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Unitarian Universalist Small Group Ministry Network Website
Circle Ministry Session Plan
‘tis the season
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)
“Christmas in Spite of Me,” Max Coots calls it:

I hadn’t felt as Christmasy as usual this year. I don’t know why.  Maybe it was because the air stayed autumn-warm so late this year, and the ground was bare, and even green long after it’s usually white.  Maybe it was the lack of lights.  Whatever the reason, I didn’t get that feeling that is half-child, half-adult.  Maybe it was as much inner as outer weather that kept Christmas arms-length from me; an inner climate made up of something older, or tired, or busy, or bored.  But whatever the reason, the annual star, like a much-publicized comet, didn’t blaze so brightly as advertised over the ordinary fields where I shepherd my concerns.  But I need Christmas.  I need it to remind me that every year a child is born, every year an heir is given, every year angels in disguises of all kinds sing glory and make promises in the cold.  I need it.  We all do.  The season is dark and cold.
But Christmas came.  It fell out of the sky, white and cold, but not so cold as the bare, empty days before.  Christmas came, in the mailbox with old friends’ names folded up inside.  It came hung in round, green greetings let out of front doors to remind the street what time of year it is.  It came through my ears, in my eyes, in old echoes and fragile memories.  It came, as it always comes, like a light in my darkness.
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:  ‘tis the season!
“‘tis the season to be jolly,” we sing, jolly or otherwise.  Let’s face it.   This season of giving and receiving, of carols and cuisine, of Silent Night, Holy Night, is seldom silent and rarely holy, so seductive is the seasonal spirit that bids us to buy this, buy that, lose 10 pounds better to don the holiday red that may not be so flattering, or recall the Christmas when we lost one dear to us, when our parents couldn’t afford the glitter in our eyes, when we were perhaps those parents.  Recall the Christmas when we melted down the excitement was so high.  Is it any wonder that therapists and ministers receive an ample supply of the season’s wants unfulfilled, the season’s hopes unrealized?   

Then there are the years when all seemed to sparkle, years that became benchmarks for our holiday happiness, years when everything seemed to make good on the refrain, “Peace on earth, good will to all!”   Maybe…..
The questions I pose for us are: 

What is your earliest memory of Christmas?   

What were your family traditions?

What was your most difficult or disappointing Christmas?

What makes this season meaningful for you at this point in your life?
Let’s take the first two together.  What is your earliest memory of Christmas, and what were your family traditions?  We’ll proceed in the sequence that we’ve used before.   [Pause/response with no feedback/discussion]   

How about your most difficult or disappointing Christmas?  
Let’s consider that final question:  What makes this season meaningful for you at this point in your life?
………………………………….

To bring this to closure, what are the thoughts that you’d like to take home with you from today’s/this evening’s interchange?

[Concluding statements]

Feedback (15 minutes)
Thank the group for sharing their experiences and perspectives.   Ask what they liked about this session and what they would hope might work differently in future sessions.  
Explain that for the next session, we’ll engage in the topic “Less is more!”    
Note that the session plan for this gathering is available for group members as we leave.

Closing (1 minute)
‘tis the season—holidays for giving, 

holy days for receiving gifts unexpected.

‘tis the season—a time for stars,

 time for a single star.


‘tis the season— time for angels to bend near the earth



and sing as prophets: “Peace on earth, good will to all.”


‘tis time, time to hear the angels sing



and know the echo as our own.
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! 
