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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 always knew that deep down in every human heart, there is mercy and generosity. No one is born hating another person because of the color of his kin, or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than the opposite.”   Nelson Mandela

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 Wise Sailimai, a Muslim folk tale, adapted
     Long, long ago in China, lived a young woman of the Muslim Hui people whose name was Sailimai. Although she was a farm girl, too poor to attend school, Sailimai paid close attention to life around her. She may have been poor and unschooled, but Sailimai possessed a wise and deep heart.
     Once, her father-in-law, a carpenter named Ali, was ordered by the emperor to make some repairs in his palace. Fearful of doing less than his best for the emperor, Ali pushed himself to work both day and night until he could hardly stand. Ali accidentally tipped over the emperor’s most precious vase. It shattered—all too loudly—in the great hall. Servants came running. 
     Soon enough the emperor learned what happened and said, “Bring this carpenter to me at once.” Handcuffed, Ali was brought to the emperor, who drew his sword. Ali begged, “Forgive me your worship! I did not mean to break the vase. I promise to pay for it!”
     The emperor laughed, “A poor, old Hui could never replace such a treasure. Do not insult me!” “Have mercy on me,” Ali begged. “I will pay.”
     “Very well old Hui, I do not expect you to replace my vase, “said the emperor. “I will give you ten days to find me four things. First, find me something blacker than the bottom of a pan. Second, something clearer than a mirror. Third: Something stronger than steel. And last, something as vast as the sea. If you fail, I will chop off your head.” 
     Ali looked stricken. “How,” he thought, “can I do this? Does the emperor simply wish to torture me for the last ten days of my life.”
     Ali could neither eat nor sleep, but said nothing to his family. “Please father,” Sailimai said, calling her father-in-law by the customary term of respect. “What is wrong?” Begging and pleading, Sailimai at last coaxed Ali into talking. He wept as he listed the emperor’s four impossible tasks. But Sailimai responded, “This isn’t a problem! Father, don’t worry. I will have all these things when the emperor comes tomorrow.”
     “Don’t be silly, Sailimai,” Ali warned. “These things do not exist.” Sailimai persisted. “Father, tomorrow I will show them to both you and the emperor!”
     The next day the emperor appeared at Ali’s door: “Old Hui! Come forward and give what I asked for.”
     Ali came outside with Sailimai. They both bowed humbly. Sailimai then said, “The four things you requested are ready to be presented. Please name them one by one.” “The first thing, “said the emperor, “is that which is blacker than the bottom of a pan.” Sailimai said, “This can be found in the bottomless, greedy heart.”
     The emperor hid his surprise. This poor farm girl cannot be so smart. He nodded, “The next thing you must present is something more clear than a mirror. Do you have that?” he asked. Sailimai answered: “Yes, knowledge offers a clarity greater than any mirror.”
     The emperor looked dumbstruck. “Well,” he stammered, “Do you have something stronger than steel to give me?” “Love,” said Sailimai, “is the strongest thing in the world.” Knowing he had been bested, the emperor stood speechless. “And what do you have, that could possibly be as vast as the sea?” he asked. “A virtuous heart that shows mercy is as vast as the sea, your majesty.” 
     Humbled, the emperor said as he left, “Old Hui, you are pardoned!” 
     Sailimai held her father-in-law’s hand. Together, they bowed in relief and gratitude to Allah. 
Source: http://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/children/lovesurrounds/session1/169846.shtml

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.

“Every one of us is, in the cosmic perspective, precious. If a human disagrees with you, let him live. In a hundred billion galaxies, you will not find another.”   Carl Sagan 
 
“And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”   Micah 6:8
 
“Religion carries two sorts of people in two entirely opposite directions: the mild and gentle people it carries towards mercy and justice; the persecuting people it carries into fiendish, sadistic cruelty.”   Alfred North Whitehead 
 
“The world will give you that once in a while, a brief timeout; the boxing bell rings and you go to your corner, where somebody dabs mercy on your beat-up life.”   Sue Monk Kidd
 
“Rats and roaches live by competition under the laws of supply and demand; it is the privilege of human beings to live under the laws of justice and mercy.”   Wendell Berry
 
“Mercy, I think, doesn’t the human race know anything about mercy?”   Charles Bukowski
 
“10 percent of any population is cruel, no matter what, and 10 percent is merciful, no matter what, and the remaining 80 percent can be moved in either direction.”   Susan Sontag
 
“The longer I live, the more I read, the more patiently I think, and the more anxiously I inquire, the less I seem to know.... Do justly. Love mercy. Walk humbly. This is enough.”   John Adams
 
“Only the man who has had to face despair is really convinced that he needs mercy. Those who do not want mercy never seek it. …A life that is without problems may literally be more hopeless than one that always verges on despair.”   Thomas Merton 
 
“For Mercy has a human heart / Pity, a human face: / And Love, the human form divine, / And Peace, the human dress.”   William Blake
 
“I don’t ever want to live in a world where something like mercy...or maybe it’s compassion...is the wrong choice.”   Jonathan Maberry
 
“...and Heaven have mercy on us all —Presbyterians and Pagans alike—for we are all somehow dreadfully cracked about the head, and sadly need mending.”   Herman Melville
 
“Blessed are the merciful: for every act of love and caring is returned to us one hundred-fold. A universal law of every human philosophy teaches us to love our neighbor as we would ourselves be loved.”   Jeff Liebmann
 
“To protect what is wild is to protect what is gentle. Perhaps the wilderness we fear is the pause between our own heartbeats, the silent space that says we live only by grace. Wilderness lives by this same grace. Wild mercy is in our hands.”   Terry Tempest Williams
 
“Mercy is the stuff you give to people that don’t deserve it.”   Joyce Meyer
 
“We have not yet encountered any god who is as merciful as a man who flicks a beetle over on its feet.” Annie Dillard
 
“Your heart has to be prepared ahead of time through faith and prayer and grace and mercy and love and forgiveness so you can keep your heart open in hell, when hell happens.”   Richard Rohr
 
“Grace accepts a person as someone worthy of kindness despite whatever grime or hard-shell casing keeps him or her separated from the rest of the world. Grace is a gift of tender mercy when it makes the least sense.”   Charles R. Swindoll
 
“Computers are like Old Testament gods; lots of rules and no mercy.”   Joseph Campbell
 
“Two things in life are infinite; the stupidity of man and the mercy of God.”   G.I. Gurdjieff
 “Do not just seek happiness for yourself. Seek happiness for all. Through kindness. Through mercy.”   David Levithan
 
“To show mercy is not naïve. To hold out against the end of hope is not stupidity or madness. It is fundamentally human. …You may think I’m stupid, you may call me a madman and a fool, but at least I stand upright in a fallen world.”   Rick Yancey
 
“Be grateful for small mercies.”   Alexandra Adornetto
 
“Those who feel no need for mercy usually never seek it and almost never bestow it.”   Jeffery R. Holland
 
“I have always found that mercy bears richer fruits than strict justice.”   Abraham Lincoln
 
“To be able to laugh and to be merciful are the only things that make man better than the beast.”   Ruskin Bond
 
“That’s what mercy is… it’s choosing to help, or forgive, or love even when it goes against all logic.”   Laura Anderson Kurk
 
“My father always told me that in this world we are going to make a truckload of mistakes, but the best mistake we can ever make is to err on the side of mercy.”   Joan Bauer
 
“You are merciful... when you forgive in others the faults you condemn in yourself.”   Nikhil Saluja
 
“I believe in peace. I believe in mercy.”   Malala Yousafzai
 
“Love, Mercy, and Grace, sisters all, attend your wounds of silence and hope.”   Aberjhani
 
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: You cannot be fair to others without first being fair to yourself. Know that a well-honed sense of justice is a measure of personal experience, and all experience is a measure of self. Know that the highest expression of justice is mercy. Thus, as the supreme judge in your own court, you must have compassion for yourself. Otherwise, cede your gavel.”   
Vera Nazarian
 
Living the Questions
Explore as many of these questions as time allows. Fully explore one question before moving to the next.

1. What were you taught about mercy as a child? How have those lessons informed your actions throughout your life?
2. Have you ever needed mercy from another? What were the circumstances? Did you receive mercy or not? How did the experience affect your understanding of mercy, both given and received?
3. What makes it hard for people to be merciful toward others? 
4. When should mercy be given? When should it be withheld?
5. Some suggest that mercy makes a mockery of justice. Dou you agree or disagree? Why?
6. What are the connections that you would draw between justice, equity, compassion, and mercy?
7. Why should we “love mercy?”
 
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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