Small Group Ministry
Group Session Plan

Compassionate Communication: Respect and Compassion
Opening Words

The principle of compassion lies at the heart of all religious, ethical and spiritual traditions, calling us always to treat all others as we wish to be treated ourselves.
Compassion impels us to work tirelessly to alleviate the suffering of our fellow creatures, to dethrone ourselves from the centre of our world and put another there, and to honour the inviolable sanctity of every single human being, treating everybody, without exception, with absolute justice, equity and respect.

It is also necessary in both public and private life to refrain consistently and empathically from inflicting pain. To act or speak violently out of spite, chauvinism or self-interest, to impoverish, exploit or deny basic rights to anybody, and to incite hatred by denigrating others— even our enemies—is a denial of our common humanity. We acknowledge that we have failed to live compassionately and that some have even increased the sum of human misery in the name of religion.

“Charter of Compassion, November 2009” Karen Armstrong, Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life

Check In: How is it in your world today?

Topic/Activity:

The meaning of the word respect influences how we relate to each other. In Connection: A Self-Care Approach to Conflict Management, Bonnie Fraser has this notation (p. 127):

When people earn my respect, then I will treat them with respect.

Hmmm! I notice that the word RESPECT has two quite different meanings. One is a feeling of admiration or appreciation of a particular person wherein I might wish to hang out with them or model  my behavior on theirs or write them a good reference letter. To me, this is the only portion of RESPECT that people either earn or do not earn. 
The second meaning of RESPECT is a decision to be polite and considerate. RESPECT is a set of behaviors that I aspire to act on consistently because of my own values, because of who I want to be in the world. As the old saying puts it "There is a low below which I will not go." On the job, it is important to treat bosses, co-workers, and customers with courtesy that is not dependent on their actions. It is part of being professional. It is your choice how you want to behave around people whose actions you do not like. 
The first meaning can be called the Respect of Preference – preferring to be with a person who makes me feel appreciated. The second meaning can be called Respect of Necessity –the  behaviors based on values and expectations.
There is another meaning to RESPECT. It is the respect for the inherent worth and dignity of every being (a Unitarian Universalist affirmation). This calls us to respect ourselves first, with gifts and imperfections, with needs and feelings and rights to be heard, seen and valued. It calls us to have the same respect for another person. It calls for a gentleness and compassion in relationship with other beings. This can be called Respect of Worth. It is this Respect of Worth – ours and the other person’s – that is the setting for nonviolent or compassionate communication. The Respect of Worth is the grounding for taking the time and energy to focus compassionately in interactions.
1. How does respect for self impel me to be aware of my own needs and feelings?
2. How does the awareness of my own needs and feelings allow me to remove myself from the center of focus and put another there, without “losing” myself?
3. What influence does respect have on our interactions? Does how we define respect influence the communication process?

4. How do you remain respectful of those with whom you disagree?

Check-out/Likes and Wishes: How was this session for you? 
Closing Words:  
We therefore call upon all men and women:

*to restore compassion to the centre of morality and religion;

*to return to the ancient principle that any interpretation of scripture that breeds violence, hatred or distain is illegitimate;

*to ensure that youth are given accurate and respectful information about other traditions, religions and cultures;

*to encourage a positive appreciation of cultural and religious diversity;

*to cultivate an informed empathy with the suffering of all human beings --  even those regarded as enemies.
“Charter of Compassion, November 2009” Karen Armstrong, Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life
© Unitarian Universalist Community Church, Augusta, ME, 2013
