
Audible Kindness Through A Gift of Song 

“My heart, which is so full to overflowing, 
has often been solaced and refreshed by music when sick and weary.”
                                                                           ~ Martin Luther ~


It’s a noteworthy treasure, available to Rochester residents as life  
ebbs. When the well of viability is running dry, the arid soul is bathed 
in penetrating sound. Harmonic consolation through tranquil melodies 
is conferred by celestial voices as the passage from an earthly 
existence is underway.


Music inherently manifests transitions… of tempo, volume, keys, 
style, and so much more. Even its delivery can speak to listeners who 
are in the process of transitioning. The word “threshold” in the name 
of a network of a cappella singers conveys the underlying thrust of a 
final trajectory. The vocal balm they deliver can calm individuals who 
are moving over the bridge from a temporal presence to the doorstep 
of death and what lies beyond. 


However, both the term and the melodies these women sing are 
applicable also to other situations that present a need for solace. 
Individuals who are suffering due to pain, serious illness, grief, 
dementia, social isolation, or despondency of any sort can benefit 
from the wide range of selections in their repertoire. 


The Threshold Choir comprises an association of more than two-
hundred national and international chapters engaging over 2000 
volunteers. Since its inception in 2000, the shared purpose of the 
organization’s components has been to sing simple, lullaby-like songs 
to people experiencing life passages, primarily the terminal one. 


A community resource of this nature materializes when a musical 
devotee launches an initiative to establish a local branch. It is borne 
of a passion for the cause. In Rochester, the founder and director is 
Marsha Boelio, who launched the venture in November, 2016. Since 



then, the volunteer group has been convening for rehearsals twice a 
month, splitting into contingents of two to four individuals when 
singing for someone. 


Predominant sites for their melodious consignments have included 
nursing homes, assisted care facilities, comfort care residences, and 
private homes upon request by family members or other caring 
companions. Any setting conducive to intimacy optimizes effects. 


Onset of the Covid pandemic presented barriers to customary 
proceedings. But this aggregate of devoted and resolute women 
found ways to continue the musical ministration. During temperate 
seasons, rehearsals have been conducted at parks and in each 
others’ backyards. They have sung to residents from the parking lots 
of various facilities, with open windows enabling perception of sound. 
Audio files and six-song YouTube videos were distributed to 
numerous facilities where they had been singing regularly, for sharing 
with residents and staff. Covid persists and, in spite of ongoing 
limitations for in-person contacts, so does the desire to sustain this 
mission of mercy. Suggestions for opportunities and potential 
locations are sought and appreciated.


Whether or not the small groups are able to be in direct contact with 
listeners, the singing continues. It is typically in three-part harmony or 
in unison, or they hum, in a manner described as a gentle caress, 
suggestive of rocking a baby to sleep.


The singers' repertoire is drawn primarily from a universally utilized 
master book of five-hundred copyrighted songs composed 
specifically for the Threshold Choir International organization. This 
shared resource among all affiliates unites them as “one choir with 
many voices” emanating from different geographical locations around 
the world. Additionally, individuals in local chapters may write their 
own pieces. 


Selections are chosen according to relevance within a given situation, 
with a system of playlists used as directional tools. It has been noted 



that a favorite piece, “You Are Not Alone,” may be the best affirmation 
that can be expressed to someone who is dying.


With words memorized and parts embedded in their minds, the 
nightingales conduct meditative sessions varying in length according 
to circumstances, and seated on folding stools they carry with them 
to assure a unified presence at eye level of the listener. 


Upon approaching a milieu where a person lays dying, a singer 
remarked that it’s like entering a sacred space. An intimate sense of 
human connection is readily felt as the melded voices lend beauty to 
the dying process that is common to all mankind. Sometimes the 
terminally ill recipient will sing along, but even if unresponsive and 
non-verbal, facial expressions, bodily movements, or more relaxed 
breathing may be observed.


When family members are present, they, likewise, derive consolation. 

One time in a room with her daughter by her bedside, the terminally ill 
woman opened her eyes and joined in vocalizing a familiar tune, 
“Amazing Grace.” The daughter was able to hear her mother sing one 
last time.


Singers are gratified by the penetrating moments that imbue them 
with profound appreciation for the gift they confer, noting that 
benefits are mutual, though experiences can be emotionally intense. 

The affective impact may necessitate a pause to assure composure 
or a group debriefing afterward.


A personal inclination to join this group of angelic ambassadors 
stems from a fondness for singing, but previous training is not 
necessary. Discriminating prerequisites specific to this mission 
include not only having an ability to carry a tune, but also having a 
voice that blends with others in the group, coupled with an innate 
capacity to express tender kindness through songs. 


Wherever one may be headed as physicality dwindles,  

imagine being escorted from this terrestrial plane by the 
companionship of soft, soothing sound. Its conveyers bespeak 



compassion. Their ethereal renditions impart comfort. As the end of 
existence nears, an interlude of peace permeates the soul and the 
atmosphere around it.


“After silence, that which comes nearest 
to expressing the inexpressible 

is music.” 
                                ~ Aldous Huxley ~


___________________________________________________________________________


This Rochester resource contributes a palliative element to the dying 
journey. It is yet another local asset available to support the objective 
of “a good death.” But remember, too, that the service is not limited 
to terminal “travelers,” a  designation the singers have adopted.


Help spread the word to community residents about this 
opportunity… through personal conversations and/or intentional 
connections with relevant organizations.  


Individual requests for home visits are encouraged. If you know of 
someone who could benefit from this type of vocal anointment, let 
your own voice be heard. There is no charge for this charitable 
offering, but donations are gratefully accepted.


An interest in joining the group of singers is welcomed.


Contact: rochesterNY@thresholdchoir.org

Threshold Singers of Rochester: 

https://thresholdchoir.org/RochesterNY


Facebook: Threshold Singers of Rochester:

https://www.facebook.com/search/top?
q=threshold%20singers%20of%20rochester


Threshold Choir International:

https://thresholdchoir.org/
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