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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: “We must learn to acknowledge that the creation is full of mystery…. We must abandon arrogance and stand in awe. We must recover the sense of the majesty of creation…. For I do not doubt that it is only on the condition of humility and reverence before the world that our species will be able to remain in it.” …Wendell Berry 
  
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.
Amrita’s Tree an ancient tale retold by Rev. Beth Chronister
     Amrita sat and leaned against her tree. She loved her tree and had from the first day she claimed it as her own. Amrita often talked to her tree, sharing her dreams and secrets, but today was so peaceful she just sat in silence with eyes closed.
     HAY-ELPHHH! Amrita was startled by the shrill warning call of the peacock. It echoed through the forest. As animals fled in response, Amrita heard men marching toward her. She looked in the direction of the sound and saw flashes of sunlight off of metal. The men carried axes.
     “Cut down every tree you can,” the chief woodcutter said. “The Maharajah needs wood for his new palace.”
    Amrita could not believe it. They were going to cut down the forest! She ran as fast as she could back to her village. “Amma, Amma,” she called to her mother, “There are men in the forest with axes, and they are going to cut down the trees!” Amrita’s mother rushed around the village, calling women away from their work. “We must save the trees!” she urged. The women and children ran into the forest. 
     Amrita’s mother greeted the woodcutters politely, “Namaste. We do not want trouble, but we cannot let you cut down these trees.” 
     The chief woodcutter laughed at her. “You do not own these trees. We have orders from the Maharajah.”
     “Sir, these trees are our life,” Amrita’s mother explained. “Their roots hold the soil together during the monsoons and soak up the rain, so the earth can give us fresh water. Don’t you understand? We need these trees to survive.”
     “Quiet!” yelled the chief woodcutter and he ordered his men to start cutting down the trees. One woodcutter went to an ancient Khejri tree and began chopping with his axe. The mighty tree came crashing to the ground. Amrita and the others cried out in disbelief. They were going to kill all the trees.
     The woodcutters spread out and began cutting down other trees. Then a woodcutter walked past Amrita in the direction of her special tree. Amitra ran ahead of him and yelled, “No!” She flung her arms around her tree. “If you want to cut the tree, you will have to cut me first!” 
     “Swing your axe!” commanded the chief woodcutter. “I…,” the woodcutter faltered. He looked down at the girl—this mere sapling of a girl—her eyes squeezed shut, her thin arms hugging so tight, her tearstained cheeks pale with fright. “I... I cannot.” Amrita opened one eye, then another. All around her women and 
children began hugging trees.
     Without a word, the laborers picked up their axes and left. Amrita and the others returned to the village, grateful that the men had stopped, but they worried that the Maharajah would now come. The next afternoon he did arrive in a thunder of hooves and a cloud of dust, riding on his majestic horse.
     Amrita, though afraid, greeted him like a forest queen. He climbed down from his horse. 
     “I present this royal decree to you, Amrita,” said the Maharajah, “and to the women and children of your village, in honor of your courage and your wisdom. I promise that, from this day forward, no tree in this forest will be cut down.” 
     This is the power and blessing of reverence for life. Amrita’s tree still stands in that forest.
    Source: Touchstones
 
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.

“Reverence is an organic human experience that requires no supernatural explanations.”   
Rev. Kendyl Gibbons 

“Pursue some path, however narrow and crooked, in which you can walk with love and reverence.”   Henry David Thoreau

“Spring passes and one remembers one’s innocence. Summer passes and one remembers one’s exuberance. Autumn passes and one remembers one’s reverence. Winter passes and one remembers one’s perseverance.”   Yoko Ono

“In reverent pauses, when we slow down and think about the gift of life, we may briefly touch humility.”   Bryant McGill

“Ethics is nothing else than reverence for life.”   Albert Schweitzer

“That sense of sacredness, that thinking in generations, must begin with reverence for this earth.”   Paul Tsongas

“Life must have its sacred moments and its holy places. We need the infinite, the limitless, the uttermost—all that can give the heart a deep and strengthening peace.”   A. Powell Davies

“When we approach with reverence, great things decide to approach us. Our real life comes to the surface and its light awakens the concealed beauty in things.”   John O’Donohue

“Love, Hope, and Reverence are realities of a different order from the senses, but they are positive and constant facts, always active, always working out mighty changes in human life.”   Elizabeth Blackwell

“There is only one valid way to partake of the universe…. That way is characterized by reverence—a reverence born of a felt sense of participation in the universe, a kinship with all and with all matter.”   Larry Dossey 

“We may be divided from one another by our beliefs, but never by reverence.”    Paul Woodruff

“Reverence is a deep sense of respect for marvels that surround us and that brought us into existence. It is an awareness of ourselves ...in an order beyond the grasp of any single human mind.”   Wisdom Commons

“Without reverence, there is no sense of presence or wonder.”   John O’Donohue

“The problem to be faced is: how to combine loyalty to one’s own tradition with reverence for different traditions.”   Abraham Joshua Heschel 

“Let’s think of reverence as awe, as presence in and openness to the world. The alternative is that we stultify, we shut down. …This is our goal …to help others have this sense of …wonder, of seeing things anew, things that can catch us off guard, that break in on our small, bordered worlds.”   Anne Lamott 

“Gratitude bestows reverence, allowing us to encounter everyday epiphanies, those transcendent moments of awe that change forever how we experience life and the world.”   John Milton

“Science is ...about reverence, not mastery.”   Richard Powers

“While arrogant intellect seeks to control and manipulate the world, the poetic spirit bows with reverence before its mysteries.”   Daisaku Ikeda

“Reverence calls us to service. When we have a mindset of reverence, it seems natural to use our life energy to preserve, honor and elevate something greater than ourselves.”   Wisdom Commons

“Bring nothing but silence / Show nothing but grace / Seek nothing but shelter / From the great human race. Take nothing but pictures / Kill nothing but time / Leave nothing but footprints / To show you came by.”   John Kay 

“The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.”   Marcel Proust 

“Science enhances the moral value of life, because it furthers a love of truth and reverence—love of truth displaying itself in the constant endeavor to arrive at a more exact knowledge of the world of mind and matter around us, and reverence, because every advance in knowledge brings us face to face with the mystery of our own being.”   Max Planck

“A religion, old or new, that stressed the magnificence of the Universe as revealed by modern science might be able to draw forth reserves of reverence and awe hardly tapped by the conventional faiths.”   Carl Sagan

“True spirituality makes you loving and grateful, and forgiving, and patient, and gentle, and long-suffering. True spirituality breathes reverence into every act and deed.”   Marjorie Pay Hinckley

“It is as impossible to live without reverence as it is without joy.”   Henry Beston

“By having a reverence for life, we enter into a spiritual relation with the world. By practicing reverence for life, we become good, deep, and alive.”   Albert Schweitzer

“Authentic faith leads us to treat others with unconditional seriousness and to a loving reverence for the mystery of the human personality.”   Brennan Manning

“If you desire peace in the world, do not pray that everyone share your beliefs. Pray instead that all may be reverent.”   Paul Woodruff

“Religion, according to Alfred North Whitehead, is a phenomenon that begins in wonder and ends in wonder. Feelings of awe, reverence, and gratitude are primary, and these can never be learned from books.”   Rev. Gary Kowalski 

“The cause of violence is not ignorance. It is self-interest. Only reverence can restrain violence—reverence for human life and the environment.”   William Sloane Coffin

“Reverence is profound respect mingled with love.”   David O. McKay 

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: “If you ask the poets of reverence, ‘What must I believe in order to be reverent?’ they will fall silent. But ask them, ‘What must I not believe?’ Then they have an answer: any belief that trespasses on divine ground is the enemy of reverence. Do not believe that you are supreme in any way; do not believe that you alone know the mind of God. These would be troubling violations of the boundary between human beings and the object of reverence.”   
Paul Woodruff

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

1. As a child, what experiences evoked awe and wonder in you? And as an adult? How have these cultivated reverence in you?
2. What for you in life is holy or precious or sacred?
3. What do you revere? Why?
4. What do you love? What touches your heart?
5. What brings you joy and delight? 
6. Someone said that reverence requires giving things their proper due. How do you treat people with reverence? Animals? The earth?
7. Albert Schweitzer based his ethics on reverence for life. What role might reverence for life play in your ethical stance?
8. If you were creating a language of reverence what words would be most important to you? Why? 

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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