What Happened to Venerable?

I saw an old woman at the drug store today, sitting quietly waiting for her
prescription to be filled. Her face was a mixture of deep, worn lines and ancient
dearness, like that of an elder Native American woman, but not. She had no teeth,
but I did not notice at first. Her kind eyes stopped all judgment that might have
arisen.

As I approached the counter, the customer beside me was asking her how old she
was. I thought it a little odd to be asking such a question, but the woman replied, "I
am older than I thought I would ever be...eighty-nine.” Before she answered, my
mind had quickly placed her at about seventy-eight, so I was surprised to hear her
answer.

Then she continued by saying that she honestly felt to be sixteen, that is, “until I
look in the mirror. The mirror doesn't lie.” She glanced at me when she said this
with the kindest face. Silently I was calculating how much older she was than I—
thirty-six years.

Even at eighty-nine, she honestly still felt to be sixteen! I felt the truth of her body
surprising her heart time and time again when she sees herself in the mirror. But
there she was, so still and dear, so kind, and as bright as a newborn, yet wise and
calm.

Later I realized that the word to describe her was “venerable”, a woman deserving
of great respect. Her precious presence had evoked in me a reverence for the
realities of life. I thought of myself when I looked in the mirror at fifty-three,
scrutinizing every wrinkle, resisting every line of aging, and wondering when it was
in her life that she stopped resisting. Clearly the dearness of her face had revealed
she was long since past resisting. Her eyes showed the wisdom of her long life, with
a twinkle and childlikeness. I wondered when I would know that twinkle and pass
on her wisdom and honesty to someone standing next to me, younger and curious,
asking me how old I am?



