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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: “There is nothing neutral about the soul. It is the seat and the source of life. Either we respond to what the soul presents in its fantasies and desires, or we suffer from this neglect of ourselves. The power of the soul can hurl a person into ecstasy or into depression. It can be creative or destructive, gentle or aggressive. Power incubates within the soul and then makes its influential move into life as the expression of soul. If there is no soulfulness, then there is no true power, and if there is no power, then there can be no true soulfulness.”   Thomas Moore
 
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.

Becoming Real by Margery Williams
     The Skin Horse had lived longer in the nursery than any of the others. He was so old that his brown coat was bald in patches and showed the seams underneath, and most of the hairs in his tail had been pulled out to string bead necklaces. He was wise, for he had seen a long succession of mechanical toys arrive to boast and swagger, and by-and-by break their mainsprings and pass away, and he knew that they were only toys, and would never turn into anything else. For nursery magic is very strange and wonderful, and only those playthings that are old and wise and experienced like the Skin Horse understand all about it.
     “What is REAL?” asked the Rabbit one day, when they were lying side by side near the nursery fender, before Nana came to tidy the room. “Does it mean having things that buzz inside you and a stick-out handle?”
     “Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It’s a thing that happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real.”
     “Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.
     “Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. “When you are Real you don’t mind being hurt.”
     “Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,” he asked, “or bit by bit?”
     “It doesn’t happen all at once,” said the Skin Horse. “You become. It takes a long time. That’s why it doesn’t happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in the joints and very shabby. But these things don’t matter at all, because once you are Real you can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand.”
     “I suppose you are real?” said the Rabbit. And then he wished he had not said it, for he thought the Skin Horse might be sensitive. But the Skin Horse only smiled.
     “The Boy’s Uncle made me Real,” he said. “That was a great many years ago; but once you are Real you can’t become unreal again. It lasts for always.”
   Source: http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/williams/rabbit/rabbit.html

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.

“Food for the body is not enough. There must be food for the soul.”   Dorothy Day

“The soul should always stand ajar, ready to welcome the ecstatic experience.”   Emily Dickinson

“The human soul has still greater need of the ideal than of the real. It is by the real that we exist; it is by the ideal that we live.”   Victor Hugo

“Memory is the personal journalism of the soul.”   Richard Schickel

“A genuine odyssey is not about piling up experiences. It is a deeply felt, risky, unpredictable tour of the soul.”   Thomas Moore

“The human soul is hungry for beauty; we seek it everywhere—in landscape, music, art, clothes, furniture, gardening, companionship, love, religion, and in ourselves.”   John O’Donohue

“There is an eternal landscape, a geography of the soul; we search for its outlines all our lives.”   Josephine Hart

“The most powerful weapon on earth is the human soul on fire.”   Ferdinand Foch

“Hope is the thing with feathers that perches in the soul—and sings the tunes without the words—and never stops at all.”   Emily Dickinson

“To be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the human soul.”   Simone Weil

“Re-examine all that you have been told... dismiss that which insults your soul.”   Walt Whitman

“I’ve redefined success as ‘fulfilling your soul’s purpose.”   Jack Canfield

“It’s true about the eyes being the window to the soul. Your face can be etched with worry, and twisted by ageing, but the eyes tell the true story of who you are.”   Naomie Harris

“The soul is partly in time and partly in eternity. We might remember the part that resides in eternity when we feel despair over the part that is in life.”   Thomas Moore

“You have to grow from the inside out. None can teach you, none can make you spiritual. There is no other teacher but your own soul.”   Swami Vivekananda

“Since love grows within you, so beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul.”   Saint Augustine

“It may help us, in those times of trouble, to remember that love is not only about relationship, it is also an affair of the soul.”   Thomas Moore

“I trust that when people meet, we meet for a transcendent reason, and that the challenges we face in life are always lessons that serve our soul’s growth.”   Marianne Williamson

“Begin to see yourself as a soul with a body rather than a body with a soul.”   Wayne Dyer

“Let your soul stand cool and composed before a million universes.”   Walt Whitman

“Find out who you are and be that person. That’s what your soul was put on this Earth to be. Find that truth, live that truth and everything else will come.”   Ellen DeGeneres

“...to the soul, the most minute details and the most ordinary activities, carried out with mindfulness and art, have an effect far beyond their apparent insignificance.”   Thomas Moore

“Age wrinkles the body. Quitting wrinkles the soul.”   Douglas MacArthur

“The wilderness is healing, a therapy for the soul.”   Nicholas Kristof

“The soul is stronger than its surroundings.”   William James

“I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope, For hope would be hope for the wrong thing.”   T. S. Eliot

“For what shall it profit a man, if he gain the whole world, and suffer the loss of his soul?”   Jesus

“…you cannot have an impactful life with an impoverished soul.”   John Ortberg

“How many times do we lose an occasion for soul work by leaping ahead to final solutions without pausing to savor the undertones? …thus we lose opportunities to know ourselves for our motives and our secrets.”   Thomas Moore

“Beauty awakens the soul to act.”   Dante Alighieri

“Here’s the deal. The human soul doesn’t want to be advised or fixed or saved. It simply wants to be witnessed — to be seen, heard and companioned exactly as it is. …As Mary Oliver has written, ‘This is the first, the wildest and the wisest thing I know: that the soul exists and is built entirely out of attentiveness.’”   Parker Palmer

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: “We can return now to one of Plato’s expressions for care of the soul, techne tou biou, the craft of life. Care of the soul requires craft (techne)—skill, attention, and art. To live with a high degree of artfulness means to attend to the small things that keep the soul engaged in whatever we are doing, and it is the very heart of soul-making.”   Thomas Moore

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

1. What profound experiences of wonder, awe, and beauty have you had?
2. Do you agree that the soul is something beyond the state of the physical that is difficult to define? Is there a source for it? How would you describe it?
3. What nourishes your soul? What diminishes your soul?
4. Have you felt something inside you that caused you to wonder whether we are more than the sum of our parts?
5. Is there anything mysterious about the idea of a soul? How is thinking about “soul” metaphorically helpful in building character?
6. Some people seem to have some strength or power that we might call character, personality, or soul? Where do you think it comes from?

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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