like crone, witch, and hag. And ultimately the struggle with offensive language led to the metaphor of winter and its graces.7


Crone is a particularly problematic word, though Jean Bolen has done a great deal in recent years to destigmatize it.8 Some dictionaries trace crone back to the Old French carignon, which means “rotting flesh”! However, Jungian analyst Marion Woodman and others argue that crone is more likely derived from the Latin corone, meaning “crown.”9 Thus, a crone is she who belongs to herself and wears the crown of sovereignty in her own life. This theme of sovereignty is also reflected in the tradition among some African Americans of referring to an older woman as “Queen.”


Hag and witch have been used for hundreds of years as derisive terms for old women. However, the etymology of both is unclear, and some suggest that the root and original meaning of each was reverential. Hag may have derived from the Greek hagia, meaning “holy,” and the words witch and wisdom may share a common root.


Within these pages, three words will be used to refer to the older woman. The first is crone because it was the initial whisper that caught my attention and kept after me until I agreed to write this book. Another helpful word is grandmother, a term of respect for a mature woman—not necessarily related by blood—used by many Native American and other tribal groups. The third, winter’s woman, emphasizes the older woman’s participation in the endlessly renewing cycles of nature. In the phases of the year, each season has its beauty and strengths, its lessons and limitations, and its graces. So it is with each season of a woman’s life.


An Invitation to Travelers


Winter’s Graces is intended primarily for women in their fifties and sixties who are dreading what lies on the far side of midlife. Rare is the woman of any age who looks forward to growing old, but the need for good news about the winter of life is especially pressing in middle adulthood. We who are in the autumn of life are the wise women of tomorrow, and the world needs us to step into our courage, creativity, wisdom, compassion, occasional fierceness, and the rest of Winter’s Graces. The growing number of people over sixty-five represents an enormous potential resource for the human family, which desperately needs the steady, ingenious, compassionate wisdom of its grandmothers and grandfathers.10


This book is also intended as a celebration of late life and of the old woman in particular. It has been my experience in talking and working with elders that they have discovered many gifts in their seventies, eighties, and nineties. Even so, they have expressed gratitude for having the graces of age confirmed and honored, and they have enjoyed hearing folktales of inspiring older heroes and heroines because they often feel dismissed in our culture.11 It is my hope that this book will contribute to the growing shift toward celebrating and honoring our elders and their graces.


Finally, I hope that men and younger readers will find value here as well. If you are a young woman or one just entering midlife, may you be inspired to age in your own way, unencumbered by the constrictions of ageist stereotypes. Meanwhile, many of Winter’s Graces can be cultivated at any time, for your own and others’ benefit, and they do not spring up overnight.


Ageism and sexism affect older men as well, especially the measuring of a man’s worth in terms of his income and productive power. My focus on the older woman is not intended to exclude anyone, but rather to honor the crone whose repeated “visits” inspired this project. Almost all of the research and theories of aging included here apply to both genders, unless otherwise specified. Male readers can find a wealth of elder tales and information on late-life development in Allan Chinen’s In the Ever After.


Regardless of age and gender, I invite you at least to peek through the keyhole of the imposing door marked OLD AGE and see for yourself what might lie on the other side. Listen to the words of elders, ponder the scientific evidence, allow the stories of the old ones to permeate your soul, and give winter a chance to bless you with her graces.


Why Stories?


Folktales are a rich repository of humanity’s most enduring and healing wisdom. Details shift somewhat over time and vary slightly across continents, but the essential nuggets of truth and understanding are remarkably similar in folktales around the world. If we listen to them with an open mind and heart, stories can help us navigate the inevitable challenges of human life, learn to live in harmony with our fellow creatures, and become what my son Logan (at age six) called “a full grown-up.”12


The grandmother stories are particularly rich in wisdom because they feature the wise old woman as protagonist or essential supporting character. They are important in other ways as well. First, the crone tales contain delightful older characters that are unconstrained by our limited and limiting ageist stereotypes. In these old stories, we glimpse heartening possibilities for aging with grace, zest, humor, courage, flexibility, and a host of other qualities. In her collection of elder tales, Gray Heroes, Jane Yolen writes,


What the folk stories do is give us a narrative—often rife with familiar images or themes or adages—that play out enormous possibilities. An active, engaged, and powerful old age is one such possibility . . . Elderly heroes fight dragons, make love, set things aright with a bit of well-worn wisdom. They save their grandchildren, a city, a kingdom, a castle, a king. They meet the enemy with courage and compassion and cunning.13


Stories speak directly to the heart and can inspire us to “get moving” in new directions. The root meaning of emotion is “to stir up, to cause to move,” and often the stirring of emotions does go hand in hand with the stirring up of lives. “The Midwife of Dakar,” for example, might inspire you to venture into unknown territory, in spite of fear. Or “The Wise Woman” might encourage you to stand firmly with what you know in your bones, despite others’ doubt or criticism.


Another gift of the grandmother tales is that they pull us out of our isolation and remind us—much like a good friend—that we are not alone. Many elder stories open with a statement of loss or struggle—poverty, mistreatment, loneliness, or the threat of imminent death at the hands of a powerful enemy. They bring to light our shared dilemmas and take us into the heartache of humanity, in a gentle way. They enable us to watch—from the safer distance of the third person—these age-old dramas that are the stuff of life, the heroine’s life and our life. These tales help us to remember that we are not the only one who has been mistreated because of age and gender (“Tell It to the Walls”) and that we are not alone in our loneliness (“The Woman in the Moon”). Recalling our membership in the human family can be profoundly healing.


And the grandmother stories also offer assurance and comfort because in them we witness not only struggle but also coming through. The ever-optimistic heroine in “The Hedley Kow” shows that even in the face of repeated loss, contentment is possible. And “The Rope of Ash” is a heartening reminder that seemingly impossible situations often contain hidden seeds of solution. Like a warm blanket, or a cup of cocoa on a winter’s night, these stories assure us that through wandering we eventually find our way, and that somehow, despite hardship, “all shall be well.”


Folktales have a naturally healing effect on the human psyche when we open ourselves to them. If we take a little time to reflect on a story and notice our responses to it, its effect is enhanced. Questions to encourage such reflection follow each story. Like dreams, stories have multiple meanings for different people and even for the same person at different times. Listening to what a story touches in you is a most reliable guide for uncovering its particular message for you and releasing what Clarissa Pinkola Estés calls story’s “medicine.”14


At the same time, listening to others’ responses to a story can be beneficial. In classes and workshops, I’ve often seen how a comment made by one person in response to a folktale can enrich the experience of others. As a supplement to your reflections, my own are included as well.


The Lay of the Land


Chapters 1 through 11 are devoted to eleven gifts of later life, beginning with the foundational graces of Authenticity and Self-Transcending Generosity and ending with the crowning grace of Wisdom. These chapters each contain one or two stories that illustrate a particular grace; snippets of research that validate it; and examples, quotations, and poetry that amplify it. Each chapter closes with user-friendly tools and practices for cultivating the grace—for those who find that particular quality challenging, or those who are in a situation calling for an extra dose of it.


The final chapter, Blessing, is a grateful acknowledgement of the rich legacy of the world’s elders. It is also an invitation for readers to discover and develop the gifts of later life and to grow into wise old women and men, for their own and others’ sake.


Winter’s Graces may be read in many ways—from cover to cover, or grace by grace, in whatever order you wish; playing with the questions and tools, or exploring the book in your own way. However you travel through these pages, may you find encouragement and nourishment. May you come to appreciate the graces of winter in yourself and in others and dare to share your unique version of them with the world.


— Susan Stewart, PhD
Petaluma, CA
May 1, 2018




1: The Grace of Authenticity
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“More and more I belong to myself . . . It’s taken me all the time I’ve had.”
—Florida Scott-Maxwell,
The Measure of My Days


To be fully and freely ourselves is one of the most joyful and hard-won gifts of later life. In the first half of life our primary psychological tasks are establishing an identity and making a place for ourselves in the world. Outer-focused, we take cues from family, friends, and societal standards, often wearing “other people’s faces”1 in order to feel accepted, to belong. We make compromises, play games, keep up appearances, and pretend a little, or a lot.


But in the second half of life, fitting in and pleasing others become less important than being at home in our own skin. The joy of being and trusting ourselves is heightened for women because, traditionally, we have been socialized to value relationships and others’ needs ahead of our own.2 After decades of living for and through others, belonging to ourselves, at last, is an especially precious gift. As we work free of the need for others’ approval, we move toward becoming our own authority and the author of our own life. Anne Lamott conveys the joy of coming home to herself as she’s aged:


Age has given me what I was looking for my entire life—it has given me me. It has provided time and experience and failures and triumphs and time-tested friends who have helped me step into the shape that was waiting for me. I fit into me now. I have an organic life, finally, not necessarily the one people imagined for me, or tried to get me to have. I have the life I longed for. I have become the woman I hardly dared imagine I could be.3


The French have a wonderful term—women of a certain age— that reflects the growing ability in the second half of life to know who we are and to live accordingly. Author and activist Paula Gunn Allen describes a similar trend in the Native American world. “Middle age frees a woman for making choices congenial to her experience, circumstances, and nature. There she can choose who to be, now that her learning, practicing, and nurturing tasks are accomplished.” What emerges as women grow older, says Allen, is the “ever-more-evident being of just who they are and who they always have been.”4


Many women report liking themselves better in midlife, as the youthful hope of perfection gives way to a mature contentment with being good enough, as they are. And winter affords the opportunity to deepen our relationship with the authentic self and to become more attentive and faithful to her promptings. Decreasing demands of childrearing and career in later life allow greater freedom to discover our preferences and follow our own rhythms. Lessening social pressure to look and act a certain way brings a sense of liberation and a daring to live by our own lights, regardless of what others think. And growing awareness of our limits and mortality heightens the desire to devote the time and energy we have to what genuinely matters. The Grace of Authenticity ripens in the winter of life, bringing with it a refinement of power and greater freedom to be ourselves, even to the point of audacity.


Refined Power


Power is a natural outgrowth of living from the inside out, rather than in terms of others’ expectations and standards. As a woman comes to know, trust, and honor herself, she grows more effective, more powerful. The power that becomes accessible to winter’s woman flows from her deepening fidelity to what holds meaning and value for her. As she focuses on what matters, she becomes a force with which to be reckoned. Refined power is not bullying, nor self-serving, however. Tempered by compassion and wisdom, it is practical, discerning, and, above all, concerned for the greater good.


Human history is so filled with examples of abuses of power that it has become associated with egotism, willfulness, control, domination, and destruction. In addition, with the rise of patriarchy, power has been encouraged in men, but regarded as dangerous and malevolent in women. Fear of “the Old Woman who acknowledges no master,” as feminist author Barbara Walker describes the crone, culminated in the torture and murder of over fifty thousand old women and other suspects during the witch hunts of Europe and North America.5


Due to its abuse and negative connotations, we have lost a sense of the true meaning of the word power. Its root is related to potential, suggesting that power is something natural and latent within that enables us to be effective. As we become more authentic, we can harness our power to do what we must and to deal effectively with obstacles that arise. And as we grow more at home with who we are, we can stand firmly with ourselves, rather than stridently against others—like the heroine in the following folktale from Norway:


The Little Old Woman Who Went to the North Wind


A little old woman wished to make a loaf of bread, so she went to the miller and bought a bowl of flour. Eager to make her bread, she hurried home. Just as she neared her house, the North Wind whisked by, blowing her flour to the four corners of the world.


The little old woman was dismayed at this bit of bad luck, but she took a coin and returned to the miller and bought another bowl of flour. As she neared her house she held her bowl very carefully, but again the North Wind blustered by, scattering her flour to the four corners of the world.


Once again, the little old woman took a coin to the miller and bought a bowl of flour. And again, despite her care, the North Wind swept the contents of her bowl to the four corners of the world.


“I will go to the North Wind and demand that he give me back my three bowls of flour!” declared the little old woman. She set out and walked a long way until she came to a mountain where she found the North Wind.


“How are you?” asked the little old woman.


“I am quite fine. What might I do for you, dear woman?” asked the North Wind.


“I would ask only that you return to me the three bowls of flour that you blew away,” replied the little old woman.


“I am afraid that I cannot fulfill your request, for I have blown those bowls of flour to the four corners of the world. But I will give you something so that you will never be hungry again. Here is my magic tablecloth. Whenever you say to it, ‘Cloth, spread yourself!’ it will be covered with the finest of food and drink.”


The little old woman thanked the North Wind for his kindness and the magic tablecloth and started for her home. Having had no rest for some time, she stopped at an inn for the night, and, feeling quite hungry, she spread out the cloth and said, “Cloth, spread yourself!”


In the twinkling of an eye, the cloth was covered with a feast of such delicacies that the old woman hardly knew where to begin. As she ate, the innkeeper smelled her food and peeked through the keyhole, and when he spied the tablecloth he decided to have it for himself.


When the little old woman went to sleep, the innkeeper sneaked into her room and took the tablecloth, hiding it in his cupboard.


The next morning the little old woman was distraught at finding that her magic tablecloth was missing. She made her way back up the mountain, telling the North Wind that she feared it had been stolen.


“I will give you my magic staff,” said the North Wind. “All you must do is return to the inn and say, ‘Staff, dance!’ The staff will dance on the toes of the thief.”


The little old woman thanked the North Wind for his assistance once again and returned to the inn. There she found the innkeeper entertaining his guests with a magnificent feast provided by her magic tablecloth. The little old woman wasted no time in saying, “Staff, dance!”


The staff danced right over to the innkeeper, dancing on his toes. No matter what the innkeeper did, the staff continued to bounce up and down on his toes.


“Please stop this staff!” cried the innkeeper.


“Then return to me what is mine!” cried the old woman.


The innkeeper gladly gave over the tablecloth, and the little old woman left. The staff danced back to the North Wind, and the little old woman returned to her home.


From that day forth, she was never hungry, for the magic tablecloth provided her with the most sumptuous meals until she died.6


Some Questions for Reflection


1. What part of the tale speaks most strongly to you, and how is that related to your present life or something (perhaps unfinished) from the past?


2. Is there a situation in your life right now where you need to stand up to a powerful force like the North Wind and assert yourself? How might you apply this heroine’s ability to be firm yet kind, assertive yet respectful?


3. When has accepting the loss of something important (like the old woman’s flour) led you to something of even greater value (like the magic tablecloth)?


4. When have you refused to surrender to changing circumstances and stayed focused on trying to recover or recreate what was lost? What happened as a result?


5. What helps you in discerning when you need to stand your ground or to surrender to life’s unfolding? (Answers might include meditating, walking in nature, talking with a trusted friend, writing, or listening to your body or your dreams.)


6. When have you been like the innkeeper, resenting another’s good fortune, rather than being glad for her or him?


7. If you were to incorporate the message of this story and its “medicine”7 for you, what action or internal shift might you make in your life?


Reflections


The heroine in this tale exemplifies the refined, focused, yet flexible power that emerges in the winter of life. Even though she has been thwarted three times in her attempt to bake a loaf of bread, the old woman goes to the North Wind determined, but not belligerent. Instead of “How dare you!” her first words are “How are you?” She sets a tone for conversation and cooperation rather than opposition. And the North Wind responds in kind: “What can I do for you?” he asks.


The story demonstrates that authentic power is not insistence or force. It is collaborative, and it sometimes entails not getting exactly what we want. This woman stands up for her needs, yet she is willing to accept loss, limitations, and changing circumstances. She does not become attached to a specific plan or outcome.


This interplay of being committed to our own needs and also willing to work with what life brings reflects a fundamental paradox of later life. In winter, we grow more deeply into who we are (Authenticity) and at the same time become more willing to surrender or alter our own agenda when appropriate (Self- Transcending Generosity). The crowning Grace of Wisdom helps us to discern which is needed when and in what proportion— tenacious Authenticity and/or gracious Generosity.


The North Wind is an important and paradoxical character in this story. He appears initially as a troublemaker, but in fact he is an ally who has the old woman’s best interests at heart. In many of the world’s myths, the wind is a powerful and unpredictable sacred force that pushes the hero or heroine in a new direction that is necessary for the fulfillment of his or her destiny. And the term true north is sometimes used to describe the path we must follow, regardless of practicality, other’s opinions, or our own plans and preferences.


The North Wind’s blowing away the old woman’s flour but giving her something far more valuable is a beautiful image for a shift in focus that often occurs in later life (see Chapter 2: Self-Transcending Generosity). Like the woman buying her flour and making her own bread, in youth we tend to focus on making things happen. With age, we recognize that we are part of a Greater Mystery that is a far more reliable source of inspiration and nourishment than our own plans and efforts—like the magic tablecloth.


The end of the story is touching to me. When the old woman has recovered her tablecloth from the unscrupulous innkeeper, she does not waste her time and energy berating him or making sure he pays for his misdeed. She simply takes back what is hers and goes on her way. I’ve noticed that when I’m tending to my authentic business, I am less likely to be concerned about how others’ lives are unfolding. Most of the time, it is none of my business.


Audacious Authenticity


As we grow into knowing, trusting, and honoring ourselves in later life, we give ourselves more permission to be audaciously and unapologetically who we are. In a sense, we come full circle as older women, recovering an uncensored way of being, like young children who have not yet learned to hide parts of themselves and to pretend to be other than they are.


One of the deepest delights of my life is spending time with my grandchildren. The two youngest, Lona and Lukas, were three and one when I was editing this chapter, and I was struck by how clearly they expressed their authentic preferences and emotions, using very few words. And there were moments when curiosity and determination carried them into territory that was dangerous or destructive, and it was necessary to set limits, lest they hurt themselves or someone else.


In a similar way, the audacity of late life is not simply self-indulgence or the reckless acting out of personal whims without regard for others. It is the freedom to be and express ourselves in authentic and unconventional ways, balanced and tempered by the recognition that we are not the center of things, but part of the web of life. Gerontologists, anthropologists, and others have observed that this late-life “license for eccentricity” is often expressed in ribald humor, unselfconscious dancing, and forms of play such as climbing trees and jumping rope with children.8 The old heroine in the following folktale from Algeria responds to a dire situation with a masterful blend of courage, wisdom, and audacity.


The Wise Woman


The people of a village in Algeria were under siege. Lack of food, water, and medical supplies had nearly reduced them to total destruction. Many had already died, and the remaining few were losing hope.


The mayor called a meeting and said, “My dear friends, the end is near. If we don’t surrender immediately we will all die anyway. Perhaps the enemy will take pity on those of us who are still alive if we submit to them now.”


The villagers listened with heavy hearts, bowing their heads with their latest burden. Then Aicha came forward. She was an ancient woman, her eyes were still bright, and she walked with dignity.


She turned to the people. “We must not give in just yet. I have an idea, and if you will help me, I believe we will be saved.”


“What is your plan, Aicha?” the mayor asked.


“First, I will need a calf!” said Aicha firmly.


The mayor was dismayed. “How can you request a calf? There hasn’t been a calf in our village for months.”


But Aicha insisted she needed a calf, and the villagers searched far and wide for one. After some time, they found a calf in the shed of a stingy old man who had hoped to sell it later for a healthy price. The villagers triumphantly brought the calf to Aicha, leaving the old man sputtering in anger at his loss.


“You have done well,” praised Aicha when she saw the calf. “Now bring me some corn.”


The villagers groaned upon hearing her request. But she entreated them to search everywhere. And soon they all returned with bits and pieces of corn until there was enough to fill a bucket. Aicha added some water to it and fed it to the calf.


“How can you feed that calf when children are crying for a bit of food and people are dying of hunger each day?” asked the mayor.


But Aicha continued to feed the calf, stating, “Have faith, sir, and you will see that this will save our village.”


The mayor resigned himself to giving in to her. When the calf had finished eating, Aicha led it to the city wall and told the sentry to open the gates. The mayor had followed and nodded to the sentry to do as she requested. When the gates were opened, Aicha pushed out the calf, which then began to graze on the grass outside the gates.


The enemy was watching and wasted no time in capturing the calf and taking it in triumph to their leaders. The enemy king was stunned when he saw what they had brought.


“How can this be?” exclaimed the king. “I thought the villagers were starving, and yet they have a calf they can spare. They must be better prepared than we assumed. However, let us not waste it. We shall feast tonight.”


The men soon slaughtered the calf and were shocked to find that its stomach contained undigested corn. They took this news to the king, who became even more concerned.


“If these villagers can feed corn to this calf, they must have more food than we do. We cannot outlast them, or we will be the ones to starve.” The kings’ men agreed, and he gave the order to retreat.


The next morning the sentry ran to the mayor with the grand news. The mayor gathered the villagers and announced that as Aicha had promised, the enemy had departed. The villagers cheered the old woman, and she lived the remainder of her days in honor and comfort.9


Some Questions for Reflection


1. What speaks most strongly to you in this story, and how is that reflected in your life, present or past?


2. When have you felt hopeless and given up, as the mayor suggests the villagers do? What effect did your giving up have on the situation, on you, and on others?


3. When have you persevered in a difficult situation, as Aicha urges the villagers to do, and found resources you hadn’t known were available?


4. What helps and what hinders you in standing firmly with yourself in the face of others’ doubt and criticism?


5. Where, in your present life, might an audacious, creative ruse like Aicha’s plan be just what’s needed, for your own and others’ benefit?


6. If you were to incorporate the “medicine” of this story for you, what action—large or small—would you dare to undertake?


Reflections


What touches me most in this story is Aicha’s ability to stand with herself, trusting her sense of what is needed when others do not understand. It takes enormous courage to pursue an audacious and uncertain course, especially in the face of suffering and of accusations like the mayor’s: “How can you feed that calf when children are crying for a bit of food?”


Aicha’s plan shows the interplay of the graces of Authenticity, Courage, Creativity, and Wisdom in the winter of life. Authenticity is the foundation of courage, and Aicha’s solidarity-with-self helps her to be an effective and courageous instrument. The situation in the village is dire, and necessity demands an unusual, indirect, and creative approach. Materially, there is very little to work with in the village, so Aicha must think practically and, at the same time, audaciously.


Like many older heroines in the world’s folktales, she draws on her knowledge of herself (Authenticity) and of the human heart (Wisdom) and correctly senses how the enemy might interpret the presence of a calf with undigested corn in its stomach. There is also great wisdom in how she approaches the villagers. They are frightened, hungry, and hopeless, and her gently asking them to take on one task at a time is very skillful. She praises them for each success as well, which lends them strength and courage for the next step.


Aicha’s story also foreshadows the Grace of Self-Transcending Generosity. She is concerned for the well-being of the whole village, unlike the stingy old man who is motivated by selfishness and greed. She understands that they will all survive or die together. This tale offers a powerful lesson in community: each finds something to contribute, even if it is a single kernel of corn. Together, the villagers discover that they have far more resources than they realized.


Aicha’s outlandish, ingenious plan is risky, yet it saves them. Even if it had failed, working together to the end, in cooperation and dignity, might have been preferable to surrendering and begging for mercy from an enemy unlikely to be merciful.


Cultivating Authenticity


The journey toward authenticity is a theme that has long fascinated philosophers, poets, psychologists, and other pilgrims, especially in the West. Fortunately, many of these seekers have left behind words of wisdom about the vital importance of knowing and daring to be oneself. In Hamlet, for example, Shakespeare advises, “This above all: to thine own self be true.” We are beneficiaries of a rich legacy that identifies the attitudes and practices that nurture authenticity and the obstacles that arise as we seek to honor who we really are and to let go of the inauthentic.


Allies of Authenticity


Nurturing the authentic self entails pausing and reflecting, welcoming what disturbs us, letting go of attachments, and daring to heed the promptings of the authentic self, even when they lead to upheaval.


Reflection: Stop, Look, and Listen


Back in the 1950s, parents and teachers urged elementary school children to Stop, Look, and Listen so that they might learn the secrets of passing safely through intersections. I have found this to be a good formula for cultivating authenticity as well.


Stopping is the first step. In our warp-speed and multitasking world, to stop doing and accomplishing may sound foreign, or impossible. And yet it is essential to take breaks from busyness if we are to become acquainted with ourselves. Spending just a few minutes each day doing nothing except simply being quiet can make the difference between a life that is authentic, joyful, and purposeful and one that is distracted, hurried, and unsatisfying.


Step two is turning inward, looking and listening with openness and curiosity. The purpose of this kind of inward attending is simply to notice and acknowledge what is there, without judgment. As we pay closer attention to our emotions and thoughts, to our breath and other physical sensations, to our dreams and daydreams, even to the lyrics of songs we find ourselves spontaneously singing, we glimpse more of what is alive within us. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, an early women’s rights activist, observed: “To develop our real selves, we need time alone for thought [and meditation]. To be always giving out and never pumping in, the well runs dry.”10


Keeping company with the self on a regular basis can bring awareness of unused potential and gifts within us, of defenses and rough edges that need attention and softening, as well as parts of ourselves and our lives that no longer have value for us and need to be relinquished.


Over time, we may come to know some of our frequent inner visitors by name. (Some of mine are Wise Witness, Worry Bird, Little Red Hen, and Undertoad.) By paying attention, we may come to understand the origins of some of these parts of ourselves, to sense what they might need from us and what they have to offer. And if we keep our inner eyes and ears open, we may be surprised as well—by the presence of an insistent longing we did not know we had, by lingering distress over a situation we thought we had resolved, or by an unexpected moment of joy. Our task is to acknowledge all of these; each can teach us something about who we are—if we are willing to learn.


Welcoming the Disturbers


Some inner visitors are more welcome than others. Self-observation brings awareness not only of aspects of ourselves we are pleased to discover, but also of qualities and tendencies from which we would rather run and hide. Psychiatrist Carl Jung called these disturbing, previously unacknowledged parts of ourselves the Shadow, and he observed that they begin to clamor loudly for attention in the second half of life. Shadow elements come calling in the service of authenticity and wholeness, but they also shake the foundations of who we think we are.11


In the first half of life, said Jung, our sense of self (ego) is limited, based largely on messages from family and society about what is acceptable and required of us. For example, many women— especially those now in the fall and winter of life—were encouraged as girls and younger women to develop their emotional skills and their capacity for selflessness, while their intellect, fierceness, and autonomy remained largely unconscious and underdeveloped.


Beginning in midlife, however, all the dimensions of the self that we have disowned begin to demand acknowledgement and inclusion. It can be both frightening and excruciating, for example, for someone identified with being a generous caretaker to admit her resentment and to begin to resurrect her own unlived dreams. For a hardheaded thinker, recognizing her vulnerable, sometimes irrational heart could be equally troubling. However, if we are willing to pay attention to these disturbing, atypical (for us) feelings and longings and acknowledge them as parts of ourselves, we grow toward a more balanced, whole, and authentic self.


The willingness to bless the disturbing, awkward, inconvenient, untamed, contradictory, and embarrassing parts of ourselves also benefits others. The kindness we learn to show toward our inner disturbers spills outward in kindness toward others and their troubling tendencies. As many an elder has discovered, age tends to make us more tolerant of others’ faults, as we become increasingly aware of those same tendencies within ourselves.


Relinquishing Attachments


Another ally in the journey toward authenticity—and a counterpoint to embracing the disturbers—is letting go of our attachment to roles, activities, and abilities that have shaped our sense of self for decades but are no longer vital or viable. There are losses in the winter of life as surely as there are graces, and when these losses occur close to the heart of who we have known ourselves to be, we are shaken.


For many women, the fading of physical attractiveness causes a major shake-up, especially in midlife. I can still remember the sense of invasion, embarrassment, and annoyance I felt as a young woman when construction workers sometimes made approving sounds as I walked by. However, when the noises stopped, it was an adjustment. I had never thought of myself as beautiful, but it took time to accept that in my sixties I had become invisible. There is, however, an upside to invisibility: the delicious freedom to be audaciously myself.


Losses in the winter of life may include the inability to do certain things as well or as quickly as we used to. It has been painful for me to recognize and accept that I am not as quick on my cognitive feet as I used to be, nor as good at keeping track of multiple ideas at once. These skills served me well as a teacher. As they diminished, I realized that they had also contributed to my sense of self and worth. Thankfully, accepting those losses has opened up new territory. Along with the loss of speed I’ve discovered a way of thinking that is slower but richer, sometimes wiser, and often more creative.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Winter’s
Graces

The Surprising
Gifts of
Later Life

Susan Avery Stewart, PhD

[swp)

SHE WRITES PRESS





OEBPS/images/9781631523809.jpg
60
<

181

The Surpr

ife

Later L

PhD

Susan Avery Stewart,






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





