4

Building safe, healthy community in small groups

How can we benefit from this workshop?

By the end of it we will have:

· better understanding of what contributes to feelings of trust and emotional safety in a small group
· A clearer picture of what a healthy group looks like
· A plan to develop greater levels of trust and health in our home groups 
Reflect and share:

Do you feel safe to share your issues and struggles in your home group? Why?

What makes you glad to be a member of your group?

Are you aware of any unhealthy patterns in the life of your home group (eg group members habitually withdrawn, or dominating)?

1.
The importance of C A R E:
The workshop leader will give a brief overview of the document, “Biblical values for healthy home groups” highlighting the value of C A R E (Commitment, Acceptance, Respect and Equality) for creating a climate of safety and trust in a small group.
Reflect but don’t share:

Think of a relationship that was close and special, but has now soured.

The absence of which aspects of C A R E contributed to the loss of “safety” and trust in your relationship? (Record your reflections under each heading.)

Commitment

Acceptance

Respect

Equality

Reflect and share:

Which aspects of C A R E seem to be depleted or missing in your home group?

What (if anything) can you do as a leader to replenish them?

Reflect and share:

In small groups of 4 or 5, briefly share something that is an issue or struggle for you at the moment (2 mins max each).

The person on your left should reflect back to you what s/he heard you say, and ask, “Have I got that right?”
Back in the combined group:

Would you be willing to share such an issue or struggle in your home group? Why/why not?

2.
The importance of sharing for transformation in small groups:
God’s Word must be central to our group’s life. (2 Timothy 3:15-16 and Hebrews 4:12-13 show the relationship between the Scriptures and penetrating change)

Our natural inclination is to avoid change and to hide from painful truths about ourselves.

One very helpful avoidance technique is to keep our discussions cerebral, and at arm’s length from the real issues we struggle with. Some of us find “comprehension” questions a lot easier to ask of our group members than “application” questions.

We can help others to grow in Christ when we are able to share (at an appropriate level) our own concerns and struggles. Bringing these issues and concerns into the open is the first step in the process of thinking theologically about them.
· When we share our struggles, we allow them to come under the scrutiny of God’s Word.

· When we share, we make ourselves accountable to the group.

· Our sharing may strengthen the climate of safety in the group and make it easier for others to share.

· When we share our lives, we can pray more realistically for one another, and look for specific answers to our prayers. God is more than happy to assist his children to change.

Modelling vulnerability:

In a healthy group we can expect mature members to take some initiative in sharing their concerns or struggles. We as leaders can facilitate this process by modelling appropriate openness. Indeed, a limiting factor for the health of your small group and its effective functioning is your own level of vulnerability. If you cannot share anything of your struggles and concerns, neither will most of the group members.

Because the Word of God is central to real transformation we must allow it to have a significant place in setting the agenda for what the members share in our small groups. There is nothing wrong with having share and prayer before or after the study. But it is important to ask questions of the Bible passage that encourage people to share during the study.
At the risk of being repetitive, we can cooperate with God by carefully and prayerfully preparing questions that call for a personal response to the Bible passage we’re looking at. 

It is commonplace, but unhelpful to God’s purposes, for group leaders to ask banal comprehension questions, and to avoid using questions that call for a personal response.

A pitfall for group leaders:

Bible study groups are not appropriate venues for counselling or “psychotherapy”. 

If someone shares something painful, and they become “emotional”, that’s OK. Give them permission and time to express what they’re feeling. But don’t push, prod or explore their pain in the group. 
At the same time don’t leave them hanging there. They’ve taken a risk. Thank them for trusting the group. Ask them, “What do you need from us at the moment?”

Seek their permission first, before praying for them. 
It can be helpful to ask, “What would you like God to do for you?”


















































































