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I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 336.
This is a podcast about making decisions, but also about making a life. If you struggle with
decision fatigue, chronic hesitation, or if you just need a few minutes away from the constant
stream of information and the sometimes delightful but also distracting hum of
entertainment, well, you're in the right place for discerning your next right thing.

I'm an author, a spiritual director, and an occasional workshop leader. I live in North Carolina
with my family, and through my work I've helped thousands of spiritually thoughtful people
overcome decision fatigue so that they can discern their next right thing in faith, work, and
life.

My guest today is internationally known as an Emmy-winning songwriter, recording artist,
educator, activist, and poet whose work centers around finding beauty in a world that often
feels broken. As a practicing Quaker, Carrie Newcomer's albums include Betty's Diner, The
Gathering of Spirits and A Permeable Life, which has an accompanying book of poetry and
essays. Carrie has worked extensively with another friend of The Next Right Thing podcast,
Parker J. Palmer, with whom she co-hosts The Growing Edge podcast.

She has a powerful vocational journey following the next right thing and her heart's true
imperative to find a prominent place in the world of music, but also wholeness, personal and
spiritual growth. I'm so glad to speak with Carrie today on what we can learn from Quaker
practice about silence, about discernment, and our next right thing. Listen in.

*k%

Carrie Newcomer:
Thank you. It's great to be on the program.

Emily P. Freeman:
I'm so glad to have you here. One thing I think I've learned about you is that we have one
thing in common right away, and that is that we are both from Indiana.

Carrie Newcomer:
Oh, really? Gosh. Where are you originally from in Indiana?

Emily P. Freeman:
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So [ was born in the small town of Columbus, which is south of Indianapolis.

Carrie Newcomer:
Yes. Yeah. I live in Bloomington, so South Central about where Columbus is, where the
glaciers stopped.

Emily P. Freeman:
Where the glaciers stopped. I love that you know that.

Carrie Newcomer:

Yeah. It's interesting. Indiana, the glaciers came down and flattened out Indiana, and a lot of
people think of Indiana as being this very flat state. But I live right where the glaciers stop, so
it's rolling and green and very unexpected.

Emily P. Freeman:

Very unexpected. Well, perhaps that will be how some people find our conversation today.
I'm thrilled to have you here. You are a musician who has said that your best language always
comes out of silence. And in a month where I've been thinking a lot about silence and we've
been talking about it here on The Next Right Thing, [ would love if you could start us off by
sharing what it is you mean by that.

Carrie Newcomer:

Well, it's interesting. I do have a daily spiritual practice of meditation and silence. I also have
attended a silent Quaker meeting for many years. I travel a lot for my work as a traveling
musician, so I'm not here every week, but when I am here, it's nice to join the community for
an hour of silent community experience.

And yeah, people will ask me often. They'll say, "Carrie, you make your life in sound. You're a
musician. You're a poet. You're performer. What is that about?" And it's true that often some
of my best language has emerged out of taking time to listen, listen to my heart, listen to
something wider and maybe deeper than I've been encountering on the surface of things.
There's a spiritual current in my work because there's a spiritual current in my life. If it
wasn't appearing in my work, [ would be censoring something pretty important about how I
walk around in the world and experience life. And going to the silence has become a really
important practice for me as a person, but also as a musician.

Emily P. Freeman:

I want to back up to what you said at the start, which is that you attend Quaker meeting. And
for those who may not know anything at all, maybe they've heard the word Quaker, maybe
they have some associations, distant associations with that word, but they may not know
fully what it is or what good it's bringing to your life. I'm curious if you could share what feels
important to you to share with people about Quakerism or Quaker practice.
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Carrie Newcomer:

Well, I didn't grow up Quaker. Well, first of all, Quakerism and the Quaker community, the
Society of Friends, they're one of the four traditional peace churches. The Mennonites, the
Amish, the Brethren and the Quakers are often known to have long histories, the Quakers in
particular in social justice, in working for a better, kinder, more peaceful world. And I think
that was one of the things that drew me to Quakerism. Also, that women have always been
considered powerful and equal spiritual voices. And I think that was another thing at the
time I discovered, kind of encountered Quakerism. That was another important piece of the
puzzle for me.

Yeah, there's different flavors of Quakers in terms of whenever you look at many of the
denominations or even religious communities, there's a lot of different flavors. There's
different flavors of Baptists and flavors of Catholics and flavors of people who are Buddhist.
There's always different kind of versions and flavors, and there's different flavors of Quakers.
The meeting I attend it's called an unprogrammed meeting. In unprogrammed meetings,
people come and they gather and they attend in the silence together for an hour. Sometimes
people will speak out of the silence, but generally they're very short messages. And I guess
that's where the word Quaker even came from. It's like it should be so upon you that this is
not group therapy. This is something, a message that feels so upon your heart that you feel
powerfully moved to speak it, but sometimes it's silent.

And there's something really powerful. When I first encountered that experience, [ was
actually doing a service assignment down in Costa Rica. [ was in college, at a Mennonite
college actually, and everyone who graduated from Goshen College had to do at least six
months of service. It was like Peace Corps service, but it kind of went through the college.
And while I was there, a friend and I had heard about a Quaker community that was up at
the mountains. And so we took a train as far as we could go, and then we took a bus as far as
we could go, and then a truck that someone gave us a ride. And finally we walked into a
rainforest. And at that time it was, now there's a lot more ecotourism in Costa Rica, but at
that time it was really mostly scientists who would come up there to study the rainforest.
But there was a Quaker community up there, and I went to my first Quaker meeting there.

And so it was sitting in community in the silence in the middle of a rainforest. And there was
something inside me that just said, "Ah, yes, I've been waiting for this," that we do so much
talking at God or at the great luminous, whatever you choose to call that. We do a lot of
talking and praising or asking or ... | mean, there's a whole list of things that we do in terms
of talking at the sacred. And I was so moved by taking time to just be in that sacred space, to
actually not speak at it, but to listen, to listen to what was happening in my heart and
happening on the soul level, the inner level of who I am.

So there's something really powerful about that and something powerful about doing that in
community.
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Emily P. Freeman:

I'm so curious, Carrie, if you can continue to put into language for us, what does that silence,
because I so resonate with that. Well, I've never been to a Quaker meeting in rainforest.
However, [ do resonate with the compelling nature of silence and how the way you describe
it is not an absence, but a presence. That there is a presence in the silence that's palpable
and compelling. And I'm curious for you just personally in that, is this something that you
receive that feels tangible? Is there direction that you think you feel that you receive in the
midst of silence? What is the gift for you personally of that silence?

Carrie Newcomer:

Such a great question. I think we live busy lives. We live in a busy culture with busy lives, so
busy that and also this very odd idea in our culture that if someone says to you, "I'm so busy,
I can't see straight," that's virtuous. That's supposed to be a good thing. When perhaps when
someone says, "I'm so busy, I can't hear my own inner thoughts anymore," perhaps the
response is, "Oh, are you okay? And how might I help?"

But I think in the course of a busy life, and I do have a busy life, I'm passionate about my art
and the work that I do in the world, which is I consider real vocation, true vocation. So I'm
busy and I'm passionate about what I do in the course of a day. But I also know that taking
time, taking time to reflect, taking time to listen, taking time to be in connection with my
own spirit and a wider spirit changes the course of my day.

Sometimes I get busy and I get out of practice. I love the word practice because practice
does not imply perfection. Practice implies intention, that my intention is to practice going
to the well and seeing what's there. And on the times when I'm not, I do notice it. I notice
that things become less clear for me. There's a clarity that happens when I take time to be in
the silence.

Emily P. Freeman:

I'm so glad you brought that up, that word clarity. I have such a love-hate relationship with
it, right? We desperately want clarity, especially when it comes to decisions we have to
make in life. But then so often not so well, so often it seems like we are required to move
even when we maybe don't have full clarity. And so I'm curious from your perspective as
someone who regularly, as you say, returns to the well and practices silence, how has this
intentional practice informed your own decision-making big or small in your life?

Carrie Newcomer:

I was just reading this week some Howard Thurman who ... Dr. Howard Thurman is
definitely one of the wells I go to in terms of authors. And he was telling a story about when
he was young man in seminary, he would walk home from, there was an evening meeting
and he would walk home through the town on the way home. And one night it was late at
night, was like 2:00 AM he was walking through town and he kept hearing water, the sound
of water, and he'd had a bit of a head cold and he thought, "Now is there something going on
with my head cold?"
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Carrie Newcomer:

But he asked someone the next day and he said, "Oh no. In this town there is a canal. There's
a river of running water, of moving water just below the surface of things. And that you can't
hear it during the day when the traffic is going and people are all around and construction
and all the distractions and noise of a busy daily life in the city. But at night, when things get
quiet, you can hear something that's always moving, this well, this river of moving water."
And I just love that story and that it's like that for myself too. There's always this inner well,
that river of clear moving water that I may not perceive or may not sense in the course of a
busy day.

So going to the silence is a way of tuning in, of asking good questions and also being with the
sound of what I might not hear if I didn't take time to listen.

I've never written a song because I had an answer. I've always written songs because I have a
question. And good questions generally return what matters most deeply and truly. When I
pull back all the distractions of my life, what is at the heart? What do I love beyond words or
measure? What is sustaining? What helps me maintain a sense of hope? Those good
questions, they keep coming back and I'm more able to hear them and to explore them if I
take time to listen.

Emily P. Freeman:

So much of that Carrie seems to be interwoven with this idea of vocation. And I know that's
something that you, I imagine working with Parker Palmer, that's something that you both
are intimately acquainted with, this idea and this practice of your own vocation. Could you
speak a little bit to how that's connected to how we live out our vocation in the world?

Carrie Newcomer:

Parker says I love working with in terms of mentors and people that one of my favorite
people on the planet, a mentor and a dear friend, and that we've done many projects
together. And I feel very fortunate to have had that experience and that friendship in my life.
I consider it a great treasure.

And Parker says that he calls vocation the thing that you cannot not do, that there's
something. We can have careers. We can do all kinds of things, all kinds of jobs. Human
beings are amazing. We have opposable thumbs. We can learn to do all kinds of things well.
We're so clever. Sometimes we're too clever. But we're so clever and we can learn to do so
many things well. But vocation, that's different than just career. It's what your heart leans
into, the thing that you cannot not do. And music was like that for me.

When [ started into music, but it's a particular kind of music too. I work within a pretty
interesting niche of music and poetry. Often it's this idea that if I could do anything else, I
would probably have done it because there were times in the course of my vocation that
wasn't easy. It was unclear and there were transitions and all the joyous, wonderful, exciting
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parts and hard parts. But there was always this sense. It was a thing I could not not do, was
so elemental that we can again, learn how to do all kinds of things well. But the closer we get
to what we love, what we love deeply and truly by nature, by soul level, the more potent our
work becomes, the more potent our life becomes.

Why would I want to live any other way? Why would I want to write any other way than the
way that is most potent in the world and in my life? There's a lot of different frames. If I
thought that the only way to have a vibrant life in music, in the arts was to be the next
Beyonce, man, I would've hung this up a long time ago. It's asked me true vocation. Ask you
to look at the frame of it in a way that's a little more holistic than that. That what does a
vibrant life in the arts and in music and poetry look like for me? How am I pulling from all
these areas of life and interest and love that are so unique to my experience of that?

So yeah, vocation, and it grows out of this idea. I was just talking with someone yesterday
about if vocation is a thing that you cannot not do in the world, perhaps in that silence, in
our meditation, in our going to the well and paying attention to the inner life and how our
inner life affects our outer walk in the world, maybe that's the soul that we cannot not be,
the you that you cannot not be. You can try. And sometimes that happens in the course of a
life. It's like, oh, there's all these different directions and faces I tried on. But true soul
perhaps is the you cannot not be. It'll keep on tugging on your sleeve.

Music was going to keep tugging on my sleeve. I went to college for ... I didn't go to college
for music. I live in Bloomington. There's a huge music school here. Lots of musicians live
where I live. So that conversation of vocation and the arts comes up a lot. But I didn't go to
school for music. I wasn't ready to risk the thing I loved the most yet. I think sometimes you
have to get ready to risk what you love the most because if it didn't work out, it's actually
going to matter.

So I went to school for visual art, which I'm chalking up all the safe and secure jobs you can
have, like have visual art, check, folk singing, check, spiritual folk singing, check. But after I
got out of college and I got through school playing music and all the odd jobs you do and
waitressing and all things you do in college, but singing in coffee houses and bars and
bowling alleys, and I think I played yard sales. I think I played everywhere.

Emily P. Freeman:
She was on the yard sales circuit.

Carrie Newcomer:

Totally. But after I finished college, it was like music was calling. It was true vocation. And I
didn't know what that would look like and how it would unfold, but I did know I needed to
follow. It would keep tugging on my sleeves if I didn't.
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Emily P. Freeman:

So much of when we think about vocation and listening to our inner voice, so much of that
can feel like we are individual or we are only maybe. Solitude comes to mind. But I know in
my own experience, and I think probably in yours too, and I'd love to hear more about it,
what has the communal had to say about your vocation and maybe even specifically, what
has the practice of communal silence or in Quaker meeting done for you as you have
discovered more of you and more of God, but then there's the community in that. What role
has the community played?

Carrie Newcomer:

It's really interesting 'cause music is very communal. I write songs and that happens in my
own writing room. And I write poetry. A lot of that happens in solitude. But music itself is
very communal. Something happens at the center of a good song that we recognize each
other. At the center of a good song we see grief and we see delight, we see love, and we see
all the things that happen to human beings. It's like three and a half minutes of empathy. I
see that all the time. And when people say there's divisions in this world and there are no
bridges, I say, "That's not true because I see it all the time at the heart of a song."

So I know how that works in sound. So it was really a wonderful experience and practice
then to find that in the heart of silent practice as a community. It is hard to describe
because we're all there in a particular spirit. And it does take a little getting used to. We're
not used to silence in our culture. Two minutes of silence and someone's ready to jump in
and fill up the space 'cause it's a little uncomfortable. So it takes a little while to get used to
it. But then once you get settled into it, they call it centering down.

I wasn't raised Quaker, but I love some of the phrases, particularly that the old ones use.
Centering down, as way opens, holding something in the light for discernment. But in those
communal spaces, there is a powerful recognition that happens that soul to soul and often
quite wordless. And it's very ... I'm used to trying to put wordless things into words because
I'm a poet and I'm a musician. It's like, oh, that's part of my job description. How do you put
into language the things that happen to us? But I still find it hard when I'm trying to describe
a presence that happens in communal silence. I don't know. Try it sometimes.

And it's different between meeting to meeting too. I mean, it's like often they're small
communities and it very much, some weeks when I've gone to silent meeting, it's completely
silent and we all sit in silence, complete silence for an hour, and somebody's stomach growls
or you can hear the birds outside or you can hear the workings of your own heart a little bit.
Sometimes people will speak out of the silence, and that's always an interesting experience
too. What comes out of the silence for people? What language will emerge sometimes out of
silence? And a certain respect for that and holding of that.

Emily P. Freeman:
Yeah, it all matters in the silence. There can be a gift even in the interruptions, even in the
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discomfort of silence. I found after about two years of attending a semi-programmed
meeting, that silence time, that about 20 minutes or so that we would practice together in
communal silence, even though it may even have been the same group of people week after
week, it had a different, like you said, a different feel. Sometimes there would be an agitation
in the room or there would be, none of us want to be doing this right now, type of feel. Or
like you said, the centering down that would come and at the end when someone would
close the silence with are all hearts and minds clear, I could say yes, that we felt, like I felt
like it was.

Emily P. Freeman:

But at first [ remember feeling really compelled to measure the silence, Carrie. I would be
like, "We've been 15 minutes. No one said anything. What is happening?" And just this, it's like
the control will always find a way in, just I must measure this, I must, because I have to
evaluate it, because I have to understand it. Because if I can understand it, then maybe I can
control it. It's releasing. Sometimes it takes the full silent time just to get into the room, and
then I realize it's over. But it makes me realize that my baseline, walking around in my
normal life has such a low tolerance for that amount of stillness that when we finally get it,
it's like, "Wow, it took me this entire hour just to arrive."

So I have experienced that in that communal silence. And sometimes it's a real gift and
sometimes it feels like a burden.

Carrie Newcomer:
Well, which makes it a practice.

Emily P. Freeman:
That's right.

Carrie Newcomer:

There is something really beautiful about practice. Again, I said it earlier, practice does not
imply perfection. It only implies intention. And I love that. I love that because interesting
things happen when you decide to just keep practicing. And there are days when it's like,
"Wow, I just can't settle in." There's a lot going on and the monkey mind is going. And
sometimes it goes deep pretty quickly like, "Oh, there it, there's the well," and then you
drink.

And 1 think that being kind, I think that's something that's important about starting a
practice of silence. If someone's new to the practice of silence, of being really kind with
ourselves because it's not a natural phenomena in our culture. It's not encouraged and it
doesn't happen all the time. And so it takes a little getting used to. And also just being really
gracious and kind with ourselves like, "Oh, something's pushing back today. I don't know
what it is that's pushing back, but something's pushing back and I can't settle in." And just
even to allow myself to be in that pushback and to be kind about it.
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And then also that the more you do something, the more familiar it becomes. It's like an old
coat. I sojourn in all kinds of spiritual communities. And so when I go to a spiritual
community that has the minute and a half of silence somewhere in the service and I feel like,
"Wow, we just started. That was one breath." And so I think the more familiar you become
and the kinder you become about the process, I think I start to look for it and really miss it
when I'm not in practice.

Silence and sound again as this musician, a piece of music is just cacophony if there's no
spaces. You think about a melody line that rises and falls and rest and breathe, you have to
breathe. If there was no breath, you couldn't sing a song. So that idea of letting my life
breathe in the same way I would let a song breathe. It's just cacophony if you don't. And it
could be something so beautiful. And one melody is not like another melody. One meeting is
not like another meeting. This is a different song. So how do I just be with this one?

Emily P. Freeman:
Have two more questions for you, Carrie.

Carrie Newcomer:
Sure.

Emily P. Freeman:
One is, so I'm one year into Substack, and I know you have a Substack, All the Gathering of
Spirits.

Carrie Newcomer:
Yes.

Emily P. Freeman:

And in it you say that you write for those, and I'll quote your words, "those who are living in
process, who are worried about the brokenness of the world and wondering how to live
humbly, courageously and compassionately in such beautiful and messy times." And I'm
curious if you had to answer that question. Just for today, how do we live humbly,
courageously and compassionately in the midst of these beautiful and messy times?

Carrie Newcomer:

To keep practicing, I guess. I think through daily stillness and daily action, my favorite, going
back, I'll be going back to Parker again. My favorite quote on what is hope, Parker said that
"Hope is holding in creative tension, everything that is with everything that could and should
be, and each day taking some action to narrow the distance between the two." I love that.
What is, what could and should be, and then what we do each day to narrow the distance.
And there's something very powerful and active about that, that it's hope is not candy-
coated or pretty words or positive thinking or wishful thinking. It's gritty and it's daily. It's
getting up in the morning and trying one more time in your own way to make the world a
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little kinder place. And that every gift is important. There's no gift too small. There's no
action too small. So I think part of that is how I choose to live my daily life in action in large
ways and small ways. So I would say that would be one of the ways that I frame that
question.

And then also the things I don't do, taking time for silence, taking time. I live in the middle of
the woods. There's about 200 acres of woods of those beautiful rolling ravines and creeks all
around me. And I'll go out and I walk in the woods every day I am home and I'm off the road.
It's finding those, what actually literally grounds me. It's often in silence. I love to sit.
Sometimes when I'm feeling really like unsettled, I will go out into the woods behind my
house and lay down on the ground and just feel where the good earth meets my body and
my back. And it's like, and it's just having access to the natural world and a long and loving
relationship with a bit of natural world. That's one of the things that helps me stay quite
literally grounded but also metaphorically grounded.

Yeah, these are messy times. They are beautiful and bewildering and messy times. We live in
challenging times, and yet we live in a time of great possibility. And holding that tension,
holding that balance of what is challenging and what is bewildering and what is still utterly
possible. And holding that with a kind of active hope. I don't know. That's how I, that's part
of how I get through my days, I think, with any amount of grace.

Emily P. Freeman:
Well, speaking of getting through your days, our final question is this one. Carrie, what is
your next right thing?

Carrie Newcomer:

Such a great question. My next right thing. I have been on the road a lot in the last year. I
had a new album come out, The Great Wild Mercy, and so whenever there's a new album
that's released, the touring schedule is exciting. And I love travel and I love people and I love
places, but it also is quite exhausting. It's very demanding.

So one of the next right things for me was making the decision this summer to take some
time off the road and to dive into silence, dive into my life here in community and also in the
natural world, to write and read and recharge. So I think the next right thing is as always for
me, continuing to find balance. When you lead a busy, creative, passionate life, finding that
balance with rest and reflection. And balance, the image of the scales that are perfectly
equal on either side. [ don't think life for me has never happened like that. It's a little tipped
to one side, is a little tipped to the other side. It's always a transition. It's always a
transformation. It's always asking that good question again, what's at the heart of my life and
how do I hold this in some kind of creative tension, in this creative balance?

Yeah, that's the next right thing, continuing to ask that question, what is a passionate life
and a life of reflection look like in balance?
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Emily P. Freeman:
Carrie, thank you for your time today. It's been a true pleasure to learn from you.

Carrie Newcomer:
Oh, thank you so much. It's been great talking to you today.

**k%

Thanks for listening to episode 336 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
going to the well can be just one more rung on the trellis upon which your rhythm of life can
continue to grow. Because while it's true, this is a podcast about making decisions, the
bigger truth is our daily decisions are making our lives.

The song you heard there at the end of the episode is called Another Day, and it's from
Carrie's album entitled A Great Wild Mercy. Her music is soulful, folksy, and poetic. The
influence of silence on her art is clear. You can find Carrie's Substack newsletter, A
Gathering of Spirits at carrienewcomer.substack.com, where you can learn more about her
music and writing, both prose and poetry.

As always, you can find me online at emilypfreeman.com or on Instagram @emilypfreeman. A
special thanks to the team at Unmutable who edits our sound and to Ashley Sherlock who
keeps us organized.

In closing, a few final words on Quaker silence taken from an article in Traditions of Spiritual
Guidance, which is a book edited by Lavinia Byrne. This particular quote comes from an
article in that book entitled A Quaker Perspective on Spiritual Direction. "Waiting is not
inactivity. Quakers do not employ silence for its own sake, but rather because it is
instrumental. It is the space humans make for God's voice." Thanks for listening, and I'll see
you next time.
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