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 As all organizations have a tendency to do, my former church went through season 

when we updated our PR materials. It fell to me to update a brochure that we would hand to 

visitors detailing the groups that met at the church, the weekly Bible study and fellowship 

opportunities, the social events. As is often the struggle in churches, there was a decision to be 

made: whether to describe these groups as they really were or whether to describe them as we 

wish they were.  How descriptive or how aspirational should we be? A lot of the debate centered 

around how we wanted visitors to see us. As I do, I leaned heavily toward being descriptive - let 

people know what to expect before they walk in the door. Then, at the very least, they can’t 

accuse us of pulling a bait and switch.  

 To make this more specific, one of the debates was about a midweek Bible study of 

about a half dozen women all of whom were over 80-years-old. Some suggested that we describe 

it simply as a midweek Bible study for women. My concern was that a 20-something woman 

would wander into that Bible study only to realize after she arrived that she was the youngest 

person there by 60 years.  So I, in my folly and to my peril, decided to describe the gathering this 

way in the brochure: a midweek bible study for older women.  Holy heavens! That was a terrible 

decision. If you are as unaware as I was, let me fill you in: there is no chronological age at which 

it is appropriate to describe a woman as older.  I’m not kidding. It was a miracle I lived to work 

another day.  

 So, it is with trepidation that I turn our attention to the story of Anna, a woman who the 

Bible - not me, the Bible - calls not only older, but ancient. Now I duck as I share with you that 

this ancient woman was 84-years-old. Having been married for seven years and widowed for 

decades since, Anna moved herself right into the temple, essentially becoming a latter-in-life 

nun, spending her days in fasting and prayer.  She’s not really part of the story that Luke is 

telling – the story of Mary and Joseph following custom and taking the infant Jesus to the temple 

to be dedicated to God, of Simeon receiving the baby Jesus in the temple and recognizing him as 

the Messiah, the Savior.  Instead, Anna seems to be peaking in from around the temple curtain, 

watching this drama play out, and then unable to restrain herself from reacting to what she sees.   

Which is pretty amazing, in and of itself.  Remember, Anna is ancient.  The Bible sets us up to 

be amazed that Anna can see anything at her advanced age.   

 Cataracts and macular degeneration aside, it really is pretty remarkable that Anna sees 

what’s happening.  Because what’s happening is part of the routine of her everyday life.  hinking 

about the routine of his own aging, Henri Nouwen said, “as we grow in age, we are tempted to 

settle down in a routine way of living and say: ‘Well, I have seen it all. … There is nothing new 

under the sun. … I am just going to take it easy and take the days as they come.’  But in this way 

our lives lose their creative tension.  We no longer expect something really new to happen.  We 

become cynical or self-satisfied or simply bored.”  So, here Anna is doing something so routine 

it’s like a trip to the grocery store; it’s like walking by a mom with an infant carrier in her cart on 

the way to the pharmacy to refill a prescription.  And, as Nouwen says, she could have been 

lulled into complacency and expected this time to be like every time before, nothing new under 



the sun, but instead Anna sees.  She perceives; she understands that this moment isn’t like every 

other moment.  This baby isn’t like every other baby.  And she can’t stop talking about it – the 

possibility, the promise in this young life.   

 Speaking of young lives, “the author Parker Palmer is taken with a phrase from one of 

his colleague’s writings.  His colleague is writing about her toddler daughter, and she says that 

her young daughter is ‘on the brink of everything.’  On the brink of everything.  You can 

imagine a toddler on the brink of everything.  On the brink of climbing.  On the brink of pulling 

down a stack of books.  On the brink of a meltdown.  On the brink of adventure Every. Endless. 

Waking. Moment.  But Parker Palmer who is 79 years old – young, compared to Anna – Palmer 

says that he’s mesmerized by this line about a toddler on the brink of everything.  He says, 

‘That’s exactly where I am today at the age of 79.  I am frequently awe-struck as I stand on the 

brink of the rest of my life, including the part called death, that I sometimes think I can see from 

here.’  He even says, ‘It’s because of the diminishments of age, not in spite of them, that I often 

find myself in awe as I stand on the brink of everything.’”1 Because of her years and the awe she 

cultivated at having seen so much of life go by, Anna stood on the brink.  And from that vantage 

point, she could see when her people were also on the brink of everything.  What looked to the 

average eye like a baby, looked to Anna like the brink of possibility, looked to Anna like a 

wonderful counselor, mighty God, everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.   

 I love that Scripture says that the parents are flummoxed by all of this.  They don’t 

know how to make sense of people who see their baby this way.  It takes the old and the young, 

the ancient and the brand new coming together in the community of faith for the parents to have 

a twinge of what might be.  It’s really one of the most beautiful parts of faith communities.  

More hours than not, we are segregated by age: kids in this school, youth in that one, adults in 

these offices, and the retired in these communities and homes.  But, church is one of the rare 

places where we all come together to be in the same place, in the same space.  Where toddlers 

can remind the rest of us of the advent call to be on the brink of everything.  And where we 

remember that our culture’s obsession with youth is overblown.  A chaplain at a Presbyterian 

retirement home said, “We admire the enthusiasm and freshness of youth, which bubbles over 

like champagne; but from the elderly we can gain deep wisdom, which has been aged in the 

casks of experience, distilled by optimism and death, and now embodies the fullness of life.”2  

Like a good, aged Scotch.  Ain’t anything more Presbyterian than that.   

 As we come together this morning, young and old, we turn our Advent focus to peace.  

It can feel naïve and foolish to talk about peace today when the headlines are all about starvation 

in Yemen and tear gasing those seeking asylum at our border.  When we’re only a month out 

from the Tree of Life shooting at the synagogue in Pittsburgh.  I am in a clergy group with the 

rabbi next door, Fred Greene.  When we met last week, he was talking about the heaviness of 

leading his congregation over the last month since the Tree of Life shooting.  The constant, 

necessary conversations about security.  The fear Jews feel at attending worship, the heightened 

awareness of the anti-Semitism that isn’t new but is harder to ignore.  He said his youth were 

reporting an uptick in Holocaust jokes at their schools.  People, these are Boulder high schools. 

This isn’t happening 1,000 or 3,000 miles away.  This is what our literal next door neighbors are 

experiencing. It makes you ask: what have we become?  Fred said it felt hardest to address the 

fear with the youth because it was already a part of their lives at school with lockdown drills and 

active shooter drills.  Now that same anxiety and fear have been transferred to the synagogue.  

                                                           
1 Quoted from a sermon by Rev. Michelle Witherspoon of First Presbyterian Church of Sterling, CO. 
2 Terry Thomas Primer in “Aging with Hope and Wonder” from The Center for Christian Ethics at Baylor University. 



His older members were easier to care for, he said, because they’ve been through this before.  

They know – both personally and as a community – their history of oppression and resiliency.  

They’ve lived it.  They’ve seen so much. But, how could he help the youth carry this new-found 

heaviness?   

 Your older members, we said.  The ones whose eyes have long-since been opened by  

their experiences can tell their stories to the youth whose eyes area just starting to be opened.  

They can tell their stories of anti-Semitism and racism and resiliency and hope.  They can pass 

on their lived faith.  Not orthodoxy or doctrine or dogma – but their lived faith.  The kinds that 

breeds hope that peace is not foolish or naïve, but that it’s possible – even when the evidence is 

to the contrary.  The kind of faith that has been aged in casks of experience, distilled by 

optimism and death, and now embodies the fullness of life.  The kind of faith that stands on the 

brink of everything and says, “God, you can now dismiss your servant in peace, for my eyes 

have seen your salvation, which you prepared in the presence of all people.”  Amen. 
  

 


