Small Group Ministry Leader Training

Process: The Circle as Container

Preparation/Setting the atmosphere:

· Set up the altar in the center of the circle (including a graceful cloth covering, a large bowl with water and floating candles for each person, a chalice or larger, central candle. These will have been lit earlier by the group members) 

· Begin by inviting participants to re-focus or center, put things down. Might be helpful to lead a mini-meditation 

· Let everyone know that notes will be taken for them, copied and distributed, so they can be free to participate.

Leading the session:

· Regular type signifies things the leader could read, or closely paraphrase, the italicized type signifies directions for, or suggestions for the leaders, and the bold signifies the questions you offer for the group to respond to.  Indented under the questions are some typical responses that you can contribute if people have a hard time getting started, or if something important is left out. 

· Questions should be paced so that they do not feel rushed, there is time for people to reflect before responding, and people can add more than one response if they wish. This means allowing for some silence. An important element of the feeling you are trying to create is spaciousness of time, particularly for the most thought-provoking questions, so you will want to guide the group along gently, without appearing to be overly conscious of the time. 

We’ve talked so far about the structure of the small group ministry, but we’re going to switch gears now and get more into the process and how we can really facilitate it.  For this next portion I will offer some imagery and questions that I hope will help us get a sense of how as leaders we can do that.  

I encourage you to respond from a meditative place; you may keep your eyes closed if that helps. I will pose questions, but I ask you to respond as if to the center of the circle. We’re not seeking right answers or consensus, necessarily, but exploring the possibilities. Other’s responses may spark something in you that you might like to share, but we won’t be engaging in back and forth discussion during this session.

Remind the group of the goals of Small Group Ministry (perhaps by reading them out loud). 

Put these “goals” in your own words.

Alchemy is an ancient art especially practiced in the Middle ages. It’s primary goal was to discover a substance that would transmute common or base metals into gold The alchemists started with prima materia –undifferentiated substance, from which all things are made. 

In a word or two, What might be the “prima materia” group members bring with them into our circles?

Stories, histories, joys and sorrows, talents, wounds

The prima materia is placed in an alchemical vessel, and transformed through a series of processes, including heating, dissolving, etc.

Describe a literal vessel or container. What characteristics might such a vessel need to serve its purpose?
In what ways might our circle be thought of as a vessel or container?

Perhaps the most important role of the leader is to help create and maintain a strong container, in which the transforming work of witnessing, connecting, deep sharing and listening can happen.

What elements do we have to work with that might help us to create the container? 

Environment (clean, attn to comfort, lighting, etc)

Time

Silence 

Altar (as shared center)

Materials/copies available

Privacy

Interactional style/method (safety/risk)

How might we experience heat or fire in the circle?

Meditation

Prayer

Music

Sharing/being deeply heard and deeply hearing

Relationship

Open-ended, engaging questions/thoughtful readings

Art

Movement

*Ritual

Ritual can be a powerful way of “turning up the heat.” What elements are needed to help create a ritual?
Attitude/feeling

Clear instructions

Beginning/end

Attention to detail, timing

Continuing with the metaphor of container, what if the container has a crack or leak? What happens when you take the lid off too soon? Name some things that could be experienced as a “leak” in the container.

Interruptions (phone, family member)

Unclear instruction in ritual or other activities

Not knowing who is attending on a given day

People coming in late

Leaders’ unfamiliarity with materials/lack of preparation

Non-observance of rules of interaction (cross-talk, monopolizing, sharing a confidence outside group)

How could some of these situations be avoided (proactively)?

Clear description of the method at beginning and w/each new member

Review of members’ commitments (timeliness, calling if a meeting is missed, etc)

Starting and ending meetings on time, consistently

Leader and co-leader modeling 

Adequate preparation (of material and environment)

Planning as best one can to avoid interruptions

If not avoided, how could they be resolved?

Reminding group at large of guidelines, their importance

Leader or co-leader gently heading off someone who is going on too long, for example

Speaking to the person outside the group

Discussing as a group how things are going, how the “problem” is perceived and could be solved

Getting further assistance at monthly gathering, or from co-leader or other group leader or appropriate person on council, as needed

I have one final question that might help us stay related to the Value that we might serve in our groups.   Let’s each take a moment to hold the question inside, and then respond in a word or phrase, What is it that the vessel carries?
In closing, I have a reading  (This Clay Jug,  hymnal, reading #608)

