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What is a circle of trust? It is the kind of carefully created space that invites the soul to make itself known. The kind of space where we can practice the paradox of "being alone together," a space that welcomes our inwardness even as it connects us to the gifts and challenges of community, and to the larger world.

 
-- Parker J. Palmer from “A Hidden Wholeness”

There is a quality of listening that is possible among a circle of human beings, who by their attentiveness to one another create a space in which each person is able to give voice to the truth of his or her life. There is the miracle of authentic narrative, made possible by listening that holds still long enough to let the truth be told. Where there is this kind of listening and speaking, a new kind of community is born - a community of life

          - adapted from "Proverbs of Ashes" by Rebecca Parker

I pin my hopes to quiet processes and small circles, in which vital and transforming events take place.                                              
-- Rufus Jones, Quaker historian & theologian 
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PART I: General Small Group Theory – The Context For Soul Matters

Below are a number of writings about small group philosophy and the UU small group movement.  These general principles and perspectives inspired the creation of Soul Matters.
What Small Group Ministry Is and Is Not

-Adapted from the UUA

What Small Group Ministry is intended to offer participants:

· A way to deepen our spirituality.
· A way to deepen our connections with the congregation.
· A way to connect across age, gender, ethnic, economic, and other differences.
· A way to help newer members engage with our community.
· A way to better align our lives with our deepest personal values and core congregational values.
· A way to be engaged, included, and heard in a safe, nurturing environment.
What Small Group Ministry is not intended to offer participants:

· A social club, although ties between church members deepen.
· A debate society, although many important topics are discussed
 
· A support or therapy group, although the atmosphere is positive.
· A worship service, although there is a strong spiritual aspect to the meeting structure and topics.
· A rigid template of activities, although there are general guidelines to follow.
 
· A closed "fraternity", although groups must be limited in size to be effective

Transforming Our Churches with Small Group Ministry
The Rev. Glenn Turner
From what I have observed (20 years as a UU parish minister, and 18 years as a UUA District Field Staff person), churches grow when most of the visitors and new folk are integrated into one of the groups in the congregation. If there are no or few groups, other than committees, the choir, and a few programs, it's hard to make friends. Seven out of nine people who come in the front door to worship end up leaving. The reverse is true with people who come into the church through small groups. There they meet and bond with others. There they are known and welcomed. There they are called by name. And so, they tend to stay and their church becomes critical to their lives.

Roy Oswald of Alban Institute says that the determining factor in whether a newcomer stays or goes is whether they make six friends in their, first six months of attending. Too few do that.  Most continue to feel that they are peripheral members of the group.  I once thought more programs were the answer, even if people resisted the idea of the "Program Church." But authors like Kennon Callahan and Carl George have helped me to tease out the subtle differences between program groups and relational groups. Program groups focus more on content, on teaching, and have less opportunity for personal sharing. Relational Groups focus on relationships. They provide ministry. They provide people with a chance to explore their beliefs and spirituality in a context of trusted and caring friends.
We don't do enough of this in our UU churches. There are some men's and women's groups that do it. Programs such as Build Your Own Theology and Cakes for the Queen of Heaven have come close. For many, such programs were entry-points into our churches. They turned them on, gave them what they wanted. But, only a fraction of our people are involved with such groups. For most, our churches provide a diet of worship once a week, potluck dinners every few weeks, and a Unitarian Universalist orientation class once in each lifetime.
Let me offer a mission statement that fits into the context of the small-group ministry that I'm describing. It also implies an ambitious program to be carried out.  I believe that the mission of the Unitarian Universalist Church is to

· address the social isolation and rootlessness that is characteristic of modern life,
· minister to the hurts and hopes of those in our community,
· radically define our community beyond our membership borders, seeking to bring other people who need our support into our churches and into our lives, nurture deepening relationships between members as they share their lives and their faith together.            
The Soul is Shy: A Vision of What Small Groups Can Be

Parker J. Palmer, “A Hidden Wholeness”

So what do we do in a circle of trust? We speak our own truth; we listen receptively to the truth of others; we ask each other honest, open questions instead of giving counsel; and we offer each other the healing and empowering gifts of silence and laughter... Our purpose is not to teach anyone anything but to give the inner teacher a chance to teach us.

Spaces designed to welcome the soul and support the inner journey are rare. But the principles and practices that shape such spaces are neither new nor untested.  Some are embedded in monastic tradition, for the monastery is the archetypal "community of solitudes." Some emerged over four hundred years of Quaker faith and practice. Some were revived in the transpersonal psychology movement of the mid-twentieth century. And some are embodied in the processes of spiritual formation that can be found at the heart of most of the world's great wisdom traditions.

"Formation" may be the best name for what happens in a circle of trust, because the word refers, historically, to soul-work done in a communal setting. But a quick disclaimer is in order, since "formation" sometimes means a process quite contrary to the one described in this book-a process in which the pressure of orthodox doctrine, sacred text, and institutional authority is applied to the misshapen soul in order to conform it to the shape dictated by some theology. This approach is rooted in the idea that we are born with souls deformed by sin, and our situation is hopeless until the authorities "form" us properly.

But all of that is turned upside down by the principles of a circle of trust. In a circle of trust, formation flows from the belief that we are born with souls in perfect form. As time goes on, we are subject to powers of deformation, from within as well as without, that twist us into shapes quite different from the shape of the soul. But the soul never loses its original form, and never stops calling us back to our birthright integrity.

In a circle of trust, the powers of deformation are held at bay long enough for the soul to emerge and speak its truth. Here, we are not required to conform ourselves to some external template. Instead, we are invited to conform our lives to the shape of our own souls. In a circle of trust we can grow our selfhood like a plant-from the potential within the seed of the soul, in ground made fertile by the quality of our relationships, toward the light of our own wholeness—trusting the soul to know its own shape better than any external authority ever can.

Unraveling Small Group Ministry and Covenant Groups

Unitarian Universalist Association 1 2005 / Peter Bowden

Introduction

We know that Small Group Ministry and Covenant Group Ministry are transforming the lives of the people and the congregations that make up our association. Before 1997 there were very few formal Small Group Ministry programs in our congregations. Since then this form of ministry has spread to the majority of our member congregations. It is clear that Small Group Ministries are meeting a number of needs in our congregations. 

The Rev. Glenn Turner introduced what has become known as Small Group Ministry and Covenant Group Ministry to our association in the late 1990's. Turner had discovered the work of Carl George in his popular books The Coming Church Revolution and Prepare Your Church for the Future. In his work Carl George upholds the importance of all types and sizes of church groups. A church has many functions, and people have a variety of needs and interests. Therefore, many kinds of groups are necessary. George recognizes this, but also encourages churches to move to a "cell based" model. A cell based church has a churchwide system of small groups as the structural foundation of the community. It is this structure which allows churches to grow and still maintain the intimacy that members seek. 

In our congregations each Small Group Ministry is designed with its own unique culture and character, as are each congregation's worship services. In the same way that our worship services have common elements - hymns, readings, sermons, meditations, and so on - Small Group Ministries in our association have developed a common meeting or session format. This format includes at opening reading, check-in, focus for the session, check-out or group process check, and closing reading. 

There is no right way to accomplish ministry via small groups... As this ministry evolves it is likely that new practices will become popular and our conception of what Small Group Ministry will continue to expand.

"Covenant groups are a transformational practice through which we, with others, can discover our own underlying assumptions about reality and examine our ways of being, some of which have become so habitual that they seem to us just 'the way things are.' The practice of Small Group Ministry does ask us to suspend judgment long enough to hear respectfully the understandings of others, even those vastly different from our own."
       Robert Hill 

       The Complete Guide to Small Group Ministry: Saving the World Ten At a Time. 

PART II: The Soul Matters Approach–Our Specific Vision & Unique Characteristics

“Soul Matters” shares many of the same goals as other UU small group ministry programs.  But it’s also unique.  Here are its most distinctive aspects and some background about how these unique characteristics developed.

Rooted in a Theology Whose Heart is Broken by Disconnection: 

Behind every vision and ministry program—and small group program—is a broken heart.  This is what gives human efforts their passion and focus--their reason for being.  Some religious people look out at the world and see flawed people caught up in and suffering from sin.  This breaks their heart and so they’re primary offering to the world is forgiveness, purity and more dependable moral guides.  Others look out and have their hearts broken by people caught up in clinging and striving, so they have organized to offer the world calm, release, acceptance.  Soul Matters also arises from a different point of view.  It was born among Unitarian Universalists who, because of the distinctive perspective of their faith, look out and see droves and droves of people--including ourselves--struggling with disconnected and shallow lives.  Not sin and immorality, as much as separation—separation from one’s deepest self, life’s gifts and needs greater than one’s own.  Not just obsessive striving, but also shallowness.  This broke our hearts.  And it moved us to want to do something about it.

So reconnection and depth.  This is what Soul Matters is all about: offering “life lines” that help people reconnect with their deepest selves, life’s gifts and needs greater than their own.  Many of us are moved by the way Quaker writer, Parker Palmer, captures this perspective.  He talks about disconnection as “the blizzard of the world.”

There was a time when farmers on the Great Plains, at the first sign of a blizzard, would run a rope from the back door of their house out to the barn. They all knew stories of people who had wandered off and been frozen to death, having lost sight of home in a whiteout while still in their own backyards. 

Today we live in a blizzard of another sort. It swirls around us as economic injustice, ecological ruin, physical and spiritual violence, and their inevitable outcome, war. It swirls within us as fear and frenzy, greed and deceit, and indifference to the suffering of others. We all know stories of people who have wandered off into this madness and been separated from their own souls, losing their moral bearings and even their mortal lives.

The lost ones come from every walk of life: clergy and corporate executives, politicians and people on the street, celebrities and schoolchildren. Some of us fear that we, or those we love, will become lost in the storm. Some of us are lost at this moment and are trying to find our way home. Some are lost without knowing it.  Some of us have just reached for the rope.  Others are in the middle of the journey trying to keep hold of our grip.  Others have just arrived home.

My own experience of the blizzard, which includes getting lost in it more often than I like to admit, tells me that the soul's order and life’s hope can never be destroyed. It may be obscured by the common compassion of friends, that rope is always close at hand, …offering, time after time, the chance to regain our bearings…and find our way home again. 







 

From A Hidden Wholeness

There you have it.  Home.  That’s our goal.  Nothing less.  Not “an evening of good discussion.”  Not “intellectual stimulation.”  Not “meeting new friends.”  But home.  Finding home with the help of people who know what it’s like to be lost in the blizzard and want to help each other find their way through it to a more connected, grounded and spiritual deep life.  

An Opportunity to Explore the Worship Themes in More Depth 

Soul Matters is not a “stand alone” program.  It is inextricably connected to the worship life of congregations.  One simple way to explain the program—and the way in which it most often is advertised—is to say that Soul Matters exists “to provide opportunities to explore the worship themes in more depth.”  

But to fully understand this, we need to back up and talk a moment about the “monthly theme” approach to worship and sermons.  Soul Matters is intended for use in congregations that link all their sermons to monthly themes.  The idea is to spend 4 to 5 weeks on one single issue of spiritual importance.  This is rooted in the belief, expressed above, that we live in a frantic, disconnected culture that has us moving so fast and hopping so quickly from one thing to another that we never have time to think and feel deeply about any single thing—let alone a single spiritual idea.  Congregations that take this monthly theme approach believe that hopping from one disconnected sermon topic to another every week only contributes to this shallow and dizzy living.  Reflecting for four weeks on a single theme, gives one the time to let things “sink in.”  It provides the kind of layered perspectives that most effectively produce new insights.  As one Soul Matters member put it, “Spending the whole month on one topic allows it to get under my skin and into my life.”

Soul Matters is another way to help the topic get deeper “under one’s skin.”  Instead of asking people to discuss an idea that has nothing to do with the sermons they’ve been hearing, Soul Matters meetings offer them an opportunity to continue the journey that worship has started for them.  But it’s important to stress that Soul Matters groups are not sermon discussion groups.  The goal is not to explore the sermons in more depth, but to explore the monthly theme in more depth.  Having the sermons in the background enriches the experience, but they are not the focus.  The focus is on a unique set of readings, discussion questions and a “spiritual exercise” that seek to provide another type of experience than worship can offer.  

And that leads us to the next distinctive aspect of Soul Matters.

An Invitation to Experience the Theme, Not Just Talk about It 

Unitarian Universalists want to do more than just read and talk about spiritual topics.  Provocative readings are important.  Thinking about and discussing a topic is essential.  But there is nothing like “experiential learning.”  Indeed many of us learn and process things better through direct experience than the more indirect and intellectual modes of discussion, reflection and reading. 

And so “spiritual exercises” were born.

The idea is straight-forward: in addition to giving readings that help one think about the topic, members are also given an activity to do prior to the meeting that will somehow given them “an experience” of the topic.  For instance, when we wrestled with the concept of grace, we didn’t just read what theologians had to say about it, we also challenged ourselves to find a way that month to bring grace (a gift one doesn’t expect, earn or even deserve) into a person’s lives.  The same with prayer; we didn’t just read theories and perspectives on prayer, we challenged ourselves to find a new way to pray (or even try prayer for the first time!).  The types of assignments differ radically.  Sometimes they are profound and involved.  Other times, simple and playful.  Sometimes members report having “the most moving experience of my life.”  Other times, they come in and say “I hated that!”  But we always ask members to give the exercises a try, believing that—whether you “enjoyed” it or not—the experience of doing it will help you learn something about life and yourself--something that sitting in a room just thinking about the topic never could.

Short and Long Readings, with a Movie Thrown in Every Once in a While 
As is likely clear, providing numerous options and avenues into a topic is a core goal of Soul Matters.  This also impacts the way we select monthly readings.  Some people love short, pithy passages.  Others like longer pieces that tease out the complexity of the idea.  Others love it when they’re given a short story that animates the theme.  Still others enjoy being given a movie or You Tube clip to watch.  Recognizing this, we usually offer a variety of reflective materials each month, enabling members to find and “live with” the one that most powerfully speaks to them.  In this sense, the readings are not so much the point of the gathering, but serve as “jumping off points” or “entry points.”  We avoid asking people, “What did you think of the readings?” or “Did you agree with the readings?”  Instead, our question is: “Which reading spoke most clearly to the way the topic is playing out in your life right now?” or “Which reading most powerfully intersected with your life story?”

Led by Trained Facilitators Committed Helping the Group  Become More Than a “Discussion Group”

Each Soul Matters group is led by one to two church members who receive monthly training and support from the parish minister.  These facilitators commit to monthly-meeting facilitator meetings in addition to their “own” group.  They also attend periodic retreats and workshops that give them the skills to invite their groups to become more than a discussion group.  This is crucial.  It is not easy to mid-wife a group to become a circle of caring.  Exchanging ideas is a lot easier than opening oneself up to and offering support.  Intimacy, trust and friendship are things that grow best when intentionally cultivated.  Soul Matters facilitators are trained to do just that.  They also are taught techniques to help the group get beyond “intellectualizing.”  It’s much easier and safer to share objective opinions about an abstract idea than it is to talk about how an idea or value has played itself out in your personal life.  Working on yourself is much harder than arguing about other’s ideas.  Soul Matters facilitators ensure that the group dynamics and structure make such personal sharing and exploration is safe, easier and at the center of every meeting.  

PART III: Meeting Format & Group Covenant

Ok, enough theory, vision and structure.  What about the practical stuff?  Below is a quick overview of the basic meeting structure of Soul Matters groups and the “covenant” that each group edits to fit the particular way they promise to be with each other.

Basic Meeting Format (Meetings usually last 2 hours and follow this structure)
· Opening: Chalice Lighting and/or Centering Words or Music.  Facilitators offer a chalice lighting words or opening words—either from the UU hymnal, their favorite poet or by using a small section of the readings that were assigned for that month.  

· Brief Check-In:  Members briefly share what is going on “beneath the surface” for them by listing one thing that is “pulling at or draining them”  and one thing that is feeding, filling or lifting them up.”  This is an effort to get at deeper issues, to do more than just “catch up.” Typically it takes no more 20 minutes. 
· Discussion of the Spiritual Exercise: Discussions usually start with members sharing their experience of doing the spiritual exercise.  Common questions that facilitators ask are: “What was it like for you to attempt the exercise?”  “Did it lead to any unexpected feelings or insights?”  “Did it go as you expected?” What didn’t you expect”  “If you hated the exercise or found a way to avoid it, share a bit about why that was, and what that says about how you feel about the topic?”(In other words, what did your resistance teach you?)  

There is not a lot of back and forth during this section of the meeting.  Instead group members are asked to focus on listening and providing each other with the space to share and think out loud.  It is only after everyone has had a chance to share, that the facilitator usually “opens the floor” and invites members to comment on the connections they saw between each other’s stories and experiences.  A common question at this point is: “How did listening to everyone else help you see or learn something new about your own story?”   

· Discussion of the Readings and “Questions for Reflection”: As stressed earlier, the readings serve as a jumping off point for personal reflection.  The goal is not to “analyze them” as much as identify the ones that speak most stronger to you and resonate with your own story/struggle.  So facilitators do not ask: “What did you think of the readings?” or “Did you agree with the readings?”  Rather facilitators ask questions like: “Which reading spoke most clearly to the way the topic is playing out in your life right now?” or “Which reading most powerfully intersected with your life story?”  

All this is guided by the “core question” that runs through each session.  In 2009-10, the monthly worship and Soul Matters themes are tied together with the basis question: What does it mean for me to be a “person of ______?”-insert the monthly theme in the blank.  So each question, we are given the opportunity and support to wrestle with: What does it mean for me to be a person of hospitality? Of memory? Of courage? Of creativity?  

Another common question that helps members explore this core question is: “What were you taught about this topic growing up?”  This retrospective question often evokes powerful stories and insights that members haven’t even fully brought to mind before.

Despite these two common questions, there is no rigid list of questions that groups must follow one after the other.  Facilitators come with a “toolbox” of questions that they use as needed to support the dynamics of each particular gathering.

· Check-Out:  Meetings end by each member briefly sharing a statement of gratitude.  Facilitators ask participants to think about what they’ve experienced together that evening and then lift up one comment or experience for which they are particularly grateful--something they are especially glad to be taking with them as they go.  Discourage conversation—as everyone to take a deep breath and simply listen and receive what is spoken.  Make sure participants know that this is not a time to make a new point or share a new story.  As always, modeling is helpful.

· Closing: Extinguish the chalice, closing reading and/or closing words.
· Resources for Opening & Chalice Readings
Barks, Coleman, translator.  The Essential Rumi.  (San Francisco:  HarperCollins, 1996).

Housden, Roger, ed.  Risking Everything: 110 Poems of Love and Revelation. (NY: Harmony Books, 2003).  

Keillor, Garrison, ed.  Good Poems.  (New York:  Penguin Books, 2002).

Roberts, Elizabeth and Elias Amidon, eds.  Life Prayers from Around the World:  365 Prayers, Blessings and Affirmations to Celebrate the Human Journey.  (San Francisco:  HarperCollins, 1996).

 Sewell, Marilyn, ed., Cries of the Spirit:  A Celebration of Women’s Spirituality.(Boston:Beacon Press, 1991).

Group Covenant

A covenant is a list of the ways in which we agree to be together as a group.   The idea of covenant is central to Unitarian Universalism.  Historically, we've been a covenantal religion rather than a creedal religion - i.e., we are bound by the way we promise to be with and treat each other, not by common and identical beliefs and creeds. So forming a covenant isn't just good group technique, it’s a core Unitarian Universalist practice. It is the means by which we are held together in community.

The following covenant has been refined over the past few years and is used by most groups.  Some groups decide to edit it to fit their group’s particular wishes.  As a facilitator, your job is to help remind the group of its commitments to each other by periodically having the group review and reaffirm the covenant, altering as needed and agreed upon by the group.  You are encouraged to have an explicit discussion of it in a group meeting at the start of each year.  It is a good idea to have another mid-year discussion about how well the group feels it is living up to its covenantal goals.  You might also consider periodically sending it out by email as a gentle reminder.

When starting a new group, the covenant is one of the first things discussed and affirmed.  Send it out ahead of time by email and reserve about 30 minutes to go over it in a group meeting.  A good format is to have members take turns reading one promise at a time, pausing in each case for every person to express their comfort level with and support of the promise.  Tell members they are free to suggest changes when they feel strongly about a certain promise.  The group then can discuss and make a group decision about the change. 

Basic Soul Matters Group Covenant

As group members,...

Before our meetings, we agree to…

…make meetings a priority, including being on time.

…contact the facilitator (or one of the co-facilitators) ahead of time if we are unable to attend.

…read the material and attempt the assigned spiritual exercise.

During our meetings, we agree to…

…participate in discussion of the reading material and exercise by engaging each other’s

    ideas with inquisitiveness and support rather than debate, dismissal or argument.

…monitor our own participation so all members have opportunities to speak.

…refrain from interruption during times of personal sharing.

…speak for ourselves and try to speak from both the heart and the intellect.

…make time to say good bye when a member decides to leave the group.

…periodically revisit, edit and re-affirm this covenant as a group.

After our meetings, we agree to…

…be willing to follow up with other members as needed, especially any who miss a

   meeting without notice to make sure they are okay.

…respect the privacy of group members by keeping personal information confidential.

…keep each other in our prayers and hearts, reaching out to each other in tangible ways

    as we feel comfortable.

As the facilitator, I will...

· start and end meetings on time.

· make sure all voices are heard.

· help the group be a circle of caring and concern.

· ensure that another group member facilitates if I cannot attend.                 

· ensure that the group periodically revisits and re-affirms this covenant 

· let the group know in advance that a new member will be joining the group and welcoming them into the group with intentionality

· ensure we make time for the group to say good-bye to members who leave

 PART IV: Questions & Tips   

Questions Frequently Asked By New Facilitators
Where do I find the support and training needed to do this ministry?

Your primary source of support and training is the monthly facilitator meetings, usually held on the first Thursday of each month. This is where we run through or “pilot” the sessions that you will do with your group. This is learning by doing. We also hold retreats and special training sessions at the beginning of the church year and often in the middle of the year as well. These allow for focused reflection on our experience together and more specific training for those who want it.

How will I get the monthly reading packets and spiritual exercises?

Rev. Tania emails the monthly reading & spiritual exercise packets to you at least 2 weeks prior to each facilitator meeting.  This allows you time to do the exercise and reading in time for the facilitators’ meeting.  It also gives you the freedom to email or hand it out to your group members as best fits your group’s schedule.  It is recommended that you get the packet our at least three weeks in advance of the meeting. 

How do I establish a covenant with my group? 

See page 10 for a detailed explanation of this.  

What do I do if I have to miss a facilitator meeting?

Contact Rev. Tania or Tony Bianca ahead of time.  We promise to do this, so group members don’t wait on you to start the meeting.  It is also nice to know you are ok and not missing for a serious reason.

What do I do if I have to miss one of my group’s meetings?

It works best to ask one of your group members to cover for you.  Try to meet with your “sub” ahead to go over things and address any question they may have.  This type of challenge is also why a number of facilitators decide to have a co-facilitator rather than run the group solo.
How do I know when it is serious enough for me to cancel a group? For instance, a snowstorm is coming. What do I do?
 

This is where having emails for all of your group members is helpful. It allows you to contact everyone easily. Let your group know that in storm conditions you will always confirm whether the group is on or off at least an hour or two before the group is scheduled to meet. It is recommended that you leave a message on BOTH their email and home phone. In terms of judging when the weather is bad enough to cancel, a good rule of thumb is your own comfort level. If you are anxious about coming out, go ahead and cancel.  If you want to reschedule, the easiest thing to do is to keep the same meeting day just delayed to the next week. 

How are new members added to my group?

Members register online. When a new registration is received, facilitators are notified of the addition.  But sometimes new members just show up to a meeting. In this case, if the member intends to stay, facilitators can forward contact information to Tony or Rev. Tania to be added to the roster. 
What can I do to make incorporating new members a positive experience for my group?

· Normalize the situation. Talk openly with all involved about the awkwardness of getting to know and adjusting to new folks.

· Always let the group know a new member is coming ahead of time.

· Meet with or call the new member ahead of time to establish a personal connection and share the covenant and small group philosophy with them.  Make sure they get a their Wisdom Circles Participant Guide. You can find it on our website under Connections-Wisdom Circles. Make an extra effort to stress that the group is about "spiritual development" and that the spiritual exercises require them to be open to trying new and sometimes uncomfortable things. You need to make sure they know what they are getting into.

· Develop some kind of welcoming ritual—doesn't have to be anything fancy. It should focus on the newcomer but not so much that it takes too much time and attention away from that evening's discussion. It is best to do this briefly right before check-in.  I like noting that, because we are so glad to have had this group created for us, we feel lucky to have the chance to share it with others. A simple welcoming ritual is to invite them to briefly introduce themselves and share what they hope to get out of this group experience. 

· Check-in with the newcomer immediately after the group to ask how it felt. Consider encouraging another group member to do the same, maybe even taking them out for coffee or lunch.

What if a member decides to drop out of the group?

Ask the member to come for one final meeting with the group.  This will give the group and the member who is leaving an opportunity to say good-bye to each other.  Make an effort to find out why they are leaving the group and let Scott or Jen know both that they are leaving and the reason why.

Where does my group meet and do I need a key?

Check with Tony Bianca or Rev. Tania for your group’s location.
What should I do if our group changes its meeting time – be it for one time or changing the meeting date permanently?

Notify changes to Rev. Tania or Tony Bianca so that our publications and website can reflect the change appropriately. 
What do I need to bring with me to the group I facilitate? Coffee?  Chalice? 

Most of the time, you only need to bring your copy of the night's readings. Some facilitators’ go the extra mile and bring cookies, fruit or popcorn!  A chalice and matches are in the room for you to use.  They are also available in the church office. 

What if I feel like I need additional support?  

In addition to reaching out to Rev. Tania, you can reach out to one of the other facilitators to be a buddy or a mentor for you.  It’s become common for facilitators to lean on and get advice from each other.  If you’re not sure who to reach out to, Rev. Tania can help.  

What about co-facilitating?

Many facilitators are finding it easier and more meaningful to co-lead a group.  This provides a built-in partner to help you wrestle with complicated group dynamics.  It’s also a chance to bond more deeply with another person you trust, enjoy and respect.  Scott or Jen can help match you up with another facilitator, but we also encourage you to go ahead and select as a partner someone you already know and connect with.  

Does my group meet year round?

This is up to you and your group.  Most groups choose to take a break from formal meetings for July and August and instead arrange one or two social gatherings of some type.  Scott and Jen provide a number of possible topics and readings for the groups that do decide to meet.  It is helpful to make it clear early on whether your group will go through the summer or take a break.  

Facilitation Tips & Techniques
(Adapted from material provided by the UUA and written by Reverend Bob Hill) 

ASK QUESTIONS

The facilitator's primary role is to get others to participate.

GUIDE THE DISCUSSION

Questions may even be useful on those occasions when one needs to guide the discussion.  If someone has gone off on a tangent and others appear uninterested in following, one might ask, "And how is this relevant to our topic tonight?"  If the quieter persons in the group are not getting into the discussion, ask follow-up questions to draw them in. For example: "John, how would you answer the question?" Or, "Anybody else have any insights into this question?"


START AND STOP THE MEETINGS ON TIME

 If you do, people will become more prompt and they'll take comfort in knowing the meeting will end when it is supposed to end.

AVOID TASK-ORIENTATION

We Unitarian Universalists tend to want closure or at least a sense of progress, but small groups, whether for reflection and discussion or for activities, are not primarily task groups. Whether the group adequately addresses the meeting's topic is not of first importance. Whether the group's trust level grew stronger or was weakened is more important. 

MODEL ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS

When introducing a question to which others are asked to respond, it's a good idea for the facilitator to be the first person speaking on the question. This will let her/him model good practice by keeping her/his answer to the right length (brief, most likely) and the optimum depth of sharing (friendship-level, not therapy). Generally, the aim is to cause people to recall past experiences and share their memories and resulting insights with the group--to share their stories.

SILENCE IS OK (MAYBE EVEN GOLDEN) 

Respect each person’s contribution or right to keep silent and remind the group to do likewise. Guarantee the right to PASS. It is important for group rapport and trust that persons not feel pressured into sharing more than they feel comfortable' or ready to reveal.  Allowing a pregnant pause may give birth to fresh ideas.

PREVENT ONE VOICE

Strive to keep an individual or small group from dominating the discussion. What is happening? Has the topic released an issue of great concern? Are there individuals who feel threatened and are using this as a means to keep control? 

HELP THE GROUP KEEP FOCUSED

If individuals start to talk about other things, remind them of the subject or task, and make a note of their concern so that it may be addressed later or privately. Encourage group members to help you keep the focus. This can be a group responsibility.  

BE SENSITIVE TO THE POTENTIAL EMOTIONAL IMPACT OF THE MATERIAL

Strong emotions may surface. Anger may spring from unknown sources and mask pain. Difficulty in expressing emotion can bring tears. Give yourself or the other person time and room to express the emotions. Make a decision about how to act when participants become emotional. Do not confuse support with agreement. You may support a person in her grief, fear, or anger, and be critical about what she docs with it. 

SEEK A BALANCE IN YOUR OWN PARTICIPATION

This balance is dynamic. Encouraging others' participation is usually more fruitful than inadvertently being the one everyone turns to as the "expert."  A quote from Parker Palmer is helpful: “The facilitators role in a circle of trust is easily defined: to be first among equals in creating and protecting a space where everyone’s soul can feel safe…and their truth heard.
 

ENCOURAGE SENSITIVITY AND RESPECT, NOT CONFIDENTIALITY

Therapy groups often have a rule that says, "Everything expressed within the group setting is assumed to be confidential and will not be discussed with people outside the group." Language about respecting privacy would is more appropriate for small groups focused on spiritual growth.  What I recommend as a norm is something like: "We will be sensitive to each other's privacy in what we say to others about our exchanges here."  Small groups will almost always be taking in new members and, if they grow to nine or ten, sending off members to seed new groups. Also, we hope people will be excited enough about their experiences in their small group that they'll naturally want to talk with their spouses, partners, and friends about their experiences there. So, I recommend a covenant of discretion and respect for the privacy interests of members, and with the expectation of confidentiality regarding personal matters.  

SOME GUIDELINES AT A GLANCE—THE 5 ESSENTIALS OF GOOD GROUP PROCESS:

1. Everyone gets an equal opportunity to talk

2. There is no right or wrong answer

3. Persuasion is not the goal

4. Questions are OK; Challenges are not

5. Talk from personal experience; Tell your story not “the one right answer”
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