
Finding Your Purpose:  
Listening to Your Heart 

 
Readings: 
 
When I Am Among the Trees (Mary Oliver) 
 
When I am among the trees, 
especially the willows and the honey locust, 
equally the beech, the oaks and the pines, 
they give off such hints of gladness. 
I would almost say that they save me, and daily. 
 
I am so distant from the hope of myself, 
in which I have goodness, and discernment, 
and never hurry through the world 
but walk slowly, and bow often. 
 
Around me the trees stir in their leaves 
and call out, “Stay awhile.” 
The light flows from their branches. 
 
And they call again, “It’s simple,” they say, 
“and you too have come 
into the world to do this, to go easy, to be filled 
with light, and to shine.” 
One of my favorite Facebook posts recently was the picture of a sign that says:  
 
From The Prophet (Kahlil Gibran) 
And a man said, Speak to us of Self-Knowledge. And he answered, saying: Your hearts 
know in silence the secrets of the days and the nights. But your ears thirst for the sound 
of your heart’s knowledge. You would know in words that which you have always known 
in thought. You would touch with your fingers the naked body of your dreams. 
And it is well you should. The hidden well-spring of your soul must needs rise and run 
murmuring to the sea. And the treasure of your infinite depths would be revealed to your 
eyes. But let there be no scales to weigh your unknown treasure; And seek not the 
depths of your knowledge with staff or sounding line, for self is a sea boundless and 
measureless. 
Say not, “I have found the truth,” but rather, “I have found a truth.” Say not, “I have 
found the path of the soul.” Say rather, “I have met the soul walking upon my path. For 
the soul walks upon all paths. The soul walks not upon a line, neither does it grow like a 
reed. The soul unfolds itself, like a lotus of countless petals. 
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ATTENTION – Do not leave your longings unattended. 
What are your deepest longings? What do you really want to do with your one wild and 
precious life?  
Mary Oliver suggests, “It’s simple; you have come into the world to do this: to go easy, 
to be filled with light, and to shine.” 
My heart knows this. My heart longs for this.  
And yet, figuring out what the heart is actually longing for – and what will fulfill that 
longing – is not always simple, is it? 
Writer and inspirational speaker Parker Palmer tells of his journey toward finding clarity 
about the longings of his own heart. 
In his late thirties, he found that his flourishing and successful career was not making 
him feel happy. 
By all appearances, he said, things were going well. “But the soul does not put much 
stock in appearances. Uncertain about the deeper, truer life I sensed hidden inside me, 
uncertain whether it was real or trustworthy or within reach – I would snap awake in the 
middle of the night and stare for long hours at the ceiling.” 
Wanting something more. Feeling his life needed to mean something more.  
He says,  
Then I ran across the old Quaker saying, “Let your life speak.” I found those words 
encouraging and I thought I understood what they meant: “Let the highest truths and 
values guide you. Live up to those demanding standards in everything you do.” 
Because I had heroes at the time who seemed to be doing exactly that, this exhortation 
had incarnate meaning for me – it meant living a life like that of MLK, Jr. or Rosa Parks 
or Mahatma Gandhi or Dorothy Day: a life of high purpose. 
So I lined up the loftiest ideals I could find, and set out to achieve them. The results 
were rarely admirable, often laughable, and sometimes grotesque. But always they 
were unreal, a distortion of my true self – as must be the case when one lives from the 
outside in, not the inside out. I had simply found a “noble” way to live a life that was not 
my own, a life spent imitating heroes instead of listening to my heart. 
How difficult it can be to sort out what message is coming from our ideas about what 
would make us happy, ideas influenced from birth by the messages of other people, and 
what is coming from our heart, our deepest truth, that part of ourselves that holds 
wisdom for our own lives that no one else can have. But our UU theology insists that 
you, and you alone, are the final authority on what your life and all your values, all the 



best values of humanity that you aspire to, are calling you to do. That’s what our fourth 
Principle, “the free and responsible search for truth and meaning,” urges us to do. How 
do you tap into that voice so you can hear the bottom line? 
Parker Palmer says, after wrestling with this question over time: 
Now, “Let your life speak,” means something different. It means, “Before you tell your 
life what you intend to do with it, listen for what it intends to do with you. Before you tell 
your life what truths and values you have decided to live up to, let your life tell you what 
truths you embody, what values you represent.” 
When we give from the heart, in the ways that bring us joy and feed us, we contribute 
more for good in the world than we ever could if we followed the prescriptions of others. 
Instead of burning ourselves out, when we follow our hearts true call we tap into wells of 
excitement, creativity, and satisfaction. 
“But your ears thirst for the sound of your heart’s knowledge,” says Gibran. “You would 
know in words that which you have always known in thought. You would touch with your 
fingers the naked body of your dreams.” 
Tapping into our deepest longings, and learning the lessons of the heart, is not a one-
time process. Because we learn, grow, and change continually (at least, I hope we do!) 
listening to our heart’s knowledge is, at its best, a practice we continue throughout our 
lives. For, as Gibran suggests, “The soul unfolds itself, like a lotus of countless petals.” 
In the little book, Everyday Spiritual Practice, an article she calls Kathleen McTeague 
has an article titled “Listening to Our Lives.”  Her suggestion is: 
instead of trying to change ourselves and our lives into what we think they are supposed 
to be, what if we tried to become even more our unique, gifted selves? How can I find 
what I really long for, hunger for, in the midst of my life, crowded and busy as it is with 
the demands and obligations of life? 
I have discovered a short and simple practice at night in the brief, peaceful moments 
between turning out the light and falling asleep. It’s a practice that inevitably helps me 
listen more deeply to the life I really lead, to avoid the trap of longing for some illusory 
growth that might come if I just had more time for meditation or prayer. 
My spiritual practice consists of this: I think back on the events of the day and ask the 
question, “Where today did I really hear the language of my life?” The question puts a 
sheen of attentiveness and care on even the most mundane dimensions of the day. It 
gives us a way to cradle the moments of a day just lived, and see them again before 
they’re too far away, to notice the regrets and failings as well as the joys.  
To fall asleep with the question “Where in this day did I really hear the language of my 
life?” moves us every day a little nearer to awakening with the question, “Where today 
will I really hear the language of my life?” The calm eye of attention, the deeper wisdom 
of mindfulness, begin to seep in, as they do with any spiritual discipline faithfully 
practiced. 
What will we do with our one wild and precious life? What does our wild and precious 
life, our heart of hearts, long for us to do? 



May we rest for a moment, today and each day, and listen for the answer. 
 


