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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 are few times when we know with absolute certainty that we are going to do something for the last time. Life has a way of moving in circles, bringing us back to places we didn’t expect and taking us away from those we do. There are too many times we don’t pay close enough attention, and moments are lost in our assumption we’ll have another chance.”   Megan Hart 

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.
A Circle of Life
     It was early October and the apples were finally ripe. The tree, an Albemarle Pippin, stood by itself in the pasture of the family farm. The Baker farm had been in the family since 1752. It was located just 30 miles east of Monticello in the area of Virginia called the Piedmont. No one knew when the tree had been planted, but it was very old.
     The apples were just plain green, but they tasted so good. Everyone on the farm loved them: the family, cows, rabbits, squirrels, field mice, and cardinals. The Baker children, Susan and Daniel, helped to pick the apples each fall. They kept some of them in the cool basement of the farmhouse where they would last for months. While some farmers used the Pippin to make apple cider, it was best for making apple pies. 
     Susan, who was in eighth grade, did a science project about the Albemarle Pippin. She learned that the apple had been grown by both George Washington and Thomas Jefferson. At Monticello, Jefferson’s plantation, there had once been 50 of these apple trees growing in the south orchard. Susan wondered if that had been where their tree came from as a seedling. She also learned that the Albemarle Pippin tree could live to be between 100 and 150 years old. 
     The next spring, Susan discovered a small seedling about 40 feet north of their apple tree. It must have grown from a seed. To protect the tree, she encircled it with a small fence. Every time Susan was in that part of the pasture, she tended the tree. By the time she left for college, the tree was four feet tall. When she graduated from college, it was eight feet tall. That year was the first time that the tree had apple blossoms. Susan was so excited. Back home and working on the farm, she paid even more attention to the tree. 
     In the fall, she picked all of the apples from the tree. There were just eight apples. She gave two each to her father, mother, and brother. Susan took a bite of one of the remaining apples. It was so delicious. 
     By mid-November all of the leaves on both trees had fallen to the ground. Susan thought the trees looked so beautiful with their bare branches reaching skyward. 
     That was when a terrible thunderstorm came roaring through the valley in the middle of the night. The lighting lit up the nighttime sky and the thunder was so loud it shook the farmhouse. Early the next morning, Susan and her father went out to see if there was any damage. That’s when they saw the old apple tree. It had been hit by lighting and the trunk was split in two. Susan was in shock and began to cry. She couldn’t believe that the tree that she had known all of her life had been destroyed. She looked up at her father and saw tears in his eyes as well. They walked up to the tree and rubbed their hands over the bark of the tree trunk. Such sadness! 
     Susan turned around to see if the young tree had been damaged. It was unharmed. She ran to the tree, surprised by all of the things that she was feeling: grief and gratitude, sorrow and joy, anger and relief. Living on a farm, she knew all about the circle of life. Looking at both trees, however, the circle of life touched her heart in a new way.
  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.

“She understood that the hardest times in life to go through were when you were transitioning from one version of yourself to another.”   Sarah Addison Allen

“Everything comes from everything and nothing escapes commonality. I am building a house already built, you are bearing a child already born. Everything comes from everything: a single cell out of another single cell; the cherry tree blossoms from the boughs; …the rivers from tributaries from streams from falls from springs from wells….”   C.E. Morgan 

“Your soul awakens your mind. Your mind makes your choices. Your choices manifest your life. Your life is your lesson. Your lessons create wisdom. Your wisdom enriches your soul.” Karen Baquiran

“At last, the wheel comes full circle.”   Cassandra Clare

“Gardeners instinctively know that flowers and plants are a continuum and that the wheel of garden history will always be coming full circle.”   Francis Cabot Lowell

“In the circle of life / It’s the wheel of fortune / It’s the leap of faith / It’s the band of hope / Till we find our place / On the path unwinding / In the circle, the circle of life.”   Elton John

“...innocence of eye has a quality of its own. It means to see as a child sees, with freshness and acknowledgment of the wonder; it also means to see as an adult sees who has gone full circle and once again sees as a child—with freshness and an even deeper sense of wonder.”   Minor White

“Sunrise paints the sky with pinks and the sunset with peaches. Cool to warm. So is the progression from childhood to old age.”   Vera Nazarian

“To me, the model of success is not linear. Success is completing the full circle of yourself.”   Gloria Steinem

“I love all the seasons of you….”   Lisa Kleypas

“Service or giving is the other side of receiving. Giving and receiving is a full circle: a full circle feels more natural than a half circle.”   Laura Huxley

“The living and the dead, / The awake and the sleeping, / The young and the old are all one and the same.”   Heraclitus

“Grown-ups don’t look like grown-ups on the inside either. Outside, they’re big and thoughtless and they always know what they’re doing. Inside, they look just like they always have. Like they did when they were your age.”   Neil Gaiman 

“Life is a full circle, widening until it joins the circle motions of the infinite.”   Anaïs Nin

“There will come a time when you believe everything is finished; that will be the beginning.”   Louis L’Amour

“All human lives are so profoundly and intricately entwined—those dead, those living, those generations yet to come—that the fate of all is the fate of each, and the hope of humanity rests in every heart and in every pair of hands.”   Dean Koontz 

“The books I have read were composed by generations of fathers and sons, mothers and daughters, teachers and disciples. I am the sum total of their experiences, their quests. And so are you.”   Elie Wiesel

“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

“Youth cannot know how age thinks and feels. But old men are guilty if they forget what it was to be young.”   J.K. Rowling

“Do you know that there’s a halfway world between each ending and each new beginning? …It’s a bog; it’s where your dreams and worries and forgotten plans gather. Your steps are heavier during that time. Don’t underestimate the transition …between farewell and new departure. Give yourself the time you need. Some thresholds are too wide to be taken in one stride.”   Nina George

“Would you like to know your future? If your answer is yes, think again. Not knowing is the greatest life motivator. So, enjoy, endure, survive each moment as it comes to you in its proper sequence—surprise.”   Vera Nazarian

“And you would accept the seasons of your heart, even as you have always accepted the seasons that pass over your fields.”   Kahlil Gibran

“In my end is my beginning.”   T.S. Eliot

“Any transition serious enough to alter your definition of self will require not just small adjustments in your way of living and thinking but a full-on metamorphosis.”   Martha Beck

“The two most important days in your life are the day you are born and the day you find out why.”   Mark Twain

“In the depth of winter, I finally learned that within me there lay an invincible summer.”   Albert Camus

“Sometimes we can choose the paths we follow. Sometimes our choices are made for us. And sometimes we have no choice at all.”   Neil Gaiman 

“Aging is not ‘lost youth’ but a new stage of opportunity and strength.”   Betty Friedan

“I wanted a perfect ending. Now I’ve learned, the hard way, that some poems don’t rhyme, and some stories don’t have a clear beginning, middle, and end.”   Gilda Radner

“We are not all born at once, but by bits. The body first, and the spirit later…. Our mothers are racked with the pains of our physical birth; we ourselves suffer the longer pains of our spiritual growth.”   Mary Austin

“Death ends a life, but it does not end a relationship….”    Robert Woodruff Anderson 

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: “Today I am 65 years old. I still look good. I appreciate and enjoy my age. A lot of people resist transition and therefore never allow themselves to enjoy who they are. Embrace the change, no matter what it is; once you do, you can learn about the new world you’re in and take advantage of it. You still bring to bear all your prior experience, but you are riding on another level. It’s completely liberating.”   Nikki Giovanni

Living the Questions
Explore as many of these questions as time allows. Fully explore one question before moving to the next.
1. What was your first experience with birth? With death? How did each affect you?
2. What have you learned from nature about the circle of life?
3. In terms of the seasons of the year, which is your favorite? Why? Which is you least favorite? Why?
4. When you think of the circle of life, what elements in the circle are most meaningful to you? Why?
5. As you reflect on your own ages and stages, which were most challenging, most rewarding? Why?
6. What unexpected lessons have come with major changes in your life?
7. What wisdom was passed down to you by your elders? What wisdom do you want to hand down?
8. Share a major life-altering event where the change was either smooth and easy, or difficult to move on.
9. Share a current transition that is very alive for you now.

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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