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Touchstones Small Group
Discussion Guide on Communion

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: “We flourish in communion with each other…. There are no donors or receivers…. There are no relationships that are not reciprocal…. But freedom isn’t something that is given. It is something very arduous, because nobody gives freedom to anyone else, no one frees another, nobody can even free himself all alone; …[people] free themselves only in concert, in communion, collaborating on something wrong that they want to correct. There is an interesting theological parallel to this: no one saves …[themselves] alone, because only in communion can we save ourselves—not save ourselves.”  Paolo Freire

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.

Loaves and Fishes by Sophia Lyon Fahs, adapted 
     Jesus had not been speaking long—at least that is how it seemed to all who were sitting on the hillside because they were so caught up in his stories and teachings, yet the afternoon shadows now began to creep over the hillside as the sun began to set, chilling the air.
     Two of the disciples approached Jesus and said: “You must send the crowd away so that they can go into town before it is too late and buy food for themselves for their evening meal.” 
     Jesus was shocked by what they were suggesting. It was as if they had never listened to his teachings about the Kingdom of God and the abundance that flows from faith. Jesus asked: “Is there a need for them to go away? Can we not give them food?” He knew that the people who were gathered would expect such a gesture of hospitality.
     Philip could not believe what Jesus was asking. None of the disciples had much money. Didn’t Jesus understand the reality of the situation?  Phillip asked with frustration in his voice: “Shall we go and buy two hundred shillings’ worth of bread and feed them?” Jesus had to know that they did not have that kind of money.
     Jesus thought to himself, “Even Phillip does not have faith in the abundance and generosity and hospitality that is surely here among us?” “How many loaves do we have?” asked Jesus. All of the disciples looked down at the ground and held out empty hands. They had no bread.
     A young boy, who was maybe eight years old, overheard Jesus’s question and walked toward Jesus. “I have five loaves and two fishes. Please take them and share them with others. They are not enough, but, if you divide them, they will help to feed the people who are here.”
     Jesus smiled and thought to himself, “Of course, we will be led to our better selves by a child.” Beckoning the boy to come nearer, Jesus lifted his arms and, in a strong voice, spoke a prayer of thanksgiving to God for the boy’s generosity.
     For a few moments, there was complete silence. Men and women looked wonderingly at each other as if to ask: “What are these few loaves and fishes among so many people?” They, too, had doubts about the abundance that, according to Jesus, was part of the Kingdom of God, even though they really wanted to believe and trust in what Jesus was teaching. 
     Slowly, however, others in the crowd who had brought baskets and bags containing food began to open them and remove the food. They had decided that they would follow the example of the young boy. Perhaps it still would not be enough, but they wanted to help. They shared generously with those who had not brought any food. Before long, everyone had eaten heartily and, though it was hard to believe, there was bread still untouched. The crowd seemed refreshed and lighter in spirits as their friendliness and fellowship grew. 
     Jesus was moved with compassion by the hospitality that he witnessed. This was true communion with all of these strangers bound together by generosity and thanksgiving.
   Source: Jesus, The Carpenter’s Son, Sophia Lyon Fahs

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.

Day 1: “Empathy is an affinity, a communion, a comprehension.”   C. JoyBell C.

Day 2: “The secret of a full life is to live and relate to others as if they might not be there tomorrow, as if you might not be there tomorrow. It eliminates the vice of procrastination, the sin of postponement, failed communications, failed communions.”   Anaïs Nin

Day 3: “In a true partnership, the kind that lasts through the ages, there is an unspoken communion.”   Cassandra Clare 

Day 4: “He is one of those who has had the wilderness for a pillow, and called a star his brother. Alone. But loneliness can be a communion.”   Dag Hammarskjöld

Day 5: “Here and there does not matter. / We must be still and still moving / Into another intensity / For a further union, a deeper communion.”   T. S. Eliot

Day 6: “Empathy is an affinity, a communion, a comprehension.”   C. JoyBell C.

Day 7: “I think ...[religion] is an art, ...an extension of the communion all the other arts attempt.”   Dodie Smith

Day 8: “Happiness is home. …It is a state of mind. A place of communion and unconditional love. It is where, when you cross its threshold, you finally feel at peace.”   Dennis Lehane

Day 9: “Finally, he said that among men there was no such communion as among horses and the notion that men can be understood at all was probably an illusion.”   Cormac McCarthy

Day 10: “...Here is the mystery of our global responsibility: that we are in communion with …all people. …If we want to be real peace-makers …our primary concern …should be survival of humanity, the survival of the planet, and the health of all people.”   Henri J.M. Nouwen

Day 11: “Our homes, imperfect as they are, must be a haven from the chaos outside …where troubled souls find peace, weary hearts find rest, …lonely pilgrims find communion, and wounded spirits find compassion.”   Jani Ortlund
Day 12: “There is almost a sensual longing for communion with others who have a large vision. The immense fulfillment of the friendship between those engaged in furthering the evolution of consciousness has a quality impossible to describe.”   Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

Day 13: “The ocean was the best place, of course. ...It was a feeling of freedom like no other, and yet a feeling of communion with all the other places and creatures the water touched.”   Ann Brashares

Day 14: “The practice of forgiveness is not …a way of dealing with guilt. Instead, its central goal is to reconcile, to restore communion …with one another, and with the whole creation.”   L. Gregory Jones

Day 15: “Soul grows in communion. … From true conversation... communication deepens into compassion and creates community.”   Sam Keen

Day 16: “Whoever moves within the forest can partake directly of sacredness, ...drink the sacred water as a living communion, ...open his eyes and witness the burning beauty of sacredness.”   Richard Nelson

Day 17: “Eating, and hospitality in general, is a communion, and any meal worth attending by yourself is improved by the multiples of those with whom it is shared.”   Jesse Browner

Day 18: “Faith is not knowledge of an object but communion with it.”   Nicolás Gómez Dávila

Day 19: “For mystics from the Abrahamic faiths…, the inward odyssey is also an upward odyssey, a quest for personal and vital communion with an infinite Being.”   David C. Downing

Day 20: “True communication is communion—the realization of oneness, which is love.”   Eckhart Tolle 
Day 21: “The man or woman who proclaims devotion to the cause of liberation yet is unable to enter into communion with the people, whom he or she continues to regard as totally ignorant, is grievously self-deceived.”   Paulo Freire

Day 22: “...The effort to discover an authentic self, ...and find a soul in a clear, unimpeded communion with the sacred is consonant with spiritual quests throughout the ages.”   Cynthia Eller

Day 23: “My love affair with nature is so deep that I am not satisfied with being a mere onlooker, or nature tourist. I crave a more real and meaningful relationship… in which I have communion and fellowship with nature….”   Euell Gibbons

Day 24: “To care means first of all to empty our own cup and to allow the other to come close to us. It means to take away the many barriers which prevent us from entering into communion with the other.”   Henri J.M. Nouwen

Day 25: “Commit to finding the true nature of art. ...Go for that communion, that real communion with your soul, and the discipline of expressing that communion with others.”   Anna Deavere Smith

Day 26: “...I ...know that eating a Hershey’s Kiss is like an act of communion.”   Damien Echols

Day 27: “Love creates a communion with life. ...In any moment we can step beyond our small self and embrace each other as beloved parts of a whole.”   Jack Kornfield

Day 28: “They spoke of a communion so much vaster than any church could contain: one I had sensed all my life could be expressed in the sharing of food, particularly with strangers.”   Sara Miles 

Day 29: “There is communion of more than our bodies when bread is broken and wine drunk.”   M.F.K. Fisher

Day 30: “The measure of your solitude is the measure of your capacity for 
communion.”   Henri J.M. Nouwen 

Day 31: “The deepest level of communication is not communication, but communion.”   Tom Ryan

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: “Our physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual well-being depends on our connections—both to the world of nature, and to our fellow humans. Spirituality for skeptics is about keeping alive that connective tissue that makes us who we are and enables us to imagine what we might yet become.   Rev. Dr. Kendyl Gibbons

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

1. Have you ever participated in a communion ritual? If yes, what was the experience like? What did it mean? If no, how do you understand the ritual?
2. What are the positive and negative connotations of the word “communion” for you? 
3. As you think about community, what role might communion, broadly understood, play in strengthening and deepening community?
4. Taking the broadest understanding of communion as connection, what have been important experiences and settings of communion for you (e.g., nature)?
5. How can you cultivate the embodiment of communion within your congregation? And why should you?

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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