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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: When the Unitarians and Universalists merged, “We took two religious movements, each with clear and distinct historical roots and at least some clear and distinct theological assumptions (such as the oneness of God, the goodness of God, the universality of salvation) and merged them organizationally without attempting to sort through the theological issues. In fact, we seem to have dealt with the thorny issue of potential theological disharmony by essentially banning all theology from the newly formed movement!”  
Rev. Roberta Finkelstein
 


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.

Two Mirrors
     Once upon a time there was a troll named Yavo who had a magic mirror with two sides. One side was like any normal mirror. When people looked into it, they saw themselves as they were. The other side was quite different. It had an amazing power to distort what was real and true. If someone was good and beautiful, and most people are, he or she looked evil and ugly in the mirror. 
     Yavo would invite a person to look into the normal side of the mirror, then he would say, “Let me have you look in the other side of the mirror, for it will give you a much better view.” When he turned the mirror to the magic side, their beauty disappeared and each and every person looked as ugly as a troll. People became afraid, because they thought the mirror was reflecting what they looked like on the 
inside. When Yavo pointed the mirror at a beautiful flower garden, what was reflected back was an ugly plot filled with weeds. 
     Yavo traveled from village to village and had every villager look into both mirrors. Eventually, there was not a single village, or a single villager, who had not seen a distorted view of himself or herself, or a distorted view of the world.
     Then something happened that was truly terrible. Yavo was thinking of all the people that he had look in the mirror. First he smiled. Then he giggled. This led to a snicker, which was followed by a chuckle, and so it went until Yavo began roaring with laughter. That’s when he dropped the mirror and it broke into a million, million splinters, each the size of a grain of sand. The wind began to blow and it blew splinters throughout the land. When a splinter lodged in a person’s eye, everything they looked at appeared evil and ugly. People stopped trusting. They stopped loving. Everything seemed dark and cold, as if their hearts had become frozen.
     A splinter got in Mikkel’s eye. He was just 12 years old. His best friend, Gerda, who was also 12, slept through the windstorm and her eyes were not touched by the splinters. The splinter changed 
Mikkel and this worried Gerda. They had been best friends since they were five, and Gerda loved Mikkel more than she loved anything or anyone. When Mikkel looked at Gerda, he saw a friend who was now ugly and disfigured. When Gerda, looked at Mikkel she saw her good friend who now seemed so afraid and suspicious. Neither Mikkel nor Gerda knew what had happened, but everything was worse.
     Gerda confronted Mikkel, asking, “What is wrong?” 
     “Wrong,” said Mikkel. “You are what is wrong. Why did you become so evil and ugly?” 
     Gerda was shocked. “I haven’t changed,” she said. 
     Mikkel sneered, “You are just trying to fool me.” 
     “No,” Gerda said. “I wouldn’t fool you. I love you.” The she said, “Look into my eyes and see what is reflected there for that is who I truly am.” 
     Mikkel looked in her eyes and saw beauty. He was so shocked that he began weeping. His tears washed away the splinter, and the world magically changed in front of his eyes. Everywhere he looked, he saw beauty. As others were invited to look into the eyes of those who loved them, more splinters were washed away. But that, unfortunately, has not yet happened to everyone. Sometimes the best mirrors are the eyes of those who love us.
   Source: Touchstones, based on About the Mirror and its Pieces from the Snow Queen by Hans Christian Andersen

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.
[bookmark: _Hlk84947298]
“Everyone is a theologian, either conscious or unconscious, in the sense that everyone has some conception of the nature of reality, of the demands of reality, and of those elements in reality that support or threaten meaningful existence.”   James Luther Adams

“Theological reflection is the process of seeking meaning.”   Patricia O. Killen & John de Beer

“Unitarian Universalism, at our truest, comprises a shining theology that can deliver saving words to our world. It is life-affirming, liberating, and loving…here and now.”   Tom Owen-Towle

“…Theology is first of all not the study of doctrines, but a process of reflection…. The classic definition of theology, ‘faith seeking understanding,’ remains always valid.”   Luke Timothy Johnson 

“How can one maintain a theological confidence in what one claims to be true while acknowledging the existence of multiple religions that also claim to be true?”    Namsoon Kang

“Alimentary theology …is …theology as nourishment: food as theology and theology as food, food for thought …[which] addresses some of the spiritual and physical hungers of the world, and seeks ways of bringing about nourishment.”   A. F. Mendez Montoya 

“You don’t need a Master’s in Theology to love people.”   D.R. Silva

“Much of what hinders us is that we have had a lot of mistaken theology in our head and it has gotten down into our heart.”   Dallas Willard

“The world doesn’t judge us by our theology; the world judges us by our behavior.”   Carolyn Mahaney

“It’s sloppy theology to think that all suffering is good for us, or that it’s a result of sin. All suffering can be used for good, over time, after mourning and healing…. But sometimes it’s just plain loss, not because you needed to grow, not because life …or anything is teaching you any kind of lesson.”   Shauna Niequist

“‘See that’s where it falls apart for me!’ Anne cried. ‘What sticks in my throat is that God gets the credit but never the blame. I just can’t swallow that kind of theological candy. Either God’s in charge or he’s not....’”   Mary Doria Russell

“The ...drive for justice-making lies at the core of my theology… the belief that we—humans, not God—are responsible for making and sustaining a just world.”   Engaging Our Theological Diversity

“Our theology must be demonstrated, not only by our words but, more importantly, by our actions.”   Freeman-Smith

“If your understanding of the divine made you kinder, more empathetic, and impelled you to express sympathy in concrete acts of loving-kindness, this was good theology.”   Karen Armstrong

“Art is so often better at theology than theology is.”   Christian Wiman

“The distinction between faith and theology is itself a matter for theological reflection.”   Francis Cardinal George

“Theological reflection is the most important activity a person can perform.”   Vincent Cheung

“Searching for meaning through theological reflection is not easy, because it does not yield the security of absolute answers.”   Patricia O’Connell Killen & John de Beer 

“Liberal theology with its riskiness, its openness, and its tentativeness is not apt to fare well in a time of political crisis.”   Bruce Southworth

“One good thing about being a cat, apart from the extra lives, was that the theology was a lot simpler.”   Terry Pratchett

“Life is a mess. And theology must be lived out in the midst of that mess.”   Charles Colson

“Theological discourse can be, in and of itself, a form of identity and solidarity.”   Namsoon Kang

“We ignore the question of how we talk about and manifest theology in our congregations at our peril.”   Engaging Our Theological Diversity

“Who, then, is qualified for theology? The theological task is implied by the very life of faith itself. Every …[one] is therefore called to do theology in this sense.”   Luke Timothy Johnson

“When we recognize that our theology is not the moon but rather a finger pointing at the moon, we enjoy the freedom of questioning it from time to time.”   Rachel Held Evans

“Question the answers, I repeated every class. Reevaluate your conclusions when the evidence changes.”   Craig Mullaney

“Theology is never any help; it is searching in a dark cellar at midnight for a black cat that isn’t there.”   Robert A. Heinlein

“Our theology, far from being mature in any evolutionary or historical sense, is in fact in its early stages.”   The Free Church in a Changing World (1963)

“…My faith goes beyond theology and religion and requires considerable work and effort.”   Jimmy Carter

“Theology is—or should be—a species of poetry…. You have to open yourself to a poem with a quiet, receptive mind, in the same way you might listen to a difficult piece of music….”   Karen Armstrong

“I wish that there were more of a focus on [conversations about theology and beliefs] because I’ve been personally really struggling with it….”   UU Youth, 2005

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: “I believe that Unitarian Universalism is growing up. Growing out of a cranky and contentious adolescence into a more confident maturity. A maturity in which we can not only claim our Good News, the values we have found in this free faith, but also begin to offer that Good News to the world outside these beautiful sanctuary walls. There is a new willingness on our part to come in from the margins.”   
Rev. William Sinkford

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

1. As you understand it, what is the distinctive theological contribution of Unitarianism and Universalism to our combined religious tradition?
2. Reflecting on the seven principles of Unitarian Universalism adopted in 1985, what elements are important to you in terms of your own theology?
3. The six sources of Unitarian Universalism are also resources for theological reflection. Which of these sources are especially important to you? Why?
4. How would you characterize the theological diversity within your congregation?
5. As time allows, engage the process of theological reflection for the Broken Cup outlined below. 
6. As time allows, consider some of theological questions listed below.
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.

The Broken Cup & 
Theological Reflection
The following is a process of theological reflection developed by Patricia O’Connell Killen and John de Beer. 
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1. Look quietly at the picture of a broken cup.
· How is it broken?
· What can or can’t be done with it?
· How is a broken cup usually regarded?
· What happens to broken cups?
· Why might you repair the broken cup pictured?
2. Close your eyes and breathe deeply. Moving through your own life experience, recall times when you were a “broken cup.” Briefly note one from childhood, young adulthood, and from the past year or two. Explore each one.
· What were your key thoughts and feelings?
· How were you broken?
· What did you find yourself able and unable to do?
· How do you think others regarded you and treated you?
· What happened in each situation?
Write a paragraph that begins: “When I am a broken cup, I….”
3. Go back to the broken cup and let it lead you into Unitarian Universalism. 
· What does our tradition say about being broken & wanting wholeness?
· How does the “inherent worth and dignity” influence your thinking about brokenness?
· Ernest Hemingway wrote, “The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places.” How might this be true?
· Dr. Rachel Naomi Remen, author of Kitchen Table Wisdom: Stories That Heal, tells the story of an angry, young man recovering emotionally from an amputation. In the course of his exploration of “being broken,” he revised a picture that he drew earlier of a broken vase by drawing yellow streaks extending out from the crack in the vase explaining, “This is where the light comes from.” What is the light that has flowed from your brokenness?
4. Compare and contrast the experience of and perspectives on being broken from your life, Unitarian Universalism, and common attitudes toward brokenness in our culture. From this comparison and contrast, what do you believe about being a broken cup? Write a statement about broken-cup experiences that you are willing to claim as your own.
5. What do you want to remember or do differently the next time you find yourself in the position or situation of being a broken cup? How might you engage the brokenness that you experience in others, or in the world?
   Source: Touchstones & The Art of Theological Reflection 
Questions for Theological Reflection
     The following questions are from a graduate course, Unitarian Universalist Systematic Theology. In Engaging Our Theological Diversity, the Commission on Appraisal wrote, “We ignore the question of how we talk about and manifest theology in our congregations at our peril.” The first six categories are aligned with the book, A House for Hope: The Promise of Progressive Religion for the Twenty-first Century (2011) by John Buehrens and Rebecca Ann Parker, which also has a discussion guide, https://www.beacon.org/Assets/PDFs/AHouseForHopedg.pdf. These questions both define theological categories and prompt engaging discussions. 

The Garden: Eschatology
Where are we headed? Where are we going? What is the purpose of existence? What is the horizon to which our lives are oriented? How do we contend with eschatologies of destruction? What are the components of a progressive eschatology of a world made fair and all her people one? What constitutes hell on earth? What constitutes heaven on earth (e.g., liberation of the oppressed, food for the hungry, peace for all people, reverence for the earth)? How do we make sense of the world if, as Rebecca Parker suggests, the apocalypse has already occurred? 

The Sheltering Walls: Ecclesiology
Who are we/Whose are we as a people of faith? Who are we when we gather in beloved community? What does it mean to be a Unitarian Universalist? What role, if any, does conversion play in becoming a Unitarian Universalist? What is the process of conversion? To what are we converting? How are we transformed (i.e., second order change) by conversion? What is the role of covenant in terms of how we understand who we are? What is the nature and purpose of a religious community? What brings religious community into being and binds it together? How is a Unitarian Universalist congregation different from the secular society in which it resides? How is a Unitarian Universalist congregation counter-cultural?

The Roof: Soteriology 
(i.e., salvation / wholeness) 
How do we understand ultimacy/divinity at work in the world? What is sin? (For Gandhi, the seven deadly sins were wealth without work, pleasure without conscience, knowledge without character, commerce without morality, science without humanity, worship without sacrifice, and politics without principle.) What are the crucifying powers from which we need to be saved (e.g., for Walter Rauschenbusch: militarism, religious bigotry, mob spirit, greed and economic exploitation, and a corrupt system of justice)? What is salvation? How does salvation occur? Who will be saved? In the hells made by human beings, what can heal the wounds or stop the injury? What can protect life from harm? How can communities broken by injustice be restored? How do we come to terms with evil? Who or what will deliver us from evil? How might we articulate the concept of universal salvation, i.e., a communal salvation in place of individual salvation, in ways that would be meaningful for Unitarian Universalists today? What is wholeness?

The Foundations: Theology Proper
What matters most? Since the ways in which people speak of God have profound public significance, how can we justify silence in this area? Where is God encountered? How can we speak of God in ways that are respectful of our theological diversity? What are unworthy images of God? Why? What are worthy images of God? Why? 

The Welcoming Rooms: Pneumatology
How is the spirit among us? In your theological framework, what is spirit and what is soul? How, in our tradition, are spirituality and rationality in tension? How are they reinforcing aspects of the human condition? How can our congregations become a sanctuary for the Spirit? What is the role of worship in moving the Spirit among us and in growing the capacities of the human soul? How can worship and spiritual practice restore the soul when it is depleted, anesthetized, bored, satiated, shut down, fragmented, wounded, despairing, humiliated, or lost? What are, in the words of William Ellery Channing, “the powers of the soul?” How can we shelter the Spirit from the corrosive, individualistic, and narcissistic “spirituality” of contemporary culture? How can we overcome the spiritual poverty of materialism?

The Threshold: Missiology
What are we supposed to Do? How do we regard the “others” that are outside our faith, i.e., other faith traditions as well as the stranger? What is the role of our church? What is our collective mission as a community of faith? How is our mission related to the common good? What does it mean for the church to be owned by its mission? What role, if any, does evangelism play in a Unitarian Universalist 
congregation’s mission? What is a great commission for Unitarian Universalism? How does the work of justice relate to our mission?

Anthropology (individually) / 
Ecclesiology (congregationally)
What is your/our authority? What are the roles of experience and reason in developing and exercising authority? What is the interplay between experience and belief in our tradition? How does the idea of multiple intelligences influence our authority? How, if at all, are Unitarian Universalist history and tradition authoritative for Unitarian Universalists? If the ultimate locus of religious authority resides in the individual, how can that be reconciled with congregational authority beyond the instrumental role of the democratic process? To what, if anything, in our tradition is individual authority accountable? 

Anthropology
What is the nature of humanity? Within the framework of the “inherent worth and dignity of every person,” how are we to understand evil and sin?  If we reject original sin, do we understand birth as conferring original blessing? How do we understand the interplay of nature and nurture? What view of human nature will do justice to the complexity of human beings, as well as the motivations for personal and social transformation? How does our anthropology of the individual conflict with and/or support participation in community and “respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part?”

Cosmology / Theological Ecology
What is our Unitarian Universalist theological pluralism and Diversity of belief? What is the scope of our theological pluralism (i.e., what is in and what is out)? What is the nature of the lens that makes it possible to adapt a theological perspective to Unitarian Universalism (e.g., process theology)? What is an example of a theological orientation that is outside of Unitarian Universalism? Why is it outside our Unitarian Universalist framework? What are the strengths and challenges of theological pluralism? Given the reality of theological pluralism, what holds us together?
   Source: Touchstones
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