
 
 

 1 

Soul Matters 2014-15  
December 

 

What Does It Mean To Be  
a People of Wonder? 

 



 
 

 2 

What Does It Mean 
To Be a People of Wonder? 

 
We need to be careful this month. Figuring out what it means to be a people of wonder might 
require us not trying too hard to figure it out!  How’s that for a paradox? As one of our Soul 
Matters facilitators puts it, “It seems to me that wonder is the opposite of knowing.  Inquiry and 
knowing happens in the space of reason and rationality.  Wonder occurs when we drift 
somewhere else.  Inquiry takes us to a eureka moment.  Wonder is more of a gasp, a fluttering of 
delight, at something unknowable.” 
 
What an idea: to really understand wonder, you’ve got to let go of knowing, or at least hold it a 
bit more loosely.  Openness, not understanding, is the point.  Reverence, mores than revelation, 
is the gift.  If inquiry has the feel of figuring out a puzzle; then wonder might be best described 
as feeling like a gift. 
 
And who of us doesn’t need more of that in our lives?  The feeling of receiving a gift. 
 
It’s important to note that our UU faith places wonder front and center.  The first of our six UU 
sources of wisdom, which accompany our seven principles, is “Direct experience of that 
transcending mystery and wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the 
spirit and an openness to the forces which create and uphold life.”  Notice the bigness of this.  
We are not being called to notice those few moments when we get lucky or when things go our 
way.  The focus is on the forces upholding everything! We are always fortunate; that’s the 
radical claim.  That’s the transcendent awareness that truly renews the spirit.  It’s all a wonder! 
Every last little part of this thing we call life!  Feeling that is the goal.  Albert Einstein got at this 
best: "There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other 
is as though everything is a miracle." 
 
Which leads to a related point: wonder should not be reserved for the so-called “wonderful 
things.”  To live as though everything is a miracle is to have the gift of seeing wonder in the 
“ordinary” as well.  Saint Augustine was right when he wrote, “People travel to wonder at the 
height of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long courses of rivers, at the vast 
compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of the stars... and they pass by themselves without 
wondering at all." 
 
So let’s not pass it by. This may be the most important part of this month.  The goal is not simply 
to feel gratitude but to recommit.  Wonder, when done right, reminds us to stop taking the 
precious and wondrous pieces of our life for granted. As author, Kelly Vicstrom, writes, “Each 
of my days are miracles. So I won't waste my day; I won’t throw away miracle." 

 
May this month leave us equally committed.  Happy wondering; No more wasting! 
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Our Spiritual Exercises: 
 

Option A: 
Share An Ordinary Wonder 

 
What seemingly simple thing sustains your sense of reverence right now?  What ordinary object or 
relationship reminds you of life’s preciousness?  What is currently helping you not take things for 
granted?  Or even, what keeps you curious and engaged?  Hopefully, this is an easy question for you.  If 
not, figure out why and use this month to reconnect with the source of ordinary wonder that is surely right 
under your nose. 
 
Either way your task is straight-forward: bring in an object or story to your group that testifies to our 
everyday lives as a source of wonder.  One more piece: be sure to also share why this wonderful thing 
sitting in the center of your ordinary life makes everything not feel so ordinary. 
 

Option B: 
Who’s Been Wonderful Lately? 

 
We say it with a huge smile: “I love it when people surprise me!”  The jerk at the office who, out of 
nowhere, is the one most kind.  The nervous and cautious child of yours who unexpectedly turns brave.  
The self-sacrificing friend who finally stands up for herself.  All of them leave us in wonder at what 
people are capable of—of what we are capable of. 
 
This assignment challenges you to find at least 2 “wonder folk” this month—two people who surprise you, 
two people who remind you why it’s important to never write people off.  Come to your group ready to 
share not only the story of your two wonderful folk, but also why you needed this wonderful reminder. 
 

Option C: 
I Wonder What Would Happen If I… 

 
You are thinking it right now.  And if not right now, then certainly at least once this past week.  All of us 
regularly find ourselves asking, “I wonder what would happen if I…”  If you are sick of asking and 
finally want to move from wondering to action, use this month to at least share your secret.  Come to your 
group ready to share what you’ve been wondering about for far too long, and most importantly, come 
ready to share one thing you are going to do to live into that curiosity rather than just make guesses about 
it. 
 

Option D: 
Do You Prefer Child-like Wonder or Adult-like Wonder? 

 
Of course there’s no need to pick.  Truth is we prefer one type or the other depending on what we need 
most right now.  So, this month, engage the question with that awareness front and center.  What type of 
wonder are you most in need of right now?  Figure out one small way to meet that need.   
 
Check out this blog to help you: http://www.gretchenrubin.com/happiness_project/2014/06/do-you-prefer-
childlike-wonder-or-adultlike-wonder/ 
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Your Question: 
As always, don’t treat these questions like “homework.”  You do not need to 
engage every single one.  Instead, simply find the one that “hooks” you most and 
let it lead you where you need to go.  And then come to your Soul Matters meeting 
prepared to share that journey with your group. 
 
 

1. When you were young, was your sense of wonder encouraged or squashed? How is the 
legacy of that playing out today? How do you want to change that legacy? Or build on it? 
 
2. Do you take the time to wonder?  We make time for what matters.  Does your life prove that 
wonder matters to you?  How might you need to be more intentional about making room for 
wonder?   
 
3. Which wonder are you embarrassed by?  Many of us have experiences of wonder we keep 
secret.  We worry our “rational” friends would worry about us if we told them about it.  Or judge 
us.  Is this the month you might be able to finally share it out loud?   
 
4. What’s wrong with trying to figure it out?  The introduction to this packet talked about 
wonder and inquiry being two different things.  Does that make sense to you?  Have the two 
been more closely related in your life? What’s at stake here?   
 
5. Why have you stopped wondering?  You once were a dreamer, but now you talk more about 
the importance of being realistic and responsible.  There was a time when you couldn’t wait to 
see how things were going to turn out, now you are find with how things are. This may not 
describe you at all.  But then again maybe it does.  Are you ok with that? 
 
6. Do you believe in miracles?  It’s not really more complicated than that.  Miracles are the 
biggest wonders of all.  How do you define a miracle?  Why is it important to you that others 
understand what you mean? 
 
7. What takes the wonder out of your holiday season?  How are you going to prevent that 
from happening again this year? 
 
8. What does a different generation need to know about wonder?  Why haven’t you told 
them yet? 
 
9. What do you wonder about wonder?  What question do you wish had been asked on this 
list?  Why does that missing question hook you? 
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Recommended Resources: 
As always, this is not required reading.  We will not analyze or dissect these 
pieces in our group.  They are simply meant to get your thinking started, and 
maybe to open you to new ways of thinking about what it means to “be a 
people of wonder. 

 
First Thoughts: 
 
wonder n. 
The feeling of surprise, admiration and awe 
aroused by something strange, 

wonder v. 
to think or speculate curiously; 
to be filled with admiration or awe; 
to doubt 
Synonyms: doubt, reverence, surprise, 
uncertainty, meditate, ponder, question, marvel 
 

Wise Words: 
 
People go abroad to wonder at the heights of 
mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the 
long courses of the rivers, at the vast compass of 
the ocean, at the circular motions of the stars, 
and they pass by themselves without wondering. 
- St. Augustine 
 
Something began me and it had no beginning;  
Something will end me and it has no end. 
- Carl Sandburg 
 
We are the miracle of force and matter making 
itself over into imagination and will. Incredible. 
The Life Force experimenting with forms. You 
for one. Me for another. The Universe has 
shouted itself alive. We are one of the shouts. 
- Ray Bradbury 
 
There are only two ways to live your life. One is 
as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as 
though everything is a miracle.  
-Albert Einstein 
 

There are mysteries which you can solve by 
taking thought.  For instance a murder-mystery 
whose mysteriousness must be dispelled in order 
for the truth to be known. 
 
There are other mysteries which do not conceal 
a truth to think your way to, but whose truth is 
itself the mystery.  The mystery of your self, for 
example.  The more you try to fathom it, the 
more fathomless it is revealed to be.  No matter 
how much of your self you are able to objectify 
and examine, the quintessential, living part of 
yourself will always elude you, i.e., the part that 
is conducting the examination.  Thus you do not 
solve the mystery, you live the mystery.  And 
you do that not by fully knowing yourself but by 
fully being yourself. 
- Fredrick Buechner 
 
What is the greatest gift?  
Could it be the world itself — the oceans, the 
meadowlark,  
the patience of the trees in the wind?  
Could it be love, with its sweet clamor of 
passion? 
Something else — something else entirely  
holds me in thrall.  
That you have a life that I wonder about  
more than I wonder about my own.  
That you have a life — courteous, intelligent —  
that I wonder about more than I wonder about 
my own.  
That you have a soul — your own, no one else's  
that I wonder about more than I wonder about 
my own.  
So that I find my soul clapping its hands 
for yours more than my own. 
- Mary Oliver 
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I think us here to wonder, myself. To wonder. 
To ask. And that in wondering bout the big 
things and asking bout the big things, you learn 
about the little ones, almost by accident. But you 
never know nothing more about the big things 
than you start out with. The more I wonder, the 
more I love.  
– Alice Walker, The Color Purple 
 
One way to open your eyes is to ask yourself, 
“What if I had never seen this before? What if I 
knew I would never see it again?” 
-Rachel Carson 
 
Perhaps for a moment 
the typewriters will stop clicking, 
the wheels stop rolling, 
the computers desist from computing, 
and a hush will fall over the city. 
  
For in an instant, in the stillness, 
the chiming of celestial spheres will be heard 
as earth hangs poised 
in the crystalline darkness, and then 
gracefully tilts. 
  
Let there be a season 
when holiness is heard and 
The splendor of living is revealed. 
Stunned to stillness by beauty 
we remember who we are and why we are here. 
There are inexplicable mysteries. 
We are not alone. 
In the universe there moves a Wild One 
whose gestures alter earth’s axis 
toward love. 
In the immense darkness 
everything spins with joy. 
  
The cosmos enfolds us. 
We are caught in a web of stars, 
cradled in a swaying embrace, 
rocked by the holy night, 
babes of the universe. 
  
Let this be the time 
we wake to life, 
as spring wakes, 
in the moment of winter solstice. 
-Rev. Rebecca Parker 

Dear, dear!  How queer everything is 
today!  And yesterday things went on just as 
usual.  I wonder if I've been changed in the 
night?  Let me think:  was I the same when I got 
up this morning?  I almost think I can remember 
feeling a little different.  But if I'm not the same, 
the next question is, Who in the world am 
I?  Ah, that's the great puzzle!  
– Lewis Carroll 
 
    Some months ago my wife delivered twin 
sons one minute apart.  The older is Joseph and 
the younger is Liam.  Joseph is dark and Liam is 
light.  Joseph is healthy and Liam is not.  Joseph 
has a whole heart and Liam has half.  This 
means that Liam will have two major surgeries 
before he is three years old.  The first surgery-
during which a doctor will slice open my son’s 
chest with a razor, saw his breastbone in half. 
And reconstruct the flawed plumbing of his 
heart –is imminent. 
    I have read many pamphlets about Liam’s 
problem.  I have watched many doctors’ hands 
drawing red and bleu lines on pieces of white 
paper.  They are trying to show me why Liam’s 
heart doesn’t work properly.  Blue lines are for 
blood that needs oxygen.  Red lines are for 
blood that needs to be pumped out of the heart.  
I watch the markers in the doctors’ hands.  Here 
comes red, there goes blue.  The heart is a 
railroad station where the trains are switched to 
different tracks.  A normal heart switches trains 
flawlessly two billion times in a life; in an 
abnormal heart, like Liam’s, the trains crash and 
the station crumbles to dust.   
    There are many nights just now when I tuck 
Liam and his wheezing train station under my 
beard in the blue hours of night and think about 
his Maker.  I would kill the god who sentenced 
him to such awful pain, I would stab him in the 
heart like he stabbed my son, I would shove my 
fury in his face like a fist, but I know in my own 
broken heart that this same god made my magic 
boys, shaped their apple faces and coyote eyes, 
put joy in the eager suck of their mouths.  So it 
is that my hands are not clenched in anger but 
clasped in confused and merry and bitter prayer. 
I talk to God more than I admit. “Why did you 
break my boy?” I ask. 
I gave you that boy, he says, and his lean brown 
brother, and the elfin daughter you love so. 
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“But you wrote death on his heart,” I say. 
I write death on all hearts, he says, just as I write 
life. 
    This is where our conversation always ends, 
and I am left holding the extraordinary awful 
perfect prayer of my second son, who snores like 
a seal, who might die tomorrow, who did not die 
today. 
- Brian Doyle 
 
White Heron 
by John Ciardi 
 
What lifts the heron leaning on the air 
I praise without a name. A crouch, a flare, 
a long stroke through the cumulus of trees, 
a shaped thought at the sky-then gone. O rare! 
Saint Francis, being happiest on his knees, 
would have cried Father! Cry anything you 
please, But praise. By any name or none. But 
praise the white original burst that lights 
the heron on his two soft kissing kites.  
When saints praise heaven lit by doves and rays, 
I sit by pond scums till the air recites 
It's heron back. And doubt all else. But praise. 
 
“Embraced by the Night” – From 
Afghanistan 
 
Darkness falls.  I sit outside on a clear night 
looking up at the vast starlit sky.  One more day 
down.  How many more to go? 
  
Above, the dome of the sky rounds gracefully 
into the dark horizon.  Beyond that, mystery and 
wonder. Some things are too vast to fathom. To 
attempt to understand them ends only in 
misunderstanding. Other things are finite. They 
have a beginning. They have an end. Our time 
here is one of those comprehensible 
things.  Sometimes it can seem like an eternity, 
but it is not.  It had a beginning. It has an end. 
  
One of the great mistakes is to confuse ultimate 
mystery with finite reality. We want to 
understand things, so we bring them down to our 
level. But some things can only be felt in our 
souls as awe and wonder. 
  
Human beings have tried to name this 
Truth.  We have tried to capture it in words.  The 

great religious traditions each give us a glimpse 
of it.  But none of these words or glimpses can 
describe the Holy. 
  
We can hold the finite.  We must allow the 
infinite to hold us.  Mistaking the two leads to 
disappointment when the finite slips from our 
grasp and we are left reaching for empty air. 
  
For a moment, I look at the stars and long to be 
home.  I long to hold my wife and children in 
my arms and feel the familiar warmth of their 
touch.  At this moment, even one day more 
seems too much. 
  
Then I look again.  I imagine I am not held 
captive by the finite days ahead, but embraced 
by the infinite Truth beyond.  I know somehow 
that the same mystery and wonder that embrace 
me embrace my family, embrace all.  In a real 
sense, if just for a moment, embraced by God, I 
am home. 
-- UUA Army Chaplain Meditations 

 
Videos & Online 
Articles: 
 
What can an atheist possibly celebrate? (A 
YouTube Video) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ptwE
V0xhTzI 
 
We Are All Connected - Symphony of 
Science (A YouTube Video):    
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Ky2J
Qq8lag 
 
Mr. Rogers’ Wonderings 
http://pbskids.org/rogers/video_wondering.html  
 
This Little Life of Mine, by Julie Parker Amery 
http://www.uuworld.org/2005/03/affirmation.ht
ml 
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Books: 
 
A Private History of Awe, by Scott Russell 
Sander 
 
The Sense of Wonder by Rachel Carson  
 
Wonder: from Emotion to Spirituality by Robert 
Fuller 
  
House Hold: A Memoir of Place by Ann Peters 
 
Unweaving the Rainbow: Science, Delusion and 
the Appetite for Wonder by Richard Dawkins 
 

Books for Young Souls: 
 
The Polar Express by Chris Van Allsburg 
 
Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll 
 
Wonder by R. J. Palacio 
 
The Wonder Thing by L. Hathorn 
 
Draw Me a Star by E. Carle 
 
Somewhere by J. Baskwill 
 
The Look Again…and Again and Again 
Book by B. Gardner 
 

Movies: 
 
It’s a Wonderful Life, the story of a small 
town man wondering if his life really 
matters. 
 
The Polar Express, a wondrous tale about 
belief and wonder and the priceless gifts 
of Christmas. 
 
Hubble, follow the camera that chronicles the 
effort of 7 astronauts aboard the Space Shuttle 
Atlantis to repair the Hubble Space Telescope. 
 

Avatar, a wonder-filled film about life on 
another planet and how one person 
navigates it. 
 
Wall-E, a possible look at our society’s 
future and a robot who brings us back to 
wonder. Great for all ages. 
 
The Matrix, how one person’s wonder 
uncovers a new reality.  
 

**  **  ** 
 

SOUL MATTERS 
FACEBOOK PAGE 

 
Join our Soul Matters Facebook group at: 
http://www.facebook.com/groups/soulmatters/ 

 
This is a great way to connect the dozens of Soul 

Matters participants and groups from 
congregations around the country. The goal is to 
inspire each other by sharing material related to 

the monthly themes (quotes, movies, books, 
personal experiences related to the monthly 

exercises). 
 

So please sign up and share a post about where 
Soul Matters led you this month! 

 
SOUL MATTERS 

PINTEREST PAGE 
 

Join our Soul Matters Pinterest boards at:  
http://www.pinterest.com/soulmatters2014/ 

 
Pins and Pics for each of our monthly themes.  
Check them out and explore our themes in a 

more visual way! 
 
 


