[image: ]Touchstones 
Small Group Discussion Guide



Consolation & Desolation




Page | 2 

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: “If everywhere you look these days, it’s wintery, desolate, lonely, practice believing in springtime. It always, always comes, even though on days like today it’s nearly impossible to imagine, ground frozen, trees bare and spiky. New life will spring from this same ground. This season will end, and something entirely new will follow it.”   Shauna Niequist

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.

Bamboo Amazing, inspired by a tale of desolation & consolation
     The farmer’s plot of land ran along the bank of a river. Years ago, he planted a bamboo plant, which grew straight and tall and beautiful. He called the plant, Esay. In turn, Esay started other bamboo plants. The farmer would cut these down. While he sold some of the bamboo in the market, he used other pieces to make bamboo flutes. His favorite flute was called “dizi,” but he also made other flutes like the “xiao” and “koudi.” No one knows who “invented” bamboo flutes, but legend suggests that the dizi was made by order of the Yellow Emperor, who wanted a musical instrument made out of bamboo.
     In the early evening of each day, the farmer would take his son out to the bamboo grove. The farmer would play a flute as Esay swayed in the gentle breeze and his son danced to the beautiful, soothing music. Esay looked down, grateful for the farmer’s compassion. After a while, the little boy would lie down and fall asleep. The farmer stopped playing, picked up his son, said good night to Esay, and carried his son back to their simple home, and put him to bed. 
     This evening ritual began to change as the boy grew older. He would no longer dance to the music, but he listened attentively to his father’s music. He no longer fell asleep and had to be carried, but before they both left to go back home, the son, whose name was Wu, would go to Esay and lovingly rub his hand up and down along her green stem. It was his way of saying goodnight.
     Wu decided that he wanted to make flutes like his father. He assumed the responsibility of selling bamboo at the market. He was quite good at bartering with customers, and often got a very good price for the bamboo. His father put aside the extra money. Eventually, there was enough money to buy the empty plot of land to the east. This was to become Wu’s farm. The only problem was a big problem. There was no source of water that Wu could use to grow bamboo.
     The farmer knew what had to be done. He went to Esay and said, “Esay, I am sorry, but I have a problem. I can only solve it if I cut you down.” Esay began to weep, as did Wu, but eventually she agreed. There was heartache all around for Esay had towered over the bamboo grove for more than 20 years. After cutting her down, the farmer then said, “Esay, while I hate to do it, I must remove your branches and leaves.” Esay, was even more distraught for she had always thought that her leaves were quite beautiful. Nonetheless, she agreed. Finally, the farmer said, “Esay, I must now split you in two and hollow you out.” Since there was no turning back, Esay again agreed, although she had no idea why any of this was necessary.
     When all of this was done, the farmer instructed Wu to help him carry the two long pieces of bamboo. One end was placed at the riverbank. The second piece was connected to the first. The two pieces were so long that they reached all the way to Wu’s farm. That night, the farmer and Wu went to the river bank. As the farmer played a flute, Wu scooped up water using a bamboo bucket and poured it into the bamboo trough. It was then that Esay realized why she would always be loved. It was her job to carry the water to Wu’s farm so that he could start and grow a bamboo grove. Knowing she would bring life to a whole new field, she smiled as she listened to the beautiful music.

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.

““To look for solace is to learn to ask fiercer and more exquisitely pointed questions, questions that reshape our identities and our bodies and our relation to others.”   David Whyte

“She wondered whether there was a limit to desolation or whether it grew endlessly, infinitely. Desolation with a hundred faces and more, desolation of a hundred different kinds and more, like the color blue.”   Antonia Michaelis 

“You don’t have to put your hand on [Mother] Mary’s heart to get strength and consolation and rescue, and the other things we need to get through life,” she said. “You can place it right here on your own heart. Your own heart.” Sue Monk Kidd 

“How desolate the landscape can be / between the regions of kindness.”   Naomi Shihab Nye

“The only choice we have as we mature is how we inhabit our vulnerability, how we become larger and more courageous and more compassionate….”   David Whyte

“We need to be angels for each other, to give …strength and consolation. When we ...realize that the cup of life is not only a cup of sorrow but also a cup of joy will we be able to drink.” Henri Nouwen

“People who are less happy, I find, are always consoling those who are more [happy].”   Renata Adler 

“Thus even tragedy can be accompanied by a trace of relief. The discovery that heartbreak is indeed heartbreaking consoles us about our humanity.”   Lionel Shriver 

“This overwhelming need for help never really changes in a human life from the first day we are brought from the womb….”   David Whyte

“Memory, which so confounds our waking life with anticipation and regret, may well be our one earthly consolation when time slips out of joint.”   Keith Donohue 

“The heart can get really cold if all you’ve known is winter.”   Benjamin Alire Sáenz 

“Circumstances in life often take us places that we never intended to go. We visit some places of beauty, others of pain and desolation.”   Kristin Armstrong

“The measure of our courage is the measure of our willingness to embrace disappointment….”   David Whyte

“There is nothing so cruel in this world as the desolation of having nothing to hope for.”   Haruki Murakami 

“When desolation surrounded you, blessed be those who looked for you and found you, their kind hands urgent to open a blue window in the gray wall formed around you.”   John O’Donohue

“To regret fully is to appreciate how high the stakes are in even the average human life.”   David Whyte

“Nobody can have the consolations of religion or philosophy unless …[they have] first experienced their desolations.”   Aldous Huxley 

“Heartbreak is how we mature.”   David Whyte

“Simple kindness can go a long way toward encouraging someone who is stuck in a desolate place.”   Mike Yankoski

“The self-esteem one acquires and a well-earned feeling of one’s strength are the only consolation in this world.”   Paul Gauguin 

“Even among familiar faces, people often feel invisible and desolate, like an island in cold waters or a shadow apart from the crowd. Be the reason another never feels alone.”   Richelle E. Goodrich

“Despair is a difficult, beautiful necessary, a binding understanding between human beings caught in a fierce and difficult world where half of our experience is mediated by loss….”   David Whyte

“Hence we must support one another, console one another, mutually help, counsel, and advise, for the measure of every …[one’s] virtue is best revealed in time of adversity—adversity that does not weaken …but rather shows …[who one] is.”   Thomas à Kempis 

“There’s just this for consolation: an hour here or there when our lives seem, against all odds and expectations, to burst open and give us everything we’ve ever imagined.”   Michael Cunningham 

“It is normal and wise for us to rely at moments upon the insights, the courage, and the consolation which our …brothers [and sisters] can give us, knowing full well that they in turn will rely upon our gifts and strength on other critical occasions.”   Joshua Loth Liebman

“There are those who are awkward in the face of sorrow, fearing to say the wrong thing; to them, I say, there is no wrong in comfort, ever. A kind word, a consoling arm ... these things are ever welcome.”   Jacqueline Carey 

“We may be powerless to alter certain events, but we remain free to choose our attitude towards them, and it is in our spontaneous acceptance of necessity that we find our distinctive freedom.”   Alain de Botton 

“Memory is of no use to the remembered, only to those who remember. We build ourselves with memory and console ourselves with memory.”  Laurent Binet 

“No lies are more seductive than the ones we use to console ourselves.”   Laila Lalami 

“Pain is the first proper step to real compassion; it can be a foundation for understanding all those who struggle with their existence.”   David Whyte

May dawn find you awake and alert, approaching your new day with dreams, possibilities and promises; May evening find you gracious and fulfilled; May you go into the night blessed, sheltered and protected; May your soul calm, console, and renew you.”  John O’Donohue

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: The good life is not found in dreams of progress, but in coping with tragic contingencies. We have been reared on religions and philosophies that deny the experience of tragedy. Can we imagine a life that is not founded on the consolations of action? Or are we too lax and coarse even to dream of living without them?”   John Gray

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

1. What have you known of desolation in your life? Where these momentary or prolonged? What was the cause of the desolation? What helped you move from desolation to consolation?
2. Who or what has consoled you? How?
3. As you reflect on your life, when and where have you felt most alive? What were the conditions that led to those feelings?
4. What have you been able to do to console others? In the process, what did you learn? 
5. As we move from the individual to the community, do you think that some communities are more vulnerable to desolation? Why? What can be done to address their desolation?
6. What is the role of your congregation in bringing “the oil of gladness” that “dissolves all mourning” as included in the hymn, We’ll Build a Land. 
7. As you reflect on the “soul” of the world, are you more disposed to consolation or desolation? Why? What might you/must you do in response?

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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