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Before You Gather
Read the following pieces prior to gathering.
[bookmark: _Hlk48813734][bookmark: _Hlk48817970]
1. Overcoming by Going Around by Gregg Krech
     The other day I was walking down our driveway which had become icy as a result of sleet, freezing rain, a warm sun, and then cold frigid temperatures. …I decided to simply go around the ice by walking alongside the driveway where there were still several inches of crusty, hard snow. By going around the ice, I was able to continue my walk without confronting the ice directly.
     …As Hiroyuki Itsuki writes, “There is an old Buddhist term, ocho, which means overcoming by going around. In confronting a problem head-on, you may encounter a wall so high and thick that you cannot break through it. So you turn to one side and go around the wall. This is ocho. Instead of sitting desolately in front of the wall that is blocking your progress, you try to get around it by making a long detour, or even by digging under it…. It is a subtle but simple movement of the mind that makes this transformation complete, but an invaluable one to learn and perfect.”
     It takes a lot of strength to knock down a wall of depression. It takes great courage to break through a wall of fear. But to simply go around …requires a bit of wisdom. It requires clarity of purpose. And it requires acceptance. 
     …We overcome our anxiety by going around it, not by destroying it or freeing ourselves from it. You don’t need to travel in a straight line. Water doesn’t travel in a straight line. Because of its flexibility it is impossible to contain it. Let us learn the art of ocho and live more like water.
   Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/27673

2. At times of suffering… by Nicholaos Jones
     To accompany another is to give companionship against despair, dissonance, and desolation. Against desolation, one who accompanies offers consolation, being with another in their solitude by creating opportunities for testimony, listening and hearing without judgment, and reinforcing the other’s dignity by acknowledging their experience and struggle. Against dissonance and despair, one who accompanies also fosters reconciliation by affirming strength and resilience, bringing one’s presence to the other’s difficulties, validating ways that the past pulls upon the present, and participating in efforts to imagine ways of transforming or reframing the affective significance of the other’s reality.
     …When compassion opens us to the struggles of another in situations that induce despair, dissonance and desolation, it can be difficult to discern an appropriate response. The temptation is to manage the other’s condition – to offer solutions or platitudes, to approach the other objectively. But despair, dissonance and desolation are not faults to be managed, and efforts to the contrary deny our powerlessness against the other’s vulnerability. Adopting the stance of accompaniment, by contrast, embraces the truth the other knows all too well and, in doing so, embraces the other. It succeeds not by resolving problems but by aligning with the other – experiencing the other’s suffering in common, allowing the other’s struggle to matter and affect one’s own experience, and responding, with speech or action or silence, in ways that don’t obstruct the other’s efforts to confront their situation.
   Source: https://aeon.co/ideas/at-times-of-suffering-the-greatest-gift-is-accompaniment-by-another 

3. Sorrow, Yes, But Also Joy by Wayne Muller
     The ways sorrow comes to us are endless, as varied as the myriad shapes of a human soul. Then, there are other things, the ways we look at ourselves and the world, the things we carry: fear, grief, loneliness, weariness, shame, self-loathing, mistrust, anger, rage. Unbearable sadness, depression, the nearly absolute deflation of any real vitality or life-giving spirit.
     And if we choose to remain attentive to such things, to notice — if even for one single day — each time our hearts feel torn, empty, disappointed, sad, broken open, pinched, or aching, we can easily fall prey to a deeply rooted terror, an unquenchable fear that anything, anyone, at any time, could simply be taken away, wrenched from our loving embrace. If we really tasted our bitter grief …we might well …turn to stone… 
     …But rather than face and acknowledge our constant stream of losses, …we go faster. … “There is more to life,” said Gandhi, “than increasing its speed.”
     …But here is the rub. Love, kindness, generosity, companionship, joy, delight, happiness — these are all beautiful, precious gifts and blessings that grow in the very same soil from which we harvest sorrow, pain, loss, and heartbreak. The greater our heart’s capacity for joy, the more we will learn to truly bear our sorrows.
     …Here is the final thing we must know. We carry within us a fierce grace that will not be extinguished, does not break, cannot ever leave us comfortless. It lives in us. …And it is from this shared kindness, born of our own sorrow and loss, that we find, with and for one another, in shared, loving companionship, some tender budding fragrance of enough.
   Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/19784

4. Gentleness in Living by Rev. Richard Gilbert
Be gentle with another—it is a cry from the lives of people battered by thoughtless words and brutal deeds; it comes from the lips of those who speak them, and the lives of those who do them. Who of us can look inside another and know what is there of hope and hurt, or promise and pain? Who can know from what far places each has come or to what far places each may hope to go? Our lives are like fragile eggs. They crack and the substance escapes. Handle with care! Handle with exceedingly tender care for there are human beings within, human beings as vulnerable as we are, who feel as we feel, who hurt as we hurt. Life is too transient to be cruel with one another; it is too short for thoughtlessness, too brief for hurting. Life is long enough for caring, it is lasting enough for sharing, precious enough for love. Be gentle with one another.
   Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/meditation/gentleness-living 

5. Equanimity in Buddhism by Patrick Ophuls
     Mindfulness and metta get the most airtime, but equanimity is the real goal and fruit of Buddhist practice. Indeed, mindfulness is but the means to the end of attaining unshakeable composure: mindfulness practice leads toward a state of open presence in which we are acutely aware of every sensation, emotion and thought but do not react to them. …Mindfulness and metta manifest themselves as the ability to remain poised amid the little catastrophes of daily life.
     …But what is equanimity? 
     …Equanimity …manifests as a radical openness to the whole …of life — a soft receptiveness that allows us to see experience clearly and to feel experience deeply but that does not react for or against it. (Contrast this with our habitual state of mind: whatever we cannot ignore or deny, we love or hate and behave accordingly.) But how is this radical openness expressed in practice, both on retreat and in daily life?
     First, equanimity is spacious. …The mind of equanimity is vast, remaining composed even under duress. 
     …Second, equanimity is panoramic. …Equanimity lets us take in the whole show, rather than fixating on the tiny part that is painful or difficult.
     …Third, panorama implies perspective. …With equanimity we understand that pain and difficulty are an intrinsic part of life, so we don’t struggle against them.
     …Fourth, …equanimity …is the art of retaining ones mental and emotional balance amid the ever-changing circumstances of life.
     …Equanimity is not unshakeable because it is a rigid, immovable mass immune to all disturbance. Rather, it is strong because it is resilient. 
   Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/16742

6. Despite Suffering, a Smile                                by Thomas A. Forstheofel
     When the Buddha pronounced his first noble truth, “Everything is suffering,” he was hardly a prophet of gloom. He issued a realistic observation of change and our resistance to it, which typically issues in frustration and discontent. Still, frustration is not the last word on things in Buddhism. After his night of enlightenment, Thurman noted, Siddhartha smiled. He could have seen reality in its completeness and recoiled in horror. And if the horror was the decisive truth, then ignorance might, after all, be merciful, if not bliss! But, instead, the Awakened One smiled. 
     …The mystery of the smile is also seen in the classic novel Siddhartha, by Herman Hesse, a text that many teachers use in their courses owing to its astute existentialist insights. 
     …At the end of the novel, his boyhood friend Govinda, always the seeker, always the follower, is reunited with Siddhartha. He clearly sees that his old friend has found peace, and, deeply frustrated by his own lack of serenity, he asks, “Give me something to help me on my way, Siddhartha. My path is often hard and dark.” Siddhartha smiled. And that smile was revelation, disclosing to Govinda the sanctity of everything — the deeply human, the passion, the goodness, the rounds of birth and death, the unity of it all in a constantly evolving process, free of judgment, full of acceptance.
     …So, what exactly do smiles have to do with holiness? Everything. Something known and knowing occurs in a smile. The smile contains, perhaps, everything we need as humans to negotiate the convoluted paths of our lives.”
   Source: https://www.spiritualityandpractice.com/book-reviews/excerpts/view/16324

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

Opening Words: Praise the World in all
its Pain and Blessing by Rev. Maureen Killoran
We are called today, from the midst of pain and challenge, we are called to praise the world. From a world that appears broken, we are called to praise life’s moments of joy and grace. From time that seems to freeze in ongoing exchanges of platitudes and blame, we are called to reach out to those around us...to connect with those we care about...to try to make amends with those from whom we are estranged. The world is too fragile. There is too much pain. Let us bring our hearts together on this day. Let us praise the mutilated world, in all its blessing and its pain.
   Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/praise-world-all-its-pain-and-blessing

Chalice Lighting: Still There is Light 
by Nadine McSpadden
During our darkest moments, still, there is light. When facing our biggest challenges, still, there is light. When all we can do is put one foot in front of the other, still, there is light. When we can’t see the way out, still, there is light. When all we can do to help is hold someone’s hand as they cry, still, there is light. We are the light. For ourselves and for one another. Always, there is light.
   Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/invocation/still-there-hope 

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.

[bookmark: _Hlk57657669]Read the Wisdom Story: Invite someone to read aloud the following wisdom story. 

I Am Not Sad by Jonathan Safran Foer
He awoke each morning with the desire to do right, to be a good and meaningful person, to be, as simple as it sounded and as impossible as it actually was, happy. And during the course of each day his heart would descend from his chest into his stomach. By early afternoon he was overcome by the feeling that nothing was right, or nothing was right for him, and by the desire to be alone. By evening he was fulfilled: alone in the magnitude of his grief, alone in his aimless guilt, alone even in his loneliness. I am not sad, he would repeat to himself over and over, I am not sad. As if he might one day convince himself. Or fool himself. Or convince others — the only thing worse than being sad is for others to know that you are sad. I am not sad. I am not sad. Because his life had unlimited potential for happiness, insofar as it was an empty white room. He would fall asleep with his heart at the foot of his bed, like some domesticated animal that was no part of him at all. And each morning he would wake with it again in the cupboard of his rib cage, having become a little heavier, a little weaker, but still pumping. And by the midafternoon he was again overcome with the desire to be somewhere else, someone else, someone else, somewhere else. I am not sad.
   Source: https://medium.com/@prarthanapai711/the-story-of-sadness-48f1e48ffd46

Readings from the Common Bowl: Invite group members to read the following selections aloud. Leave a few moments of silence after each to invite reflection on the meaning of the words. 

[bookmark: _Hlk32474377]“I have no philosophy in which I can move like a fish in water or a bird on the wing. All I have is an endless struggle, every second of my life, between false consolations that only add to my feeling of powerlessness and deepen my despair, and true consolations that bring me momentary freedom. I should probably say the true consolation, because for me only one exists: the one that allows me to know myself as a free human being, within my own boundaries, untouchable.”   Stig Dagerman

“Who indeed knows the secret of the earthly pilgrimage? Who indeed knows why there can be comfort in a world of desolation? …Who indeed knows the secret of the earthly pilgrimage? Who knows for what we live, and struggle, and die? Who knows what keeps us living and struggling, while all things break about us? Who knows why the warm flesh of a child is such comfort, when one’s own child is lost and cannot be recovered? Wise men write many books, in words too hard to understand. But this, the purpose of our lives, the end of all our struggle, is beyond all human wisdom.”   Alan Paton 

“When a child first catches adults out—when it first walks into his grave little head that adults do not always have divine intelligence, that their judgments are not always wise, their thinking true, their sentences just—his world falls into panic desolation. The gods are fallen and all safety gone. And there is one sure thing about the fall of gods: they do not fall a little; they crash and shatter or sink deeply into green muck. It is a tedious job to build them up again; they never quite shine. And the child’s world is never quite whole again. It is an aching kind of growing.”   John Steinbeck 

“True the Black woman did the housework, the drudgery; true, she reared the children, often alone, but she did all of that while occupying a place on the job market, a place her mate could not get or which his pride would not let him accept. And she had nothing to fall back on: not maleness, not whiteness, not ladyhood, not anything. And out of the profound desolation of her reality she may very well have invented herself.”   Toni Morrison

“We mourn the blossoms of May because they are to whither; but we know that May is one day to have its revenge upon November, by the revolution of that solemn circle which never stops—which teaches us in our height of hope, ever to be sober, and in our depth of desolation, never to despair.”   William Peter Blatty 

“The desert and the ocean are realms of desolation on the surface. The desert is a place of bones, where the innards are turned out, to desiccate into dust. The ocean is a place of skin, rich outer membranes hiding thick juicy insides, laden with the soup of being. Inside out and outside in. These are worlds of things that implode or explode, and the only catalyst that determines the direction of eco-movement is the balance of water. Both worlds are deceptive, dangerous. Both, seething with hidden life. The only veil that stands between perception of what is underneath the desolate surface is your courage. Dare to breach the surface and sink.”   Vera Nazarian 

“We live our lives, do whatever we do, and then we sleep. It’s as simple and ordinary as that. A few jump out windows, or drown themselves, or take pills; more die by accident; and most of us are slowly devoured by some disease, or, if we’re very fortunate, by time itself. 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, though everyone but children (and perhaps even they) know these hours will inevitably be followed by others, far darker and more difficult. Still, we …hope, more than anything, for more.”   Michael Cunningham 

“The blues is an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching consciousness, to finger its jagged grain, and to transcend it, not by the consolation of philosophy but by squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism. As a form, the blues is an autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically.”   Ralph Ellison 

Reading
7. Poetry as Sacrament: Disentangling from the Darkness by Parker Palmer
     Years ago, a teacher told me, “Poetry is my religion.” I didn’t understand what she meant until I began reading Mary Oliver, whose poems often strike me as sacraments—outward and visible signs of an inward and invisible grace.
     Some mornings when I wake up—this morning was one of them—I find it hard to disentangle myself from the darkness. My analytic mind can usually tell me why. Today it was a lingering illness, a vexing email I got last night, and events that weigh me down….
     Understanding the “why” helps me gain perspective. But that kind of knowledge does not free me from the night, free me to move into the day to engage the world with trust and hope. So, this morning, as I always do, I turned to poetry—another kind of knowing—in search of grace, and found a dimly-remembered Mary Oliver poem called Landscape.
      [There she wrote] this truth: “…if the doors of my heart/ever close, I am as good as dead.” As long as I can feel the darkness as well as the light, those doors remain open—and with the poet, I can say, “Every morning, so far, I’m alive.” I chalk that blessed fact up to a combination of dumb luck, the love of friends, the kindness of strangers, and the grace mediated by life’s many sacraments, including poetry and the natural world. For this I can only say, “Thank you.”
     “Poetry,” said C.S. Lewis, “is a little incarnation.” When I read Mary Oliver, those little incarnations add up. They help me step full-bodied into the day with whatever light I possess to do whatever I can to illumine the darkness.
   Source: https://onbeing.org/blog/poetry-as-sacrament-disentangling-from-the-darkness/ 

Living the Questions: Explore as many of these questions as time and interest allow. Fully explore one question before moving to the next. The questions do not need to be discussed in order.

1. [bookmark: _Hlk54451793][bookmark: _Hlk60741613]In reading #1, Gregg Krech introduces “ocho,” a Buddhist term that means “overcoming by going around.” This seems counter to the Western approach of just bulldozing ahead and/or through. What wisdom might there be in going around from time to time? Have you ever done this? What were the results? In international relations is diplomacy ocho, as it tries to negotiate like flowing water that seeks to find what is possible? Why or why not?
2. In reading #2, Nicholaos Jones writes about the essential role of companionship in the face of suffering, of desolation. It is not about fixing; it is about being present, about being in solidarity with another. Have you experienced support like that? What was the result? Have you provided that kind of support to another? What did it mean to them? To you? 
3. In reading #3, Wayne Muller acknowledges the depth and breadth of sorrow, but it is seldom the entire story. The other part is joy. As William Blake wrote, “joy and woe are woven fine.” Muller writes that, “The greater our heart’s capacity for joy, the more we will learn to truly bear our sorrows.” Do you agree? Why or why not? If this is true, why is so much emphasis put on sorrow rather than joy?
4.  In reading #4, Rev. Richard Gilbert calls us to “be gentle with another,” as he acknowledges the “cry from the lives of people battered by thoughtless words and brutal deeds.” What do you know of that kind of desolation? How has it affected you or others that you know? As he knows, consolation is a gift we can give because, “life is long enough for caring, it is lasting enough for sharing, precious enough for love.” How have you been consoled by kindness like this? How have you consoled others? 
5. In reading #5, Patrick Ophuls writes about the role of equanimity in Buddhism. In a sense, it is the most noble truth, the middle point sought in the Middle Path. Equanimity counsels that we take the true measure of both desolation and consolation by being receptive to both in turn, since each are part of “the ever-changing circumstances of life.” Equanimity invites us to be resilient. What value would you place on equanimity? Why? How can it be cultivated?
6. In reading #6, Thomas A. Forstheofel, also relates the theme to Buddhism, noting that despite the reality of suffering, after his night of enlightenment the Buddha smiled. In Hesse’s book, Siddhartha, a smile is his response to Govinda’s request for help. Forstheofel writes, “And that smile was revelation, disclosing to Govinda the sanctity of everything—the deeply human, the passion, the goodness, the rounds of birth and death, the unity of it all in a constantly evolving process, free of judgment, full of acceptance.” What in the context of this theme does a smile symbolize? What is the power of a smile? How can a smile console? How do you respond to a smile? Why? How do you use a smile to engage people? To console people? 
7. Parker Palmer has written about his struggle with darkness and depression. In reading #7, he addresses this desolation again explaining how hard he finds the morning transition from darkness to light. Often, he uses poetry to aid the transition realizing that his analytic mind cannot get him where he needs to get to. He doesn’t try to extinguish the darkness. Balancing it with light is enough. When he does, he can say with Mary Oliver: “Every morning, so far, I’m alive.” Do you agree with this from Oliver: “…if the doors of my heart/ever close, I am as good as dead?” Parker lists some of the things that bring him consolation: “the love of friends, the kindness of strangers, and the grace mediated by life’s many sacraments, including poetry and the natural world.” Which of these do you value? Why? What else would you add to the list? Why? 
8. [bookmark: _Hlk32474978]In the wisdom story, I Am Not Sad, Jonathan Safran Foer tells of a person who continually denies his sadness, but denial keeps him stuck in his desolation. Why do you think this was the case? How can we confront sadness and desolation? What resources can help us do that? 

The following questions are related to the Readings from the Common Bowl.
9. Stig Dagerman (1923-1954) was a gifted Swedish journalist and writer. From 1945 to 1949 he produced stunning works at a phenomenal pace. The he fell silent. In 1954, he committed suicide. In 1952 he wrote the essay, Our Need for Consolation is Insatiable, from which the following quote is taken. (For excerpts, see http://www.dagerman.us/writings/essays/our-need-for-consolation-is-insatiable) (See a short film, 20 minutes, about the essay at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d44OPxTu32A) Have you experienced false consolations? Please share examples. For Dagerman there was only one true consolation: “the one that allows me to know myself as a free human being, within my own boundaries, untouchable.” What are “true” consolations for you? Why?
10. Alan Paton asks, “Who indeed knows why there can be comfort in a world of desolation? …Who indeed knows the secret of the earthly pilgrimage?” Please share your responses to these two questions.
11. John Steinbeck writes about the desolation that can arise in children when their parents, who they thought were gods, fall off their pedestals. Do you agree? When and how did this happen to you? What were you left feeling? How did you seek/find consolation again?
12. Toni Morrison writes about the universal black woman in America who had to struggle against all odds, all of the time, with nothing to fall back on. Morrison writes, “And out of the profound desolation of her reality she may very well have invented herself.” Where do you see evidence of this invention in contemporary society? In historical figures? Has desolation had some influence on your identity? How?
13. William Peter Blatty also writes of sorrow and joy as “the revolution of that solemn circle which never stops—which teaches us in our height of hope, ever to be sober, and in our depth of desolation, never to despair.” This also calls to mind the Buddha counseling equanimity, which teaches us to seek moderation as we confront desolation and consolation. What benefits might arise from this approach? 
14. Vera Nazarian states that, “The desert and the ocean are realms of desolation on the surface.” The task, she implies, is to have the courage to go beneath the surface of our desolation to better understand it. What might be the benefits of exploring our desolation rather than allowing it to dominate our lives? What spiritual practices might help us with this approach? How might we have a productive conversation with our desolation? 
15. Michael Cunningham attests that life can be quite bleak. It is hard to know whether life is a joy punctuated by tragedy; or a tragedy punctuated by joy. Cunningham chooses the latter. Still, there is some consolation. He writes, “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….” Have you ever experienced consolation as a peak experience? What were the circumstances? What was the impact on you? 
16. Ralph Ellison writs about the blues, which, for him, tend toward desolation. What music expresses desolation to you? Why? What music consoles you? Why? 
17. What have you known of desolation and consolation? How have you coped with desolation? What are the things/people that have brought you consolation?
18. In these troubling times what causes you desolation? What consoles you? How do you help to console others? What is the role of our congregations in the work of consolation?

Deeper Listening: If time was claimed by individuals, the group listens without interruption to each person 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: Our connection 
by Rev. Kathy Huff
     Our time in this place may have ended, but our connection to each other and this community remains. Together may we walk the path of justice, speak words of love, live the selfless deed, trod gently upon the earth, and fill the world with compassion. Until we meet again, blessed be.
   Source: https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6033.shtml
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