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Readings: 

Jeremiah 1:4-10 

Ps 171:1-6 

1 Cor 13:1-13 

Luke 4:21-30 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, 

my strength and my redeemer.  Amen. 

Sermon: On the brink of everything 

I want to begin my sermon today by reading a few paragraphs from a wonderful book entitled On 

the brink of everything: Grace, gravity and getting old by Parker J. Palmer. I first “met” Parker 

Palmer several years ago when I was studying at the United Faculty of Theology for my M. Div. 

The subject at the time was pastoral care, taught by another extraordinary man, a Uniting Church 

minister who was himself familiar with deep, deep suffering. He used Parker Palmer’s book called 

The courage to teach as one of our key learning resources. You might think that teaching and 

pastoral care are rather different undertakings, and of course in many ways they are, but Parker 

Palmer’s thesis about what makes a great teacher is also relevant for all life’s undertakings. Parker 

Palmer says that the task of teaching is filled with joy and fear, success and failure, but, he says, 

"good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and integrity 

of the teacher." For Palmer - himself a deeply spiritual Christian - such integrity comes from the 

inner self of the teacher, and he argues that the courage to teach involves probing the heart. It is the 

heart of the teacher, he says, what the teacher brings of his or her own heart, that determines the 

quality of the teaching that occurs. And that, my pastoral care lecturer emphasised, is true of all 

human endeavours, including the ministry of pastoral care. At the time I also believed that to be 

true, and I believe it even more strongly now. It really struck a chord with me. 

So, back to Parker Palmer’s most recent book, published in 2018, called On the brink of everything: 

Grace, gravity and getting old. Now eighty years of age, Parker Palmer writes: 



Every day, I get closer to the brink of everything. We’re all headed that way, of course, even when 

we’re young, though most of us [at that age] are too busy with Important Matters to ponder our 

mortality. But when a serious illness or accident strikes, or someone dear to us dies - or we go to a 

class reunion and wonder who all those old people are - it becomes harder to ignore the drop-off 

that lies just over the edge of our lives. 

… Age brings diminishments, but more than a few come with benefits. [Parker Palmer writes] I’ve 

lost the capacity for multitasking, but I’ve rediscovered the joy of doing one thing at a time. My 

thinking has slowed a bit, but experience has made it richer and deeper. I’m done with big and 

complex projects, but more aware of the loveliness of simple things: a talk with a friend, a walk in 

the woods, sunsets and sunrises, a night of good sleep. 

I have fears, of course [he writes], always have and always will. but as time lengthens like a 

shadow behind me, and the time ahead dwindles, my overriding feeling is gratitude for the gift of 

life … Looking back, I can see now why I needed the tedium and the inspiration, the anger and the 

love, the anguish and the joy. I see how it all belongs, even those days of despair when the darkness 

overwhelmed me. Calamities I once lamented now appear as strong threads of a larger weave, 

without which the fabric of my life would be less resilient. Moments of fulfilment I failed to relish in 

my impatience to get on to the next thing now appear as times to be recalled and savoured. And I’ve 

doubled down on my gratitude for those who’ve helped me along with love, affirmation, hard 

questions, daunting challenges, compassion and forgiveness. 

… But of this I am certain: that I’ve come this far makes me one of the lucky ones. Many people 

never get the chance to see the view from where I stand, and I might well have been among them. 

[Parker Palmer writes] I’ve known days when the voice of depression told me that death was a 

better idea than trying to carry on … So I’m not given to waxing romantic about aging and dying. I 

simply know that the first [ie life] is a privilege and the second [ie death] is not up for negotiation. 

Parker Palmer is a man who knows about the heart, who has himself a beautiful, Godly heart, and 

he writes from that beautiful heart, touching in the process many, many other hearts is ways that are 

both life-giving and life-transforming. Parker Palmer knows what he’s talking about when he 



teaches that the good teacher teaches from the heart, just as the good pastoral carer cares from the 

heart. It is never only about good technique or method. It is always about heart. 

One of the other things Parker Palmer says in his book On the brink of everything, in fact he begins 

the book with these words, is that “We grow old and die in the same way we’ve lived our lives”. 

Again, “We grow old and die in the same way we’ve lived our lives”. Which brings me to the 

Scripture text I want to focus on today, our second reading from 1 Cor 13. Over the past five years 

of ordained ministry, I, like every priest, have conducted my fair share of weddings and funerals. 

And I think it would be fair to say that 1 Cor 13 has accompanied me in many such services. And 

why wouldn’t it?  

If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, I am a noisy gong or a 

clanging cymbal. 2And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, 

and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. 3If I give away 

all my possessions, and if I hand over my body so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain 

nothing.4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 5or rude. It does 

not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but 

rejoices in the truth. 7It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

8 Love never ends. 

Such beautiful words, written we can tell without any doubt at all, from the heart of the writer. Is it 

any wonder that even those who would never contemplate a church wedding clamour to use these 

words from the Bible in their wedding readings? And is it any wonder at all that reflecting back on 

the life of their loved one, and searching for the words that say it all, many people turn to these 

words of Scripture to say it for them at funerals and services of thanksgiving for life? 

If Parker Palmer is correct, and we do grow old and die in the same way we’ve lived our lives, then 

for those of us still in the land of the living, those of us still approaching the brink of everything, 

these words go straight to the heart of it all. If we can live our lives with love at the centre, then 

when we go over that inevitable brink waiting for us all - we know not when - we have the 

possibility to do so with our wings spread, soaring, full of love, into an eternity which is love itself, 

as we have been promised in Jesus Christ our Lord. 



1 Cor 13 is absolutely about the here and now. It is the wisest of lessons, ready to be applied by 

each and every one of us right here and right now. 4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious 

or boastful or arrogant 5or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6it 

does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 7It bears all things, believes all things, 

hopes all things, endures all things. 8 Love never ends. 

But 1 Cor 13 is not only about the here and now. It is also about the brink of everything, that 

ultimate eschatological horizon, towards which together, we pilgrims walk: the ultimate end time at 

which God in all his glory will finally be revealed. Paul writes: 

12For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then 

I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. 13And now faith, hope, and love abide, these 

three; and the greatest of these is love. 

Today, as we continue to journey through this glorious season of Epiphany, let us give thanks for the 

wise people of the heart, like Parker J. Palmer, who help us see just a little bit more clearly in that 

dim mirror; who help us glimpse, maybe a little, what that seeing “face to face” might just be like. 

And let us give thanks to God for the heart-filled Word of God that we have at our fingertips each 

and every time we open our Bibles: 3And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the 

greatest of these is love. And finally, let us give thanks for the privilege that is the gift of life we 

have each been given.  

+In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen. 


