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You shall hallow the fiftieth year; and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. For it is a jubilee; it shall be holy to you.

—The Book of Leviticus
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INTRODUCTION


You shall count off seven weeks of years, seven times seven years, so that the time of the seven weeks of years shall be to you forty-nine years. Then you shall hallow the fiftieth year. It shall be a jubilee for you.

Lev. 25:8, 10



With these words as summons, I invite you to enter Jubilee Time. I ask you to join me in exploring the biblical Jubilee, a feast celebrating the fiftieth year and providing the basis of a spirituality for women in the second half of life. Too little known, the many facets of Jubilee are gifts to every woman facing who she is now and what she might become in the years and decades following her fiftieth birthday.

The first mention of Jubilee occurs in the Hebrew Bible, in the twenty-fifth chapter of the Book of Leviticus. There, a caring, attentive God speaks to a weary, exhausted people who are entering a new chapter in their lives. “When you enter the land I am giving you,” says this God, “the land shall observe a Sabbath. Six years you shall sow your field, and six years you shall prune your vineyards and gather in their yield; but in the seventh year there shall be a Sabbath of complete rest for the land, a Sabbath for the Lord.”

This people’s God begins by establishing a foundation of rest and re-creation—a spirituality—for them. From the beginning of their sojourn in the new land, they are to alternate work and withdrawal from work. This creates a rhythmic pattern that increases in momentum with every seven-year cycle. During those sabbatical years, they are to step back from their ordinary routines and practice a reverent attitude toward one another, the land, and themselves. They are to forgive debts and return property. They are to honor the Divine Mystery Who is their origin. As they do they become readied for the great ritual of Jubilee.

Finally it arrives:


You shall count off seven weeks of years, seven times seven years, so that the period of seven weeks of years gives forty-nine years. Then you shall have the trumpet sounded loud; on the tenth day of the seventh month—on the day of atonement—you shall have the trumpet sounded throughout all your land.
   And you shall hallow the fiftieth year, and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants; it shall be a jubilee for you; you shall return, every one of you, to your property and every one of you to your family.
   That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you; you shall not sow, or reap the aftergrowth, or harvest the unpruned vines. For it is a jubilee; it shall be holy to you. (Lev. 25:8–12)



Ceasing work the way Jubilee commands—no sowing, reaping, or harvesting—is not a counsel to idleness. Instead, it is an opportunity to begin a process and to fashion an approach to life that embodies a very specific spirituality. This spirituality emerges from the command to hallow the fiftieth year. For once the fiftieth year arrives, work differing from that of earlier decades takes precedence. The work involves crossing boundaries, pausing to hallow our lives and our land, and proclaiming liberty to all the earth’s inhabitants. It involves revisiting and honoring ancestors, making mature assessments and judgments, and giving shape to individual stories. Each of these eventually spills over into a great song of praise and gratitude that affirms and completes life, even in the face of inevitable death.

In Jubilee Time, I offer each of these works as a component of spirituality for women in life’s second half. Although the biblical Jubilee is just as appropriate for men as for women, I have found that a variety of social, spiritual, historical, and biological factors mark the years after fifty as an especially fruitful time in the lives of women, and that our particular era is ripe with conditions that foster this fruitfulness.

I also offer each of these works as a ritual, a consciously shaped process and way of acting that includes specific steps. Rituals help particular groups of people to interpret themselves at important times in their lives: people in the United States celebrate the memory of their country’s birth on the Fourth of July; the Jones family gathers for Susan and Samuel’s wedding; the senior class graduates from high school as a rite of passage into adult life. But rituals also carry a spiritual power, especially when associated with the inner life. They point beyond what ordinary speech and action can convey.

Drawing on Jubilee, the rituals in this book are designed to help women interpret the second half of their lives. The first ritual is Crossing the Threshold, based on the biblical experience of entering a new land, and designed for women making the rite of passage into the land of age. This is followed by the Hallowing of Sabbath, a response to the command to “keep a Sabbath of complete rest,” and to the older woman’s discovery that as she takes possession of her life she needs on occasion to say no. Then comes the ritual of Proclaiming Freedom, which observes the Jubilee counsel to “proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants,” and to work for justice toward everyone, including our older selves. This leads into the Jubilee Journeys, the ritual returns to place and people, family and heritage—as important to women of age as it was to the first Jubilarians.

Having made the return to place and people, the next two rituals enable us to return to ourselves. One, based on Jubilee’s commands to “count off” and examine our relations to possessions, power, and persons, helps us take an Inventory of our lives. Having done that, the Jubilee woman can then accomplish the return to herself made possible by memory. Imitating the first Jubilee people, whose story begins with the counsel, “Remember: I your God led you out of the land of Egypt and into the land of Canaan,” we engage in the ritual act of Telling Our Story, including the naming of our own Egypts and our own Canaans.

These rituals culminate in a final step, based on the opening verses of Jubilee but equally fitting at its conclusion: “You shall have the trumpet sounded loud; you shall have the trumpet sounded loud throughout all your land. For it is a jubilee: it shall be holy to you.” The time has come for celebration, festivity, and thanksgiving. The time has come to render thanks for a life, for a calling, for a Giver at the heart of it all. The time has come to sing the Song of Gratitude.

The Hebrew word yobel, translated as “trumpet,” is the word for a ram’s horn sounded in times of celebration and rejoicing. Besides the Jubilee citation in the Book of Leviticus, the sixth chapter of Joshua mentions the yobel, when the trumpet sounds and the walls of Jericho come tumbling down. Yobel is one of the words from which we get the more familiar jubilee. The other is the verb ybl, which means a royal release from bondage and a return or a bringing back.

Both derivations give important insights into Jubilee Time. Each of Jubilee’s rituals has an essential connection to release, return, and forgiveness, especially toward those undergoing crushing debt or loss of land. Each of the rituals is also cause for celebration. As the basis of a spirituality for women living in Jubilee Time, each acts as a touchstone and a promise. For like those ancient Israelites, we too are entering a period of royal release, freed to become all that we are meant to be, committed to bringing the walls of ageism tumbling down at last. For those of us who are or are about to become Jubilee women, the trumpet is sounding.

ONE WOMAN’S JOURNEY INTO JUBILEE

My personal path to the Book of Leviticus and into the rituals of Jubilee Time began in 1980 when, at the age of 48, I had my first sabbatical. I’d been a teacher and educational administrator since 1952, but had never held a position where a sabbatical—a paid leave from work, enabling rest and re-creation—was part of the job. But in 1980, I was teaching outside Boston at Andover Newton Theological School, a graduate school of theology that prepared people for religious professions such as parish ministry, hospital chaplaincy, spiritual direction, and pastoral care. At the school, after nine and a half semesters “on,” professors were granted one semester “off.” I’d lucked out by teaching at a place combining the two modern professions that still grant regular sabbaticals: academic life and ministry.

I had a lovely five months. My professional interest at the time was the intersection of religion and education, especially the teaching of spirituality, so I journeyed to England to study contemporary accounts of religious experience being researched at Oxford University’s Manchester College. There I had time to study on my own terms, at my own pace. I also had time to do nothing. I could be still, read, hold unhurried conversations, break for a cup of tea, sleep through breakfast—the choice was mine.

One of my readings during this period was a brief essay by my colleague Meg Funk. During a period when she’d been briefly ill, Meg wrote, she’d been forced to rest and stop work. Slowed down, and casting about for reading, she’d discovered Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel’s spiritual classic, The Sabbath. She described how reading it led her to ask about Sabbath in her own life and in the lives of all the busy people she knew. She described Sabbath as a divine commandment, one of the Ten, but pointed out that in our world, many of us don’t have time for it. We’re too busy running and producing to engage in a practice that can slow us down and inevitably change our lives.

Her words touched me so deeply that I immediately sought out Heschel’s book and read it avidly. It spoke of Sabbath as a sacred dwelling, a palace in time that was not a date but an atmosphere. It shed light on the search I was making into the meanings of spirituality and on my personal longings for stillness, wholeness, and connection. At that time, however, I did not consciously relate Rabbi Heschel’s book to either my sabbatical or my age.

When I returned to the States, I resumed my work as teacher and mentor in the realm of spirituality. In particular, I continued my exploration of women’s spirituality, which eventually led to the publication of Women and Teaching and Dance of the Spirit.

I also continued my study of Sabbath and found it had multiple meanings. Not only was there a seventh-day and a seventh-year Sabbath; there was the forty-eight-hour Sabbath of Pentecost and the seventy-year Sabbath that represented the exile of the Jews in Babylon and, by implication, an entire human life.

Finally, there was the Sabbath of the Jubilee—a two-year period from the forty-ninth through the fiftieth year known as the “Sabbath of Sabbaths.”

I remember the gradual, profoundly personal character of my Jubilee realization, taking me well beyond my initial intellectual curiosity. The first light came from Dennis, a former student. “When did you first become interested in Sabbath?” he asked, and I responded it was during my time in England. “But of course that fits,” he responded. “After all, you were on sabbatical.”

And when was that sabbatical? It had come at the dawning of my forty-ninth year, as I was counting up seven years of seven years.

On a winter evening in Lexington, Massachusetts, the last piece fell into place. After lecturing on Sabbath spirituality, I noticed an intense and interesting audience reaction during the discussion period. Rather than pick up on and pursue the seventh-day Sabbath, the Pentecost Sabbath of forty-eight hours, or the seventy-year Sabbath—each of which I’d mentioned—my listeners wanted to focus on the Sabbath of the Jubilee. When we dispersed, my good friend Charity Rowley came up to talk with me. “Why the interest in the Jubilee?” I asked her. “What was that about?”

She needed no time to think, answering immediately, “Maria, I can’t speak for the others here, but I can tell you about me. I’m about to have my fiftieth birthday. Even the few words you offered about the Jubilee Sabbath tonight led me to think about a spirituality for the time that’s approaching in my life; a spirituality that begins by hallowing the fiftieth year.”

Her words struck home. By then I was in my early fifties. Her comments, linked with those of Dennis the previous summer, illuminated with a brilliant and steady light what was happening in my own life: my ache for stillness and quiet; my journeys; my interest in spirituality as it affected women’s lives; my yearnings to return to my place and my people (I moved from Boston back to New York soon after my conversation with Charity and married the man I’d loved for years)—all were symbols I was living the Jubilee.

The music of my particular Jubilee trumpet was clear, and its rhythm carried me naturally into this book. I became pregnant with Jubilee Time.

The first steps toward writing it were my own reading and research. Besides biblical commentaries on the text of Leviticus 25, the work of two authors was invaluable to me—although neither is responsible for any conclusions I draw in this book. One is Sharon Ringe, who has written on the relation between the biblical Jubilee, liberation, and Jesus of Nazareth. The other is John Howard Yoder, who has written on the implications of the Jubilee for modern times.

I also sought out writing by women elders who reflect directly on aging women, and found some wonderful memoirs, most of which I quote from later in the book. Notable among these women are May Sarton, M.F.K. Fisher, Baba Copper, Doris Grumbach, and Florida Scott-Maxwell. I’d read Sarton and Scott-Maxwell before, but this time they spoke to me spirit to spirit so that my reaction was, “Of course. I know what you mean.”

Simultaneously, I began participating in and leading workshops on older women’s lives. One marvelous afternoon in New York’s Soho, for example, I attended a workshop celebrating older birthdays at The Crystal Quilt, a women’s center. That day Mina Hamilton led a circle of eighteen women through a powerful opening exercise I have subsequently used in my own teaching. Mina asked us to introduce ourselves as we moved around the circle, telling one another not only our names but our ages. To my amazement, no one minded. Instead, from Betty in her late seventies to the 33-year-old reporter who was covering the session for New York Newsday, every woman present proudly spoke her years: “I’m 67,” “I’m 54,” “I’m 70,” “I’m 48.” We were in a circle where it was safe to be the ages we were.

The final step toward writing Jubilee Time entailed sending out a brief questionnaire (see the Appendix) to a number of women with whom I didn’t and couldn’t have first-hand contact. At the same time I asked participants in workshops or retreats I was leading to take the time to fill it in. I wanted to verify my own ideas by checking out how other ordinary women were encountering the Jubilee years. I was also eager to find out how women who, unlike myself, were neither white nor, in some cases, living in the United States experienced the second half of life.

In this I had splendid help. Barbara Warren McCall shared my questionnaire at Pilgrim Place, a retirement center in Claremont, California. Kwok Pui-lan, a Chinese woman from Hong Kong with whom I was team-teaching, put me in touch with Asian-American women in the United States. My friend and former student Esther Byu, who chairs the Commission on Women for the Christian Conference of Asia, gathered responses from women on her side of the world that included Burmese, Malaysians, and New Zealanders (both Maori and Pakeha).

Here in the United States, Pastor Barbara Austin-Lucas asked African-American women in her congregation to respond, as did Regina Coll and Cathy Abeyta. In addition, Cathy sent the questionnaire to Hispanic and Latina women in several southwest states, and to Native American women of several tribes. Benedictine sister Mary Jo Torborg worked on my account with a group of elder Benedictine nuns in Minnesota; Marymount sister Ann Marino provided me entree to the women at Cor Maria I’ve already mentioned; Sarah Epperly introduced me to a group of older women writers from Connecticut. The women ranged in age from their mid-forties to ninety-three.

It was 56-year-old Sarah who gave me a special burst of confidence that my work was important and necessary. She not only filled out the questionnaire, but wrote back:


I am so glad you are pursuing this inquiry. It is so important. Most of us women are living longer and enjoying good health. We are anxious to be making our contribution and to be taken seriously as we do so. Yet I feel that I don’t have many models to which I may refer. It seems to me that I am designing my life as I go along without any clear notion where I am going.



Affirmations such as that have kept me inspired in the work of creating Jubilee Time over the last five years. Almost all of the women who’ve spoken with me or written briefly about their coming of age have allowed me to cite them in the text. Although I want to be clear that the questionnaires and the respondents do not constitute a scientifically controlled survey, I am nevertheless convinced from their responses that the time for this book is now and the hunger for the kind of spirituality it fosters is real. They support me in the belief that something occurs in the late forties propelling us into new ways of living, new understandings of ourselves as women, new life tasks. They also convince me that the spirituality to guide us during this time is the biblical Jubilee, with its rituals of Crossing the Threshold, Hallowing the Sabbath, Proclaiming Freedom, The Jubilee Journeys, Taking Inventory, Telling Our Story, and Singing Our Gratitude.

INTO THE RITUALS

In turning now to each of these rituals, I encourage you, the reader, to take your time, to go slowly, and to savor the steps comprising each ritual. Some of you will be neophytes to Jubilee, still gathering up the seven-year periods as you move toward 49 and 50. Others of you will be veterans, “fierce with the reality of age” that Florida Scott-Maxwell describes. Most of you will be somewhere in between, as were the majority of women who responded to me.

Still, whatever your age, I believe the work you will be doing in Jubilee Time is holy work that demands your involvement. So as you take it on, grant yourself permission to give it all the time it needs. If you’re able and it’s not a crazy dream, take two years off. Keep a journal of your responses to the exercises in each chapter as a way of recording your interaction with each ritual; I’ve indicated in the text those places where pausing to do this seems to fit. Or, if you choose, read the book all the way through first and then go back and do the exercises that speak most compellingly to you. Gather with like-minded women, like those at The Crystal Quilt, so that you may find out how you are like other Jubilee women and how you differ. Trust your own spirit, your own pilgrimage, your own history. Trust yourself.

For if you do, re-creation and transformation can happen to you. Your re-creation, your transformation, will be as unique as your fingerprints, and no woman’s Jubilee Time will be an exact replica of any other. Nevertheless, as you undertake the spirituality of Jubilee, most of you will be likely to find several things happening.

You will discover yourself embracing your inner elder with affection and wisdom, even as you may have already embraced your inner child.

You will observe yourself changing your own and society’s understanding of the phrases “older woman” and “old woman” from something feared or degraded to something celebrated and revered.

You will experience yourself becoming a model and mentor for younger women who may be hesitant or reluctant to encounter their own aging.

And you will take on the role of midwife, bringing into existence a newborn woman eager to live the present, incorporate the past, and face the future. You will find yourself assisting at your own rebirth, not because you are reading about the discoveries I have made in my Jubilee years, but because you have encountered the richness and beauty of your own.


One
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 CROSSING THE THRESHOLD


Enter the land that I am giving you.…

Lev. 25:2



In the beginning is the threshold—the boundary, the point of departure. The opening lines of the biblical teaching on Jubilee describe God speaking to Moses on Mount Sinai, asking him to tell the people they will soon pass over into a new land. That land is a specific, identifiable area along the river Jordan, close to the Mediterranean Sea. Its name is Canaan. For the Israelites, the future of their people hinges on their entering it now. They must cross its threshold.

For women entering the second half of life, the beginning is also a threshold, and Jubilee Time starts with a summons to a region that is also specific and identifiable. This region differs from Canaan, however, because it is not a physical dwelling place, but a spiritual arena emerging from the midst of life as we enter our fiftieth year. Its name is Jubilee.

Jubilee is a place of maturity and wisdom, liberation and loss. Sometimes the summons to cross its threshold comes from an interior voice light as a whisper; sometimes through an incident loud as a trumpet. No matter the form of the summons, the message is the same. The first half of life is over, and something new aches, even demands, to be born. With the command to count up seven weeks of years and to hallow the fiftieth year, the Divine Mystery at the core of the universe beckons us into Jubilee Time. “Enter the land that I am giving you,” sings the Holy One at creation’s center, just as She did to the first Jubilee people. Now. Today. If you hear this summons, harden not your heart.

The call to cross a boundary is a recurring biblical theme from Genesis to Revelation. From the banishing of Adam and Eve from the mythical Eden, to the passage out of Egypt and on through the parting of the Sea of Reeds, to the final invitation to enter a New Jerusalem where death and mourning shall be no more, it resounds repeatedly. The Bible chronicles the saga of a people responding to that call, continually crossing thresholds as they dream of a land of milk and honey, enduring deserts and prisons and warfare as they search for an ultimate home.

That same call, with all its immediacy, risk, and excitement, breaks into the lives of Jubilee women today. We are being lured by the Creator Spirit, by our own inner spirit, and by life itself to a new perception of age and aging. We are being lured toward a spirituality that reflects who we are at this time of life, one that we create out of our own experiences and desires. We are being lured to open the doors of our hearts and the gates of our spirits. We are being lured across the threshold of Jubilee Time. Crossing it is our first ritual.

CROSSING THRESHOLDS

Crossing a threshold is a sacred, ritual act, not only in the Bible, but throughout human history. Thresholds have always been granted special powers. In most cultures, pride of place goes to the door and the doorway, especially in the home. In ancient Rome, Janus was the god of the house door, safeguarding entry. In Babylonia, Egypt, and Israel, judgments were made and handed down at the threshold. In Palestine, a mother couldn’t nurse or scold her child on the threshold; according to one folk belief, punishing a child there could make it seriously ill. In the nineteenth century, the front-door entrance in Britain was christened the “fresh wood.” And although the custom seems to be dying out, many of us were carried over a threshold as young brides, symbolizing the movement into marriage, away from the homes of our youth.

In time the threshold took on its fullest spiritual significance as entry into the sacred space and hallowed time where communication with divinity and the gods is possible. A threshold is a place of the spirit, uniting the mundane with the mysterious and the commonplace with the awesome. Entering Jubilee, we cross this kind of threshold. Ready to take possession of our entire lives, both our youth and our maturity, we move into a new spiritual landscape. With the Psalmist we find ourselves poised to sing the ancient entrance hymn and make its closing verses our own:


EXERCISE 1

Breathing the Thresold

To help you enter this ritual and claim the threshold of your own Jubilee Time, this exercise directs you to center on the word threshold.

Begin by sitting comfortably—in a quiet place if possible, but on a bus or a train if necessary. If you are at home, light a candle as a symbol of the sacredness of these moments.

When you are ready, close your eyes, and pay attention to your breathing, first inhaling as you slowly count, “One, two, three, four,” and then exhaling on “One, two, three, four.” Do this several times—for five or ten breaths—until you feel yourself growing calm.




Fling wide the gates,
   open the ancient doors,
   and the Holy One will come in!

(PSALM 24)



A NEW ORIENTATION

The fiftieth year is the orientation point for the threshold of Jubilee Time, although we discover that subsequent birthdays—55, 65, 70, 75, 80, 90—serve as reorientations as we grow older. The word orientation actually has a spiritual origin; it comes from the custom of building churches along an east-west axis. The altar end of a church points toward the morning or “orient,” where the sun rises.


When you have become calm, allow the word threshold to surface in your consciousness. Repeat the word threshold as you inhale and exhale, once again for five or ten breaths. When you have done this, gently explore the following questions:


1. Who—or what—is the Holy One waking to enter your life?

2. What threshold does the Holy One bid you to cross?

3. What obstacles, if any, hold you back?

4. What energies draw you forth?

5. What are the first steps you must take to cross this threshold?



After gentle and unhurried meditation on these questions, complete the exercise by a repetition of the word threshold.

Return to this exercise at least twice more during the day, perhaps before you cross the threshold into sleep.



The sun orients Jubilee women too. But now it’s nearer the western horizon, creating the resplendent colors accompanying sunset as well as the lengthening shadows prefiguring age and death. Our orientation is toward the setting sun and toward completing the cycle that makes life whole. Perhaps for the first time in history we’ve ceased denying this and instead are learning to turn confidently in its direction.

Barbara, a 77-year-old magazine editor who climbed the Himalayas in her sixties, and who has been a friend for several decades, captured this meaning of the orient in a singularly poetic reflection. “What’s an image you’d use to describe this time of life?” I asked her. She thought carefully and finally answered, “I see the sun sinking toward the horizon. The colors of the sunset are gorgeous. There’s a road approaching the sunset and I’m walking along the road, stopping to look at things beside the path, and finding each more beautiful than the one before.” She’s not only accepting but celebrating the orientation of Jubilee Time as the direction her life is taking.

As a facet of a mature spirituality, that acceptance begins in our late forties and early fifties, when we first confront the reality
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