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"Capturing an Historic Trend: Decade of Small Group Ministry/Covenant Groups" was the title of a recent workshop at the Unitarian Universalist History and Heritage Convocation in Waltham, MA. The workshop focused on 1) the importance of capturing history in the making, 2) technological and cultural changes that influence history and how it is captured, and 3) using Small Group Ministry to keep UU history and heritage alive. The Convocation included 75 people from the academic setting to congregations, from students to professors, ministers and laity. Most participants were familiar with Small Group Ministry, but not all had experienced a session. A session using history as a theme was part of the workshop.

The contributions over the years, from the earliest Covenant Group News in 1998, to ongoing articles in a variety of Network and other publications, make such a history possible. The diversity and breadth of input from individuals and over 150 congregations that have connected with the UU Small Group Ministry Network makes this one of the best documented movements in Unitarian Universalism. Electronic technology has been a boon to communications and to providing historic records. We need to keep capturing our thoughts and comments as Small Group Ministry continues to evolve.

The potential for using Small Group Ministry/Covenant Groups as a tool for connecting historical figures and issues with the present has only begun to be explored. There are some such session plans on the UU Women's Heritage Society (UUWHS) website (www.uuwhs.org), and this has been a topic of UUWHS workshops at GA in the past. The intent is to present the positions and words from history and grapple with their meaning now and for us in the future. Let's tap this resource as we apply the lessons of our Unitarian and Universalist past to Unitarian Universalism today.

A point of Small Group Ministry/Covenant Group history is the origin of the terms "ultimacy" and "intimacy". To quote Rev. John Morgan in CGN February 29, 2000,

"I should have listened the day I heard Dr. James Luther Adams give a lecture at Andover Newton Theological School [1980]. Now, twenty years later, I know he was saying something I would need to discover myself in the midst of being a Unitarian Universalist Minister.

In response to a question about why people come to our religious communities at all, Dr. Adams was quite succinct. They come for ultimacy and intimacy. He went on to explain that they came to wrestle with (and from time to time actually find answers to) life's ultimate questions. Who am I? In what or in whom do I trust? In what community do I belong? And they came for a sense of intimacy, a safe place in which they could be accepted while making connections with others.

Over the years, I have found Adams' theory to meet the test of parish ministry. People come into our communities looking for a place to belong (intimacy) and a place to seek meaning (ultimacy) about living and dying and the spaces between. And though I hoped the churches I served could meet these two needs, I sometimes found how short we fell."

Critical in the history of Small Group Ministry/Covenant Groups is the timing of three trends. The first is alarm over the lack of growth in Unitarian Universalist congregations that resulted in seriously looking at what people want in a congregation, as noted above. Second is The Twelve Keys to an Effective Church and other works by Kennon Callahan that stressed the relational aspects of church life over the functional elements. The third was the evolving trend toward shared ministry, as seen in the development of ministerial associates for various areas of church life (pastoral care and worship, for example) that changed the role of the minister and understanding of ministry. These trends converged in the late 1990's to provide the opportunity for Unitarian Universalist Small Group Ministry/Covenant Groups to emerge and flourish.

The full text of the workshop session is expected to be on the Network website by January 2011.

