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Touchstones Small Group
Discussion Guide on Communion

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: “Do not believe in anything simply because you have heard it. Do not believe in anything simply because it is spoken and rumored by many. Do not believe in anything simply because it is found written in your religious books. Do not believe in anything merely on the authority of your teachers and elders. Do not believe in traditions because they have been handed down for many generations. But after observation and analysis, when you find that anything agrees with reason and is conducive to the good and benefit of one and all, then accept it and live up to it.”   Buddha
 
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.

Discovering Truth through Science and Religion
from Tapestry of Faith
     We often hear that science and religion are two things that just do not go together. One relies on facts which can be proven. The other relies on faith and intuition. However, science and religion have a lot in common. They both inspire wonder, questioning, and seeking truth.
     To at least one man about 250 years ago, the Unitarian Joseph Priestley, religion and science were two ways of exploring the world and seeking truth. To him, they were not polar opposites in conflict with one another but two complementary avenues of discovery.
     Joseph Priestley is best known as the scientist who “discovered” the presence of oxygen in 1774. He discovered that plants and trees generate oxygen, and he determined that living creatures need oxygen to breathe. Today we take this idea for granted, and maybe you have already learned it in school. But back in his day, trying to prove the existence of something you could not see, smell, hear, touch, or taste was difficult indeed.
     In those days, the Unitarian religion was already a home for people who believed we each can discover our own truth in matters of faith; people who believed that the use of reason was important in matters of science and religion. And Joseph Priestley was a Unitarian minister. He saw no contradiction between seeking truth through faith and intuition and seeking truth using the methods of science. During those years, while he was using science to explore air, gases, electricity, and other physical matters in our world, Joseph Priestley also wrote about religious matters. In one article, he proposed that the soul was a Divine substance, incomprehensible to human beings. He even taught the two subjects together at prestigious universities in England.
     But a lot of people disagreed with his ideas—particularly his religious beliefs. In 1791, an angry mob destroyed his family’s home; along with two places where Joseph Priestley sought truth: his laboratory and his church. The buildings burned to the ground, along with many important papers, books, and his notes on experiments.
     Priestly and his wife had no choice but to flee England and seek refuge across the ocean in the newly established United States of America. You might think having lost everything and being forced to start over in a new country would make Priestly less interested in pursuing his freethinking ideas, but you would be wrong. Even as his family resettled, he continued his experiments in science and his explorations in faith. He discovered the poisonous gas, carbon monoxide, in 1799, and for this he is known as the father of modern chemistry. And, he continued to pursue his love of religion. The first Unitarian minister in the United States, he helped found the Unitarian Church in Philadelphia. 
   Source: https://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/children/loveconnects/session11/162312.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.

“Children must be taught how to think, not what to think.”   Margaret Mead

“You must never feel badly about making mistakes ... as long as you take the trouble to learn from them. For you often learn more by being wrong for the right reasons than you do by being right for the wrong reasons.”   Norton Juster

“A concept is a brick. It can be used to build a courthouse of reason. Or it can be thrown through the window.”   Gilles Deleuze

“I do not feel obliged to believe that the same God who has endowed us with sense, reason, and intellect has intended us to forgo their use.”   Galileo Galilei

“To argue with a man who has renounced the use and authority of reason, and whose philosophy consists in holding humanity in contempt, is like administering medicine to the dead, or endeavoring to convert an atheist by scripture.”   Thomas Paine 

“Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage is man’s inability to make use of his understanding without direction from another. Self-incurred is this tutelage when its cause lies not in lack of reason but in lack of resolution and courage to use it without direction from another. Sapere aude! ‘Have courage to use your own reason!’—that is the motto of enlightenment.”    Immanuel Kant

“The heart has its reasons which reason knows not.”   Blaise Pascal

“Believe nothing, no matter where you read it, or who said it, no matter if I have said it, unless it agrees with your own reason and your own common sense.”   Gautama Buddha 

“Those who will not reason, are bigots, those who cannot, are fools, and those who dare not, are slaves.”   George Gordon Byron

“Fix reason firmly in her seat, and call to her tribunal every fact, every opinion. Question with boldness even the existence of a God; because, if there be one, he must more approve of the homage of reason, than that of blindfolded fear.”   Thomas Jefferson

“How quick come the reasons for approving what we like.”   Jane Austen 

“There’s nothing more annoying than cold logic and reason when you’ve got a good fit going.”   James Patterson

“The important thing is not to stop questioning. Curiosity has its own reason for existing.”   Albert Einstein

“I had to deny knowledge in order to make room for faith.”   Immanuel Kant

“In questions of science, the authority of a thousand is not worth the humble reasoning of a single individual.”   Galileo Galilei

“You cannot reason people out of a position that they did not reason themselves into.”    Ben Goldacre

“I hope you weren’t looking to me to be the voice of reason. I keep to a strict diet of ill-advised enthusiasm and heartfelt regret.”   Leigh Bardugo 

“It was my first clue that atheists are my brothers and sisters of a different faith. Like me, they go as far as the legs of reason will carry them - and then they leap.”   Yann Martel 

“One good schoolmaster is of more use than a hundred priests.”   Thomas Paine

“Man stands face to face with the irrational. He feels within him his longing for happiness and for reason. The absurd is born of this confrontation between the human need and the unreasonable silence of the world.”   Albert Camus

“Reason is not automatic. Those who deny it cannot be conquered by it.”   Ayn Rand

“All our knowledge begins with the senses, proceeds then to the understanding, and ends with reason. There is nothing higher than reason.”   Immanuel Kant 

“It is useless to attempt to reason a man out of a thing he was never reasoned into.”   Jonathan Swift 

“The human brain is a complex organ with the wonderful power of enabling man to find reasons for continuing to believe whatever it is that he wants to believe.”   Voltaire

“Reason with yourself when you have lost your reason.”   Andrew Solomon 

“I mean, you could claim that anything’s real if the only basis for believing in it is that nobody’s proved it doesn’t exist!”   J.K. Rowling

“If someone doesn’t value evidence, what evidence are you going to provide to prove that they should value it? If someone doesn’t value logic, what logical argument could you provide to show the importance of logic?”   Sam Harris

“Faith and Reason are like two wings of the human spirit by which is soars to the truth.”   Pope John Paul II

“Human reason can excuse any evil; that is why it’s so important that we don’t rely on it.”   Veronica Roth 

“All human actions have one or more of these seven causes: chance, nature, compulsion, habit, reason, passion, and desire.”   Aristotle 

“Just because you're an atheist, that doesn't mean you wouldn't love for things to have reasons for why they are.”   Jonathan Safran Foer

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 first law of reason is that what exists, exists; what is, is, and that from this ...bedrock principle, all knowledge is built...that is the foundation from which life is embraced... thinking is a choice...wishes and whims are not facts, nor are they a means to discover them... reason is our only way of grasping reality—it’s our basic tool of survival. We are free to evade the effort of thinking—to reject reason—but we are not free to avoid the penalty of the abyss we refuse to see…. Reason is the very substance of truth itself. The glory that is life is wholly embraced through reason.” Terry Goodkind

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

1. What value do you place on reason? Why? 
2. What appeals to you about a religion that uses reason as a tool in shaping beliefs and constructing theology?
3. How has reason been misused?
4. It is clear that reason is essential in the way that we approach religion, and that reason has its limits. How can we use reason responsibly? 
5. How does reason influence one’s sense of certainty? 
6. How can reason and intuition be partners in generating wisdom?
7. Can reason or science become an idol? Why or why not? If yes, what can be the consequences?

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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