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Preparation: (Read the Touchstones Journal on the theme and the questions below.)

Business: Deal with any housekeeping items (e.g., scheduling the next gathering).

Opening Words: “I believe that there is one story in the world, and only one… Humans are caught—in their lives, in their thoughts, in their hungers and ambitions, in their avarice and cruelty, and in their kindness and generosity too—in a net of good and evil…. There is no other story. …[We] have …only the hard, clean questions: Was it good or was it evil? Have I done well—or ill?”   John Steinbeck 

Chalice Lighting (James Vila Blake), adapted
(In unison) Love is the spirit of this church, and service is its law. This is our covenant: to dwell together in peace, to seek the truth in love, to serve human need, and to help one another.

Check-In: How is it with your spirit? What do you need to leave behind in order to be fully present here and now? (2-3 sentences)

Claim Time for Deeper Listening: This comes at the end of the gathering where you can be listened to uninterrupted for more time if needed. You are encouraged to claim time ranging between 3-5 minutes, and to honor the limit of the time that you claim.

Read the Wisdom Story: Take turns reading the following wisdom story.

The Old Man’s Will
     In a small American town, there once lived an old man. Generations of children grew up listening to his stories, and he was always first in line if anyone was in any kind of need. He taught the children to hunt and fish, and everyone loved him. He lived alone in a little log cabin, and his door was always open to all comers. 
     Now it happened that a valuable seam of copper was discovered, which ran right through the plot of land where the old man had his cabin. Soon, the big businessmen in town approached him. They wanted to buy his land and knock down his cabin, so that they could begin mining the copper. 
     But the old man didn’t understand about money, and their offer had no meaning for him. All he wanted was his own little cabin, right there in the woods, where he had always lived. 
     The businessmen grew frustrated. After all, a large operation was in jeopardy here, and they stood to make huge profits from the copper mine. When the old man refused to listen to their offers, they began to threaten him. The people who had always been his friends were turning into his enemies. Eventually, they told him in no uncertain terms, “Unless you are out of this place by sunset, we will come and kill you.” The only person who cared about the old man any more was the town’s preacher. He saw what was going on, and made up his mind to do something about it. 
     Well, sunset came, and the old man was still in his cabin. Meanwhile, however, the town’s preacher had slipped off to the cabin, and when the lynch mob arrived to kill the old man, the preacher stepped out of the cabin door, and addressed them quietly. 
     “The old man realizes he is going to die,” he told them, “and he has asked me to come out tonight on his behalf and read you his last will and testament.” 
     The attackers fell silent, and waited impatiently as the preacher unfolded a piece of parchment and began to read: 
     “I leave my fishing rod to you, Pete, because I remember the first bass you ever caught with it when you were seven. 
     “I leave my rifle to you, James, because I remember how I taught you to shoot with it. 
     “I leave my tin whistle to you, Harry, so that you won’t forget those tunes we used to play in the summer evenings. 
     “I leave my leather boots to you, Jake, because you used to play with the bootlaces when we were getting ready to go for those long walks together.”
     One by one, the few items that the old man possessed were each bequeathed to the person to whom they would mean most. 
     And one by one, the would-be attackers—Pete, James, Harry, Jake and all the others—hung their heads and made their way home in the silence of the night
   Source: unknown, included in One Hundred Wisdom Stories by Margaret Silf 
 
Readings from the Common Bowl: Group
Members read selections from Readings from the Common Bowl as follows. Leave a few moments of silence after each to invite reflection on the meaning of the words. 

“The world is a dangerous place to live, not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don’t do anything about it.”   Albert Einstein

“Evil is always possible. And goodness is eternally difficult.”   Anne Rice

“The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.”   
Edmund Burke

“Never open the door to a lesser evil, for other and greater ones invariably slink in after it.”   Baltasar Gracián

“Judging others makes us blind, whereas love is illuminating. By judging others, we blind ourselves to our own evil and to the grace which others are just as entitled to as we are.”   Dietrich Bonhoeffer

“I know there’s evil in the world, and there always has been. But you don’t need to believe in Satan or demons to explain it. Human beings are perfectly capable of evil all by themselves.”  Tess Gerritsen

“Most of the evil in this world is done by people with good intentions.”   T.S. Eliot

“In years to come, he would be a giver of bread, not a stealer—proof again of the contradictory human being. So much good, so much evil. Just add water.”   Markus Zusak 

“Good and evil are a great deal more complex than a princess and a dragon, or a wolf and a scarlet-clad little girl. …Is not the wolf simply acting as a wolf should act? Though perhaps it is a singular wolf who goes to such lengths as to dress as a grandmother to toy with its prey.”   Erin Morgenstern

“I object to violence because when it appears to do good, the good is only temporary; the evil it does is permanent.”   Mahatma Gandhi

“The belief in a supernatural source of evil is not necessary; men alone are quite capable of every wickedness.”   Joseph Conrad

“May the forces of evil become confused on the way to your house.”   George Carlin

“One should see the world, and see himself as a scale with an equal balance of good and evil. When he does one good deed, the scale is tipped to the good - he and the world is saved. When he does one evil deed, the scale is tipped to the bad - he and the world is destroyed.”   Maimonides

“Science may have found a cure for most evils; but it has found no remedy for the worst of them all—the apathy of human beings.”   
Helen Keller

“Evil in the open is but evil from within that has been let out. The main battlefield for good is not the open ground of the public arena but the small clearing of each heart.”   Yann Martel

“Evil will never find peace. It may triumph, but it will never find peace.”   L.J. Smith

“As for monkeys, I would have five, and they would be named: See No Evil, Hear No Evil, Speak No Evil, Do Pretty Much Whatever the Hell You Want, and Expensive Attorney.”   
Tad Williams 

“Let gratitude be the pillow upon which you kneel to say your nightly prayer. And let faith be the bridge you build to overcome evil and welcome good.”   Maya Angelou

“Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.”   Martin Luther King Jr. 

“I hope that real love and truth are stronger in the end than any evil or misfortune in the world.”   Charles Dickens

“Do not let us mistake necessary evils for good.”   C.S. Lewis

“Evil begins when you begin to treat people as things.”   Terry Pratchett

“I think our humanism is our best resource when it helps us understand that our freedom of choice means that all of us are capable of evil acts as well as wonderful acts. …We need religion not to protect us from this world but to enable us to engage in a way that repairs and restores life….”   Rebecca Parker

“The evil that is in the world almost always comes from ignorance, and good intentions may do as much harm as malevolence if they lack understanding.”    Albert Camus

“Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.”   Blaise Pascal

“Real life’s nasty. It’s cruel. It doesn’t care about heroes and happy endings and the way things should be. In real life, bad things happen. People die. Fights are lost. Evil often wins.”   Darren Shan

“Evil is unspectacular and always human. And shares our bed and eats at our own table.”   W.H. Auden

“The reason evil exists is not solely because people plot evil. The reason evil exists is not because people are making pacts with the devil – horns, hoofs, and all. The reason evil exists and persists is, in part, because people are frightened and don’t know what to do with the spiritual hole in their lives.”   David Owen

Sitting in Silence: Sit in silence together, allowing the Readings from the Common Bowl to resonate. Cultivate a sense of calm and attention to the readings and the discussion that follows (Living the Questions).

Reading: “A fight is going on inside me,” said an old man to his son. “It is a terrible fight between two wolves. One wolf is evil. He is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego. The other wolf is good. He is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. The same fight is going on inside you.” The son thought about it for a minute and then asked, “Which wolf will win?” The old man replied..., “The one you feed.”   Various sources
 
Living the Questions
Explore as many of these questions as time allows. Fully explore one question before moving to the next.
1. What do good and evil mean to you?
2. What do you believe are the causes of evil? 
3. Are evil and good determined by intention, the end result or both?
4. What role does nature and nurture play to manifest evil or good?
5. Do you believe that each of us has within us both good and evil? If no, why not? If yes, how does one emerge at times, and not the other?
6. Have you experienced evil in your life? What were the circumstances? How did you react? Did good eventually triumph? If yes, how? If not, why?
7. Do religious liberals take evil seriously enough? Why or why not?
8. What is the relationship between evil and ignorance? 

The facilitator or group members are invited to propose additional questions that they would like to explore.

Deeper Listening: If time was claimed by individuals, the group listens without interruption to each person for the time claimed. Using a timer allows the facilitator to also listen fully.

Checking-Out: One sentence about where you are now as a result of the time spent together and the experience of exploring the theme.

Extinguishing Chalice: (Elizabeth Selle Jones) We extinguish this flame but not the light of truth, the warmth of community, or the fire of commitment. These we carry in our hearts until we are together again.

Closing Words: (Rev. Philip R. Giles)
(In unison) May the quality of our lives be our benediction and a blessing to all we touch.
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