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Unitarian Universalist Small Group Ministry Network Website
Circle Ministry Session Plan
Less is more
Rev. Jan Carlsson-Bull for Circle Ministry at First Parish UU Cohasset, MA
Note: See the Circle Ministry Session Sequence for process guidelines.
Gathering, Welcoming (2 minutes)
Chalice lighting (1 minute)
Opening reading (1 minute)
I offer you “The Gift,” by Lois Ann Carrier

The house finch sings
his new living space

into being under the same sun

that powers my song.

Sun and song pour down

after the hard white blaze 

of oblique winter light.

He has chosen the blue spruce 

I once called mine

because I planted it.  His mate

weaves and waits deep within

while he sings his seven syllable

seven times or more

from the spirea bush.

When I have learned them,

he flicks his tail and adds a syllable

or two, or sings in run-on lines,

or trills before and after the caesura.

And I grow rich and easy 

as less and less belongs to me.
Check-in/Sharing (3-4 minutes@ - 30-40 minutes)

Discussion (60 minutes) 

[See Circle Ministry Session Sequence as a reminder of the structure of this segment.]

First response

Cross-conversation

Concluding statements 
Topic:  Less is more.
During this Christmas season, we are all easily seduced by sirens of giving and receiving.   Not that giving and receiving aren’t perfectly fine of their own accord, but once we buy in, so to speak, to an understanding that giving and receiving define this holiday of birth, it’s ever so easy for the gremlins standing behind the sirens to take over.   “Aha!” they must think. “We’ve got them!”   While the siren sound was sweet, the gremlins’ cry is shrill and clever: 

“A 50’ screen for your Mother.  She’ll see it.  She’ll love it!”  

“But I’m the only kid in my class without an i-Pod, Dad!”

“And how about these great stocking stuffers,” comes a booming voice at mall’s entrance.   “Just 50 feet ahead, each less than $30!”

You get the picture.   In his poem, “The Essence,” G. M. Caple calls us to another path:

Discard the myths and legends for what they are:

Strip away the accretions of the centuries;

Abandon the traditional half-pagan observances,

The feasting and drinking,

The spurious goodwill,

The alcoholic bonhomie;

End the materialism,

The commercialism,

The whole whirl of meaningless activity.

And what will remain?

I ask you: What is your tipping point that sends you into a “too much” tailspin?   What are the signs that this is happening or is about to?   How true for you is the statement: If I give more, I will be loved more.   Or: If I receive more, I’m loved more.   How do you feel if you’re not invited to a whirl of Christmas parties?   What does “deck the halls” mean to you?
If you take Caple’s words to heart, what will remain?  What will remain for you?   What is your essence at this season?  What are your strategies for realizing it?

[You may want to begin your discussion with the questions posed in the paragraph that begins, “I ask you,” follow the suggested sequence, and then move into the succeeding questions.]
For our concluding thoughts, What is your promise to yourself to practice less is more, if you choose to do so, and if not, why?    

Feedback (15 minutes)
Thank the group….  Ask what they liked and what variations they would hope for.

Explain that for the next session, we’ll approach the topic “Brand new/Age old!”    
Note that the session plan for this gathering is available for group members as we leave.

Closing (1 minute)
I offer you the words of Max Coots and all that they hold:

For you, I wish:

Soft snow,

A gift, both given and received, wrapped in love,

A candle and a fire,

A bowl of crisp red apples, tangerines, and oily oranges,

A blizzard of cards that bring those others closer than they were before.

A tree that somehow kept its green when autumn came and went,

The joy of old stories that seem forever new and songs sung softly

under the breath of “peace on earth.”
Circle Ministry Session Sequence

for Facilitators

First Parish Unitarian Universalist – Cohasset
The suggested sequence and time allocations spelled out below will help you who facilitate our Circle Ministry sessions to ensure that every participant will have a voice over the two-hour timeframe that comprises a Circle Ministry session.

Gathering, Welcoming (5 minutes)

During the first meeting of your group, you might want to offer clarification on questions that people have raised:

How long do the groups meet?   We’re asking that each of the initial groups commit to meeting at least through May.  At that time or before, you can each decide whether you want to continue in this group, move to another group, or not continue.

Why a designated facilitator and a co-facilitator?   As similar groups have met in other congregations, facilitators provide assurance that each person has a voice, that we stay on topic, and that we sustain respectful dialogue.   Even experiences at First Parish have taught us that groups without designated facilitators tend to fray.  There are exceptions; but this is the general learning.  The structure provided by facilitators is ultimately satisfying for everyone.
Introduce your co-facilitator.   Clarify that this person will step in if you can’t be there, and if additional congregants want to join groups and there aren’t enough open spaces, s/he stands ready to be the lead facilitator for this new group.

Where will we meet regularly?

This first meeting is at [facilitator or co-facilitator]’s home.   For our subsequent sessions, we’re asking that one of you volunteer to be a home host.   That’s all you have to do!   Don’t clean your house for us.  Don’t prepare refreshments.  Just open your door and welcome us in.   By the end of this evening’s session, I hope we’ll have a home host.

How can we ensure respectful dialogue and the structure that was introduced about Circle Ministry?   Our focus next week will be a behavioral covenant.   I’ll provide a basic covenant, and we’ll go from there.

You’ll continue to have questions.  Toward the end of each session there will be a time to raise them.  
Chalice lighting (1-2 minutes)

Check-in/Sharing (2-3 minutes@ - 20-30 minutes)

Ask each person to share what’s on their mind and heart.   You may wish to have a timekeeper to gently remind anyone who moves beyond the allotted check-in time that their sharing is valued and we need to ensure a voice for everyone.   If the speaker persists, ask her/him firmly and respectfully to conclude.   IF as the sessions unfold, someone arrives who has had a particularly rending experience, decide as a group your willingness to give this person extra time.

NO feedback, NO cross-talk during this segment.  Simply be with each other in deep listening.

“Business” matters (up to 10 minutes)

At year’s beginning, review Behavioral Covenants and session structures.

Later in the year, you’ll want to discuss and plan your service projects.

Discussion (60 minutes)

Introduce the topic and the questions (2 minutes)

Ask folks to pause and ponder this in a period of silence.  (2 minutes)

First response: Ask folks to register their initial thoughts—in random order, but with no feedback during this segment.

Then: Cross-conversation.  IF one person dominates, gently remind that person that we need to allow time for every group member to speak.

Conclude discussion with request for final statements/last thoughts on this topic—in random order, but with no feedback.

Feedback (5-10 minutes)

Ask participants what they liked about this session.  What would they change?  How?   

Take note during succeeding sessions of who isn’t present.  Let the other members know that you’ll follow up to determine if all is well or not.   Remind members that if they absolutely can’t make a session, to please let you know.   
Closing (2 minutes)

Note: Have copies of the session available for participants at the conclusion of each session, but don’t distribute them up front.  If someone asks about having an outline in hand, explain that we all tend to connect more freely when we’re not tied to a paper.

Thank you!   

You are a valued leader in Circle Ministry as it unfolds within our faith community! 
