Confronting growing old and coming away whole 
Mary Judith Ress*

It didn't happen suddenly.  But last year, after I turned 56, I started observing in a dozen small ways that I was leaving one life cycle and entering another. Looking at myself in the mirror, I could still see in my face traces of the young 25-year-old Judy, and of course almost every morning I could still see looking back at me the Judy of today, in all her fullness, bursting with energy and life.  But every once in a while I caught glimpses of the old Judy: a face marked by the lines of my own history (a face, described by the Japanese as shibui—sealed with the beauty of age.)

They say that many women between 50 and 60 years of age awaken one fine day suddenly struck by the subtle changes in their appearance. With a start, they realize that their sexual attraction as well as their physical energy has notably diminished.  And identifying with Miss Jean Brody (from the film, The Prime of Miss Jean Brody), these women are forced to admit that—like Miss Jean—they too are now "past their prime." 

But what is "the prime of life"—and who defines it?  Our patriarchal societies exalt the young woman, the sexy woman, the female companion to the energetic male—and basically ignore older women.  What is behind this fierce need to make old women invisible?

The feared Old Woman
Thanks to feminist anthropological studies of the last 20 years, we now know that before the rise of the male gods of patriarchy, female images of the Divine were widespread: the goddess in thousands of forms inhabited the pre-patriarchal world for at least 5,000 years.  Everywhere, this goddess revealed herself in her three aspects: as young maiden, mother and crone—or as creator, preserver and destroyer. Christianity has assimilated the aspects of maiden and mother into the figure of Mary, the Virgin Mother of Jesus.  The old woman, on the other hand, was repressed—perhaps because she was too terrifying to a patriarchal culture that needed to avoid the unavoidable part of the life cycle that has to do with destruction and death. 

Let's take a closer look at the figure of the Old Woman to find clues to explain the subtle but generalized rejection of elderly women in our modern societies.

According to feminist historian Barbara Walker (The Crone: Woman of Age, Wisdom and Power, Harper, San Francisco, 1985), the patriarchal prejudice against older women is rooted in the primordial terror men experience in the face of their final inexistence. The image of the old woman as Mother Death is present in all pre-patriarchal religions as a way of recognizing that she who gives life also gives death.  The myth of the Final Judgment, or the End of the World, is very, very ancient and is present in every culture.  It derives from a very early recognition by the human species that every being that is born also dies, that everything that has a beginning will one day also have an end. 

At a very deep (but rarely discussed) level, the male of our species associates women with death. (We only have to remember that many origin myths refer to the vagina dentada, or to expressions that refer to women's genitals as "the door to immortality" or to "the house of the dead"). For our ancestors, it was obvious that life came from women.  But it was also obvious that this life contained within it the seeds of its own death.  Therefore life given by the Great Mother, through women, was in essence a life of finitude. Mothers give life, which, at the proper moment, will end in death. Life given by the mother never came with the promise of being everlasting. These convictions were deeply rooted in our psyches.  We humans have a knowledge that perhaps we would not have desired:  we know that we are going to die—a knowledge that is felt acutely by our species alone.  Some call this knowledge our "curse"—the price we must pay for being the only known self-conscious species to inhabit the planet. 

Pre-patriarchal myths portray the Old Woman as the most powerful of the three aspects of the goddess.  She could conquer gods. Just like the Crone goddesses, old women of that age played key roles within their tribes and clans: gray-haired women were judges, counselors and medicine women; it was they who accompanied the dying, presided over burials, and interceded for the community to the divinities. Her representation as Mother Death was the most repressed of all the aspects of pre-Christian religions. Finally, in the Middle Ages, the Old Woman became the devil's companion.  The now dominant patriarchal Catholic Church transformed the old medicine woman and midwife of medieval villages into "witches"—Satan's helpers. The result: a "women's holocaust" where some nine million women were tortured, burnt, hanged or drown as witches between the 12th and 19th centuries. 
According to a growing body of feminist scholarship, rejection by modern societies of the Old Woman figure is based on a deep fear of women in general.  Within the patriarchal mindset, a man wants a woman first as an object of sexual pleasure.  Next, he wants her as the mother of his children: he wants to entrust their care and nurture (and his as well) to her; he want her to be totally dedicated to the family.  This patriarchal system denies women their right to age by prolonging her role as mother, even though her biological ability to be a mother has ended.  Why aren't women allowed to become old? 

Here once again we come face to face with the fear of seeing old age: the beloved mother, now old; the life-long partner, now aging.  Is it because in her wrinkled face, a man sees written his own destruction and death? A fundamental premise of Christianity is that there is no death—only life everlasting.  Instead of the mother who, giving life also gives finitude, the Christian God the Father breaks the cycle of being born of the earth and returning there at the end of one's days. This God offers you (or at least your soul) the reward of heaven in exchange for a life of following in the footsteps of Christ and his Church. According to feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether, "in order to reject death, man must also reject the Mother who is present in all women. Male eschatology is built on negation of the mother. The escape from sex and birth is ultimately an attempt to escape from death for which women such as Eve and mother are made responsible. By escaping the female realm of sexuality and procreation, one can also free oneself from finitude and mortality." (Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology, Boston: Beacon Press, 1983, pp. 143-144). The face of Old Woman heralds the eventual death of "every man born of woman"—that is to say, you, me, all of us.  It is our destiny.

Taking on the face of the Old Woman

So I ask myself, how am I taking on the face of my old woman? I am convinced that the beauty that comes with age is a deep, interior beauty—which is exactly why no one can take it from me.  It is mine, honed in the weaving of all my days, all my years. Hopefully it reflects humor, wisdom, courage and an invitation to friendship. Hopefully it doesn't have too many blemishes or nervous tics. Hopefully it reflects fullness of life. Hopefully it shows that I've learned to be gentle with myself.  But it is no easy task, this.  I tend to want to cry over my lost youth when I could "climb every mountain" or dance the night away without thinking twice. In the end, hopefully I'll have the courage to leave one stage and welcome the next, take on the dark side of the moon as well as the cycle of destruction, deterioration and steadfastly meet Mother Death whose face I just might come to reflect.  

But accepting "the autumn of life" is not at all easy or romantic.  One can speak about this stage as one of "maturation" or as a "harvest time" or "the last for which the first was made," but in all truth autumn announces winter when night conquers day and cold reigns supreme; everything rests, stops, dies. My experience tells me that there will always be a new spring.  But at this time I am called to live fully the autumn of my life. 

Memory and legacy

Something that comes automatically with aging is remembering.  I am now bursting with memories.  With the passing of the years, I notice what appears to be a most human condition—wanting to remember the "good old days."  We want to remember them for a variety of reasons: to understand the past, to see it now in retrospect, perhaps more compassionately, less judgmentally. To cut through a spiral of cynicism and bitterness. To connect us with our own history and reinterpret it from the vantage point of age. To reconstruct our lives—and in the process, to reinvent ourselves. 

I believe we remember the past to re-imagine the future, to seek paths that point to where we are going, based on where we've been. Remembering allows us to recover those lost pieces of ourselves—lost dreams, something of our "original self" that never materialized, what we "might have been, if only…"—and compare them with what we have become.  Dreams and ideals confronting the reality of what we are today.  In sum, in this stage of life we are continually remolding our lives, looking for patterns of meaning, searching for structures that are repeated over the generations. 

Moreover, I believe that the spirituality of this stage of life is linked to an innate sense of wanting to leave a legacy. One feels deeply linked to those who have gone before and those who will follow.  This generational interdependence becomes more visible with the passing of the years. I now feel in my innards key continuities between the past and present. I feel a keen responsibility to do everything in my power to guarantee that there is a future for my grandchildren.

With the years, we come to recognize that we bear the history of the family, of the "tribe" in our bones. Perhaps the same thing has happened to you:  all the old folks have died—parents, aunts and uncles, the relatives who were always "just there." There absence leaves a great void; suddenly there is no one "older," no more elders to point the way.  Gradually, we discover that it is now our turn to take on being the family elder.  We are now the ones who must see to it that the youngsters know the history, the traditions, the stories—including all the legends, proverbs, sayings and songs—that define us, that tell where we came from (in my case, Ireland), who we are, what our birthright is. 

And so we find ourselves as the family storytellers, those who tell the myths of our people, the greatness of the ancestors, the special things about our land of origin—its rolling green meadows, the smell of the lilies of the valley announcing spring, the rollicking midsummer's eve feasts full of lovemaking—an entire history molded by great grandparents that still resides in the souls of their offspring. 

But it also befalls us storytellers to tell of the shadow side as well:  patterns of divorce and abandonment, disease and nervous breakdowns, long-held grudges between cousins, the "scandals"—all of it, including the dark side—makes up the story and tells us who we are.

Lastly, a role I play—and one played by many older women—is to be a spiritual guide to younger women.  We now have the wisdom of having walked through the desert, of having experienced the pleasures as well as the sorrows of life and can offer some security and trust to those who fear the journey is filled with insurmountable obstacles. As grandmothers, ancestors, medicine women we can calm the young and give them a generational confidence that assures them that their personal challenges are part of a much larger pattern of who we are.

I think our legacy must be vast, wide, and planetary in scope. Every once in awhile, when I am alone in my "sacred space" near the sea, I have the sensation that I can see the entire lineage that will come after me, while at the same time I see all those who have gone before.  In those moments I am overwhelmed with feelings of deep communion with this lineage and I know that I am "from them":  I always existed in some way in my ancestors and I will be present in my descendents. And from both sides—the past and the future—I hear their call to do what all humans are called to do:  Assure that there is a future for this so lovely but so fragile planet we call Home.  I'll take that on.        
*Mary Judith Ress is an ecofeminist theologian. She is a founding member of Con-spirando.

Source:  Con-spirando # 29: Tiempos de envejecer (diciembre, 1999), pp. 16-20. 
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