Quick Tips

FOR BUSY WOMEN
Inspiration, Strategies & Support with Debbie and Friends
ON THE BRINK OF EVERYTHING WITH PARKER PALMER
n

A practice to find answers to your most troubling questions
When I turned 65 or 70, I was on a collision course between aging and vocation. I couldn’t
continue my active life as the natural process of aging set in. I’m a Quaker and, to help me, I
used an old Quaker practice called the clearness committee. This is a discernment process in
which you select friends you trust to hold something you’re struggling with. They listen and
ask honest, open questions that help you discover that there is a question beneath the question
or an answer beneath the answer. I was wrestling with “What do I want to let go of and what
do I want to hang on to?” In the course of the clearness committee, it came from within me
that I was given a better question to the same end: “What do I want to give myself to?” The
simple transformation of a few words set me on a path that I value and benefit from daily. So
most of what I’m giving myself to these days is life-giving for me and, I hope, for others.

n

Reminding young people of their ‘birthright gifts’
A granddaughter, now 30, has been challenged by the pandemic stoppage of normal career
movements and opportunities. I’ve been helping her contemplate [her next step]. I recalled that
circumstances in her early life were chaotic, and she had an amazing capacity to stand in the
middle of chaos and watch it whirl around her with a look on her face that said, “This is
interesting.” I’ve tried to remind her about that quality, and it has served her well during the
disappointments of the complicated business of finding her way forward. That [progress] was
rooted in the early gift of being the calm eye at the center of the storm. It’s a huge gift for
young people to have an adult in their life who doesn’t tell them what to do, but who
sometimes reminds them of their birthright gifts, because everybody has them.

n

A philosophy that enables a fuller engagement with life
Many things are life-giving, but we can’t do everything or we will get so depleted that we
won’t be able to do anything. What has made that discernment of how to use my energy easier
for me is age and the deepening existential awareness of my own mortality. Long ago, I was
struck by a counsel that many spiritual leaders have given: “Daily keep your death before your
eyes.” If you follow that counsel in a healthy way, you can come into a deeper, fuller
engagement with life.

n

Remember: We’re all in this together
When we went into the pandemic, I realized that I was one of the high-risk people. I felt sorry
for myself for a bit. Then I realized one morning in reflection that I was joined in a much more
intimate way than I ever have felt before with all the people on this planet, the millions upon
millions of people who are born in high risk and go to their graves in high risk. I don’t mean
just the pandemic. I mean poverty, misogyny, racism — all the things that put people at high
risk. That lifted me up by giving me a real sense of “We’re all in this together.” We all have
stakes, and we should engage as fully as we can in whatever way we’re able to do.
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Other ways to think about the coming holiday season
The old Quakers refused to celebrate Christmas on Dec. 25 because they felt if you want to
celebrate this birth of hope and possibility, do it every day. In the celebration, you become
more aware of birthing happening all around you and in you by making Christmas Day a
portable feast.
Then there’s New Year’s, which is famous for the practice of making New Year’s resolutions.
I want to change the word and commit to New Year’s revolutions. These revolutions would be
on behalf of saving our democracy, uplifting disenfranchised people, etc. — the kind of
revolution one needs to recommit to time and time again because they seem so impossible. In
the long run, the measure of a good life is not whether you achieve these goals that keep
moving out of reach of humankind. It is whether you’ve been as faithful as you can be to those
intentions and committed to whatever you’re able to do to move in that direction. That seems
to me to be the kind of thing I want to be lifting up for myself as the year turns.

n

A new collaboration called ‘The Growing Edge’
I enjoy working with Carrie Newcomer, a remarkable musician, a remarkable writer, a
remarkable spirit. That colleagueship began about 15 years ago when Carrie reached out to
me. Having read my book Let Your Life Speak, she asked me to write the liner notes for her
album Betty’s Diner. I knew of Carrie’s music and was deeply honored. We had so much fun,
and we began seeing parallels between our work, the intersections of her music and poetry
with my prose and poetry. We decided to collaborate more closely. We were both reading the
great Black theologian Howard Thurman, and he has a beautiful passage about the “growing
edge,” the answer to the death happening around us. Together, we created a website called The
Growing Edge and do retreats and more to help people find the growing edges in their lives.

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES
On the Brink of Everything: Grace, Gravity & Getting Old and Parker’s other
books are available on Amazon and at independent bookstores (see
www.indiebound.org/search/book?keys=Parker+J.+Palmer). If you are
interested in clearness committees, Parker discusses them in detail in his book
A Hidden Wholeness.
Parker is the founder and senior partner emeritus of the Center for Courage &
Renewal, which connects people and empowers diverse communities through
retreats, consulting, and many other resources. You can learn more about
Parker, his books, speeches, and other work at couragerenewal.org/parker/.
You can visit The Growing Edge at www.newcomerpalmer.com. You can read Parker’s On Being
columns at onbeing.org/author/parker-j-palmer/. And be sure to follow his Parker J. Palmer Author
page on Facebook!
Stay tuned! A video featuring Debbie interviewing Parker on life, love, and living a deeper, more
meaningful life will be on the Women on Fire YouTube channel soon!
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