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          There is an Indian proverb that says that everyone is a house with four 
rooms, a physical, a mental, an emotional and a spiritual. Most of us tend to live 
in one room most of the time, but, unless we go into every room every day, even 
if only to keep it aired, we are not a complete person. 

 
And from Michael Grosso, in his book: Soulmaker 
 
Great dreams contain inexhaustible truths and orient us, like runes, toward 

our futures. One hesitates to try and explain them, one wants to dance them, act 
them out in living gestures. The more  we put ourselves into a great dream, the 
more we get back. Great dreams are wells that never run dry. 

There is in all things a hidden wholeness, said mystic and monk Thomas 
Merton. In human beings this wholeness goes by many names: Merton himself 
called it the “true self”. In Buddhism they speak of “original nature” or “big 
self”. Quakers use the term “inner light” or “inner teacher”. In Judaism, in the 
Hasidic line, it is know as “the spark of the divine”. Humanists call it integrity. 
Often it is known simply as “soul.” (Palmer, Undivided Life, 32) It is that part of 
us which makes each of us uniquely who we are, and which, when well lived, 
grants us wholeness. We are born with it, much as we are born with our own 
DNA. 

I remember in seminary, a dear friend who was training to be a Baptist 
minister, so he could return to the slums in which he was raised, to be of use 
there among the people he knew and loved – he would often greet me from 
across campus or a classroom, all six foot four of him leaning toward me, to ask:  
“Carolyn, how goes it with your soul?”  

At first, I was taken aback by this. I wasn’t used to people asking about 
my soul. It seemed a lot more personal than the usual, Western way of greeting: 
“how are you?”, in which we expect only of course the standard response, 
“fine.”  
 My friend meant to be personal, of course, to truly ask about my inner-
most well being; the core of my personhood. And over time, each of us 
struggling in our own way to make our way through a seminary in which we 
only partly belonged – he, because his upbringing in poverty and borderline-
illiteracy had left him poorly prepared for the academic rigors of a classical 
divinity school and me because I was always the heretic – the Unitarian 
Universalist – the one with the different, and in some people’s eyes, dangerous 
theology. Both outsiders, we found in one another kindred spirits.  
 I hope all goes well with his soul. 
 Our own Unitarian Universalist kin, and great American poet, Mary 
Oliver, tells us: This is the first, wildest and wisest thing I know … that the soul 
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exists and that it is built entirely out of attentiveness.”  She suggests to us that 
who we are at our core, at the center of our being,  offers the greatest truth of our 
identity when and only when we give that core, that deep place of self, our 
attention. 
 Our earliest Unitarian forebears in this country knew this. To the doctrine 
of the day, which said that human beings are born in sin, with evil everywhere 
inside them, these brave and thoughtful men and women, heretics all, replied, 
“no”. They looked within and declared that children are born pure, and in 
goodness; their whole being an incarnation of the holiness, and wholeness, of 
god. Even today, some hundreds of years later, we hear the echo of those 
courageous heretics in our theology – in our first principle, when we speak of 
the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  
 So today, our version of the question, “how goes it with your soul”, might 
be “how goes it with your inherent worth and dignity?” Hmmm. We lose 
something there, don’t we, in our rational and reasoned desire to not speak the 
language of religion? So for today, just for today, I ask your indulgence, that we 
may return to the words of poetry and spirit, of depth and beauty - to the 
language of the heart. We can begin as I ask you, just as I was asked: how goes 
it with your soul? 
 There are many ways we lose the wholeness we are born into and born 
with. For some, this happens, sadly, in childhood – that we begin to feel our 
center splinter. If we are lucky, we make it to young adulthood. But sooner or 
later, for almost all of us, our sense of living and being, of speaking and acting 
utterly true to who we are begins to fade as the pressures of living in the world 
take their toll on our souls.  

Parker Palmer, a teacher, activist, and Quaker outlines some of the ways 
this separation from self, or broken wholeness manifests. He sees it when we���
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Certainly, there are examples in the world around us, in the stories of 

"	�
	��# �� �$ �������%����� ����������� 
� �	 �& ���
����������!�' �������
��

                                                 
1 A Life Lived Whole, Parker Palmer, excerpted in Yes! Magazine, Winter 2005. 
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