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Birthdays—times for growing

A birthday that I dread is coming
next month. I’ll reach the traditional
retirement age—Social Security age
—and the closer that birthday gets, the
more ominous it seems. It feels like being put on
the down escalator when I still want to be going up.
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I’m sharing my feelings because they make me
rethink what God wants from me, and I hope read-
ing them will help you reconsider what God wants
from you. If we see how to be more faithful indi-
vidually, the church will become more faithful.

A reluctant senior citizen

For several years I’ve disliked being offered
senior-citizen rates. The farther I get past the fifty-
five or fifty that qualifies, the more aware I am of
being old. I’'m discouraged, too, by doctors saying
now, whenever I describe a complaint
that I want cured, “Well, you know,

as we get older ...” That means
“Face it! You’re falling apart and
there’s no remedy for it.”

Another unnerving development of the past few
years is that younger friends (even fiftyish ones!)
often call me “Mrs. Wendland” now, instead of
“Barbara.” Having them say “Yes, ma’am” to me is
even worse. Our age difference evidently is now so
obvious that they think I require special deference.
I’m sure their intentions are good, but it feels bad.

Women of age, wisdom, and power

Despite the increasing evidence of aging, I,\\? !
I’ve been heartened by rereading Barbara X
Walker’s The Crone: Woman of Age, Wis- .
dom, and Power (Harper & Row, 1985). Walker
tells that in many early societies older women were
seen as founts of wisdom, law, healing skills, and
moral leadership. “Their wrinkles,” Walker says,
“would have been badges of honor, not of shame.”

Fully ourselves as God wants

“Perfectionism is one of the
scariest words | know,” says Kath-
leen Norris in Amazing Grace: A
Vocabulary of Faith (Riverhead/
Penguin Putnam Books, 1998).
Norris says perfectionism is char-
acteristic of today's American culture. It's scary, she
feels, because it makes people too timid to take neces-
sary risks. Perfectionism, Norris cbserves, makes people
“suffer when, although they've done the best they can,
their efforts fall short of some imaginary, and usually un-
obtainable, standard.” Norris finds that perfectionism
works as an internal near-sightedness—"a preoccupation
with self-image that can stunt emotional growth.”
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Be perfect, ... as

your heavenly

Father is perfect.
. —Matthew 5:48

Norris sees good news, however, in
the way the word “perfect” is used in the
New Testament. It's not a scary word, she
finds, so much as a scary translation. “The
word that has been translated as ‘perfect,”
she points out, “does not mean {o set forth an impossible
goal, or the perfectionism that would have me strive for it
at any cost.” Instead, it comes from a Latin word mean-
ing “complete, entire, full-grown.” To its original hearers,
Norris assures us, the word would have meant “mature.”

Mature enough to share with others

“To 'be perfect’ in the sense that Jesus means it,”
Kathleen Norris finds, “is to make room for growth, for
the changes that bring us to maturity, to ripeness.” Most
important is that maturity for one person is different from
maturity for another. Because of Christ, she reminds us,
“It is incarnate, therefore specific, particular.”

This kind of perfection, in Norris's
view, means becoming mature enough to
give ourselves to others. It is realizing that
what we have, no matter how little it may
be, is enough. Thus we can share it with others.

The good news about this kind of perfection, Norris
reminds us, is that it doesn’t demand that we reach an
impossible standard. It asks instead “that we become
fully ourselves as God would have us: mature, ripe, full,
ready for what befalls us, for whatever is to come.” When
we have that kind of perfection, we're ready even for
death—for what Kathleen Norris calls “a perfect death,
fully acknowledged and fully realized, offered for others.”







