
Aging Gracefully - An Invitation to Contemplation

This week, for your consideration, is a summary of the discussion on forgiveness from Sr. Joan
Chittister’s book, The Gift of Years – Growing Older Gracefully.  Following the summary are quotations on
the burden and blessing of forgiveness, a personal reflection, and a call to contemplate meaning in view
of your own life, no matter where you happen to be on the journey.

Forgiveness

Sr Joan writes about the softening of the heart that comes with age.  Our life experience teaches us that
no one and nothing we do can ever be completely perfect.  We deal and reckon with all manners of
exceptions and recognize that there are no absolutes, only standards to which we hold ourselves.  As we
become aware of our own mistakes and frailties, we become more loving toward ourselves and others.
So often rifts between family members or friends are deep, but we forget the real reasons for the
brokenness.  Yet the burden of that pain is unrelenting unless there is forgiveness, which comes from and
benefits the wounded, not the offender.  Inner healing is possible, “and it is our forgiveness of others that
gains for us the right to forgive ourselves for being less that we always wanted to be.”

Burden and Blessing

“A burden of these years is that we run the risk of allowing ourselves to be choked by the
struggles of the past.”

“The blessing of these years is the ability to see that life does not have to be perfect to be perfect;
it only needs to be forgiving – and forgiven.”

Personal Reflection

My older brother died in 1988, after a struggle with substance abuse.  As a kid, I remember wanting to be
like Bobby – I always tried to tag along after him and was interested in everything he did.   He was funny,
talented, and cool.  At 34 years old, it became apparent that he was very ill, and because I was pregnant,
my parents advised me not to visit out of concern for my health and the health of my baby.   I last saw my
brother on his birthday in March and by June, he was gone.  I grieved deeply and felt the loss profoundly,
but underneath all the sorrow was anger – I could not forgive him for dying at such a young age, for
wasting his life.   Before the funeral, my mother told me of his last hour, prior to the ambulance taking him
to the VA – my brother, in pain, began to say the Act of Contrition aloud, over and over.  As I heard that
story, all my anger completely dissipated – I knew that God had forgiven my brother, and realized that I
could too.  In that very moment I received a grace I will never forget.  I recognize that we never really
know anyone’s full story.  All we can do is try our best to be there for people in need, even when it is the
hardest thing in the world to do, remembering that God is with us, too.

Invitation to Personal Reflection and Contemplation

What struggles of the past still prevail?  How can we set our hearts free of the suffering of holding on to
old wounds?

Pray for the ability to accept our failings, the failings of others, and begin the process of healing our hearts
through forgiveness of ourselves and others.

Warm regards,

Barbara Szulc, Psy.D.

Parish Counseling Services are available upon request.  For an appointment, send an email to
BSzulc@HGAParish.org.  There are no fees; however, Holy Guardian Angels Parish kindly accepts
free-will offerings.
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