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By The Reverend Dr. Emily Melcher

Most people long for deep connections, but few know how to 
foster them within themselves or with others. Many feel 
disconnected from life itself. Many people make their way to 
religious communities in the hope of f inding, or 
rediscovering, those deep connections. Too often, 
congregations offer social connection or engagement around 
shared interests, but fall short of offering the radical 
hospitality that enables the soul, or inner life, to reveal itself. 
Radical hospitality in a religious community isn’t about 
inviting a newcomer for dinner, or teaching them about 
Unitarian Universalism (though those things are important, 
too), but about creating conditions in which they can connect 
deeply with themselves, others, and the spirit of life as it 
moves in and through them, Unitarian Universalism, and a 
particular UU congregation.
Worship, at its best, is an embodiment of radical hospitality, 
for it reconnects something within us. Perhaps you’ve 
experienced this yourself, as a piece of music or something 
said by a worship leader takes you off on an inner journey of 
memory, evokes feelings normally relegated to your 
subconscious, or shifts your perspective in some meaningful 
way? Perhaps you’ve even felt a sense of awe or wonder, an 
uplifting of the spirit, or a movement within that suggests 
something deep within you – or perhaps beyond you -- has 
been touched? Interestingly, a congregation that opens itself 
to those inner experiences may also experience a deep 
sense of connection with one another.
As you’ll read elsewhere in this newsletter, UUCWI has 
joined Soul Matters Sharing Circle and will soon offer its 
unique version of small group ministry, which we’re calling 
Soul Matters Groups. I’m tremendously excited about this, 
because the disciplines of deep listening that are practiced in 
Soul Matters Groups foster a radical hospitality to the soul, or 
inner life, of participants. 
Soul Matters groups draw on the work of Quaker author, 
teacher, and activist Parker Palmer. Grounded in awareness 

From Our Minister
By The Reverend Dr. Emily Melcher

This year, after consideration among members of the 
Worship Committee, we’ve enrolled in a program called Soul 
Matters Sharing Circle. Soul Matters supports UU 
congregations’ embrace of theme-based ministry where the 
congregation has a monthly theme that weaves through its 
worship, small group ministry, religious education, and 
sometimes other programs. Theme-based ministry was born 
of a need felt among congregations and ministers for a 
monthly focus to worship and programming that could 
strengthen congregational ties and invite congregations into 
shared reflection on a common theme. 
Soul Matters Sharing Circle is one of the organizations that 
supports congregations practicing theme-based ministry and 
we are one of well over 100 UU congregations who are 
member/subscribers. Soul Matters Sharing Circle curates 
worship resources and serves as a hub for sharing among 
congregations; develops curricula for Religious Education; 
provides resources for social media; and offers an 
innovative approach to small group ministry designed to 
deepen people’s connections to self, others, and life itself. 
In the coming months, you’ll see our monthly themes woven 
through our congregational life. Perhaps most notably, these 
monthly themes will shape our worship allowing for greater 
continuity and cohesiveness even as we maintain the 
diversity of services and worship leadership UUCWI has 
come to value. Worship leaders for a given month will do 
some collaborative planning to ensure that most services in 
some way speak to, reflect, or embody our monthly theme. 
For the final service of each month, we anticipate inviting 
members of UUCWI to reflect on their experiences with the 
theme. We’ll also select a monthly theme-related hymn 
that’s either well-known or reasonably easy to learn. We’ll 
use the hymn each week during that month so that everyone 
who wants to can learn it and sing along. 
Beyond worship, we hope to invite everyone into deeper 
exploration of our themes through monthly newsletters like 
this one.

Soul Matters Sharing Circle

Being heard is so close to being loved that for 
the average person they are almost 
indistinguishable. -David Augsberger

 By Toyan Copeland

Word games are a big deal in my household. Chris and I fiercely compete with each other at Scrabble and independently work 
crossword puzzles. Together or separately, just about anywhere, we’re  looking for anagrams or words within words. Cereal boxes, 
truck signage, newspapers – all are grand opportunities. 
Sometimes the discovery is fun: “desserts” spelled backwards is “stressed”. Makes sense to me.  And sometimes the discovery 
gives me pause – like when I saw “listen” become “silent”. 

Thoughts from the BoT
(Continued on Page 4)
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Soul Matters Sharing Circle offers a distinctive model for 
Small Group Ministry, which we’re calling Soul Matters 
Groups. These small, covenanted groups are designed to 
offer spiritual connection through deep listening to self, 
others, and life itself. Rather than talking about the monthly 
themes, participation in Soul Matters Groups invites us to 
journey with them, to experience them throughout the month, 
and to share our experiences with one another. 
Soul Matters Sharing Circle describes Soul Matters Groups 
this way:
Simply put, Soul Matters Groups offer the gift of 
spiritual connection. Around us swirls a shallow, frantic 
and materialistic culture that leaves us cut off from our 
deepest selves, life’s gifts and needs greater than our own. 
Many of us come to church hungry to mend these sacred 
connections that get frayed and torn. Soul Matters exists to 
support this journey of reconnection to life, others and 
ourselves.
We do that by listening. Fundamentally, that’s what Soul 
Matters is: an invitation to listen more deeply and 
intentionally, in three distinct ways:
First, we listen to each other. It’s a gift not often offered in 
our culture. Most of the time, we are “talked at” rather than 
listened to. We are bombarded with information and 
demands that drown out our own voice. Being listened to by 
trusted companions helps us hear our own voice again. And 
more than that: It gives us our story back. Theologian, 
Rebecca Parker, puts it this way: 
“There is a quality of listening that is possible among a circle 
of human beings, who by their attentiveness to one another 
create a space in which each person is able to give voice to 
the truth of his or her life. There is the miracle of authentic 
narrative, made possible by listening that holds still long 
enough to let our truth be told.”
Second, we listen to our lives. This is not easy to do. 
Directly or indirectly, we are taught to see life as a challenge 
not a companion. The goal is to conquer it, not listen to it. 
Soul Matters invites us to take another look and dance with 
life in a new way. Through spiritual practices and questions 
focused on our daily living, we engage the world not as an 
obstacle course to get through, but as a host of holy voices 
calling us to greater loving and living. Christian novelist, 

Deep Listening in Soul Matters Groups

XXX

Fredrick Buechner beautifully captures this sacred way of 
engaging the world: 
“You never know what may cause [tears in your eyes]. The 
sight of the Atlantic Ocean can do it, or a piece of music, or 
a face you’ve never seen before. A pair of somebody’s old 
shoes can do it…. You can never be sure. But of this you 
can be sure. Whenever you find tears in your eyes, 
especially unexpected tears, it is well to pay the closest 
attention. They are not only telling you something about the 
secret of who you are, but more often than not [the Sacred] 
is speaking to you through them of the mystery of where you 
have come from and is summoning you to where you should 
go next.”
Finally, we listen to our deepest selves. Introspection is 
most often understood as solitary work, but small group 
practice teaches us that going inward is largely a gift given 
to us by others. Ironically, we hear that “still, small voice 
inside” best when the voices of friends speak and offer their 
presence in a disciplined way. Quaker teacher Parker 
Palmer describes how this works:   
“We speak our own truth; we listen receptively to the truth of 
others; we ask each other honest, open questions instead of 
giving counsel; and we offer each other the healing and 
empowering gifts of silence and laughter... Our purpose is 
not to teach anyone anything but to give the inner teacher a 
chance to teach us.”
Together, these three sacred practices of listening – to each 
other, the world and our deepest selves – add up to a more 
intentional and authentic life. It’s a journey back to 
connection, and ultimately a journey back home.
Several members of UUCWI are currently enrolled in an 
experiential facilitator training in preparation for facilitating 
Soul Matters Groups here at UUCWI. We anticipate starting 
our first groups later this fall. Watch for more information in 
the weekly e-news and next month’s thematic newsletter!

To listen is very hard, because it asks of us so much 
interior stability that we no longer need to prove 
ourselves by speeches, arguments, statements, or 
declarations. True listeners no longer have an inner 
need to make their presence known. They are free to 
receive, to welcome, to accept. -Henri Nouwen
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Each month, we’ll share a list of questions offered by Soul 
Matters Sharing Circle and invite you to take time to meditate 
on the list and pick the one question that speaks to you most. 
The goal is to figure out which question is “yours.” Which 
question captures the call of your inner voice? Which one 
contains “your work”? Which one speaks to “your calling”?

Often, it helps to read the list to a friend or loved one and ask 
them which question they think is the question you need to 
wrestle with!

Your Question

1. Who listened to you when you most needed it?  Who 
first gave you the gift of deep listening?

2. How has your listening needed to change as you’ve 
grown older?

3. Have you forgiven yourself for failing to listen?
4. Ok, you’ve been listening. Is it now time to talk?
5. Are you having trouble hearing beyond the voice of 

your wounds? 
6. Instead of arguing with them, what if next time you 

asked “Will you tell me your story?  I’d love to know 
how you came to this point of view.”

7. What if listening is an act of love?
8. What if prayer is really about listening until you hear 

a voice that says “You are beloved”? 
9. Do you remember what it was like to listen to the soft 

breathing of your child as they slept?
10. What gets in your way the most: The noise of the 

world? The noise of your worries? The noise of our 
wounds?

11. They say if we listen deeply to our anger we will 
discover fear or sadness underneath it. What is 
your anger trying to say to you?

12. What if your boredom is really your inner voice 
warning you that something is wrong?

13. Are you still struggling with that old voice in your 
head that says “You are meant to be seen, not 
heard”?

What is your question? Your question may not be listed 
above. As always, if the above questions don’t include 
what life is asking from you, spend the month listening to 
your days to hear it. 

Looking for Inspiration? Click 
on this playlist of youtube 
music videos on the theme of 
Deep Listening.

By Andrea Fink, Chair of the Leadership Council

Invitations to meetings online are a hard sell at the moment. 
My friends tell me that they are tired of screen time and I 
agree.
For a “UUA Committee Orientation” online meeting this 
summer, I drove to our church building. This was not to meet 
the other participants, but for WiFi. My home Internet works 
only sometimes. Here I was, by myself, in the hot parking lot, 
iPad in hand.
Many faces appeared on my screen, UU members from all 
over the country let me hear their voices. It was good to just 
listen.
The meeting reminded me in a powerful way that we are not 
alone.
“Even if you sometimes feel as though you’re out there on 
your own, the truth is that all the other leaders are out there 
with you...” (E. W. Wikstrom, “Serving with Grace”)
The voices of all these UU volunteers on this zoom call 
reassured me of this.
At the same time, the facilitators had interesting facts that 
were new to me: the sexual education program OWL ( Our 
Whole Lives) is being extended to include a curriculum for 
older adults. I remember that some of us remarked during 
(actual in person) coffee hour that we regret to have aged 
out of Gene’s, Erica’s and Robert’s class. Let’s stay tuned.
Also, there is “Braver Wiser”, a weekly email we all can sign 
up for at the UUA website. It is intended to help us cope in 
these COVID times with uplifting and strengthening 
messages. I had not heard about it before - although I should 
have been able to find it if I had looked online. Here’s the link 
for you: https://www.uua.org/braverwiser/subscribe
This brings me back to the fact that most of us, myself 
included, are tired of screens. But this experience has 
showed me that I should keep an eye out for the offerings of 
our wider church, trying to listen to what I find from this 
source, even if it is my own voice reading it aloud from the 
UUA website. 

The UUA Has A Lot To Offer

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLvXOKgOQVYP6D6LnHTjKRBiqVGrmWd-Ww
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLvXOKgOQVYP6D6LnHTjKRBiqVGrmWd-Ww
https://www.uua.org/braverwiser/subscribe
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Our themes will be carried through in our Soul Matters 
Circles, the new small group ministry which we plan to start 
later this fall.
To the extent possible, our children’s RE program will also tie 
in to our monthly themes. 
It is my hope that having a monthly thematic focus will 
deepen our sense of community in these times when we 
have lost so many of our treasured ways of being together.  I 
hope it will renew us individually and as a congregation, even 
as it inspires our work for justice in the wider world. 
A couple of words about the language, “Soul Matters.” I’m 
aware that, for some of you, the word “soul” is problematic 
and I’m guessing others of you may feel the phrase “soul 
matters” detracts from the vitally important “Black Lives 
Matter” message. I’d like to briefly address those concerns 
by sharing something I heard author and lecturer Thomas 
Moore speak about a few years ago. Moore was making a 
distinction between “spirit” and “soul” and he described them 
this way: “Spirit is elaborate. It creates churches, hierarchies, 
institutions. The academic world is the world of spirit. But 
spirit – though highly developed in our culture – is not 
enough. What makes us human,” he said, “is soul. Soul 
values friends, food, drink, home, intimacy and beauty. 
Attachment and belonging are the soul’s grounding.”
This seems to me to be exactly what the Soul Matters 
Sharing Circle programs invite: Engagement with what 
makes us human: our connections to ourselves, our 
belonging to others, and a robust and intimate engagement 
with life itself. These are the matters of the soul that the Soul 
Matters Sharing Circle engages.
To date, about a dozen of us have participated in Soul 
Matters Sharing Circles orientations and trainings, and we 
have found the experience rich and promising. As we move 
into incorporating their resources and models into our 
congregational life, I hope you, too, will experience it as 
meaningful and nourishing!

From Our Minister

that a circle in which people listen deeply to one another, 
without offering advice, or even wisdom, without trying to fix or 
even necessarily to relate, Soul Matters groups create 
conditions in which our shy souls can reveal themselves. They 
depend not so much on participants knowing and trusting one 
another as on a shared commitment to practices that create 
the hospitality within which people can deeply listen to their 
own lives, one another, and life itself.
Rather than discussing or intellectualizing, each person shares 
their own experience of where their engagement with the 
monthly theme took them, while the group bears silent witness 
to their sharing.  There’s no questioning, no commentary, no 
cross-talk. Listening without the intention to respond frees the 
listener to truly be present and attentive to what’s being 
shared. That sort of hospitality in a group often results in 
insight, awareness, wonder, maybe even something like 
magic. The impact is often felt beyond the small groups, as 
participants bring the disciplines of deep listening to other 
areas of congregational life, creating a congregational culture 
that is radically hospitable to the inner lives of members, 
friends, and newcomers alike.

The Board of Trustees has just been through a rigorous 
process where we have been reminded how important it is to 
become silent and to listen. We were seven people who had 
come together to make some important decisions. 
Our options and opinions were varied. We chose to come to 
our conclusions by consensus (rather than by a majority vote) 
which meant listening to each other was even more important.
We gathered  for a number of hours at several meetings to talk 
and to listen. We listened to understand each other and to gain 
a deeper appreciation of our differing views. We listened  to 
clarify our own individual thinking. And we listened as best we 
could to others who “spoke” to us in writing – to hear their 
thoughts. We were done only when each of the seven of us 
agreed we would accept a proposed solution. 
All of that listening took a long while and, at times, it was hard 
work. I was reminded how to listen better – to put aside the 
notion that I already knew the answer and to receive what was 
being offered by another. I felt affirmed and valued when 
others listened to me. This was an opportunity to get to know 
some others a little better by listening to what was important to 
them. 

Thoughts from the BoT

The Board is planning periodic opportunities to listen to  the 
congregation – and for others to listen to the  Board. What is 
important in these unusual times? As we all listen and are 
heard, may we find our trust, compassion and sense of 
community strengthened.

(Continued from Page 1)

(Continued from Page 1)

Soul Matters Sharing Circle 
(Continued from Page 1)
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Oct. 4, 2020 Deep Listening – The Practice of Attending
The Rev. Dr. Emily Melcher, with Cathie Vincent
Special Music: Eileen Soskin
This morning we’ll explore practices of deep listening that 
enable us to beckon forth our own shy souls, hear one 
another into speech, and attend to the myriad ways life itself 
speaks to us as individuals and as a congregation.  This 
service will introduce some of the foundational practices of 
deep listening at the core of our Soul Matters Circles.   
Oct. 11, 2020 Listening as a Spiritual Practice
Jeanne Strong and Ruth Richards
In these tender and difficult times of a global pandemic, 
social and cultural upheaval, and the everyday challenges of 
life, we need - more than ever - to find ways to be there for 
each other.  If, as Jacob Trapp says, it is language that 
makes us human, one half of language is to listen.  How do 
we practice listening to ourselves and to each other?  Deep 
Listening requires a hospitable heart, a compassionate 
presence, a willingness to hear another's story without 
judgment. 
Oct. 18, 2020 UU the Vote
The Rev. Dr. Emily Melcher
In the lead-up to the 2020 presidential election, we’ll join our 
wider UU movement in a service created by the Unitarian 
Universalist Association’s national UU the Vote initiative. 
The service includes a sermon by Rev. Susan Frederick-
Gray (President of the UUA) and inspiring offerings by UU 
religious professionals, lay people, and activists. Come learn 
about OUR role in the upcoming elections. Following the 
service, we’ll have a conversation about how we are or 
might become involved.
Oct. 25. 2020
When Someone Really Listens...   
The Rev. Dr. Emily Melcher, with Soul Matters Groups 
facilitators
Several members of UUCWI are participating in an 
experiential training for facilitators of Soul Matters Groups, 
some in preparation for facilitating circles and others 
because they anticipate utilizing the practices they’re 
learning in other leadership areas. This morning, they’ll 
share their personal experiences of deep listening in light 
of what they’re experiencing in their training.

October Services

“There’s a River Flowin’ In My Soul” (#1007), by Rose 
Saunders. We’ll take advantage of virtual worship by 
listening and/or singing along to four different renditions of 
this hymn, one each week. Among them are a children’s 
choir from Pike School in Andover, MA and a choir and 
brass rendition from First Unitarian of Baltimore, MD. 
Whether you’re listening, singing, or dancing along, you’re 
invited to listen deeply to how these different renditions 
move you.

Our Hymn for the Month

Topics and speakers may change as we strive to be attentive to the changing needs of 
the congregation and the changing situations in our community and the world.

What’s Inside?
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