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Concept of Evil Session Facilitator Notes

Summary

This program was inspired by the Rev. Craig Stewart’s sermon, “Justice or Just Us?,” in particular, whether we truly believe that everyone is inherently good. The questions encourage members to  explore their conception of evil, and to consider how it affects their feelings about our first principle, to “affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person.”

Member Preparation

In preparation for this session, find a small object or two that you feel represents something that is either good or evil. Bring your object(s) with you to our gathering.

In addition, take some time to think about the questions below. These questions provide ways you may want to approach this topic. Remember to focus on just one or two of the questions, if you choose to use them, as this will allow you to explore the topic in more depth.

· In his sermon “Justice or Just Us?” Rev. Stewart talks about humanity’s innate goodness, stating “all are good, therefore all are just.” Many religious and philosophical traditions believe that the true nature of humanity is good, and that evil is an aberration (i.e. “the fall of man”). What do you believe? If we are inherently good, what makes people do evil things?

· Are there truly evil people in this world or only evil acts and behaviors? Can you separate the person from the behavior? How does your concept of evil affect how you feel about our first principle, to “affirm and promote the inherent worth and dignity of every person”?

· Are there absolute evils? Any acts or deeds that can universally be considered wrong for all people? What does it take for an act to be evil? Can people accidentally commit evil acts or does there need to be intention?

· How do we, as individuals and as a culture, continue to try and live happy, productive lives in the presence of evil? Do we try?

Special Materials

· Bring a computer, mp3 player and speakers, or CD player (if you’ve burned the audio file onto a CD) to play the audio clip from the sermon “Justice or Just Us”. Be sure to set this up before the gathering begins so that you don’t have to worry about technical issues during the gathering. Note: it is best to download the audio clip and bring it with you, as there is no guarantee that you will have internet access during the gathering.
· Bring in a collection of objects to represent concepts that you or others might feel are good or evil to help stimulate discussion. As part of the session, members will consider the objects and talk about the following: You may immediately identity certain objects as representative of good or evil. How have your life experiences shaped your perceptions of these objects? How might others perceive these objects differently than you, based on different life experiences? What does this say about the relative nature of good and evil?
Additional Resources

· Full sermon audio: “Justice or Just Us,” Rev. Greg Stewart, UUSF (November 12, 2006)
(http://www.uusf.org/AboutUUSF/SermonArchive/Audio/111206GSSermon.mp3)

· “Confronting Evil: Has Terrorism Shaken Our Religious Principles?” by Warren R. Ross. UU World (January/February 2002)
(http://www.uuworld.org/2002/01/feature1.html)

· “What in the World? New challenges for liberal religion, and other matters,” Marjorie Bowens-Wheatley. UU World (January/February 2002)
(http://www.uuworld.org/2002/01/what.html)

· “Choose your enemies carefully,” by Forrest Church. UU World (April 2004)
(http://www.uuworld.org/2004/04/commentary.html)

· “The Problem of Evil,” Krista Tippett. Speaking of Faith Radio Program (American Public Media, February 15, 2002)
(http://speakingoffaith.publicradio.org/programs/2002/02/15_evil/)

Compassion Session Facilitator Notes

Summary

This program is about receiving and practicing compassion, both for ourselves and for others. The session includes a guided loving-kindness meditation.

Member Preparation

In preparation for this session, take some time to think about compassion, and some times in your life when you have either received compassion or acted compassionately. 

These questions provide ways you may want to approach this topic. Remember to focus on just one or two of the questions, if you choose to use them, as this will allow you to explore the topic in more depth.

· Think of time in your life when you were moved to compassion or when someone unexpected had compassion for you. How did feeling or receiving compassion affect your life? Your attitudes? Your perceptions? Your actions?

· What does it mean to have compassion for yourself? For others? For friends and family? For strangers? For enemies? Which of these is most challenging and why?

· How do you define compassion? What is the difference between compassionate feelings and compassionate actions? 

· How might we cultivate compassion in our daily lives?

Special Materials

Bring a copy of the poem “Kindness” by Naomi Shihab Nye for the opening reading

Available online at one of the following sites:

· Spirituality and Practice:
http://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/practices/features.php?id=15996

· Elise.com:
http://www.elise.com/quotes/poetry/naomi.htm

Further Exploration

· “Pema Chodron,” Bill Moyers on Faith and Reason (PBS) August 4, 2006. (http://www.pbs.org/moyers/faithandreason/portraits_chodron.html)

· “Buddhist Conceptions of Compassion: Annotated Bibliography,” Jennifer Goetz, Greater Good Science Center, University of California Berkeley.
(http://peacecenter.berkeley.edu/research_compassion_goetz2.html)

· “Transcendence, Survival, and UU Religion in the 21st Century,” John A. (Lex) Crane. Journal of Liberal Religion (Spring 2006)
(http://www.meadville.edu/LL_JLR_v6_n1_Crane.htm)

Session 2: Spiritual Life – Member Preparation

In preparation for this session, take some time to read the following quotes and to think about your views on living a spiritual life. 

The true task of spiritual life is not found in faraway places or unusual states of consciousness. It is here in the present. It asks of us a welcoming spirit to greet all that life presents to us with a wise, respectful, and kindly heart... - Jack Kornfield
A holy restlessness is what prompts the pilgrimage of the spirit — a journey real or metaphorical that calls us away from what we have grown to think of as our home in order to discover a deeper sense of being at home with our human nature. - Rev. Sarah York, Pilgrim Heart: The Inner Journey Home

The spiritual journey is the soul's commingling with ordinary life. - Christina Baldwin
Our real journey in life is interior; it is a matter of growth, deepening, and of an ever greater surrender to the creative action of love and grace in our hearts.  - Thomas Merton

Attempting to live a spiritual life can indeed be a confusing and painful experience beset with obstacles and detours, rather than filled with the bliss we might have expected. - Katherine Kurs, Searching for Your Soul
These questions provide ways you may want to approach this topic. Remember to focus on just one or two of the questions, if you choose to use them, as this will allow you to explore the topic in more depth.

•
Each of us ascribes our own connotations, meanings, and significance to the words “spiritual,” “religious,” and “spiritual life”; what do these words mean to you?  Are there other words that you prefer?

•
What are the roots of your present spiritual/religious life? As a child, were you raised within a particular religion or with a particular belief system? If you were later in a different religion or on a different spiritual path, what was it? How did you get from one to the other, and how did you get to where you are now?

•
Do you feel that you have a spiritual life right now? If so, what does it include? Do you have any regular spiritual/religious practice(s)? Are there any such practices that you would like to learn more about or add to your life?

•
Suppose a work of art—a painting, a piece of music, a poem, etc.—depicted your spiritual life or your sense of what is spiritual in the universe.  Describe that work of art.

LIVING WITH FEAR
Group Session Plan from UUCCA* - Rev. Calvin O. Dame

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
Transcendental Etude 
No one ever told us we had to study our lives, 
Make of our lives a study, as if learning natural history or music, 
That we should begin with simple exercises first and slowly go on trying the hard ones, Practicing till strength and accuracy become one with the daring to leap into transcendence. 
And in fact we can't live like that: we take on everything at once before we've even begun to read or mark time, we're forced to begin in the midst of the hardest movement, 
The one already sounding as we are born. 
Adrienne Rich -- Singing the Living Tradition #665
Check-in/Sharing

Topic:
(Preparation: make sure that writing materials are available)
Fear of failure. Fear of dependency. Fear of destitution. Fear of other's judgements. Fear of physical harm. More of our lives have been shaped by fear than we would readily admit. Take a moment to reflect, then write, briefly, answers to these questions: How has my life been shaped by fear? What hold does fear presently have over me? How have I overcome fear in my life?


Closing Words:
"Let me not pray to be sheltered from dangers, but to be fearless in facing them. 
Let me not beg for the stilling of my pain, but for the heart to conquer it. 
Let me not look for allies in life's battlefield, but to my own strength. 
Let me not crave in anxious fear to be saved, but hope for the patience to win my freedom. 
Grant me that I may not be a coward, feeling your mercy in my success alone; 
But let me find the grasp of your hand in my failure." 
Rabindranath Tagore -- Singing the Living Tradition #519

SIN

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
" In the early nineteenth century, . . . sin became a dirty word in Unitarian and Universalist circles. Liberal theologians responded by claiming that we were born good. Any evils that manifested themselves during the course of our lives were the fault of environment, education, lack of opportunity, poor nurture, bad examples, or discrimination. These were the things that led us to fall, not sin.

Placed in the context of today’s debate, Calvinists attributed our fate to genetics, liberals to the environment. The weakness of the Calvinist argument is not that it was based on original sin, but that it involved a capricious resolution of some people’s sin by divine orchestration, while others were left hopeless, swinging in the wind. But in rebelling against this blasphemy against the creator and creation, we liberals went too far in the opposite direction. We concluded that sin was not a genetic predisposition, but rather an imposition by society upon children born not sinful, but pure and good." 
Forrest Church
Topic/Activity: 
As UU’s, we are often either actively hostile towards the notion of sin or quite vague about it. We may, as Forrest Church argues above, have over-corrected. Or the word sin may, for some of us, stir up uncomfortable associations with religious upbringings we abandoned, religions we experienced that put too much emphasis on guilt and our own shortcomings or inadequacies. 

What does the word "sin" imply for you? What is the history of your relationship with this concept? In what ways do you find the notion of sin a hindrance and a weight around your neck? In what ways do you find it useful and helpful as a way to connect with the dark side of yourself and with others? Where do you fall along this continuum of belief or how do you struggle with this concept? 

Closing Words:

We can shine like the brightest beacons, and so we should.
We can sparkle like the sun upon the waters.
But unless we know our darkest hearts 
And touch in others what repels us to the quick,
We will float on the surface of life and spin aimlessly in the wind;
We will remain estranged from the depths of our beings. 
    

TO BE A UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST

Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Bob Zeeb)

 Opening Words:
We are humanists, theists, pagans, lovers of humanity, eco-feminists, agnostics and atheists. We are stripped down Christians, pumped up social activists, UU Buddhists, worshippers of Wicca. We pray and we distrust prayer, we meditate, we chant, we sing. It is a miracle indeed that we can be all these things and yet have a shared history, and shared doubts if not a shared faith. How do we hold this paradox, that we are all one and yet so different? Oh, what is it to be us, to be open to being and accepting us as us? 

Topic/Activity: 
For each of us, it means something slightly different to be a Unitatian Universalist. Although we have our shared principles, we also have our personal histories: our unique slant on what it is that brings us together. There may even be particular aspects of being a UU that have a shadow side for each of us, that cause pain or irritation or even shame. For you, what does it mean to be a UU? What is most important? And what does it not mean? What about Unitarian Universalists causes you to hold your tongue or avert your eyes or simply gets under your skin? What makes you feel proud? 

Closing Words:    Affirmation by Scott Alexander
In a world with so much hate and violence,
We need a religion that proclaims the inherent worth and dignity of every person
In a world with so much brutality and fear,
We need a religion that seeks justice, equity, and compassion in human relations.
In a world with so many persons abused and neglected,
We need a religion that calls us to accept one another and encourage one another in spiritual growth.
In a world with too much dogmatism and falsehood,
We need a religion that challenges us to a free and responsible search for truth and meaning.
In a world of so much tyranny and oppression,
We need a religion that affirms the right of conscience and the use of democratic process
In a world with so much inequality and strife,
We need a religion that strives toward the goal of world community with peace, liberty, & justice for all.
In a world with so much environmental degradation,
We need a religion that advocates respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.

 In a world with so much uncertainty and despair,
We need a religion that teaches our hearts to hope and our hands to serve. 

ANGER

Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Linda Morrison)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
We are surprised and shocked by the dark visions and impulses which sometimes arise within us. We are threatened by what we feel as forces of evil and disharmony around us. It is not easy to be reconciled to the dark side of ourselves.

Robert Senghas
Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
Talk about a specific time when you experienced your dark side and had difficulty reconciling yourself to an awareness or acceptance of this dark side. Or, simply talk about what you know of your dark side and how you have coped with it over time, a kind of history of your struggle.


Closing Words:
May we understand that our feelings of fear, anger, temptation and disharmony are part of our lives, and that our task is not to try to deny these feelings, but resolve to deal with them. Our task is to bring forth the light of understanding, reason, and resolve, so that we can see what threatens us, and follow the path to wholeness. May we know that within each of us is a source of strength and light that can restore us, if we open ourselves to it.

Robert Senghas
LIVING WITH ANGER

Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Holly Zeeb and Bob Zeeb)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
As an old proverb has it, “Anger is a wind that blows out the lamp of the mind” -unless our mind is alert enough to set sail for a better course.

Michael N. Nagler
Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
There are many kinds of anger and many ways of thinking and talking about anger. But above all, anger is a part of what makes us human. We all live with anger; it is in the nature of things.

Consider a time when your anger separated you—from yourself, from those you care about, from that which is larger than the self. And consider a time when anger may have connected you—to yourself, to others, or to something larger and beyond your self. What might be the difference between these two experiences of anger?


Closing Words:
The nonviolent are not people who don’t feel anger. On the contrary, they can often prize anger . . . because first of all that capacity to feel for others, which sometimes means getting angry over what is happening to them, is one of the things that makes them fully human. Second, and more important, that kind of anger is potentially the emotive power to correct the situation.

Michael N. Nagler

Let us all remember. . .that for its implementation, compassion frequently demands confrontation.
William Sloane Coffin
LETTING GO

Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Suzanne DiCarlo)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
A block to joy and love can be an unresolved sadness from the past. We told ourselves many things to deny the pain: “It doesn’t hurt that much …it’s no big deal.” But unfinished business does not go away; it keeps repeating itself until it gets out attention, until we feel it, deal with it. And then let it go.”

Melody Beattie, The Language of Letting Go

Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
We all know that letting go is a highly regarded practice of the spirit. For many, it represents the right path, a path to wholeness and peace. But it is not easy.

Describe a time when you struggled to let go. How did you do it? What enabled you to do it? How did you experience it? How did you benefit? 

Or you might describe a time when you did not let go. What was/is your struggle? What has prevented/still prevents you from letting go? What did/does your spirit need to help you let go?


Closing Words:
It is not our job to control people, outcomes, circumstances or life.
Today I will let go. I will stop trying to make myself be and do better. 
I will let myself be.

Melody Beattie The Language of Letting Go

LETTING GO #2

Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Holly Zeeb)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
We know that all is impermanent; we know that everything wears out. Although we can buy this truth intellectually, emotionally we have a deep-rooted aversion to it. We want permanence; we expect permanence. Our natural tendency is to seek security where we believe we can find it. We experience impermanence at the everyday level as frustration. We use our daily activity as a shield against the fundamental ambiguity of our situation, expending tremendous energy trying to ward off impermanence and death. We don’t like that our bodies change shape. We don’t like it that we age. We are afraid of wrinkles and sagging skin. We use health products as if we actually believe that our skin, our hair, our eyes and teeth, might somehow miraculously escape the truth of impermanence.
Pema Chodron
Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
Buddhism counsels us that all is impermanence and that suffering consists in attachment to what we must inevitably lose--possessions, loved ones, the beauty of the world, ourselves, our creations, even states of mind and feeling. Everything changes. How do you live with this truth? Or do you? Where do you sense your attachment is strongest? Do you rail against loss or do you ‘go with the flow’? What helps or supports you in letting go when you must: a belief? a faith? a practice? a perspective? past experience? the example of an admired other?


Closing Words:   “In Blackwater Woods,” by Mary Oliver

Look, the trees

are turning

their own bodies

into pillars

of light,

are giving off the rich

fragrance of cinnamon

and fulfillment,

the long tapers

of cattails

are bursting and floating away over

the blue shoulders

of the ponds,

and every pond,

no matter what its

name is, is

nameless now.

Every year

everything

I have ever learned

in my lifetime

leads back to this: the fires

and the black river of loss

whose other side

is salvation,

whose meaning

none of us will ever know.

To live in this world

you must be able

to do three things:

to love what is mortal;

to hold it

against your bones knowing

your own life depends on it;

and, when the time comes to let it go,

to let it go.

LYING

Opening Words
You can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people some 
of the time, but you can not fool all of the people all of the time. 
Abraham Lincoln

Lying is done with words and also with silence. Adrienne Rich

A lie is an abomination unto the Lord, and a very present help in trouble.
Combination of Proverbs 12:22 and Psalms 46:1

One of the saddest lessons of history is this: If we've been bamboozled 
long enough, we tend to reject any evidence of the bamboozle. The 
bamboozle has captured us. Once you give a charlatan power over you, 
you almost never get it back. Carl Sagan

Nothing is easier than self-deceit. For what each man wishes, 
that he also believes to be true. Demosthenes

When in doubt, tell the truth. Mark Twain

It is the responsibility of intellectuals to speak the truth and expose lies. 
Noam Chomsky

People never lie so much as after a hunt, during a war or before an election. 
Otto von Bismarck

Oh what a tangled web we weave,
When first we practice to deceive! Shakespeare

 
Topic 
We begin with the assumption that lying is an assault on the self, 
and as such, a violation of the spirit as well as the possibility of any 
meaningful spiritual practice. But where do we go from there? Have we not 
all lied? Did you ever feel compelled to lie - out of kindness or love, fear 
or embarrassment or stubbornness? For some other reason? What is the 
central theme of the lies you tell others or yourself? So what about lying 
and spiritual practice? Or moral rectitude? Can you reconcile them?

Closing Words
Who had deceived thee so often as thyself? Ben Franklin
PROCRASTINATION


Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Betsy Leavitt)

Opening Words
In creating, the hardest part is to begin.
Anonymous

You will never find time for anything. If you want time, you must make it.
Charles Buxton

Procrastination is opportunity’s natural assassin.
Victor Kiam

Even if you are on the right track, you will get run over if you just sit there.
Will Rogers

The dread of doing a task uses up more time and energy than doing the task itself.
Rita Emmett

Check In 

Topic 
How is this experience connected to your way of being in the world? If you do not habitually procrastinate, have you ever agonized or felt guilty about putting something off? How was what immobilized you connected to your spiritual life? Describe one incident of your procrastinating. What was the nature of your experience? What was at the heart of it? 

Check Out

Closing Words
You must do the one thing you think you cannot do.
Eleanor Roosevelt
TO FIND PEACE

Group Session Plan from FUSN (unknown)

Opening Words
If There Is To Be Peace
If there s to be peace in the world, there must be peace in the nations.
If there is to be peace in the nations, there must be peace in the cities.
If there is to be peace in the cities, there must be peace between neighbors.
If there is to be peace between neighbors, there must be peace in the home.
If there is to be peace in the home, there must be peace in the heart.
Lao-tse

Check In 

Topic 
Directions: Read this through twice and reflect on the reading in silence. Then begin the session. This session is almost in the form of a koan. It starts with a story from the desert monks: “Abba Joseph said to Abba Pastor: ‘Tell me how I can become a monk.’ The elder replied ‘If you want to have rest in this life and also in the next, in every conflict with another one say, “Who am I?” and judge no one.”’ Just what does abba Joseph’s story mean to you? Who are you? How do you find peace?
 

Closing Words
Go In Peace
Go in Peace, Live simply, gently, at home in yourself.
Act Justly. Speak Justly
Remember the depths or your own compassion.
Forget not your power in the days of your powerlessness.
Do not desire to be wealthier than your peers,
And stint not your hand in charity.
Practice forbearance. Speak the truth or speak not.
Take care of yourself as bodies, for you are a god gift.
Crave peace for all people of the world, beginning with yourselves,
And go as you go with the dream of that peace alive in your heart.
Rev Mark Belletini

No. 1 Community
Group Session Plan from TOCWSGM** - Rev. Glenn H. Turner

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
"Each of us brings a separate truth here,
We bring the truth of our own life, our own story.
We don’t come as empty vessels…
But rather we come as full people—people who have our own story and our own truth. We seek to add to our truths and add to our stories.
This room is rich with truth, rich with experience.
All manner of people are here: needy…joyful…frightened…anxious…bored…
We all bring our truth with us.
May we all recognize the truth and the story in everyone’s life.
And may we hear and honor the truths that we all bring as we gather together.
Together we have truths.
Together we have a story.
Together we are a community."

Penny Hackett-Evans

Topic:
"A community is made up of people who enjoy and are ready to participate in mutual helpfulness. Not that they are busybodies always prying into one another’s affairs. They are not conscious 'do-gooders,' but they know how to be helpful without making a big thing of it." Harry Meserve

Questions: How do we want to be in community? How do we want others to be? What do you need to know about me, and what do I need to know about you? 

Closing Words:
"And now we take our leave.
Before we gather here again—
may each of us bring happiness into another’s life;
may we each be surprised by the gifts that surround us;
may we each be enlivened by constant curiosity;
and may we remain together in spirit
‘til the hour we meet again."
Barbara Cheatham
** Transforming Our Churches With Small Group Ministry, Revised - February 2000

No. 11 A Sacred Place
Group Session Plan from UUCCA* - Rev. Calvin O. Dame

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
Come out of the dark earth 
Here where the minerals
Glow in their stone cells
Deeper than seed or birth.

Come into the pure air
Above all heaviness
Of storm and cloud to this
Light-possessed atmosphere.

Come into, out of, under
The earth, the wave, the air.

Love, touch us everywhere
With primeval candor.
May Sarton -- Singing the Living Tradition #428

Topic:
"There are places I remember, all my life..." Lennon/McCartney
We all have places that have been important in our lives, and remain significant in our memories. Ask participants first to recall a special or sacred place from the past, to reflect on it's importance in their lives and then to draw a picture of that place, including in-as-much as they can those details which make the memory rich. Then share.

Closing Words:
Beauty is before me, and
Beauty behind me, above me and below me hovers the beautiful.
I am surrounded by it,
I am immersed in it.
In my youth, I am aware of it, and, in old age,
I shall walk quietly the beautiful trail.
In beauty it is begun.
In beauty, it is ended.
From the Navajo Indians of North America -- Singing the Living Tradition #682
No. 12 Mentors
Group Session Plan from UUCCA* - Rev. Calvin O. Dame

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
They Are With Us Still
"In the struggles we choose for ourselves, in the ways we move forward in our lives and bring the world forward with us, it is right to remember the names of those who gave us strength in this choice of living. It is right to name the power of hard lives well-lived. We share a history with those lives. We belong to the same motion. They too were strengthened by what had gone before. They too were drawn on by the vision of what might come to be. Those who lived before us, who struggled for justice and suffered injustice before us, have not melted into dust and have not disappeared, they are with us still. The lives they lived hold us steady. Their words remind us and call us back to ourselves. Their courage and love evoke our own. We carry them with us: we are their voices, their hands, their hearts. We take them with us, and with them, choose the deeper path of living.
Kathleen McTigue, slightly adapted -- Singing the Living Tradition #721

Topic:
Human beings learn how to be human beings from other human beings. All of us have learned the most startling and important lessons of life from those around us. And for each of us, at some time, some person or persons have touched our lives in deep and formative ways. Who have your mentors been? How has your life been shaped and changed by their example?



Closing Words:
"May the light around us guide our footsteps, and hold us fast to the best and most righteous that we seek. May the darkness around us nurture our dreams, and give us rest so that we may give ourselves to the work of our world. Let us seek to remember the wholeness of our lives, the weaving of light and shadow in this great and astonishing dance in which we move."
Kathleen McTigue -- Singing the Living Tradition #706
No. 19 Values
Group Session Plan from FUSN - Barbara Bates

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
A person will worship something -- have no doubt about that. We may think our tribute is paid in secret in the dark recesses of our hearts -- but it will out. That which dominates our imaginations and our thoughts will determine our lives, and character. Therefore, it behooves us to be careful what we worship, for what we are worshiping we are becoming.
Ralph Waldo Emerson-- Singing the Living Tradition #563

Topic:
Adapted for FUSN from The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook by Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner p.209
Our deeply held values give meaning and dimension to our lives. They are the mental models that guide our behavior. Use the list below (or add you own items) to select the ten values most important to you -- as guides for how to behave, or as components of a valued way of life. Now eliminate all but two of the ten. Watch how you went about eliminating items. Which two items do you care most about? What do they mean, exactly? What are you expecting of yourself -- even in bad times? How do these values sustain you? How do you "worship" these values

	Achievement
	Friendship, closeness/rapport with others

	Advancement, progress, promotion
	Health, physical/mental wellbeing

	Adventure, challenges, risk
	Helpfulness, assisting others/society

	Affection, love, caring
	Inner harmony, being at peace, serenity

	Arts, music, beauty, esthetic values
	Integrity, honesty, ethical practice

	Belonging, involvement, community
	Loyalty, commitment, dependability

	Competence
	Nature, the natural world

	Competitiveness, striving to be the best
	Order, structured, organized, systematic

	Cooperation, collaboration, teamwork
	Personal development, learning

	Creativity, being imaginative, inventive, original
	Pleasure, fun, enjoyment, good times

	Democracy
	Power, influence

	Ecological awareness, health of the earth
	Recognition, respect from others, status

	Economic security, adequate income, wealth
	Responsibility, reliability, accountability

	Fame, renown, distinction
	Self-respect, self-esteem

	Family, close happy relationships
	Spirituality, faith, beliefs

	Freedom, independence, liberty
	Wisdom, insight, enlightenment



Closing Words:
Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed it's the only thing that ever has. 
Margaret Mead -- Singing the Living Tradition #561
No. 2 Learning from Failure
Group Session Plan from TOCWSGM** - Rev. Glenn H. Turner

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
"We gather to affirm the potential we all share:
for building community, for undertaking constructive change,
for engaging in mature growth,
for achieving greater humanity than we have known.
May our meeting together be a time of reflection on possibilities untried.
May it help us on our perilous ways during the week ahead."
Adapted from Harold Babcock

Topic:
"Whether or not we soften the sense of "sinners" to what Eugene Kennedy calls "mistake makers," the fact remains we are not and never can be perfect. This is not to say we are condemned to making the same mistakes over and over. If we learn from past mistakes, we shall have the joy and sorrow of making some entirely new ones and learning from them as well. That is learning. That is growth. That is what being alive is all about." Glenn Turner

Possible Questions: What have we learned from our mistakes or our failures? 
How do we make imperfection a wise teacher? 


Closing Words:
"We receive fragments of holiness, glimpses of eternity, brief moments of insight. Let us gather them up for the precious gifts that they are, and, renewed by their grace, move boldly into the unknown." 
Sara Campbell
No. 20 Change
Group Session Plan from FUSN (by Barbara Bates)
Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words: a different member of the group should read each quote.

"There is nothing like returning to a place that remains unchanged to find ways in which you yourself have altered." -- Nelson Mandela

"... things don't change, but by and by our wishes change" -- Marcel Proust

"In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands Of Modern Life" title of a book by Harvard Psychologist & Educator Robert Kegan

"It is chilling to realize that the sentimental qualities most valued in people, like loyalty, constancy, and affection, are the ones most likely to impede change." 
-- Ted Simon

"Be careful what you ask for." -- proverb

Topic: 
People acknowledge that the pace of change is accelerating perhaps beyond our ability to cope. They also point out that the Chinese character for 'change' is composed of the characters for 'danger' and 'opportunity', observing that "that which does not kill us makes us strong."

Spend some time reflecting on your past experiences with changes you've sought or those you've survived (such as a job change, move, birth/ death/ marriage/ divorce, health change). What in retrospect do you consider to be one of your most challenging or difficult changes? Describe it and what made it such a challenge.

How did you get through that change? What did you do & what did others do (if anything) that helped?

Has your way of 'handling' change changed since then? What is different?

Closing Words:
"What we call beginning is often the end and to make an end is to make a beginning. The end is where we start from.
...
We shall not cease from exploration and the end of all our exploring
will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time." 
T. S. Elliot-- Singing the Living Tradition #685
No. 33 It Matters What You Believe 
Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Bob Zeeb)
Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
Some beliefs are like walled gardens. They encourage exclusiveness, and the feeling of being especially privileged.
Other beliefs are expansive and lead the way into wider and deeper sympathies.
Some beliefs are like shadows, clouding children’s days with fears of unknown calamities.
Other beliefs are like sunshine, blessing children with the warmth of happiness.
Some beliefs are divisive, separating the saved from the unsaved, friends from enemies.
Other beliefs are bonds in a world community, where sincere differences beautify the pattern. 

Sophia Lyon Fahs
Singing the Living Tradition #657

Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
There is so often a gap between what we think we believe or what we claim to believe and how we behave. Some people just feel we all inevitably fall short; others claim that the failure is one of consciousness (Our beliefs are unarticulated or are not elaborated in ways that we ourselves fully understand.), while still others claim that our beliefs always need to be inferred from action. 

Yet, people with very different beliefs about belief itself seem to agree that it does actually matter what you believe, that at some level belief informs both action and being. It is not a waste of time to ask the question: What do I believe? How often have you asked this question and what kind of answers have you found? 


Closing Words:
Some beliefs are like blinders, shutting off the power to choose one’s own direction.
Other beliefs are like gateways opening wide vistas for exploration.
Some beliefs weaken a person’s selfhood. They blight the growth of resourcefulness.
Other beliefs nurture self-confidence and enrich the feeling of personal worth.
Some beliefs are rigid, like the body of death, impotent in a changing world.
Other beliefs are pliable, like the young sapling, ever growing with the upward thrust of life.
Sophia Lyon Fahs
Singing the Living Tradition #657

No. 47 Globalization
Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Nancy Wrenn)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
If we were to reduce the world population to a village of 1,000 inhabitants, this would be our reality:

· 480 men; 520 women 

· 200 people would control 75% of the wealth; another 200 would receive just 2% of it 

· 70 people would own automobiles, some of these more than one 

· roughly 330 people would have access to clean, safe drinking water 

· 335 of the adults in this village would be illiterate 

While economic globalization has helped some people attain higher standards of living, it has marginalized and impoverished many others and has resulted in environmental degradation and the depletion of natural resources. The benefits of economic globalization have been inequitably distributed and have not reached many people around the world. Our vision of the world as an interconnected web challenges us to turn from self-serving individualism toward a relational sense of ourselves in a global community, and toward practices that help create economic structures designed to serve the common good. We are called to bring our Unitarian Universalist Principles to our understanding of economic globalization and to help mitigate its adverse effects.

UU Statement of Conscience, June 2003
Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
This is our statement of conscience. It was written, discussed, and endorsed to help clarify our religious identity as a community and as individuals. How am I connected to this process? What do I gain from it? What do I lose from it? And what can I do to align myself with this statement of conscience; what is its personal meaning for me?

Select the topic and location for the next meeting
Check-out / Likes and Wishes

Closing Words:
People in high places make me really angry. What makes me angry is that they are so callous. . . when you see uncaring people in high place, everyone should be mad as hell.”
William Sloane Coffin (from a NOW interview with Bill Moyers)
No. 49 Looking Good
Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Noreen Kimball)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
Oh God, we are a peculiar people, often doubting where others so easily trust; rejecting that salvation offered through sacrament and creed, bell, book, and candle, to seek we know not what; tentative and often contentious. Only save us from the false belief that any virtue lies in our peculiarity, and may our uncertainty not arise from indifference, of fear of commitment, but from a longing for and a love of the Truth.

Paul Carnes. Longing of the Heart
Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
We spend a good chunk of our lives working hard to “look good.” We need to look good to ourselves and to others. The reasons are myriad. Carried to extremes, this need can interfere with our spiritual growth and our ability to enjoy life. Have you ever been caught up in the need to look good? Is this an affliction you still live with? Tell a story about looking good or explain what it has been (or is now) like to be preoccupied with looking good. Understand that we are not talking about physical appearance, though that may be a part of it. This topic relates to our need, above all else, to appear to be always smart, always in control, never needing help.

Select the topic and location for the next meeting
Check-out / Likes and Wishes

Closing Words:
Oh god of work and leisure,
Teach me to shirk on occasion
Not only that I may work more effectively
But also that I might enjoy life more abundantly, 
Enable me to understand that the earth 
Magically continues spinning on its axis
Even when I am not tending thy vineyards. 
Permit me to breathe more easily
Knowing the destiny of the race
Rests not on my shoulders alone.
Deliver me from false prophets who urge me 
To “repent” and “shirk no more.”
I pray for thy grace on me,
Thy faithful shirker.
Richard S. Gilbert, The Holy Quiet of This Hour.

No. 55 Zest for Living
Group Session Plan from FUSN (developed by Bill Horne)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
Courage faces fear and thereby masters it. Cowardice represses fear and is thereby mastered by it. Courageous men and women never loose the zest for living even though their life situation is zest1ess. The cowardly, overwhelmed by the uncertainties of life, loose the will to live. We must constantly build dikes of courage to hold back the floods of fear.
the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr
Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
In a sense, King’s words are a challenge to all of us not just to be courageous but to hold on to our youthful zest for living. How have you faced this challenge? How would you describe yourself at this point in time to the twenty-one year old in your past? If you do not wish to do this, simply focus directly on your successes and failures in recreating your zest for living.

Select the topic and location for the next meeting
Check-out / Likes and Wishes

Closing Words:
Standing. . . on the threshold of this College, girt and ready to go and assume tasks, public and private, . . . you will hear every day the maxims of a low prudence. You will hear that the first duty is to get land and money, place and name. ‘What is the Truth you seek? What is this Beauty?’ men will ask, with derision. If, nevertheless, God have called any of you to explore truth and beauty, be bold, be firm, be true. When you shall say, ‘As others do, so will I: I renounce, I am sorry for it, my early visions; I must eat the good of the land, and let learning and romantic expectations go, until a more convenient season;’ _then dies the man in you; then once more perish the buds of art, and poetry, and science, as they have died already in a thousand, thousand men. The hour of that choice is the crisis of your history; and see that you hold yourself fast by the intellect. . . [in this moment]. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson
No. 6 The Sense of Gratitude
Group Session Plan from TOCWSGM** - Rev. Glenn H. Turner

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
"Who can make an accounting of gratitude?

For the universe we give thanks, an expanse of life to stretch us with wonder…

For the earth we give thanks, fragment of the stars that is our home…

For life we give thanks, the burning of stars ordered and tempered here 
allowing us life and breath…

For growth we give thanks, for the heritage of the spirit, for all the 
forces past our knowing, power past our control…

For the ages which follow us, for the eternity of days, in which life is 
ever renewed and fulfilled, we give thanks."
Adapted from Kenneth Patton, Hymns for the Celebration of Life

Topic: 
There are things in life that just sort of hang there: like free-floating guilt and angst. But, what about a sense of gratitude? Doesn’t that well up at times and demand expression? A blessing, a song of praise, a shout, a loud HURRAH! I’m talking about a sense of gratitude that goes beyond just what another person does for you. I’m talking about the fiery sunset, the smell of the rose, the very existence of the artichoke and the giraffe. It should take our breath away. And our breath, oxygen—yes, thank you!

Questions we should answer:

How do you cultivate a thankful heart?
How do we stay aware of that in Life which is sheer blessing?


Closing Words:
"God,
my our ears be open to little birds who are the secret of living,
may we take time to see flowers and people for the beauty they are,
may we make room in our lives for one another."
Richard F. Boeke
No. 64 Community
Group Session Plan from FUSN (adapted from Maine materials by Bob Zeeb)

Chalice/Candle Lighting
Opening Words:
Though many find it a safe haven, being in community is dangerous, a threat to the soul. For nowhere else can you loose yourself so suddenly, so absolutely. There is no despair so deep, no loneliness so profound, no grief so sudden, as that felt when surrounded by good friends. Yet, it can be a place of safety, of comfort, of connection, a place that warms the heart and restores the soul. Why this paradox, this seeming contradiction? Perhaps, because we must bring a self, however shattered or weather-beaten it may be, to experience community. Without a self there can be no community. Community requires of us a giving up. Yet, we cannot give up what we do not have. If we have nothing to give up, we cannot take in. So then, community is dangerous. If we have no self, however intense our desire, we cannot belong.
anonymous
Check-in/Sharing

Topic/Activity: 
We all have some commitment to and belief in the notion of community. Yet we have different conceptions of it, different expectations for it, and different experiences with it. Consider how you want to be in community and what you want from others in community. Consider also what you need to avoid, or to be careful about, in community. Describe a time when you felt very much a part of a community – when you felt supported, blessed, or connected in community. Describe also a time when you found community oppressive, intrusive, or unsupportive. What, if anything, accounted for the difference between these two experiences.

Check-out 

Closing Words:
As we take our leave, let us pick up what we may have learned here tonight. And hold it fast in our arms. Let us also hold gently in our hearts, that which is larger than any one of our selves, the vitality of this group. Let us covenant with each other to return again as fresh selves, as new beings, to this space of pain and sorrow and of comfort and joy. Let us then refresh and nourish each other, and return to what we still must learn about our self and each other. Go in peace.
anonymous
SMALL GROUP SESSION - 63

ESCAPES

Glenn Turner, First UU Church Auburn, ME

OPENING WORDS & CHALICE LIGHTING:

Already with the turning leaves we may catch a whiff of winter -

it will surely follow,

as will mud in March.

Hawaii would be nice,

as would Sanibal Island in Florida

maybe in January or March.

Remember in school when you looked out the window

in April, the warm sun and budding trees beckoning,

and heard not a word the teacher said.

At odd times the beach beckons, Broadway,

a secluded cloister, a resort, a writer¹s workshop -

something calling us to change the venue.

What¹s missing?  Is it escape?  From what?

Chaucer talked of April as when folks “then longing to go on pilgrimages.”
When do we?  Why?

GHT

CHECK IN:  (40 - 50 minutes)

    What you share may be about your physical or spiritual health, cares or concerns for loved ones, issues you are facing.

    Each person in the group speaks uninterrupted, if time remaining, general response and conversation is welcome.  Confidentiality.

FOCUS:  “Escapes”
You all know the feeling.  Not being present where you are.

Daydreaming.  Thinking about a trip - maybe to escape the cold or the heat.

Sensing you’re in a rut.  Planning your “escape.”  What are your “escape fantasies?”  How do they feed your soul?  
Where have you been that renewed your spirit?  
What about next March?  What about August? 

What about now?

Discussion

LIKES AND WISHES

    How did this session go for you?  Is there anything you’d like to call particular attention to?

CLOSING WORDS:

“Something contradicting

sick and secret fears

keeps saying:

If I would take this time,

climb up the rock

as clean day over earth

toward some new happening.

I could shout shafts of blue

into the mists,

send light down through

forests of the mind

to stir the dark alive.²

from The Sound of Silence - A Book of Meditations by Raymond John Bahghan - Dept. of Publications, UUA 1965

Small Group Ministry Session

By Patty Odom,  Unitarian Universalist North Atlanta Metro

FEAR


Opening Readings:

The Definition of Fear: A painful emotion or passion excited by the expectation of evil, or the apprehension of impending danger; apprehension; anxiety; solicitude; alarm; dread.

No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoning as fear.  - Edmund Burke

Fear is the main source of superstition, and one of the main sources of cruelty. To conquer fear is the beginning of wisdom and success.   -Bertrand Russell

Only when we are no longer afraid do we begin to
live.
-Dorothy Thompson

We now know that the human animal is characterized by two great fears that other animals are protected from: the fear of life and the fear of death... Heidegger brought these fears to the center of his existential philosophy. He argued that the basic anxiety of
[humanity] is anxiety about not being-in-the-world, as well as anxiety of being-in-the-world. That is, both fear of death and fear of life, of experience and individuation.









- Ernest Becker

There are times when fear is good 
It must keep its watchful place 
at the heart's controls. There is 
advantage in the wisdom won from pain. 
 Aeschylus

Just as courage imperils life, fear protects it.
- Leonardo da Vinci

Check In
Focus: Is fear really a four letter word, one that we must spend our lives fighting against? Can fear have both a negative and positive impact on us in certain situations?  Fear is one of our natural instincts of survival-the fight or flight instinct that can sometimes save our lives. Yet fear can also rule us and paralyze us from taking risk or action; from truly
living. How do we manage the delicate balance of positive fear vs. negative fear?   
How do we face our deepest fears?

1. In which situations in your life has fear affected you positively?
2. In which situations in your life has fear affected you negatively?
3. How do you face your fears and overcome them?
4. What is your deepest fear?

Closing Words:

May we master our fears and not be slaves to them.-
Patty Odom
SMALL GROUP SESSION - 5

By the Rev. Glenn H. Turner
LISTENING

OPENING WORDS & CHALICE LIGHTING:

    I like to talk with you.

    I like the way I feel

    when you are listening

    as if we were exploring

    something in ourselves:

    The plunge into a silence

    and how you come up with words

    I tried to find:

    The otherness about us which makes

    conversation possible.

    When I talk with you,

        the give turns into take

        and borrow into lend.

    Now and then, a phrase from you

    will kindle like a shooting star;

    the mornings in you rouse me from a sleep.

    I like the babble and the banter when I greet you

    at the door,

    and when the room is filled with guests,

    your quiet look,

    as if there were a secret between us

    of which nobody knows.

                    - from Raymond Baughan

CHECK IN:  (40 - 50 minutes)

    What you share may be about your physical or spiritual health,

    cares or concerns for loved ones, issues you are facing.

    Each person in the group speaks uninterrupted, if time remaining,

    general response and conversation is welcome.  Confidentiality.

FOCUS:   Listening

    “When I ask you to listen to me and you start giving advice, you

    have not done what I asked.

    When I ask you to listen to me and you begin to tell me why I

    shouldn’t feel that way, you are trampling on my feelings.

    When I ask you to listen to me and you feel you have to do

    something to solve my problem, you have failed me, strange as that

    may seem.

    Listen!  All I asked was that you listen, not talk  or do - just hear me.

    Advice is cheap.  10 cents will get you both Dear Abby and Billy

    Graham in the same newspaper.  (That dates this writing.)

    And I can do for myself.  I’m not helpless.  Maybe discouraged and

    faltering, but not helpless.

    When you do something for me that I can do for myself, you

    contribute to my fear and inadequacy.

    But when you accept as a simple fact that I do feel what I feel, no

    matter how irrational, then I can quit trying to convince you and can

    get about the business of understanding what’s behind this

    irrational feeling.  And when that’s clear, the answers are obvious

    and I don’t need advice.

    Irrational feelings make sense when we understand what’s behind

    them.

    Perhaps that’s why prayer works, sometimes, for some people --

    because God is mute and he/she doesn’t give advice or try to fix

    things.  “They” just listen and let you work it our for yourself.

    So please listen and just hear me.  And, if you want to talk,  wait a

    minute for your turn, and I’ll listen to you.”
                            - Ralph Roughton

    Discussion:  Have your ever felt like that?  Examples?

    Why do you think it is so hard to simply listen?

    Who is the best listener in your life?

    What can we do in this group to improve the quality of listening?

    Note: you don’t have to use all these questions.

LIKES AND WISHES

    How did this session go for you?  Is there anything you’d like to

    call particular attention to?

CLOSING WORDS:

    Too communicate is the beginning of understanding.

    To feel is the beginning of self-growth.

    To touch is the beginning of involvement.

    To love, the beginning of all that will ever be.

                            - Nancy Ceranowicz

    May we learn to listen - to respond, to feel,

        to grow, to touch the life that is is everyone,

        to love.

SMALL GROUP SESSION - 12

By the Rev. Glenn H. Turner

TAKING TIME TO THINK

OPENING WORDS & CHALICE LIGHTING:

    “Sit down and be quiet.

    You are drunk, and this is the

    edge of the roof.”
                    Rumi

CHECK IN:  (40 - 50 minutes)

    What you share may be about your physical or spiritual health,

    cares or concerns for loved ones, issues you are facing.

    Each person in the group speaks uninterrupted, if time remaining,

    general response and conversation is welcome.  Confidentiality.

FOCUS:  Taking Time to Think

    “As a species, we humans possess some unique capacities.  We can

    stand apart from what’s going on, think about it, question it,

    imagine it being different.  We are also curious.  We want to know

    ‘why?’  We figure out ‘how?’  We think about what’s past, we

    dream forward to the future.  We create what we want rather

    than just accept what is.  So far, we’re the only species we know

    that does this.

    As the world speeds up, we’re giving away these wonderful

    human capacities.  Do you have as much time to think as you did a

    year ago?  When was the last time you spent time reflecting on

    something important to you?  At work, do you have more or less

    time now to think about what you’re dooing?  Are you encouraged

    to spend time thinking with colleagues and co-workers, or

    reflecting on what you’re learning?

     No one will give (you time to think) because thinking is always

    dangerous to the status quo.  Those benefiting from the present

    system have no interest in new ideas.  In fact, thinking is a threat

    to them.  The moment we start thinking, we’ll want to change

    something.  We’ll disturb the current situation.

    Paulo Freire taught critical thinking as a non-violent approach to

    revolutionary change.  He taught poor people how to think about

    their lives and the forces that were impoverishing them.  Nobody

    believed that exhausted and struggling poor people could become

    intelligent thinkers.  But it is easy for people to develop this capacity

    when they see how thinking can save their life and the lives of

    those they love.

    Our lives are not as desperate as those poor, and we may not

    notice that we’re losing the possibility of a fully human life.  To see

    whether you’re losing anything of value to yourself, here are some

    quistions to ask yourself:  Are my relationships with those I love

    increasing or decreasing?  Do I feel more or less energy for my

    work than a few years ago?  Are those things which anger me

    different than a few years ago?  Which of my behaviors do I value,

    which do I dislike?  Generally, am I feeling more peaceful or more

    stressed?     

DISCUSSION:  (from the preceding questions)

LIKES AND WISHES

    How did this session go for you?  Is there anything you’d like to

    call particular attention to?

CLOSING WORDS:

    “If we were not so single-minded

    about keeping our lives moving,

    and for once could do nothing,

    perhaps a huge silence

    might interrupt this sadness

    of never understanding ourselves

    and of threatening ourselves with death.

· Pablo Neruda from “Keeping Still”

Time Flies…

" How we spend our days is, of course,

how we spend our lives.”

                                   Annie Dillard


Look to this day!


For it is life, the very life of life.



In its brief course lie all the verities



And realities of your existence:



  The bliss of growth,



  The glory of action,



  The splendor of beauty;



For yesterday is but a dream,



And tomorrow is only a vision;

But today, well lived,


makes every yesterday

A dream of happiness

And every tomorrow a vision of hope..

Look well, therefore, to this day.

Attributed to Kalidasa

Responsive Reading


Now is the accepted time….
Not tomorrow, not some convenient season.

It is today that our best work can be done….

And not some future day or future year.
It is today that we fit ourselves for the greater usefulness of tomorrow.

Today is our seed time, now we are the hours of work, and tomorrow comes the harvest and the playtime.


W.E.B. DuBois

Create a quiet place. Sit comfortably. Both feet touching the ground. Your arms may rest on the chair. Your hands in your lap. Close your eyes. Pause a moment. 

Begin to be aware of your breathing.

Inhale… through your nose

Exhale…through your mouth

Allow each inhalation to be slower, longer. There’s almost a pause before you exhale. Slowly… longer. 

Inhale…

Exhale…

Your body will sink deeper into the chair. As you relax, your body will feel heavier and very still. 

Inhale…

Exhale…

If your mind begins to wander, return to consciously paying attention to your breathing.  Imagine your breath is a white cloud, inhale it in, and exhale it out….

You will become aware that your mind is clear. No busy clutter interferes with your ability to relax. Quietness envelops you.

Inhale…

Exhale…

Picture the day just beginning…. All your responsibilities for the day have disappeared… the people in your life are busy, happy and cared for….  The things in your life are taken care of, the bills are paid, the
house is clean, and the meals are prepared… you have a day off from any work, and meetings, and activities…

The sun is shining, its warm….  A gentle breeze is blowing, you can smell the scent of the early spring flowers… you can hear the birds… and feel the sun on your face through the window…. Your favorite breakfast is in front of you… taste it, slowly enjoying every bite…

Keeping the picture in your mind, relax more deeply, still aware of your breathing. 

The day is yours……time is yours…   move from your home into the day…..you go  to a favorite place, where you can do whatever you want….  Notice where you are … what you are doing....  Notice how you feel….   Refreshed, peaceful, energized, relaxed, or rested?  Notice what you see…..Feel the peace and satisfaction… Notice the smells – the salt air of the beach, or the heavy green scent of the forest, or the hot pavement of the city?

Keep breathing,

With each breath, relax deeper into this scene with you in it. Feel the calm serenity for as long as you like. Its your time and your day……..

When you know it is time to leave this place, rise and begin to walk back. Allow your breathing to bring you back. Gently take a few deep breaths. Pause a moment. Remember one last time that you can return to this place any time you want. It may only be for a moment, but it will remind you of the sense of peace that is yours.

When you are ready, slowly open your eyes.

Sit still a moment. Take several deep breaths and return to our circle.

SPIRITUAL SHARING CIRCLES April 2009

“Where Do We Go From Here?”  By the Rev. Lucy M. Ijams
Welcome and Lighting of Chalice
Opening Words

    Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:

      The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,

   Hath had elsewhere its setting.,

      And cometh from afar;

   Not in entire forgetfulness,

   And not in utter nakedness,

   But trailing clouds of glory do we come 

       From God, who is our home:

   Heaven lies about us in our infancy!   ~William Wordsworth “Ode: Intimations of Immortality . . .”
Check-In     What you share may be about your physical or spiritual health, cares or   

      concerns for loved ones, issues you are facing.  Each person in the group speaks uninterrupted,   

      and, if time remaining, general response and conversation is welcome.  Confidentiality.

Transition to Focus (e.g. silence, ringing bell, stand up/sit down)
Focus  (may be read silently, or take turns reading a sentence around the circle.)
  “To view death as an abrupt, dumb stop is unfair to the beauty, struggle and growth of a life.  It seems unlikely that life would choose us so carefully, bring us through so much and then simply offload the whole harvest of journey over a cliff. 

Caught between the shadowing and brightening of our days, we can have no clear view, yet our glimpses of the eternal world suggest that it is not a matter of infinite quantity so much as pure refinement of presence.  And maybe this is the unseen gift that death will bring, namely, a refinement that transfigures us in order that we may dwell completely in eternal presence.” 

                            ~John O’Donohue, from Beauty: the Invisible Embrace, pp.204-205; 211

In general, there are four views of what happens to us after we die: Reincarnation of the soul as many times as is necessary until it is so spiritually advanced, it becomes free of rebirth; or, some part of us persists in an invisible world where contact with the visible world is sometimes possible; or, there is nothing—we may have left behind a material legacy or the memory of us, but at death we enter into nothingness; or, our souls are resurrected to a heavenly realm, dwelling with God and everyone we loved who died before us.  
Questions for Reflection and Sharing: (in silence, each person consider the questions.  When you feel ready to listen, raise your hand.  When all hands have been raised, begin sharing.)
What do you believe about what happens after death?  Does your belief affect the way you live? 


 Have you experienced the presence of someone who has died?  Have you had a near-death experience?   

Likes and Wishes   How did this session go for you?  Is there anything you’d like to

    call particular attention to?  Our next meeting will be:
Closing Words  
Did someone say that there would be an end,

An end, Oh, an end, to love and mourning?  

What has once been so interwoven cannot be raveled, nor the gift ungiven.

Now the dead move through all of us still glowing.

Mother and child, lover and lover mated, 

are wound and bound together and enflowing.

What has been plaited cannot be unplaited—

Only the strands grow richer with each loss

And memory makes kinds and queens of us.

Dark into light, light into darkness, spin.

When all the birds have flown to some real haven,

We who find shelter in the warmth within,

Listen, and feel new-cherished, new-forgiven,

As the lost human voices speak through us 

And blend our complex love, 

Our mourning without end.


~May Sarton, excerpts from “All Souls” from Selected Poems of May Sarton,1978
Balance
Truth is balance, but the opposite of truth, which is unbalance, may not be a lie.

-- Susan Sontag 

"The best and safest thing is to keep a balance in your life, acknowledge the great powers around us and in us.  If you can do that, and live that way, you are really a wise man."

-- Euripides

There are as many nights as days, and the one is just as long as the other in the year's course. Even a happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the word 'happy' would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness.

-- Carl Jung

"A well-developed sense of humor is the pole that adds balance to your steps as you walk the tightrope of life."

-- William Arthur Ward

We all have experienced times when we felt as though our life was out of balance.  Sometimes this seems to be a constant state of affairs.  One reason for this is that it is not simply a matter of balancing work and kids, or stress and relaxation, but trying to balance everything in our lives at once.  When thought of in this way it is easy to see how it is difficult to achieve balance in our lives.  Nonetheless it is still something that is worthwhile to strive for.

1) Think of a time when you felt that your life was out of balance.  Did you make a change to bring things back into balance or was there some external force that helped bring things back into balance?  

2) Has there been a time when you felt things were out of balance and you identified what seemed out of balance and made a plan to bring them back into balance?  Did your plan work?

3) Have you ever experienced a time when something unexpected disrupted your life and actually brought things more into balance.

4) Do you think that achieving some of your goals in life causes your life to go out of balance?  Has this ever caused you to reexamine those goals?

5) Has there ever been a time in your life when you feel that things were in balance?

6) Have you ever had an experience where you let go of something and it helped bring your life into balance?

Sorting Our Values

Everyone values things differently. In other words, they place their own value on everything that affects their lives. Also from moment to moment they may even change their values.  Such as a person, who values diamonds above all else, might be willing to trade a gallon of diamonds for a drink of water to save his life in a desert. What this means is value is [that] a relative thing depending on a need or a perceived need. Yet, how many people will argue and even violently fight over the perceived value of something or some idea only later have an entirely different view point or value.

     -- Sidney Madwed

[Our] sense of community springs, not from a body of shared beliefs, but from the underlying mindset we hold in common. It springs from the tacitly held set of values, conceptions, assumptions, ideas, ideals, and goals we carry within us, which generates resonances in us when we come together. We are a community of seekers, committed to the search for truth. We are joined at the level of our existential roots, at the deep level of the mindset. – from an essay by The Rev Dr John Alexie Crane, a Unitarian minister for more than forty years, titled, "The Passionate Enduring Center”

This session's preparation will help us to understand our tacitly held set of values.  First you will do the values sort exercise, then reflect on the questions provided.  During your Small Group session you will share what you learned about yourself, then develop a set of group values together. We'll also have an opportunity to do this as a church community.

This exercise requires thought and concentration, so please give yourself a quiet time of at least an hour to focus on it. It might actually be best to allow for more than one sitting. You might want to read through the instructions first to see how you want to approach it.

Instructions for the values sort: 

1. Think about your personal values--the qualities and ideals that relate to how you live, or want to live, your life--and write down a list. List them in any order or priority for now. Try to focus on what is really true for you, not necessarily what you think others want or need from you.

2. Cut out the value cards included with this preparation.

3. Compare your list with the value cards we supplied. . You can use the blank cards to write any of your values that we didn't include in these cards. Feel free to change the wording on any value card and to add as many values as you like.

4. Lay out the 3 "priority" cards: VERY IMPORTANT TO ME, IMPORTANT TO ME, AND NOT IMPORTANT TO ME.

5. Sort your value cards into 3 piles below the 3 priority cards. You may need to do this several times until you get priorities that feel natural and right. (If you have time, take a break here for awhile to mull over your choices. You may want to change them.)

6. Now choose your top ten "VERY IMPORTANT" values and put them in order from most important to least. (If you have time, take a break here for awhile to mull over your choices. You may want to change them.)

7. Write these 10 values down in order of priority for how you would like to live your life.

8. Now go back and reorder those 10 values based on how often they are actually expressed in your life.  That is, which values are most often apparent in your actions.

isms

Everyone is a prisoner of his own experiences.  No one can eliminate prejudices – just recognize them.  – Edward R. Murrow

"Nobody outside of a baby carriage or a judge's chamber believes in an unprejudiced point of view." -- Lillian Hellman (1905-84), American playwright, "The Children's Hour," "Toys in the Attic"

A great many people think they are thinking when they are merely rearranging their prejudices. – William James, author of The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), and Pragmatism (1907)

It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts.  -Arthur Conan Doyle, physician and writer (1859-1930)

You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view. -Harper Lee, writer (1926- )

Truck Driver 
The other day I was driving on an expressway. These days expressway driving seems a frantic enterprise. Near one of the exit ramps, one of the highway denizens, a behemoth "semi" had pulled over onto the berm. The driver had emerged and was gathering some wild plants along the side of the road. 

In that moment another stereotype bit the dust. I know what truck drivers are like. They are strong, burly masters of profanity, rootless gypsies who have neither homes nor families. They care not a whit for sunsets, mountain peaks, seashores, or wildflowers. But now I have seen one take the time to stop and look carefully at the splendor by the roadside. I've been by that very spot numerous times. Not once did I take the time or trouble to stop and look at the miracles of leaf and flower. Goodbye, shattered image! I think I shall not miss you at all! You were, it should be said, quite convenient. You allowed me the luxury of not having to think of truck drivers as real people, as varied as the vast diversity of wildflowers. 

Stereotypic thinking does not impart solidity or dimensionality to an object. Quite the opposite: It dispenses with the details and eliminates the idiosyncrasies of individuals by making them members of a class of things, all of which have identical characteristics. Well, all truck drivers do have a common characteristic -- they do drive trucks. That may exhaust the list of characteristics they share. There's one of them, at least, who notices what is growing beside the road. Quite a feat, actually, at seventy miles an hour. 

As the number of people inhabiting our little globe grows, so, I suppose, will the temptation to group people into classes, apply labels to them, and mistake the label for the far more complex reality. Perhaps the image of the truck driver stopping to gather wildflowers by the side of the road can be a reminder of how perilous, how depersonalizing, how diminishing such stereotypes can be. I've had a number of stereotypes pasted on me. As I pause to think about them, I like my own name better than any one of them. I have a hunch that others like their names as well, far better than a label and far, far better than a number. The struggle to maintain a sense of importance for each of us may be long and often difficult. The challenge is quite extraordinary every ordinary day. 

· Gordon B. McKeeman from http://uua.org/worshipweb 
1. List as many ism’s as you can.  i.e. agism, racism, sexism, …  At what point does an ism grow into a phobia?
2. Think of a time when the stereotypes of a group have been applied to you.  How did it feel?  

3. Have you ever had a light bulb moment like the situation in the story?  I time when a light was shown on a stereotype you held that you weren’t even aware of?

4. What stereotypes are you wrestling with in your own perceptions of the world?

5. What ism’s come from your upbringing?  What did you do to break out of that kind of thinking?

Relativism

You shall know the truth, and the truth will set you free. - John 8
Who will lose most through their works?

Those whose deeds in this world are misguided 
and who yet think that what they do is right…  - Qur’an 18.103-104 

The sense of right and wrong is the starting point of Wisdom.  - Mencius II.A.6

Opening and

Chalice Lighting 
Marvelous Truth, confront us at

every turn, in every guise, iron ball,

egg, dark horse, shadow, cloud of

breath on air,

Dwell in our crowded hearts, our 

steaming bathrooms, kitchens full 

of things to be done, the ordinary 

streets.

Thrust close your smile that we 

know you, terrible joy.

- Denise Levertov, Singing the Living Tradition Hymnal #500

Quiet Reflection
Listening is a magnetic and strange thing, a creative force. The friends who listen to us are the ones we move toward. When we are listened to, it creates us, makes us unfold and expand.


- Unknown

Relativism
Relativism is sometimes identified (usually by its critics) as the thesis that all points of view are equally valid.


Although there are many different kinds of relativism, they all have two features in common.

1. They all assert that one thing (e.g. moral values, beauty, knowledge, taste, or meaning) is relative to some particular framework or standpoint (e.g. the individual subject, a culture, an era, a language, or a conceptual scheme). 

2. They all deny that any standpoint is uniquely privileged over all others.


Pope Benedict XVI has propounded about the dangers of relativism, of not believing that not only there is truth, but also that one can seek to understand it. As he noted in 2002, "I would say that today relativism predominates. It seems that whoever is not a relativist is someone who is intolerant. To think that one can understand the essential truth is already seen as something intolerant." 


As he said as Cardinal Ratzinger, "[Relativism] is letting oneself be 'swept along by every wind of teaching.' (It) looks like the only attitude (acceptable) to today's standards. We are moving towards a dictatorship of relativism, which does not recognize anything as for certain and which has as its highest goal one's own ego and one's own desires." 

Sharing/Deep 
Speak about this topic in any way that is comfortable to you. If you choose to use the
Listening 
questions, focus on just one or two, as this will allow you to go deeper into the topic.
· What are your thoughts on Relativism? Do you believe there are “essential or universal truths” or is  everything relative? 

· What part does self-interest play in your determination?

· Do you think Relativism is responsible for what some  say is our failure to deal with such issues as the disruptive Homeless in our church setting? Does it matter or when does it matter? Why?

· Do you think there are “universal truths” that should guide us all? For example, a Universal Bill of Human Rights or The Ten Commandments?

· What part, if any, do the UU Principles play in your thought process?
We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association, covenant to affirm and promote 

•
The inherent worth and dignity of every person; 

•
Justice, equity and compassion in human relations; 

•
Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; 

•
A free and responsible search for truth and meaning; 

•
The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our congregations and in society at large; 

•
The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all; 

•
Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part. 
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Sharing Our Passion
Opening Words  Praxis is the purposeful, intentional and reflectively chosen ethical action based on reflection and action. It becomes shared by an individual within a faith community. The intent is to 
--Turn people to look at and express their lives in the world -- what is there, what are they up to, and what is going on around them.

--Get people to reflect on their life in the world -- to contemplate it, question it, imagine new possibilities for it, and even probe their own reflections of it all, discerning why they think or feel or perceive the way they do. (Thomas Groome, Educating for Life, 1998, p.161)
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Sources for the topics:

· First Unitarian Universalist Society of San Francisco, http://www.uusfsgm.org/s-index.html#gen
· UU Small Group Ministry Network, http://www.smallgroupministry.net/
· First Unitarian Church of San Jose, http://www.sanjoseuu.org/sgm_content/G-GeneralSessions/
· First Unitarian Society in Newton, http://www.fusn.org/pages/sgm/
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Check-in:  What is your passion today?

Topic/Activity: Thomas Groome presented a "shared praxis" model in Christian Religious Education in 1980. The model takes the individual in the present, helps examine the basis and impact of that present understanding, moves the person into dialogue with the faith community so that both are enriched, and leads to decision for action. In his later writing, Educating for Life (1998), Groome focuses on the spiritual life of the educator (including a focus on parents as religious educators) as absolutely critical to the educational process. 

Naming the knowing: Share a passion that you have (may differ from one named at check-in).

Critical Reflection: Why do you have the passion that you shared? Where did it come from? 

Your Story: What part does this passion have in your life?

How does this passion relate to you spiritually? 

Where do you find support in order to live out your passion?

Your Story and the Faith Community: Are there common threads between the story of your passion and the stories of others in the group? 

What have you found in your faith tradition that you can relate to your passion?

Vision: What impact does sharing your passion to this community have on how you live out that passion? What are you going to do about or with your passion?

Likes and Wishes: How did the session go for you?

Closing:

I brought myself to the group, and was asked to think about why things are as they are.

You brought yourselves to the group, and we shared.

Together we experienced the sense of community, a sense of our common yet differing selves.

We leave to go our separate ways, having changed the group itself by having been here.

Go forth into life, deepen your passion by sharing your passion
Helen Zidowecki, January 2009
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