IMPLEMENTING SMALL GROUP MINISTRY
Compiled by Helen Zidowecki for the UU Small Group Ministry Network, October 2008
 
Small group ministry (SGM) creates a sense of belonging (intimacy) and provides an opportunity to search for meaning (ultimacy). The successful SGM program implements the basic elements of Small Group Ministry through several key functions: Oversight, Leadership, Groups, Sessions, and Visibility. The charts that follow the Summary Of Key Functions present a range of options used successfully by many people over several years. Generally, we do things “this way” or “that way, along a continuum. Please consider the variety of options in each part of the chart as you develop Small Group Ministry in your own congregation. 
Additional Reference: “Behind the Scenes of Small Group Ministry, Susan Hollister, Devon, PA, in the UU Small Group Ministry Quarterly, Winter 2008. 
To add comments, contact office@smallgroupministry.net. It is the intent to update the chart periodically, to include suggestions from readers.
SUMMARY OF THE KEY FUNCTIONS

OVERSIGHT FUNCTIONS
Steering Committee or Team: The Team: Program Coordinator(s), minister, facilitators.
*Responsibility: guide the program; keep the vision of Small Group Ministry.
*Meetings: monthly or quarterly.
*Functions: publicity and visibility, leadership development and support, group formation and health, session plan development, evaluation, long-range planning.
Variation with congregational size:
*Small congregation, 2-4 groups:  Coordinator(s) + minister
*Medium congregation, 5-10 groups: Steering Committee + minister(s) + coaches
*Large congregation, 10-20 groups:  Steering Committee, subgroups + ministers + coaches + staff person
 
LEADERSHIP FUNCTIONS
Coordination Function Develop a cadre of prepared facilitators that have a broad vision of small group ministry:
*Develop/implement facilitator orientation.
*Provide ongoing training opportunities to enhance facilitator skills.
*Have resources to support leadership.
*Hold regular leadership meetings.
Group Leaders/Facilitators: The facilitator of a session moves the group through the session plan and ensures that all group members are able to participate. 
THE GROUP FUNCTIONS
*Build data base of facilitators and groups, including meeting time, and people interested in joining a group.
*Host annual sign-up Sundays in addition to on-going memberships.
*Send out welcome letter and program guidelines to new members.
*Follow up on group status at monthly facilitator meetings.
*Call facilitators to track changes in groups.
*Invite new members to join a small group ministry group as a way of meeting people in the congregation, and leading to retention of members.
 
THE SESSION FUNCTIONS
*Research or develop session plans.
*Relate sessions to sermon.
*Solicit topic suggestions from groups.
Guidelines for developing sessions:
*Simplicity.
*Minimal number of questions (may vary with age, as more questions work better with children and youth).
*Ask questions that lead to discernment; dialogue versus decisions.
*Use topics that engage life.
*Consider confidentiality and covenant.
Service: This moves the group beyond itself, connects it with the congregation and the wider world.
VISIBILITY FUNCTIONS
*Produce & display publicity brochures, fliers, and sign-up sheets.
*Plan and participate in annual SGM Sunday & Facilitator Installation.
*Host annual dinner for facilitators, group members.
*Publicize SGM in monthly newsletter.
*Sponsor a bulletin board.
*Represent SGM at New to UU classes.
*Have SGM brochure in visitor/new member packets.
*Promote in pulpit announcements/Sunday bulletin.
*Include on website. 
*Celebrate facilitators.
 .
OVERVIEW

	FUNCTION: Overview
	THIS WAY
	THAT WAY

	Power and Promise of Small Group Ministry. 
Intimacy: build community and offer opportunities for deeper relationships.

Ultimacy: offers deeper spiritual exploration and search for meaning.
	Institutional.  A way of “doing church” that deepens and expands the shared ministry of the church. The deeper connections draw people in and hold people with connections beyond worship. This leads to growth in depth and possibly numbers.
	Personal ways of engaging.
We develop on our spiritual journeys (ultimacy) in the community of faith ( such as in small ministry group), which enhances our connections in celebration and our desire to live out our faith through service. This, in turn, deepens our spiritual journey.

	Starting and continuing Small Group Ministry. 
	Learning the concepts and model. Includes intentional study of the concepts and the model, UU and non-UU. There are many resources available. See the UU Small Group Ministry Network web site (www.smallgroupministry.net).
	Developing the model in your own setting. Compare your own situation against the model options to develop the program that will work for you, depending on factors of size, vision and resources. 


OVERSIGHT FUNCTION
	FUNCTION: Oversight
	THIS WAY
	THAT WAY

	Program or Group Name. The small group ministry model is called by various names. 

	Small Group Ministry.
"Small" means a group with a maximum of 8-10 people for opportunity to relate on a more intentional level. 

"Group" is a gathering of individuals with a focus on ministry.

"Ministry" is the process or act of caring for another and relates to the spiritual, physical and emotional well-being of the group participants.

	Other names. Varies. Usually includes concept of covenantal relationship or spiritual component. Examples: Covenant Groups, Chalice Circles, Spiritual Enrichment Groups.

	Oversight Function. The specific responsibility may depend on the size of the program and change as the program grows. 


	Starting the program. A small number of individuals and the minister study the process of starting the program. This group may become facilitators or the core of an ongoing Steering Committee.
Established program: The oversight can be done by the coordinator and minister. Input from a larger group gives breadth to ways of addressing the program logistics. 
	Smaller congregation (2-4 groups). Minister working with facilitators

Mid-sized congregation (5-10 groups).  Steering Committee and/or coordinator and minister

Larger program (10-20 groups). Frequently involves a paid or lay Coordinator and a Steering Committee.

	Evaluation. This is done in order to identify both successes and challenges. This needs to be done at various level, individual group and overall program.
	Groups/Sessions. How a session went includes both the session content and questions and the group process. The importance of asking this for each session keeps the opportunity to comment open. Co-facilitators can evaluate on an ongoing basis. 
	Broader program.  Facilitator meetings and talking with coordinator or coach provide opportunity for considering the program in the broader sense of the congregation. 

Groups may be invited to evaluate the program overall. 

	Role of the minister. Support and advocate for the program; provide leadership in areas of group selection and development and session plan development; ensure support for facilitators individually and as a group. 
	Major role. Involved in coordinating and developing functions. Small group ministry is ‘shared ministry’—facilitators are other than the minister. 
	Support and Guidance. Minister has strong support and advocacy role. A designated lay leader assumes the coordinating function. There may be no or limited ministerial leadership in the congregation, or this may be a delegation as shared ministry. 


LEADERSHIP
	FUNCTION: Leadership
	THIS WAY
	THAT WAY

	Roles. Two roles:

--Guide the group through the session plan. 

--Have the overview of the group status and be the group contact (or leader) in discussions with other facilitators, the minister or the coordinator
	Same person is facilitator and group contact/leader. It is suggested that there be co-facilitators to share the functions. This also gives each facilitator an opportunity to review group dynamics with another person who knows the group.
	Facilitation rotates. The facilitation of sessions may be shared within the group. However, there still is a designated leader who holds the vision of the group and observes group dynamics.

	Support. 
Facilitators meet with the minister, coordinator or ‘coach’ on a regular basis as a way of being connected with the congregation and having support regarding group process. 
	Regular meetings. Group leaders meet monthly or on a regular basis to provide a small group ministry session for themselves. The theme of the sessions may be related to leadership or group needs. This also allows dialogue on group development. 
	Non-regular contacts. Leaders may meet less frequently as a group, with contacts between the coordinator and the leaders on an individual basis. Without contact with the larger program, a group can become insular, exclusive or detached.


	Leadership ‘training’ or development. This can be done in a variety of ways, and includes initially and/or over time:

--small group ministry model overall and in the specific congregation.

--dynamics of group process.

--facilitation as spiritual practice

--enhancing skills in facilitation as ministry
	Initial orientation. 

*This can be an extended period of time and sessions, especially when the program is new and the first group of facilitators is being oriented.
*After the program is in place, the initial orientation of facilitators will depend on the person’s experience in a small group, and may include mentoring with an experienced facilitator.

*The extent of the initial orientation will depend somewhat on the ongoing facilitator development that is in place: if solidly in place, the initial orientation can be briefer.
	Ongoing development.

*Opportunities for facilitators to share skills and experiences, with an awareness of how their skills are developing.

*Skilled/experienced facilitators can become mentors to newer facilitators.


GROUPS

	FUNCTION: Groups
	THIS WAY
	THAT WAY

	Size. 6-10, including facilitator(s). People are able to go deeper in discussions and bonding in smaller groups, preferably 8 maximum.
	Smaller. There needs to be an adequate number of  participants for diversity of discussion. In a smaller congregation, this could be 3-6 in order to have at least 2 groups, with the expectation of growth.
	Larger. Over 8-10 decreases the intimacy that is characteristic of small group ministry.

	Selection Method. “Random” is frequently based on meeting time or geography. “Affinity” is based on like interest. 
	Random groups offer unexpected relationships and greater diversity.
	Affinity groups have a specific focus or approach to the SGM topic and process. (If the priority is the affinity, it may not truly be small group ministry.) 

	Selection Made By whom

Members are assigned to groups by the minister or coordinator, in consultation with the facilitator.


	Assignment by coordinator. Members are assigned by the minister or coordinator with input from the facilitators, who may also suggest members. The facilitator is not ‘in the middle’ if there is a concern about placement. This also may increase diversity of the group.
	Self-select. Members join a group by preference. This may be a group that is compatible at the outset. However, it may limit the diversity of the group or present a problem if someone requests to join but may not fit well into the group.

	Number of Groups. The number of groups in a congregation will vary with the configuration of groups, leaders/facilitators available, and congregational vision for small group ministry.
	Smaller number. Suggest that congregations start with at least 2 groups. This offers variety in group availability, gives the facilitators support, and makes small group ministry more of a program than a group that is seen as exclusive.
	Larger number. Focus is on the health of the groups rather than on the number groups or people involved. Participation in a group is an option and an opportunity, but not everyone is interested or able to be in a group.

	Length of time groups stay together varies:

--No set time 

--Specific time 

--Short time


	Long-time. Groups that are together for more than a year need to remain open to ways to keep the group ‘fresh’ and welcoming. 

No matter how long groups are together, there are always revelations and surprises as topics are considered! 

People who have difficulty establishing relationships may be less comfortable knowing that the group will be changing. 
	Short-term. It may be easier to get commitments for facilitators and group members for shorter periods of time, such as a year.

If the time is a few weeks or a few sessions, it may appear more as an adult religious education program than a focus on ministry. 

The length of time needs to be enough to establish deeper relationships.

	Frequency and length of meetings of the group Groups meet frequently enough to maintain continuity personal connection. A session lasts long enough for significant check-in and exploration of the topic (usually 1.5 to 2 hours per meeting). 
	Meet Biweekly This seems to be a realistic schedule for many groups to maintain a sense of connection. If a person misses a session, the gap of connection is “manageable”.
	Monthly While the amount of time that the group can commit to meet is reasonable, it is more difficult to maintain connection. If a meeting is missed, the time between connections is long. 

	“Open” or “Drop-In” The intent of this type of group is to provide an opportunity to experience small group ministry. There is an invitation to then join an ongoing group.
	Invitational group. This can be available for visitors, people new to the congregation, or those who have not committed to a group. The topics need to be engaging and the appropriate depth, with a time for getting to know basic information about the participants. 
	Ongoing. This allows flexibility for people to attend, but will not provide the intimacy that is part of the small group ministry program. If a group is becoming consistent in attendees, it can be developed into a regular group and another open group started.

	Changes Groups remain open to changing membership, regardless of how or when.
	Groups are for community and spiritual development. Anticipating that the group will change helps to prevent exclusivity.  
	Needs of people that require more care than the group can provide are addressed outside of the group sessions. 

	Changes: How The size of the group is critical, and focus on size is integral to planning.


	Group splits. When critical size is met, the group could split, with either a member of the group or an external person becoming the new facilitator of a second group.
	Start new group. When several people are interested in joining a group, start an entirely new group rather than add to an existing group. 

	Change: Entering/Leaving. Regardless of method, there needs to be planned entry and leaving as part of group process.
	Planned. Announce the changes several meetings before they are to occur. Engage the group in planning a special welcome or good-bye.
	Unplanned. When the departure of a member is sudden, such as conflict or death, allow time for healing before assigning a new person to the group.

	Where to meet. The meeting space must be conducive to the intent of the meeting, such as free from disruption and distraction, readily accessible, and comfortable.

*The space can be arranged with or without a table. *Geographic area may also be a consideration. 
*There can be a combination of home and church, or other space that meets the needs of the group.
	Meet in homes. This helps the group members understand and appreciate home setting of the members and adds to group bonding. However, offering s home for a meeting is an option rather than a requirement. Meeting in a home might be inconvenient or be a burden for a group member. 
	Meet at the church. The space at the church needs to be available to the group at the designated time (on the church calendar), and the group use of the space is a priority (versus other groups or rentals). Meeting at church may be more convenient for group members. 

	To eat or not to eat. Providing food or eating may or may not be part of the group planning. Food should not interfere with the overall purpose of the group, which is spiritual depth.
	Provide or bring food. If food is provided, consideration includes simplicity of preparation, food preferences and limitations of group members, and the place of food in the total group experience –such as beginning, a break, or a closing.
	No planned food.  Even if food is not planned or provided, it should be clear whether or not it is acceptable to bring food. Example: it might be acceptable or usual to bring lunch to a lunchtime meeting. 


SESSIONS
	FUNCTION: Sessions
	THIS WAY
	THAT WAY

	Session Topics. There are unlimited possibilities for topics: the concern is the presentation of the topic to engage the individuals in deeper dialogue.
	Cautionary topics Generally congregational concerns and conflicts are not part of small group ministry. Facilitator needs to know congregational structure well enough to process an issue outside of the group.
	Any topic. Start with the assumption that people in the congregation and groups hold differing views on almost any topic. The focus is on dialogue (sharing) rather than discussion (working toward agreement).

	Session Plan Development.
The minister or a designated individual or group may select topics and develop plans.
	Select available plans.

*Use session plans that are available from a variety of sources as is.

*Use session plans as resources for developing own plans.
	Create plans. Having a group of facilitators or a session writing team review a plan can ensure that it is more inclusive and will enhance dialogue and spiritual development.

	Covenant. A covenant provides relational ground rules. It is a promise that participants make to create a safe environment for spiritual exploration. A covenant typically includes time management, commitment, respectful listening, confidentiality, and speaking from one’s own experience (“I” statements). 
	Informal. The covenant is discussed at some point but remains oral and is reviewed occasionally and when there are new members. Revision occurs when there is a need. Concern is that all group participants are aware of the informal covenant and of changes, and interpret the covenant consistently. 


	Formal. The covenant is crafted, written, available to members and may be read as part of the plan of each session. This provides a sense of continuity and consistency and tends to minimize misinterpretation.



	Confidentiality impacts

--how groups welcome new members.

--communication among members outside of the session.

--how pastoral care needs are made known in the congregation.
	Not defined. Participants will make own assumptions or interpretations which may not be consistent with the other group members.

People can specifically request that information not be shared beyond the group session.

Sharing information beyond the group is left to the discretion of the member.
	High level of confidentiality. May make the group feel or appear to be exclusive and may be less open to having new members. 

The level of confidentiality cannot interfere with connecting individuals to additional pastoral care and other resources.

	Service. A major component of small group ministry is service to the congregation and beyond as a way of ‘living our faith’ and ‘giving back’. 
	Regular service component. The expectation of a group doing service is part of the  program. The service varies from within the congregation to the broader community and world, and from ongoing smaller projects to a major focus. Engaging in service is as a way of learning together well as giving.
	Sporadic service projects. Service may be seen as a requirement of the program rather than arising spontaneously from the group. Group sessions on the importance and the impact of service on the individual and the group emphases doing service together. 


VISIBILITY/PUBLICITY
	FUNCTION: Visibility
	THIS WAY
	THAT WAY

	Visibility for vitality. Invites participation in groups, encourages congregational support (including funding and personnel), and keeps Small Group Ministry in the forefront of congregational opportunities. It must be clear how a person can join a group.
	Internal visibility. 
*Brochures about the program, including in public or new member racks 
*Follow-up letters to visitors, such as including a brochure
*Newsletters 

*Regular reports to Board and congregation (e.g. Annual Reports)

*Recognition of leadership (Facilitators, Steering Committee, Coordinator)

*Service at least annually

*Events to introduce people to Small Group Ministry
	External visibility.
*All of the internal items that reach beyond the congregation 
*Website

*Notices in local media, like as part of the Sunday ad in local Religion Page
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