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Small Group Ministry

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

September 11, 2011

©Debra Guthrie and Rev. Sally B. White

Reading:

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.
[Margaret Mead]
Debra’s Message:

Unitarian Universalism has the power to transform lives.

That is a bold statement and I know that many of you do not buy it—you don’t believe it. But I believe it, I believe it whole heartedly. I believe it because it happened to me. 

 In the religious tradition in which I was raised – they too believed that their religion can transform people’s lives. They believed that this transformation would be brought about by an almost magical relationship with Jesus. Jesus the son of God… and God as well.


I had a nice job. I lived in a nice house in a nice neighborhood. I went to nice restaurants. I went on nice vacations. I had a nice partner, we went to the movies, we had nice friends… it was the American dream. But it wasn’t enough and it was too much… and I felt stupid and guilty because I needed something more something different. Something… that I couldn’t even name.

 I started on a journey … a journey that led me here through those front doors right there. I sat in the back in the corner for many Sundays… hoping that no one would talk to me. People did talk to me, people hugged me and held my hand and welcomed me and invited me to coffee and lunch.

 You have to understand who I was then to understand what this meant to me. In grade school I missed every day I could possibly miss without failing my grade. In high school I spent all my extra time in the Art room. As an adult, I was so painfully shy and insecure that my partner had to give me anti anxiety pills to go on vacation.

One Sunday after church, Ann Odell walked back to that corner, where I was hiding and asked me if I wanted to be in the choir. I said I wanted to but I was scared. I told her I was scared. She smiled and said in a most reassuring way that there was nothing to be scared of. And I believed her.

That was the start of the process that changed my life… that transformed me from that painfully shy and frightened person to this person that stands in this pulpit on a regular basis. This person who is constantly singing way too loud. This person who can talk to anyone here or on the street and usually does. This person who is optimistic and happy way more often than I ever have been in the past.  

I tried to thank Rev. Sally for helping me through all this but she wouldn’t have it. She said I was the one that kept coming back. I was that one who wouldn’t give up. I was that one who did the work by going to choir practice by serving on the worship committee. By getting involved in RE by reading all the books, etc. By making a commitment to the process. By saying yes. 

But I had to have something to keep coming back too. I had to have people that would not give up on me. I had to a place to do the work. I had to have something to serve. I had to have someone to hear my yes. And that made a relationship. Not a magical relationship with a deity in the sky. But a relationship with people and those are the hardest kind. 

If you are new to The Unitarian Coastal Fellowship you might come here on Sunday morning and see all the happy smiling faces hugging and loving on each other and you might think we have all arrived… we have reached our destination. But I am sure that many of you will agree me – I still have more to do. I don’t plan on stopping anytime soon. I have further to go.  This spiritual journey, this process of becoming more ourselves in relationship with each other is never ending. But we come to church on Sunday and we get happy, we get happy despite all that we have faced in the week past or all that we will face in the week coming. We get happy because we know that we are not alone anymore. We get happy because we have each other to hug, to hold our hands, to say and to hear yes.
Sally’s Message:

Debra’s story starts with shyness and insecurity, with guilt and fear, with a yearning so deep she couldn’t even name it.

I’m betting she is not the only one here with a story like that.

I’m betting she is not the only one here who is on a journey like the one she is on – a spiritual journey that is a process of becoming more ourselves in relationship with others.  Even if we can’t name it, that deep and nameless yearning is what brings us here.  Unitarian Universalism has the power to transform lives.

It happens here, but it doesn’t happen by magic, and it doesn’t happen by accident.  It happens through struggle and perseverance, through intention and care, through thoughtfulness and commitment, through willingness to take a risk and willingness to offer unflinching respect for ourselves and for one another.  It happens when we are willing to say and to hear “yes.”

I’ve seen and known transformation to happen here in small groups.  Come with me, inside one of those small groups.  Close your eyes.

Imagine yourself seated in a chair, one of eight in a circle.  By this time, the group has gathered six times before.  The circle of chairs with a table in the center, the dependable presence of the others, has become reassuring in their familiarity.  This time, the topic is a difficult and painful one: “Endings: how do I live with loss and death.”  But in this safe space, with these people who have begun to trust one another, conversation about “endings” becomes possible.  Words come, some of them brought forth with tears.  One person talks, perhaps for the first time, about being with a beloved friend in the last moments of her life, in the first stunned moments of life without her in it.  Gently received into the silence of the circle, the words come as a blessing to the one who spoke, come as a benediction to the ones who listened.  Now, years later, I can not conjure up any of the words.  But I can never forget the feeling of great tenderness that rose up in me, that came to me from the others in that circle.  To this day, I remember the sense of privilege, the silent awe that, together, we had created what was no less than a sacred space.  In this place, we had begun to learn to know and to trust one another, and to learn to know and trust ourselves.  Ubi caritas…where caring and love abound, God is there.

Open your eyes.  Come back to this place.

On the surface, this was an Evensong group – one in a series of meetings that we called an Adult Religious Education class.  In truth, it was a small group of thoughtful citizens who had committed ourselves to doing a little reading and a little homework, but most of all, who had committed ourselves to showing up every time the group met, and in doing that, we committed ourselves to each other.  The commitment we made was not complicated – though sometimes it was not easy.  To speak thoughtfully when we had something to say, and to pass when we didn’t.  To listen without interruption when someone else was speaking, even when some comment or question or “me, too!” was bubbling up inside us just begging to be shared.  To refrain from giving advice, from “fixing” one another.  To resist the temptation to “one-up” somebody else’s story, or comment, or question.

But under the surface, this small group was indeed changing the world.  Not the outside world, at least not right away.  Not the world of politics or social justice, which is what I’ve always thought that Margaret Mead was referring to when she talked about the world-changing potential of a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens.  Speaking for myself, I can say that this group changed my world from the inside, leaving me feeling more connected to the others, more connected to the congregation, more courageous in getting involved, more confident in offering what I might have to give.  Speaking for myself, this group changed me from the inside, made me more open, more compassionate, more alive.  Made me more myself.  Transformed my life – maybe not as dramatically as Debra’s, not this time, but no less deeply, no less powerfully.

Debra and Ann Odell and Penny Hooper and I have begun to think that it’s time to organize some small groups in this congregation.  We’ve been thinking that this is a kind of ministry that UCF can offer – a ministry in which we can companion one another on that journey into wholeness, carefully, intentionally, thoughtfully – so that every one who is willing to make a commitment to a small group of fellow-congregants may explore the possibilities of becoming more ourselves in relationship with others.  We have been thinking that this morning would be a good day to introduce this idea of small group ministry – this September 11, this tenth anniversary of the September 11 when the world as we knew it and all our comfortable assumptions suddenly shifted.  We’ve been thinking that when the world falls apart, when our world changes, a small group of thoughtful, committed persons may be the best – may be the only – thing that can hold us as we find our feet, as we figure out who we are, as we journey on, together.  Together.

We have been exploring this idea for several months, with the support and the blessing of the membership committee.  We’ve been reading and talking and attending workshops.  One thing we have learned is that there is a lot of advice out there.

We think we need a program that is tailored to our congregation.  We think we need to incorporate food, and an opportunity for informal socializing, into a format that can be reassuringly familiar.  We think that it is essential to create a sense of trust and safety.  We think that groups need to have a chance to meet regularly and repeatedly.  And we are approaching this whole venture as an experiment, in which we will learn what works best for us by trying what seems to make sense, and modifying the program to reflect what we learn as we go.

Our initial vision is to create groups of six to eight people who will meet monthly for a shared meal with casual conversation during the meal.  After the meal, there will be a focused, facilitated conversation on a monthly theme – the same theme for all the groups, so that there begins to emerge a congregation-wide engagement with the theme for the month.  Perhaps there will even be a Sunday morning worship service each month on the monthly theme.  But the themes are not ends in themselves, but rather means to help create and sustain conversations, and out of the conversations, relationships.  And we hope that the relationships will be where the energy is, and where the transformation can happen.  So each group will be diverse in terms of geography, age, family composition, and length of association with UCF.  The groups will be child-friendly, and will accommodate children and teens as appropriate.  We are calling the groups “Simply Circles.”  

The members of each group will decide together where and when to meet – some may be dinner groups and some may meet for lunch or breakfast or morning coffee or afternoon tea.  Each group will decide together where to meet – at one member’s house, or at a different home each time, or in a restaurant or coffee shop or park, or here at the church.  We are even discussing creating an online group, for those who are far-flung, or who face challenges with travel or transportation or childcare or eldercare.

Each group will have a facilitator, someone who has volunteered for the role.  Facilitators will have some training to help them to keep the conversations focused, to invite participation without pressuring or compelling those who want to listen without speaking, to help the group respect and maintain confidentiality.  We will write a covenant that each group can use or modify, to help articulate mutual expectations and needs.  Together, we will identify monthly themes.

Groups will begin meeting in November, and the same six or eight people will meet together through June.  There will be room in each group for one or two new people to join.  As minister, I will attend a different group each month.  The program will take the summer off.  If we find that this ministry does indeed transform lives, then we will create new groups – mixing people up into new combinations, because each of us has so much to offer, in speaking, in listening, in being present.

Our initial vision is to invite every member and friend of the congregation to participate.  Participation means committing to attend all eight meetings of your group.  Participation means accepting the challenge to journey with others and not to give up – on them, or on yourself.  Participation means accepting the challenge to be yourself, to be vulnerable, and to go deep.   Once we have a list of volunteers, Debra and Penny and Ann and I will assign each person to a group, and we will meet with those who have volunteered to be facilitators.  The sign-up sheet is on the wall of the Social Hall.  Already eight people have signed up to participate, and five are willing to be facilitators.

This vision of small group ministry presents challenges to us all.  How do we create safe space?  How do we balance openness and trust?  Can we create and sustain an experience that is rich enough to enrich our lives, powerful enough to empower us?  How would a network of small groups transform individual lives?  How would it transform this religious community?  And how might it change the world, if more and more of us were more and more ourselves, more open, more compassionate, more alive?

Are you up for the challenge?  Do you feel called to participate in this experiment that Debra and Ann and Penny and I are willing to lead?  Do you feel called to commit, to show up – maybe because you need something, and maybe because someone else needs you to be there?  Do you feel called to depth, to vulnerability, to transformation, to small group ministry?

Take time now, in silence, to listen to what calls to you, to what you are yearning for, even if you cannot name it.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Yes.

