Cultivate Contribution

In a nutshell: Small group leaders are not to dominate the contributions within the group, but rather to maximize everyone playing their part and adding their say. If people don’t get to participate and contribute, they will not grow and their commitment will fade from an undeveloped sense of ownership. This chapter specifically focuses on what the average weekly gathering looks like.  

The need for participation

This chapter focuses on the actual time together. It answers the question, "How do I lead the weekly group meeting?" So if you are looking for practical help on one of the most pressing issues of group life (after all, the meeting comes around quickly every week), then look no further. This one is full of very practical tips.

Our goal is to change lives and that doesn't happen through information transfer alone. Think about it. All of us know that God can be trusted. But how many of us have turned over full control to him when it comes to our career advancement or the future of our kids? There is a gap between information and application;  and that is where the group steps in. By facilitating a group gathering where members can discuss and dialogue around Scripture and key life areas. You, as the leader, create an environment where the Spirit can work in the lives of your group members to connect the dots. As you consistently do this, you'll begin to see the light bulbs go on as people disclose their true thoughts and feelings and start to discover how they can take steps of faith. And this will ultimately lead to growth and life change in your group. 

So why focus on creating opportunities for contribution? Because there is a direct correlation between transformation and participation. The level to which you can engage your group members is the level to which you can challenge them to be transformed. Reflect back on your life. What are the lessons you've picked up along the way that are core to who you are? Are they merely things someone told you? Or are they lessons that you've learned by being exposed to the truth, wrestling with that truth, experiencing the consequences of ignoring that truth, and then experiencing the fruit of applying that truth to your life? The level of engagement, the level of involvement, and the level of participation in the group sets the pace for the level of transformation that can occur in the lives of group members. 

Hurdles to overcome

As you know, it can often be difficult to facilitate the group in a way in which everyone is engaged. Why? Because we have significant hurdles to overcome. 

This greatest hurdle is a misunderstanding of the role of the leader. Often what comes to mind when people hear the word "leader" is someone in the forefront; taking charge, giving instructions, providing the right answers at the right time. Most people envision the small group leader to be the "master teacher" who does the majority of the talking while participants sit quietly, take notes, and occasionally interject comments. However, this is not the model of a leader that we embrace. Rather than the gatekeeper of information, the small group leader's role is that of a facilitator. Someone who leads by inspiring inquisitiveness, deep thinking, and collaboration. 

Two other hurdles include people’s laziness (after all, contribution requires effort) and shyness (when people lack the courage to contribute). Skilful leadership must help people overcome these hurdles.

The three main parts of a weekly gathering

Structure cannot create life, but structure can facilitate life. The following suggestions are a kind of flexible structure that will help the flow of life. But the life itself lies in the relationships, and in the stirrings of the Spirit, and in the heart-felt words and actions of the people involved. 

Here is a very basic structure for an average evening:

· A bonding time

· A life-shaping conversation

· A prayer encounter

This simple structure must never be the master of the small group, rather it should serve the small group in cultivating contribution, in building community, and in helping people grow in love (for God), love (for each other), love (for those beyond).

Also, skilful leadership will try to make the night seamlessly flow from one component to the other, so that the night does not feel like three different components. And, the order of the three components can be changed. And sometimes whole components can be left out.

The first part of the weekly gathering: A bonding time (about 25-30 minutes).

The goal of this time is that people would eat together (usually), relax (after a busy day), connect with each other and get to know each other better. 

It feels like home

People need to feel like they are at home. Don’t arrive late yourself. Do your best to create a warm atmosphere. Get music and lighting right. Greet people warmly at the door. And encourage your group to welcome warmly any new people who may come. 

It is very important in this time that you learn how to deal with the disappointment of people who had said they would come but do not arrive. If you don’t, your whole night can be negatively clouded by their absence. And this would dishonour those who did make the effort to come. On this note, ask your members to please let you know when they can’t come as early as possible. This is good manners and helps you prepare better.

Building community intentionally

Very often only a meal (or refreshments / coffee at the very least) is required for this time. But half way through the meal, or just after, is often a good time to intensify the building of relationships by getting people to share intentionally. Do one of the following:

· Ask people to check in briefly around the highs and the lows of their week. You start and set the tone of getting to the point. 
· Ask people to compare their week to a car / an animal / a kind of food / a colour and then say why.
· Every week put a new person on the get-to-know-you hot seat. This means they have fifteen minutes to tell their life story and answer a few questions afterwards. This is a great way to get to know each other.
· Think of a get-to-know you question that will really help people understand each other better. Get everyone to answer it. It is useful to choose a question that connects with the life-shaping conversations topic to follow. See the end of the chapter on ‘Building Community’ for a list of 50 questions that you can use to help people talk about themselves.
· Prepare everyone the week before to bring an object in their room that means a lot to them, and why. Then let everyone share.
· Prepare everyone the week before to bring 2 or 3 photographs that reveal the most about them (e.g. childhood, school life, special person, special achievement, special holiday) – use them as a way of getting to know each other.
· Give everyone a piece of paper and ask them to write down a get-to-know-you question that may be serious or humorous. Then drop those questions in a bag and everyone takes one out and answers it. These same questions can be used for several weeks. 
· Sometimes (maybe once every three or four weeks) include communion. In Acts 2 they broke bread in their homes, and ate together with glad and sincere hearts. Communion is about the cross and about community, so it does not have to be overly serious. It is a time of joy. Our experience is that it wonderfully centres everyone around Christ. 
The second part of the weekly gathering: A life-shaping conversation (about 25-30 minutes)

The goal of this time is to converse around just one subject / theme that is important to God (and therefore to us) and deepen our understanding of it, and more importantly to apply it to our lives.  We do not just want to be hearers of the word and so deceive ourselves, but doers of it. (James 1). 

There are several keys to this time:

· Ask someone to open in prayer, inviting God to speak to the group in this time of conversation.

· Encourage people to bring their Bibles. Make sure that at least one or two verses are looked up on any given night. After all, how can we apply the Word of God to our lives if we are not freshly looking at what it says?

· If you do give one-way input of any kind, don’t let it be longer than three to four minutes – and don’t give the answers, rather stimulate curious conversation. Whatever you say needs to provoke questions more than answer them.

· Don’t visit more than one major theme per night. If you focus on two or more themes / topics they work against each other. Aim at having one clear theme resounding in the minds of everyone in the group in the following days. If people aren’t thinking about what the theme, then it isn’t impacting them. So aim at deeply impressing people with a theme.

· Don’t let this time go on too long. Thirty minutes maximum. Generally, don’t ask more than four or five good open-ended questions. 

· As far as possible, let people know the week before what the topic will be next week. 

· Try to maximise opportunities for people to do some kind of preparation (such as reading something, or giving something some thought). 

· Try to connect week to week so that it does not feel haphazard. The best way to do this is to explore a theme for two to four weeks, but no longer than four weeks. This gives a sense of continuity, which also creates a sense of journey.
· Focus on good questions. Give careful thought to good open-ended questions beforehand. Model active listening and show genuine interest in what others are saying. By asking specific, thought-provoking questions, you communicate that you are listening and thinking about what is being said. It is also important to help the group maintain a healthy balance between depth and shallowness, avoiding the dreaded discussion dysfunction. We've all been in groups where the conversation was so shallow it was painful, and we sat with our eyes fixed on the clock, anxiously waiting for the group to end. Chances are you've also experienced groups where the discussion was so deep that you were exhausted by the end of the meeting. An ideal group discussion finds the balance of appropriate transparency by using insightful questions. 
How to choose the theme for the life-shaping conversation

There are several different ways to do this:

· Work through the Sunday message. Ask understanding and application questions based on the Sunday morning message. Whenever a new theme is started in the preaching, then give attention to that in your small group. Also, whenever someone from the NCMI team comes, be ready to focus on that too. There will be times when the eldership team will ask you to focus on the preaching theme. When this happens, put on hold till next week whatever you had planned. And let your small group know via sms if they were preparing for it. 

· Work through a pre-selected Scripture chapter. Ask understanding and application questions based on a section of Scripture everyone pondered the week before. The shorter epistles in the New Testament are great for this, since they are written to small churches who are trying to figure out how to think and live in challenging contexts. 

· Work through a chapter of a book that everyone reads beforehand. Ask understanding and application questions based on a chapter from a book that everyone agreed to read. Either everyone needs the book, or photocopies of the relevant chapters are required. We suggest you do not work through a whole book. Historically, this has a real way of causing a group to grow stale and tiring as it tends to take too long.

· Work through one of the fifteen expressions of loving God, each other and those beyond. Ask understanding and application questions based on one of the fifteen expressions of love. Read ‘Choose one of the fifteen themes of love to explore next’ mentioned in the chapter, ‘Aim at love, love, love’.

· If you invited someone outside the group to share or take questions, then this is the time to do it. When you do invite someone, shorten the other two parts of the night to make more space for them to minister.

· Sometimes, start briefly with everyone arriving ready to share. Tell people the week before to be ready to share any life-giving devotional insight from their own quality times with God that they think will encourage / help us all. This motivates people to come with something to share (1 Cor 14:26).

· See the ‘Ten Tools to remember’ in the chapter, ‘Aim at love, love, love’ for more on this. 

The third part of the weekly gathering: A prayer encounter (about 10-15 minutes)

The goal of this time is that everyone would freshly encounter God. So far they have encountered each other (in the Bonding Time) and the challenge of truth (in the life-shaping conversation) but now people need to encounter God himself. 

Some tips and ideas for this time:

· Sometimes do this part before the life-shaping conversation. One reason to keep the life-shaping conversation short is so that people still have energy for this all-important part.

· Coach people to expect to encounter God. This means that they should not pray mechanically, but with faith and hunger. We should expect that God will make his presence real to us. ‘Where two or three gather in my name, there my presence is,’ said Jesus. As we draw near to him, he promises to draw near to us. Also, teach people to specifically ask the Holy Spirit to fill them freshly as they gather in Jesus’ name. This does not mean that people need to have an emotional experience, so there is no pressure to feel anything. 

· Encourage people to pray heart-felt and to-the-point prayers. Discourage people from dominating the prayer time with too-long prayers. 

· Direct the prayers of the people. For example you could say: ‘For the next few minutes lets pray about what we have been speaking about’ and ‘Okay, let’s just be quiet for a minute and simply become aware of the Spirit’s presence with us, and hear if there is anything he wants to say to us.’

· If everyone is a little listless and distracted suggest that everyone stands.

· Sing songs together from time to time. If you have a musician then you have a head start here. Make sure people have copies of the words. Perhaps you could listen to a song, and even join in a song on CD. However, do not over-rely on singing. Simple prayers will do in attracting the presence of the Spirit. Perhaps listen to a song on CD. 

· Sometimes do communion together here. 

· As everyone becomes aware of the Spirit’s presence, encourage people to share any words that you feel the Holy Spirit is giving you. Perhaps pray, ‘Holy Spirit, is there anything you might want to say to us that we have not yet spoken about? Speak to us now while we pray.’

· Sometimes pray for people with needs. Get them to stand in the middle and everyone prays for them.

· Sometimes get people to pray in groups of 2 to 4 people. Perhaps ask them to each share with the other for one minute around a current faith challenge, and then pray for each other.

· Perhaps, start a small group prayer journal, recording any prayer requests, answers to prayer or prophetic words for the group. 

Then there are also a whole bunch of creative possibilities like these (most of which will work if you do the prayer encounter before the life-shaping conversation):

· Take the Lord's Prayer. Take it line by line, allow 15 minutes to finish the prayer. 

· Construct a simple cross. Use this focus for worship. Plain children's building blocks make a good job of this! 

· Write out the name 'Jesus' in bold block capitals. Put it on the mantelpiece or some other focal point. Again allow people to mediate on the name. 

· Experiment with body posture! Kneel as a sign of penitence. Stand as you wait on God. 

· Have a reading of a passage of Scripture or some other devotional passage as a starting point for a time for silent worship and / or mediation. 

· Encourage people to write out their most heart-felt prayers to God as a preliminary to worship. Collect their slips of paper and, without reading them, place them in a inflammable container and set them alight as an offering to God  ... or simply encourage them to listen to God and write out the replies. 

· Get a big sheet of paper and invite people to write down words that describe God. Then begin thanking God for who he is. 

· Light a candle, play some music, think about Jesus – the light of the world! 

· Bring some art materials and get everyone to draw or paint something that expresses worship to God. 

· Use an excerpt from a Jesus video with a music track in the background.

Be aware of group dynamics 

Each group will be made up of a variety of people of different personalities and temperaments. It is important to allow everyone to be the best expression of who God has made them and let everyone feel equally valued. Here are some tips on working with different people:

The over-talkative person

· emphasise the need to listen

· use small group work with time limits

· gently but firmly cut them short if they begin to ramble or dominate

· speak to them privately if necessary 

The withdrawn person

· use non-threatening ice breakers

· build a good relationship with the person

· make a fuss of them during the bonding / refreshment time

· draw them out by asking for their opinions (open-ended questions prevents monosyllabic answers)

The not-yet Christian

· be real

· avoid jargon

· allow them to feel relaxed and part of the group

· draw them out - don't dismiss their opinions

· build relationship with the person 

The argumentative person

· don't allow the gathering to become a heated debate

· deal with sensitive issues privately, one to one

· a persistent argumentative person needs to be confronted privately
Give people a sense of ownership of the group by making space for contribution

In 1 Corinthians 12:12-27, Paul describes the way that God has designed the Body of Christ. Each person has been gifted with a unique blend of strengths, talents, and gifts that allows them to serve a unique role within the Body. A small group is an intimate picture of the Body in action. When you're able to discover and utilise the gifts of every member, everyone in the group feels a sense of involvement and ownership. As members are given opportunities to actively participate in the group, they realise their value and begin to appreciate one another as individuals. It is the role of the group leader to help each member discover their niche within the group and then allow them to take ownership of that particular area. In this way group responsibilities are distributed among the group, relieving the leaders from feeling the full weight of managing the group. 

Some possible areas in which the group members can serve, some for a season and others just once-off: 
· Host the group at their house.

· Wash up (especially if it is not at your own house)

· Organise the food.

· Lead the bonding time.

· Lead the life-shaping conversation.

· Lead the prayer encounter.

· Look after the Prayer Journal.

· Oversee the care of a person in crisis.

· Short-term mentor a new believer using Ignite Book and the guidelines on page eight.

· Organise a social.

· Organise the weekend away. 

· Find out about a social impact ministry opportunity the group can get involved in.

· Find out about a church plant in a challenging city / nation the group can regularly pray for.

· Remind the group of people’s birthdays.

Very importantly, whenever you delegate something do the following:

· First model something a few times, before you ask another person to do it.

· Generally, give the life-shaping conversation and prayer encounter parts to the more spiritually mature.

· Make it clear what you are asking, and offer any help if they want.

· Then once they have done it tell them what they did well, and some ideas about how to do it even better next time. Then tell them you are glad you are on the same team as them.

Prepare well

A simple rule of life is that success is usually determined before you even do something, by your preparation for it. So prepare well for each gathering.

· Plan like it depends on you alone, and pray like it depends on God alone.

· In your personal time with God the days before wait on the Holy Spirit for any wisdom or leading. 

· If you have delegated, make sure that the person is on track, and ask if they need help.

· Make sure all the bases are covered.

· Ask people to let you know beforehand when they can’t make it.
Start looking for emerging leaders

By being intentional about engaging the other group members, you will begin the process of leader development. As you observe people taking more ownership in the group, you should be able to recognise those individuals who, with a little coaching, could potentially make great leaders. Then you can begin bringing them alongside you in planning and facilitating group meetings. By looking for and helping develop potential leaders in your group, you have a hand in opening the door for others to experience the life-changing power of community. But that is the next chapter…

Land light

Don’t forget to give any announcements included in the small group agenda and to delegate responsibilities for next week. And to remind people of any preparations that need to be made.

End the night on a light note. The night started light. Then it got more intense as questions were asked, and God was encountered. Then end light with lots of laughter and a cup of tea / coffee. 

Whatever happens, don’t go on too long. Rather leave stuff out than overshoot. People need to go home fresh not exhausted. That will make them want to come back next week. 

As the leader, keep the night moving. Agree on a set ending time, not as a form of legalism, but as a way of letting people know what to expect and so as to not abuse the host.

