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Touchstones Small Group
Discussion Guide on Mercy

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: “Feelings, whether of compassion or irritation, should be welcomed, recognized, and treated on an absolutely equal basis; because both are ourselves. The tangerine I am eating is me. The mustard greens I am planting are me. I plant with all my heart and mind. I clean this teapot with the kind of attention I would have were I giving the baby Buddha or Jesus a bath. Nothing should be treated more carefully than anything else. In mindfulness, compassion, irritation, mustard green plant, and teapot are all sacred.”   
Thích Nhất Hạnh 

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.

Which Gift Will You Offer?
Sarah Conover & Valerie Wahl, adapted
     One day, the Buddha and a large following of monks and nuns were passing through a village. The Buddha chose a large shade tree to sit beneath so the group could rest a while out of the heat. For a time, he sat in meditation going deep into himself as he sought to still and clear his mind. Slowly, he became more and more relaxed and his followers saw the change on his face. When he opened his eyes, he looked around and carefully took in the details around him: the fragrance of the blossoms on the tree, the breeze providing some relief from the heat of the sun, the faces of the many villagers who had heard about a visiting teacher and had gathered to hear him, the isolated trees and the simple dwellings of the villagers in the distance, and, finally, the mountains rising in the east beyond the fields where the villagers grew vegetables. Out of this mindfulness, the Buddha began to teach. As he spoke, the people became quiet, wanting to hear every word.
     One surly young man stood to the side, watching, as the crowd grew larger and larger. To him, it seemed that there were too many people traveling from the city to his village, and each had something to sell or teach. Impatient with the bulging crowd of monks and villagers, he shouted at the Buddha, “Go away! You just want to take advantage of us! You teachers come here to say a few pretty words and then ask for food and money!”
     The Buddha was unruffled by these insults. He remained calm, exuding a feeling of loving-kindness. He politely requested that the man come forward. Then he asked, “Young sir, if you purchased a lovely gift for someone, but that person did not accept the gift, to whom does the gift then belong?”
     The odd question took the young man by surprise. “I guess the gift would still be mine because I was the one who bought it.”
     “Exactly so,” replied the Buddha. “Now, you have just cursed me and been angry with me. But if I do not accept your curses, if I do not get insulted and angry in return, these curses will fall back upon you—the same as the gift returning to its owner.”
     The young man clasped his hands together and slowly bowed to the Buddha. It was an acknowledgement that a valuable lesson had been learned. And so the Buddha concluded for all to hear, “As a mirror reflects an object, as a still lake reflects the sky: take care that what you speak or act is for good. For goodness will always cast back goodness and harm will always cast back harm.” Because of this, practice mindfulness in all that you do so that your reflection is the one that you intend.   
   Source: Conover, Sarah and Wahle, Valerie. Anger in Kindness: A Treasury of Buddhist Wisdom for Children and Parents. Cheney, WA: Eastern Washington University Press, 2000.

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.

“Treat everyone you meet as if they were you.”   Doug Dillon

“Patience has all the time it needs.”   Allan Lokos

“Most of us take for granted that time flies, meaning that it passes too quickly. But in the mindful state, time doesn’t really pass at all. There is only a single instant of time that keeps renewing itself over and over with infinite variety.”   Deepak Chopra 

“Few of us ever live in the present. We are forever anticipating what is to come or remembering what has gone.”   Louis L’Amour

“In this moment, there is plenty of time. In this moment, you are precisely as you should be. In this moment, there is infinite possibility.”   Victoria Moran

“Life is a dance. Mindfulness is witnessing that dance.”   Amit Ray

“Mindfulness is simply being aware of what is happening right now without wishing it were different; enjoying the pleasant without holding on when it changes (which it will); being with the unpleasant without fearing it will always be this way (which it won’t).”   James Baraz

“Don’t let a day go by without asking who you are…each time you let a new ingredient to enter your awareness.”   Deepak Chopra 

“Meditation and mindfulness are tools for working with the mind, but where they have led me is to a blossoming of the heart.”   Narissa Doumani 

“It stands to reason that anyone who learns to live well will die well. The skills are the same: being present in the moment, and humble, and brave, and keeping a sense of humor.”   Victoria Moran 

“Start living right here, in each present moment. When we stop dwelling on the past or worrying about the future, we’re open to rich sources of information we’ve been missing out on—information that can keep us out of the downward spiral and poised for a richer life.”   Mark Williams

“Like a child standing in a beautiful park with his eyes shut tight, there’s no need to imagine trees, flowers, deer, birds, and sky; we merely need to open our eyes and realize what is already here, who we already are - as soon as we stop pretending we’re small or unholy.”   Bo Lozoff

“Eventually it will become quiet enough so that you can simply watch the heart begin to react, and let go before the mind starts. At some point in the journey, it all becomes heart, not mind.”   
Michael Singer 

“Mindfulness meditation doesn’t change life. Life remains as fragile and unpredictable as ever. Meditation changes the heart’s capacity to accept life as it is. It teaches the heart to be more accommodating, not by beating it into submission, but by making it clear that accommodation is a gratifying choice.”   Sylvia Boorstein

“Compassion is not complete if it does not include oneself.”   Allan Lokos

“...it is often more difficult to remember to be mindful than to be mindful itself.”   Donald Rothberg

“Walk as if you are kissing the Earth with your feet.”   Thích Nhất Hạnh 

“No ideals. No illusions. Just reality - but more perfect than you’ve ever imagined. That’s what being mindful and living in the present means.”   Lidiya K.

“Mindfulness is a way of befriending ourselves and our experience.”   Jon Kabat-Zinn

“You are your reality. You are the main individual, who can raise your mindfulness beyond the natural state of being. You are the main person, who can go into yourself, to know the real “you”. Knowing the real “you” is the best way to live in the present moment. That is enlightenment, what we call reality.”   Gladys Adevey

“Mindfulness is intimacy with all things.”   Jeffrey A. White

“It starts with a single breath and the present moment, but where it takes you is into the vast radiance of your true nature, into a magical, spacious life.”   Narissa Doumani 

“The mind which is reluctant to change or alter is ‘ME and I.’ The mind which is ready to get empty and altered is ‘BUDDHA.’”   Aditya Ajmera

“Meditation is to be aware of what is going on: in your body, in your feelings, in your mind, and in the world.”   Thích Nhất Hạnh 

“With 70,000 thoughts a day and 95% of our activity controlled by the subconscious mind, no wonder that it feels as though we are asleep most of the time. To awake, we need to train ...Mindfulness.”   Natasa Pantovic Nuit

“Mindfulness is not a mechanical process. It is developing a very gentle, kind, and creative awareness to the present moment.”   Amit Ray 

“Meditation is the art of silencing the mind so that you may hear the inklings of the Soul.”   Manprit Kaur

“The fact is inner peace isn’t something that comes when you finally paint the whole house a nice shade of cream and start drinking herbal tea. Inner peace is something that is shaped by the wisdom that ‘this too shall pass’ and is fired in the kiln of self-knowledge...”   Tanmia Ahsan

“Even just taking 20 seconds to truly appreciate your surroundings makes a world of difference.”   Russell Eric Dobda

“The whole present moment was a celebration; it always had been; all I needed was fresh eyes to see it.”   Narissa Doumani

“This isn’t just ‘another day, another dollar.’ It’s more like ‘another day, another miracle.’”   Victoria Moran

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: “Common humanity recognizes that suffering and feelings of personal inadequacy are part of the shared human experience—something we all go through rather than something that happens to ‘me’ alone. Mindfulness: Taking a balanced approach to negative emotions so that feelings are neither suppressed nor exaggerated. We cannot ignore our pain and feel compassion for it at the same time. Mindfulness requires that we not ‘over-identify’ with thoughts and feelings, so that we are caught up and swept away by negativity.”   Brené Brown

Living the Questions
Explore as many of these questions as time allows. Fully explore one question before moving to the next.

1. What does mindfulness mean to you?
2. How do you cultivate it in your life?
3. In contemporary society, what are the challenges to pursuing mindfulness?
4. As you focus on mindfulness, what do you experience in terms of the nature of time and your senses?
5. Do you struggle to live with more mindfulness? Why or Why not?
6. How can you help your mind to turn off the background noise that pulls you into the past or the future and focus on the present?
7. Why would you recommend mindfulness to someone else? Why?

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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