Build community

In a nutshell: Relationships are the fabric of our existence. And they are essential to our Christian life. Although there are many opportunities for socialising with other Christians, small groups offer even greater opportunities for going deeper with each other and for experiencing authentic spiritual community. After all, people are not just looking for a friendly church, but more importantly, a church with friends. 

Why is cultivating relationships important? 

Real life change happens best in the context of intentional relationships. Since our mission as a church is to lead people into a growing relationship with Jesus Christ, it makes sense that we would focus our energies on the most effective way to make that happen. We believe that it is through small groups. At the risk of stating the obvious, community of any type is built on relationships. A small group can only be as good as the relationships within it. That's why cultivating relationships is so important. If life change really does happen best through small group relationships, then it is easy to see why it is so important to cultivate those relationships.

Small groups allow people to experience authentic community where accountability, belonging, and care take place. In fact, a small group is uniquely capable of supplying these things to people living in an individualistic culture like ours. Small groups also help people increase their levels of self-awareness and better understand their life purpose and calling. We all have major blind spots and need the encouragement of others in order to live up to our God-given potential. 

Of course, none of this matters much if it's not biblically based. In Matthew 22, Jesus issued the greatest commandment: "to love God and love your neighbour as yourself." We can hardly love our neighbours as ourselves if we're not in community with them, if we don't have some kind of relationship with them. Further, the New Testament is filled with "one another" commands: accept one another (Rom 15:7); encourage one another (1 Thess 5:11); and serve one another (Gal 5:13), just to name a few. It is impossible to obey these commands apart from being in community with other people, and relationships are the foundation of community. 

To really grasp the importance of relationships in the Bible, we need to understand that God himself is a relational being. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit comprise a "divine community" of self-giving love. It follows that we, who are made in God's image, are relational beings to the core. We are never more ourselves than when we are connected to other people through life-giving relationships. In Genesis God said, "It is not good for man to be alone" (Gen. 2:18). In that context he was primarily talking about Adam's need for a helper, his need for a wife. Even so, the principle extends beyond just the marriage relationship. It really is not good for us to be alone. We all need other people. 

From a biblical perspective, loving relationships among believers show a watching world that Christianity is true, that Jesus is who he says he is, and that we are who we say we are. Theologian Francis Schaeffer famously said, "Our relationship with each other is the criterion the world uses to judge whether our message is truthful. Christian community is the final apologetic." Jesus said it like this: "A new command I give you: Love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another" (John 13:34-35). That last verse (and others like it) suggests that how we treat one another is the church's greatest witness. 

Since real life change occurs best in the context of intentional relationships it's important that we do everything we can to cultivate authentic relationships. None of us is capable of becoming or doing all that we can apart from the support and encouragement of other believers. As members of the body of Christ, we are commanded to, "Spur one another on toward love and good deeds" (Hebrews 10:24). A small group is the best place for that to happen. Finally, small group relationships have the potential to connect us socially and spiritually, while at the same time putting an end to our isolation. There's a lot at stake. 
What do we mean by cultivating relationships?

To give us some handles, we believe that the best way to deepen our relationships is by giving ourself to GROUP…

Grow your revelation of community

· As we reflect on the Scriptures and our own experiences we will more and more prioritize and appreciate the power of doing life and faith together, rather than on your own.

Regularly eat and laugh together

· Think about how often relationships and life-changing moments happen over a meal. Think of how central meals were to the ministry of Jesus.
Offer grace, encouragement and vulnerability

· Grace: the God-given ability to keep on seeing people like God sees them, and treating them like Christ would treat them, especially when they don’t seem to deserve it.

· Encouragement: the readiness to be the wind in each other’s sails; our hearts need this like our bodies need food; Hebrews 10:25 says, ‘Let us not get into the habit of missing the gatherings of the believers, but let us encourage each other more and more, especially as the end of the world draws near.’

· Vulnerability: the courage to open up to each other as trust grows; includes being real about our hurts, our secrets, and our sin battles.

Understand, care for and help each other

· Understanding: the gift that results from non-judgmental listening to someone with sincere interest.

· Care: being there for someone when things go wrong; weeping with them when they weep, and rejoicing with them when they rejoice.

· Help: the willingness to do all we can, without replacing a person’s own personal responsibility, to cope in life and grow spiritually; may include some difficult conversations where we address some potential-limiting habits and attitudes in a person’s life.

Partner in loving God and loving outsiders

· The greatest secret to how community is made is this: community happens not by focusing on community but on focusing on something bigger than community (in this case loving God and outsiders) together. We can observe this in the way people are bonded after a time of prayer, or while on a venture to serve others.

· Another way of saying this is that we will love each other most, as we learn to love God and love those beyond together.


Some of the obstacles to cultivating relationships?

Cultivating relationships in a small group environment can be challenging because relationships involve people, and let's face it, people (us included) can be challenging. We'll touch on a few obstacles (and solutions) before leaving you with a few more practical ideas for how to cultivate relationships. 

One common obstacle for many people is that the kind of community experience found in a small group is an entirely new thing for them. They may come to group with some apprehension and guardedness about the whole thing. At first they may find the transparency and vulnerability a little unsettling. Hearing other people talk honestly about their lives can make them feel uncomfortable. They may wonder what they've gotten themselves into. A good leader can sense this and direct the conversation in such a way that everyone is reasonably comfortable with the level of intimacy. To minimise the initial discomfort some may feel, it is a good idea to try to develop some natural affinity among group members quickly by doing icebreakers, sharing stories, sharing experiences, etc. A leader's own appropriate transparency and "realness" will go a long way toward putting everyone at ease. 

Personality differences and a lack of understanding between members can create difficulties in a small group environment. Everyone is different and all of us are works in progress. From time to time we will rub each other the wrong way. An introvert may seem distant and cold when he's really just more cautious and reserved and needs more time to process his thoughts. An extrovert, on the other hand, may tend to dominate the conversation or get easily sidetracked. The leader must get to know the different personalities and learn to treat each person accordingly. It is important that everyone feels heard and valued. At times, this may mean encouraging a quiet person to speak up a little more. Other times, a leader may need to gently rein in an over-talkative member so others can get a chance. While not everyone will get along equally well or have a lot in common, it is important for the leader to guard against the tendency for cliques to develop. Excluding others is the very antithesis of Christian love and hospitality. 

Practical issues, like competing demands, can make cultivating relationships difficult. For example, some members may be required to travel a lot with their jobs so they end up missing weekly gatherings. It may be that some members live relatively far from the other members of the group, and because of traffic or conflicting work schedules, etc., it's difficult for them to spend much time with other members outside of the group. In some cases, "season of life" differences can make it difficult for members to relate to one another. We could go on. 

Overcoming these obstacles will require some creativity and effort. Each situation is different. It may mean staying in touch by phone and e-mail. It may mean calling a prayer partner every morning before work or in the evening. Carefully scheduling "planned interruptions" to do something as a group makes it easier for members to clear their schedules in advance. Life is busy for all of us, so we need to be very intentional about getting together. 

A few more ideas for cultivating relationships

Everything you do together is doing the job of creating community. So this is not as hard as we think, but there are some things that you can do that focus specifically on deepening relationships…

· Encourage people to join the right group. When people visit your group let them know that there is no pressure to stay in your group. Perhaps they can visit another group or two (which you can recommend) for them to explore. Encourage them to find a group with some people they feel they can relate to. It is our experience that the small groups that really seem to thrive and grow are those where there is a large degree of relational chemistry between many of the people.

· Maximise the bonding times at the beginning of weekly gatherings. See subsection ‘Bonding Times’ in the chapter, ‘Cultivating contribution’ for lots of ideas. See the end of this document for a list of fifty questions that help people get to know each other.

· Do Life Graphs. Give everyone a piece of paper and a pen. Instruct them to break up their lives into five year blocks. And in each block to write down the key events of their lives that were shaping them as people. Then instruct them to put it in graph form. The horizontal line of the graph is the time-line of their life. The vertical line reflects the emotional tempo of their life, from sadness to happiness. On this graph plot the listed defining points of your life. Do this as preparation for next week. And come ready to share. (This may take a few weeks, but it has the power to bond a group profoundly!)

· Plan something memorable and community-building. Organise a fun night or maybe even a fun half-day (on a Saturday). Board games, charades, car chases, treasure hunts, Christmas party in July, whatever. Invite the group to come up with ideas. These would also be great events to invite new people to. 

· Use Days 15-21 of the Purpose Driven Life. Spend 3 weeks going through Community section of The Purpose-Driven Life (days 15-21). Everyone reads 2 or 3 allocated chapters at home the week before and comes ready to discuss and apply it to their lives. Or one or two people can do the reading and lead the group in a discussion around a summary of the chapters.

· Remind people of the commitment to GROUP. From time to time remind everyone about our commitment to express and deepen our love for each other through GROUP. Get everyone to listen to the third talk in this series, www.friends-first.com/downloads/Re-freshingYourPassion.aspx. Come ready to discuss it. Perhaps, do a periodic evaluation with the group asking them these two questions of each of the five commitments of GROUP:

· Currently, how well, out of a rating of ten, are you and we doing in your passion for this and your commitment to do this?

· Practically, how do you think you and we could do this better?

· Weekend away. Plan far in advance at least one weekend away a year as a group.

· Organise social gatherings outside of the weekly gatherings from time to time. 

· Spend one-on-one time with people. Include them in your life by inviting them to meals or weekends away or shopping or whatever. Adopt this as your slogan: ‘Never eat alone.’ Every day you have three opportunities to include these people in your life. 

· Encourage everyone to include each other in their daily lives by inviting people to join them for meals at their house, or lunch at work. Encourage them to adopt this slogan: ‘Never eat alone.’ Every day you have three opportunities to include these people in your life.

· Celebrate each other's successes together. Somebody gets a promotion...celebrate it! Somebody wins the lottery...really celebrate it. Celebrate birthdays, engagements, graduations etc. 

· Tap into the possibility of ongoing contact through sms and websites like www.facebook.com. Many small groups have created an online group with www.facebook.com. Keep the connections alive through being in touch. Of course, this can never replace face to face time.

· Subdivide the group in many weekly gathering. In parts of the gatherings divide the group into smaller groups of two or three to share something, or discuss something, or pray together. Smaller is safer.

· From time to time separate the guys and the girls (if you have both). Generally guys bond in a different way to girls, and very often the nature of their struggles are similar. Perhaps have one night where the guys gather to bond and pray, and the girls gather to bond and pray. They can decide the week before what they can do on the night that they feel will help them to bond most effectively.

· Bridge the generation gap. Although we encourage people to be in small groups with people they feel they can relate to (which often means that people of similar ages and stages of life gather), there is something that is missed: the possibility of building some kind of relationships with people of other age groups. The two solutions to this are to join together an older / younger small group for a night or a Sunday lunch. The other solution is to invite two or three younger / older people from other groups  to visit your group for an evening.

· Invite an eldership couple to your group. Put them on the hot-seat and invite the group to ask them all the questions they want, firstly about them as people, and secondly about the church and their heart for the church.

· In the discussion part of the gathering (which we will later call the Lifeshaping Conversation) focus on one metaphor of community, such as family, body, building, army or bride. Get everyone to study the Bible the week before on the theme (you will need to suggest some verses to look up) and come ready to share insights. Discuss how you as a mini-community can live out the insights.

· Model authenticity and transparency. A common misconception among leaders is that you should never show your weaknesses to your group members. While your group is not a confessional booth, it is important to show the members of your group that you're human, that you do have struggles. Think of some of the people you respect and admire most. Do you admire them because they're perfect, or because you can relate to them, because they're real people? In the same way, you will gain more credibility and influence with your group members by being honest than you ever will by seeming perfect. By being honest about your own struggles, this will open the door to deeper relationships. As members begin to appreciate that they are among friends, they feel more freedom to be themselves and share their opinions, struggles, etc. Authenticity and transparency become the "tone" of the group. By creating a safe environment, group leaders allow members opportunities to take relational risks and be vulnerable. When inner struggles are brought to the surface, life change begins to happen as the community of believers begins to rally around one another and walk together through the day-to-day issues of life. 

Fifty get-to-know-you questions 

   1. Who is the most relevant person in our time?

   2. What is the title of the best book you have ever read? Why?

   3. What is the name of the best movie you have ever seen? Why?

   4. What comes to mind first when you hear the word "reality"? Why?

   5. What is the most beautiful thing about people? Why?

   6. What is the most honest thing you have done?

   7. If you could change one thing about yourself what would you change? Why?

   8. What is the ugliest thing you know? Why?

   9. What do you like to do most with a free hour? Why?

  10. What is the most significant event of the last three months? Why?

  11. What force of history are you most aware of as you plan your life? Why?

  12. On what basis do you select your friends? Why?

  13. What is the most overwhelming thing you know? Why?

  14. What is the greatest problem in South Africa? Why?

  15. What thing makes you most humble? Why?

  16. What is the greatest value that guides your life? Why?

  17. If you could choose to be an animal, what would you be? Why?

  18. If you could smash one thing only, what would you smash? Why?

  19. What is the greatest crime one person can commit against another? Why?

  20. For what do you think you would be willing to lay down your life? Why?

  21. What do you feel when you stand on the shore of the ocean?

  22. If you were recording the sound of violence, what would you use? Why?

  23. What sound would you use for beauty? Why?

  24. If the world ended in ten minutes, how’d you use those ten minutes?

  25. What one word would you put on your gravestone? Why?

  26. Choose a word that best describes your life up to this moment? Why?

  27. What is the most beautiful thing you have ever seen?

  28. What is your biggest worry? Why?

  29. What idea does everyone in this room want to hear? Why?

  30. What do people like best about you? Why?

  31. What do you think of when you think of tragedy? Why?

  32. What person has influenced your life the most? Why?

  33. What skill do you need in order to succeed? Why?

  34. What talent should you develop? Why?

  35. What makes you most secure? Why?

  36. What institution is most in need of change? Why?

  37. What word best describes advertising? Why?

  38. Choose a word to describe a sunset? Why?

  39. When do you feel most lonely? Why?

  40. When do you sense being most alive? Why?

  41. What TV advertisement bothers you the most? Why?

  42. Choose a word to describe the elderly population? Why?

  43. Why don't you speak to people at work/school who look lonely?

  44. What is the biggest waste you know of? Why?

  45. What will you be doing ten years from now?

  46. What will save the politic of our country? Why?

  47. What future discovery do you anticipate the most? Why?

  48. What is the greatest music ever composed?

  49. What do you love most? Why?

  50. Why are you here?

