All Grown Up
As children, many of our parents told us that we could be anything we want when we grow up. Some of us also were reassured that our parents would still love us, “even if you are a garbage collector.”  Then life experience seemed to tell a different story. We learned that there were things that we were good at and some things at which we were not so good. We began to learn that maybe are parents were not being all together straight with us. For, if we could be anything we wanted, didn’t the same go for them?

 

The reality is that as children the world of opportunity is virtually infinite. On the same day you want to be a veterinarian, you can be a marine biologist, writer, astronaut, or fire fighter. The world of opportunity is only as large as your imagination. As with the little boy in my weekly message Daily Magic (February 18, 2008), the reality of our life experience works efficiently to stifle that imagination.

 

Since the overwhelming majority of my readers are ‘grown ups,’ I would like to explore what this term really means. From a purely medical point of view, growth and development begins in infancy and peaks after adolescence. According to science, we peak in high school and it is down hill on a very slippery slope forever after.  Developmental psychology takes this a little further and assigns certain psychological milestones for each decade of life. The phrase, “all grown up,” implies that we have stopped growing. Talking about what one wants to be when he or she grows up implies finality.

 

My definition of being alive is the process of continued growth. By my definition, then, as long as you are alive you will never be fully grown.  This may come as a shocker to many of you grown ups out there, especially my patients. The thought of having a doctor who does not consider himself a grown up may be a bit unnerving. Not being grown up, though, does not mean acting silly all the time or having temper tantrums. To be a growing adult, I have learned, means a few things. Among them is holding on to the belief that no matter how bleak circumstances appear, as long as you are alive a growth opportunity exists.  In line with what I wrote about last week, being grown up means never acting in a manner simply because someone else expects you to behave that way or judges you; growing up is a continual state of self-evaluation. Being a grown up means never excepting your age as a limitation for challenge. Likewise, it means not using others’ age, stature (physical or socioeconomic), or family lineage as an excuse for why you have not personally reached a satisfactory level of success. I remember my first day of anatomy class in medical school. The student sitting next to me was naming all the anatomical structures before the instructor. I learned later that his father was a doctor. At first, I thought that was an unfair advantage. I presumed, since he was a little boy, his father probably grilled him on Gray’s Anatomy (not the TV show!). However, since I was still growing, I was able to accept that it was my viewpoint that created the unfairness. He was not my competition; I was competing against myself. Whether he knew all the parts of the body before I did had no bearing on my medical education. I would learn them soon enough. Growth means not being so concerned with what others are doing, instead pursuing your interests without the limitation of outside judgment. Being a grown up also means acting like a kid sometimes, not taking oneself too seriously, and not caring what others are thinking. Growing up has nothing to do with age and conversely means never telling yourself that you are too old to pursue anything. You may not reach what you are pursuing, but the process is likely to unleash other opportunities.

 

This week be a grown up by being more of a kid. Approach your life with possibility, enthusiasm, and passion. As long as your heart beats and your lungs breathe, you are in a position to grow physically, mentally, and spiritually. Although some limits seem real and inflexible, embellish a childish view that only the sky is your limit. The more you realize that you are never really grown up, the more of a grown up you’ll be.

 

Have a great week!

