
Leading a 
Small Group
Bible Study

INTRODUCTION2 Leading the Hard Way
Lessons learned from bombing at
leading a small group.
by Caryn Rivadeneira

GIFTED WOMEN4 Doing Life Together
Looking for the spiritual growth and emo-
tional support a circle of friends  provides?
It may be as near as your neighborhood. 
by Jane Johnson Struck

GIFTED WOMEN9 Building Deep Connections
Looking for a group that requires a
higher commitment but builds deeper
friendships? Try a “12 Women” group.
by Jane Johnson Struck 

PRACTICALLY SPEAKING12 No More Mr. Nice Group
Five practices that take small groups
beyond polite sharing to the
disciplines that change lives.
by John Ortberg  

PRACTICALLY SPEAKING19Confessions of a Small- 
Group Leader
A lay leader tells what he ’ll do
differently the next time around. 
by Joe Higginbotham

The ins and outs of leading a community-building group well.

PRACTICALLY SPEAKING25 Creating Good Discussion
Here ’s how one leader started,
failed, but then discovered what
makes discussion work. 
by Emory A. Griffin

FOR REFLECTION33 Lectio Divina and 
Contemplative Prayer in
Small Groups
A practical discussion on two
countercultural methods of
spiritual growth.
an interview with Adele Calhoun

LEADERSHIP TOOLS38How to Start a Group
7 tips to convince worrywarts
it can happen.
by Jane Johnson Struck

40Resources
More places for more help.

©2007 Christianity Today International  Visit www.GiftedForLeadership.com

                



Leading
the Hard
Way
Lessons learned from bombing
at leading a small g roup.
by Caryn Rivadeneira

A couple of years ago, my husband and I were asked to lead a
small group at church. These were short-term small groups that
were being assembled to work through a six-week, church-wide
Bible study campaign. We signed on immediately.

To be honest, it never occurred to me to be nervous about doing
this. I didn’t even pray before we left the house for our first meet-
ing, because I assumed it would be fine. But although my husband,
Rafi, and I tried to be jovial, friendly, and warm, things sort of
went dead. Rafi and I basically ended up asking and answering our
own questions—not because we didn’t give others time to answer,
but because no one else would talk.  

Toward the end of our first two hours together, I was exhausted.
My mouth was dry; my shoulders ached. It was a wretched experi-
ence. I was sure no one would show up the next week.

So I figured I ought to pray this time around.

The next week, the couples showed up, and we had a better time.
While the group never gelled the way some do—we don’t have
reunions or anything—we had some good fellowship and learned a
lot.In
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For me, perhaps the most important lesson was that leading a small group
or Bible study can be hard! All sorts of dynamics need to come together
to do it well. The good news is there are experts in small group ministry
whom we can learn from. This resource pack offers good stories and
solid information to help anyone do better at leading a small group.

Hope you enjoy this!

Blessings,

Caryn Rivadeneira
Managing Editor, GiftedForLeadership.com
Christianity Today International
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Doing Life
Together
Looking for the spiritual growth and emotional support a circle
of friends provides? It may be as near as your neighborhood.
by Jane Johnson Struck

Beth Shadid had recently given birth to her fifth baby, Caleb, after
losing both her fourth child, Micah, at birth, and her brother, Jim, to
lung cancer.

“The past year had been extremely hard for our family, with two
deaths back to back,” says Beth, who has three other sons now ages
eight and under. “So when fall came, we were celebrating Caleb, our
surprise gift of new life.”

Throughout those difficult times, Beth had grown close to her neigh-
bor Dina, a mom of three. 

“Dina attended both our son’s funeral and my brother’s memorial
service,” Beth says. “She was so kind and sympathetic. Our friendship
really deepened, and I felt comfortable opening up to her a bit about
my faith in Christ. She ’d seen the strength I’d drawn from it.”

Dina, who’d never attended a Bible study before, knew Beth had been
involved in various women’s Bible studies throughout the five years
they’d lived across the street from each other.  So Dina asked Beth if
she was planning to join a women’s Bible study that fall. “I didn’t think
I could possibly pack up my newborn, plus my three other active littleFe
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boys, and attend a weekly study,” Beth admits. “I recommended a
women’s Bible study at a local church in case Dina was interested in
attending one on her own. Then I said, ‘But I’d love it if someone got
something started in our neighborhood!’”

SSurprisingly, that “someone who got something started in the neighbor-
hood” turned out to be busy mom Beth—with the able assistance of
Dina. Right off the bat, Dina was so excited about the idea of bonding
with other women in the neighborhood that she suggested she and Beth
start their own group. Before long, Beth, who’d never envisioned her-
self a facilitator of a neighborhood group with her busy, growing fami-
ly, became exactly that. “I’m not a teacher or leader,” she admits. “I’ve
been in church a long time and have a strong faith, and I love the idea
of being able to share that with others. Yet I don’t see myself as articu-
late, so I wouldn’t naturally put myself in this position. But there ’s
something about having come out of pain, as I had, that makes you say
even more, ‘Okay, God, if this is what you want me to do, there ’s noth-
ing more important in life than being available to you.’ As I prayed
about starting a group, it felt like the right thing to do.”

So Beth and Dina brainstormed ways to make a group convenient both
for them and the other neighbors they hoped might join. “We decided
we’d take turns meeting at each other’s home every other week. We
thought we could at least handle that,” explains Beth. “We also decided
to be casual about the whole thing and let moms bring their kids. I vol-
unteered to check out hiring babysitters from a local Christian college
so we could keep the kids in a play area in the same house.”

But there was also the question of study materials. Realizing some of
her neighbors, such as Dina, may never have studied the Bible before,
Beth asked a few mature, trusted Christian women what might consti-
tute an appropriate study to kick off the fledgling group. One sugges-
tion that struck a chord: a workbook called Living in Jesus’ Name, one
in a series of study guides from well-known author John Ortberg.

“Basically Dina and I decided, ‘Let’s ask some neighbors if they’d like
to get together and have coffee.’ We’ll tell them, ‘Here ’s a book idea.
What do you think?’” says Beth. Then Dina and Beth called around the
neighborhood to see who might be interested in participating. Four—
including a couple of committed Christians—responded positively.
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“Everybody was easygoing about what to study,” Beth says, “so when
the six of us met for the first time that October, we started working
through Ortberg’s study book, which walks you through what it means
to be a Christian. It’s filled with lots of practical teaching and spiritual
exercises.”

A little more than two years since its launch, the group was still going
strong. In fact, that initial circle of 6 has grown through word of mouth
to 18 members, with 12 regular attendees. “We’ll have someone come
who’s been absent several weeks, and she ’ll say, ‘I’ve missed this so
much!’” says Lisa Barry, a fellow believer and one of the charter members
who frequently opens her home to the group.

What do the women do when they get together every other Friday
morning from 9:30 to 11:15 A.M.? “We chit-chat for the first 30 minutes,”
says Beth. “Then we sit down, open our lesson, and talk about whatever
jumped out at us that week. Sometimes I don’t have the time to prepare
for the lesson beforehand as I’d like. That’s when I throw my hands up
and say, ‘Okay, God, this has to be from you. It can’t be from me,
because I don’t feel ready.’“

While group members bring their Bibles to the meetings and talk about
spiritual topics (currently they’re working through another workbook
entitled Gifted to Serve, which discusses spiritual gifts), Beth and the
other core members work hard to ensure no one feels uncomfortable or
offended during the meetings, since the women attending vary in their
level of interest in matters of faith. The first year, says Beth, they didn’t
even pray together. “Just this last year, we ’ve started closing in prayer,
and usually Lisa Barry does that for us,” explains Beth.

The group’s slowly evolved into part Bible study, part book club, part
cross-cultural awareness, part old-fashioned support group for the
women who attend. During the summers, which pose a challenge to reg-
ular attendance because of kids’ schedules and family vacations, the
group opts to read condensed versions of classics such as Les Miserables
or Cry, The Beloved Country instead of Bible-related materials. Beth, who
has a heart for cross-cultural ministry, occasionally invites some of the
women she encounters through other international organizations to
speak at meetings. Last year, Beth, Dina, Lisa, and the others helped a
Sudanese refugee and her two daughters adjust to their new life in the
United States by assembling and delivering a “Welcome Pack” of basic
household necessities—sheets, towels, plates, canned goods, and personalFe
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care items. And last December, Beth and the group organized a holiday
gathering that included husbands—a first!—to help two orphaned
Sudanese boys celebrate their first Christmas in America.

“This group meets many different needs,” says Beth. “On one level, I
sincerely believe we all want to learn more about the Bible, to explore
what life is really about. But it’s also about women doing life together in
a safe environment. Just getting together as women helps you realize
you’re not alone in your situation, that we all have struggles with disci-
plining our kids or challenges in our marriages. It’s wonderful to be able
to share not only the pain in life, but the great joys as well. It’s just such
a fun group of unique women! Our sense of community has been one of
its biggest blessings.

“When my husband, Hythem, and I learned at 22 weeks that our baby
Micah wouldn’t survive after birth, we didn’t know how to pray. So we
simply said, ‘God, do something great through this.’ As we prayed that
prayer, we sensed ‘something great’ could be others coming to know
Christ through our experience.

“While I don’t know if this group’s a direct answer to that prayer, I’ve
had many opportunities to share my faith, to let others know how great
God is,” adds Beth. “As we’ve grown together, I’ve seen other women
become more open about how God’s revealing himself to them. I know
that for Dina and a few others in our group, their faith has become per-
sonal over the past two years. And I’ve been encouraged to walk with
God daily, to keep looking for his presence in my life every step of the
way. There ’s this exciting sense of God at work—all I did was jump
aboard!”

Jane Johnson Struck is the editor of TODAY’S CHRISTIAN WOMAN. This arti-
cle first appeared in the March/April 2002 issue of TODAY’S CHRISTIAN
WOMAN.
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Thought Provokers
• How do you think stepping out of your “comfort zone” helps or hinders
leading a small group?

• Beth’s group evolved into something different than originally intended.
How do you view evolution in a small group—good, bad, or time to
move on? Why?
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Building
Deep
Connections
Looking for a group that requires a higher commitment but
builds deeper friendships? Try a “12 Women” group.
by Jane Johnson Struck

Based on the biblical model of Jesus’ selection of 12 disciples, Barbara
Jenkins, coauthor of The New York Times bestseller The Walk West,
birthed the concept of “12 Women” during a time of personal turmoil.

“My husband had walked out on our family, and one of my children was
caught up in alcohol and drugs. My world had turned upside down,”
Barbara explains. She sensed a need for something beyond what her
Christian counselor, church, and close friends were providing. “I saw in
the Bible how Jesus changed the world with 12 disciples. I realized I
could benefit from having a trusted circle of 11 other friends to help me
carry these burdens.”

Barbara wrestled with the idea of this biblically based group for six
months. “Finally, I reached the point of saying, ‘God, if this is of you, I’ll
do it. If not, just leave me alone,’” she says. When she shared the idea
with a few women, they recommended others who were searching for
such a connection. Before long, a diverse mix of 11 women had accepted
Barbara’s invitation to participate.
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“I told them that if they were looking for deeper friendships, then
‘12 Women’ was for them,” says Barbara. “I laid out the guidelines:
We were to be grounded in biblical truth; we’d commit to meet
once a week nine months out of the year; we ’d agree to be there
for each other through thick and thin. And every week a different
woman would be the facilitator.”

Each “12 Women” meeting begins with a devotional, followed by a
discussion time, then prayer. “We’ve had lively discussions about
everything from money management to the Ten Commandments,”
explains Barbara. “It’s not a gossip session,” she adds. “It’s a place
where we see God working in our lives. Because of the level of
commitment in our group, women lower their guard and become
real. If someone moves or has to leave, they’re not replaced until
the next ‘session’ begins. Only God could create this family of sis-
ters that’s lasted so long!”

Today Barbara’s initial group now meets quarterly. But other “12
Women” groups are springing up around the country or have been
spearheaded by original group members. And Barbara and two
women from the pilot group recently completed a training session
in Brooklyn, New York, for “12 Women” groups. Barbara’s also
created the 12 Women Foundation and a guidebook, 12 Women,
Sisters for Your Journey, to help others form their own group.

“My ‘12 Women’ group has helped me become more honest about
who I am,” says Barbara. “Women have a hunger for connection,
for seeing God at work in their lives. That’s exactly what a ‘12
Women’ group provides.”

Jane Johnson Struck is the editor of TODAY’S CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
This article first appeared in the March/April 2002 issue of TODAY’S
CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
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Thought Provokers
• How challenging have you found it to keep small groups of women
from being a “gossip session” as Barbara says? How can you avoid that
in your group?

• Barbara says her group has helped her become more honest about who
she is. How have you experienced a small group setting that made you
more honest about yourself? If not, what would have helped that to hap-
pen?
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No More Mr.
Nice Group
Five practices that take small groups beyond polite
sharing to the disciplines that change lives.
by John Ortberg  

God has entrusted us with his most precious treasure—people. He
asks us to shepherd and mold them into strong disciples, with brave
faith, and good character. I would not give my life to any church that
was not serious about this calling—the transformation of human
beings. God has decided, for his own good reasons, that people are
not transformed outside of community.

Years ago, while on vacation, I was going to fix something on the
grill. I made a pile of charcoal, I poured a few gallons of lighter fluid
over them, and I started the fire. My son was just fascinated by fire,
as most young boys are. He asked what I was doing, and I told him.

“There ’s something about the way these little briquettes are con-
structed that when you put them together, the fire glows and they get
real hot. And if you isolate one it cools off quickly. It loses the fire.
But when they stick together, there ’s fire, because they feed off each
other. God designed them to work that way.”

This fits what Dallas Willard has said about the Christian life:
“Personalities united can contain more of God and sustain the force
of his greater presence better than scattered individuals.” Think
about that. Personalities united—people in community—contain
more of God and his transforming power than isolated individuals.Fe
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We should not be surprised that transformation requires community;
it’s how God designed us.

When we are alone, it’s easy to think, incorrectly, that we are spiritually
advanced. I can watch a Hallmark commercial alone and find myself
moved to tears. I tell myself that I am a very compassionate person. But
when I spend time in community with a person who annoys me, it’s
amazing how quickly I experience “compassion fatigue.”

In community we discover who we really are and how much transfor-
mation we still require. This is why I am irrevocably committed to
small groups. Through them we can accomplish our God-entrusted
work to transform human beings.

However, experience tells us that simply meeting with a small group
does not automatically result in spiritual growth. There are certain
practices that must be present, spiritual disciplines that must occur, to
facilitate the transforming work of Christ in us. The presence of these
things is what makes the difference between all-too-typical small
groups, and life-transforming communities of spiritual formation.

What are these practices? I asked Dallas Willard that question once
because he ’s forgotten more about spiritual formation and church histo-
ry than I will ever know. His answer surprised me. He said, “I don’t
know.” Rather than being discouraged, I saw this as a rare opportunity
to discover something Dallas Willard didn’t know. I launched into a
time of deeper reflection and study.

After months looking at Scripture, reading church history, talking with
respected people, and meeting with leaders of small groups, I don’t
think I have the definitive answer, but I have observed five essential
practices:

Confession: Remove the Masks
We all wear masks. We hide from each other. It’s part of our fallenness.
That is why one of the most formative practices in a small group is con-
fession. Confession is the appropriate disclosure of my brokenness,
temptations, sin, and victories for the purpose of healing, forgiveness,
and spiritual growth. Without confession we are a community hiding
from the truth.
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I know what it’s like to do church with people who wear masks. I’ve
attended very nice churches where people smiled, talked about their
jobs or the weather, but never really removed their masks and revealed
themselves.

I recall one couple, pillars of the church, whose marriage fell apart
when the wife ran away with another man. The church was shocked;
the couple had hid the reality of their troubled marriage for years.
Another woman in the church was well liked by everyone, but one day
she landed in the hospital to have her stomach pumped of the poison
she had taken. She was so miserable she felt unable to face another day.
And no one in the church knew.

I will not invest my life in a community that doesn’t value truth and
confession, and neither should you. Without confession we cannot
accomplish our God-given calling to transform people.

Throughout church history, whenever God has done great things, con-
fession has always been present. In the church, confession must be
freely offered—never manipulated. A small group serious about trans-
formation should be moving into ever deeper confession—removing
masks to reveal our core feelings and fears, sins we still struggle with,
and areas where we’re not growing.

We need to avoid “confession killers” in our groups. These include the
inappropriate use of humor. Some people are embarrassed by deep
honesty, so they may mock the person confessing or diffuse the atmos-
phere with a joke. It sends a signal that this is not a safe place to con-
fess, and the masks go back on.

Judgmental statements also shut down confession. I recall a small
group where a man admitted his struggle with lust. That was a risk,
and then someone else said, “I can’t relate to that struggle at all.” I
wanted to say to that guy: What kind of hormonally challenged,
repressed robot are you? His statement shut down an opportunity for
new openness in the group.

To see real transformation, small groups must begin with reality. By
removing our masks through the discipline of confession, we acknowl-
edge the reality of who we are and open ourselves to God’s transform-
ing work.
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Application: Look in the mirror
James 1:23 says, “Those who listen to the word, but do not do what it
says, are like people who look at their faces in the mirror, and after
looking at themselves, go away and immediately forget what they look
like.” A small group is a place for people to look into the mirror, dis-
cover who they are, and then ask, “How do I apply God’s word to my
life as it really is?”

As a teacher I am regularly astonished by people ’s ability to hear a ser-
mon, nod at it, be moved by it, write it down, and then do precisely the
opposite of what they heard. This frequent occurrence shows the extent
to which people need painstaking, patient, and careful application of
Scripture to their daily lives.

We may hear biblical instructions like be gentle, be loving, be faith-
ful—but how do I actually apply that to my boss, spouse, or kids?

What would Jesus do if someone cut him off in traffic? Would he say,
“I don’t condemn you; go and sin no more”? Or, would he roll down
the window and shout, “Woe to you, you whitewashed sepulcher, it will
be better for Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of judgment than for
you”? What would Jesus do? A lot of people have heard about Jesus,
but many have not been taught how to apply Jesus’ teachings to their
real lives. Small groups can address this gap.

What we desperately need are small groups to be schools of life.
Imagine someone has a problem with anger—a small group leader
should ask them: “What kinds of situations tend to get you angry, and
how do you respond?” Give them some alternatives to sinful patterns
of anger. Roleplay these situations in the small group. Then next week
ask, “How did it go?” If they got it right, celebrate it. If they didn’t,
investigate what happened, and encourage them to do it differently next
time.

If this kind of application doesn’t happen in small groups, it may not
happen anywhere, and people will not be transformed.

Accountability: Stand on the Scale
I have made certain commitments about food and exercise in my life,
but how serious I am about those commitments is difficult to determine
without measuring my progress. A scale serves as a tool of accountabili-
ty for me. Am I achieving my goal, or am I missing it? Ultimately the
scale reveals how effective I have been in living up to my commitment.Fe
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Small groups are the place for people to get on the scale and reveal
how intentional they have been to pursue transformation into the
image of Christ. William Paulson writes, “It is unlikely that we will
deepen our relationship with God in a casual or haphazard manner.” I
think he understates it. People do not drift into full devotion to Christ.
People do not drift into becoming loving, joy-filled, patient, winsome,
world changers. It requires intention and effort.

But the default mode of the human heart is to drift. If a person has
experienced real transformation, it’s typically because someone else has
cared enough to say, “I want you to live God’s way, and I want to help
you know if you are serious about it.”

We need to make some key decisions on our journey of transforma-
tion: what are my commitments about prayer, about Scripture, about
my use of money, about evangelism, about servanthood, about truth?
Keeping these commitments requires a community of accountability to
serve as a scale revealing how we’re achieving our goals or missing
them.

During the spiritual revolutions of 18th-century England, the
Wesleyan movement thrived on small groups. When those groups
originally formed, they existed to hold people accountable to their
commitments as followers of Christ. They gathered in little bands to
ask one another how their obedience to Christ was going. History
notes, however, that over the decades the focus of the groups shifted
from accountability to vague “sharing,” in the process the power of the
revival was lost, and eventually the groups died out.

Guidance: Follow the Map
When people need directions to a place they have never been, they use
a map. Too often when people have major life-forming decisions to
make, they make them alone.

In every church there are people facing decisions about vocations, min-
istry involvement, finances, relocation, and relationships. How sad if
they make these decisions without the benefit of community. Their
decisions may be impulsive, emotional, based on too little information.
The result is too many broken lives.

The small group is to be where we find guidance, where we help each
other learn how to listen to God. Small groups who rely upon God’s
Spirit serve as a map for us when making important decisions. In hisFe
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book Celebration of Discipline, Richard Foster talks about guidance as a
corporate discipline—something that groups should be doing together.

In the early church, the Spirit guided believers as a community. In Acts
13, for example, the church fasted, prayed, and listened to God. Then, in
response to the Spirit’s guidance, they sent out Saul and Barnabas to
minister.

In Acts 15 the church faced a major decision about the behavior of
Gentiles, and they listened to the Spirit’s guidance so carefully that in
the letter explaining their decision they were able to say, “It has seemed
good to the Holy Spirit and to us …”

Small groups should be places where people gather to hear God through
prayer and listening. Every small group meeting should include the
question, “Is anybody facing a significant decision this week?” And in
community the group should seek the Spirit’s voice for the person facing
the decision.

Church of the Savior in Washington, D.C., practices this discipline by
what they term “sounding the call.” When someone has a significant
decision to make, the community enters a time of prayer and listening to
God. They speak openly with each other about their sense of what God
is saying. They take seriously the leading of the Spirit while avoiding
any sense of superiority or control.

Encouragement: Embrace Each Other
A hug is a gesture of love and encouragement. An embrace represents
what we all need from a community of transformation. We need to
know that someone is committed to us and loves us. That cannot happen
when we are alone, and it cannot happen in a large gathering. It’s going
to happen through smaller communities.

Today small groups have the privilege of loving and accepting human
beings for whom Christ gave his life. In these groups we can supply the
love, encouragement, and embrace people need to continue their journey
of transformation.

A long time ago I decided I wanted to talk to someone honestly about
my temptations, where I had messed up. I wanted to practice the disci-
pline of confession. So I asked my friend Rick if we could meet. By that
time, I had known him for about ten years.
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When we sat down together, I told him everything there was to tell about
me—all of the darkest stuff and everything I felt the most embarrassed
about.

When I got to the end my confession, I could barely look up at him.
When I finally did, Rick looked me in the eyes and said, “John, I have
never loved you more than I love you right now.”

Those words were so powerful; they felt so good that I wanted to make
up more bad stuff to tell him. To have someone know everything about
me and still love me was truly life giving.

That kind of love is what we ultimately need in small groups to trans-
form lives. We can make small groups so complex and difficult, we can
build the perfect small group strategy, but if we do not have the love of
Christ present, we are not really engaged in transforming people into his
likeness.

Spiritual formation in community is mostly about loving people, and that
is something we can do.

John Ortberg is teaching pastor of Menlo Park (Calif.) Presbyterian Church.
This article first appeared in the Summer 2005 issue of LEADERSHIP. 

Thought Provokers
• John writes, “Whenever God has done great things, confession has
always been present.” How willing are you to confess in a group setting
and watch the “great things” God can do with your vulnerability?

• When have you experienced situations that you did everything right in
your small group, but didn’t have the “love of Christ present?” What
was the effect? How might you bring Christ in?
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Confessions
of a Small-
Group Leader
A lay leader tells what he’ll do differently
the next time around.
by Joe Higginbotham

My first experience in small-group ministry is now over—sooner
than I expected. But I still believe in the concept. Even though I
made so many mistakes, I intend to go out and try again. In fact,
I’m already involved in a second small group, and I’ve taken steps to
safeguard against the problems I’m about to describe.

The first group started after my Sunday school class complained
that 45 minutes wasn’t enough time to do the text justice. I suggest-
ed we meet on some weeknight in addition to Sunday morning.

One couple volunteered their home, and before long, their living
room was filled with young adults we never could have coaxed out
of bed for Sunday school. More important, the teaching enjoyed an
efficiency over tortilla chips and cola that somehow had hit snags
coming over a pulpit or lectern. The church had given me a license
to preach, but the small group gave me license to minister.

We made some serious blunders, however. What were they? Here
are several.
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Prone to Clone
Having never been a guru before, I had no idea how easy it is to abuse
your position of prominence and clone others in your image.

Our group granted me the positions of Discussion Leader, Teacher,
Information Clearinghouse, and Interpreter of Holy Writ—and I too
readily accepted.

At first I praised the Lord for a group so responsive to my discipling, but
I started hearing things that scared me. People began quoting me the way
I quoted C. S. Lewis and C. H. Spurgeon. I heard not only my words,
illustrations, anecdotes, mottoes, and doctrinal positions being repeated,
but also my attitudes and prejudices. It wasn’t so bad that they adopted
my soteriology and even my eschatology, but they were assuming my
personality! I wondered if Jim Jones started out this way.

What precautions should I have taken?

I should have insisted that others in the group lead the studies with grad-
ually increasing frequency. I should have asked fewer questions with
“right” answers. I should have gradually extricated myself and forced
them to go on without me as their role model.

Resisting My Natural Bent
Allowing myself to become the long-term leader played against my natu-
ral strengths. I’m a starter, not a sustainer.

Our original plan was for me to start the group, leave it in the hands of
whatever leadership God raised up, and move on to launch another
group. But I was swayed from my better judgment.

Yes, we started a spin-off group for people who couldn’t meet on
Tuesdays, but it never really took off. Instead of leading that group
myself, I delegated the missionary task to two young men I’d been meet-
ing with one-on-one. They were good students, willing “missionaries,”
but the fact remains that I was the more gifted spark plug. The main
group would have done fine under their leadership; the second group
would have done better under mine.

Leading a Bible study over the long haul is like pastoring—you become a
marriage counselor, demonologist, and psychotherapist. My living room
became a refuge for the romantically disturbed. Since my gifts are more
prophetic than pastoral, I was playing a role God hadn’t intended me to
play. I wound up tired, frustrated, impatient.Fe
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This wouldn’t have happened if I’d stuck to my plan of starting but let-
ting others sustain.

People We Didn’t Expect
When word gets out that something significant is going on in so-and-so’s
living room, you’ll attract two kinds of people who can spell trouble: (1)
those with emotional or psychological problems who see your group as a
crisis intervention center, and (2) offbeat theological nomads looking for
a group to take over.

Our group didn’t do so well with those looking for psychoanalysis. I
read Gary Collins, Jay Adams, and every other counseling expert I could
find, but I ended up referring the troubled souls to local ministers who
had doctorates in counseling. The troubled souls merely drifted through
in their search for a couch.

We did better with the traveling heretics. If you measure success by the
ability to drown dissonant voices, we were most impressive.

One night several cultists dropped in and wanted to challenge me on two
or three basics of orthodoxy. For once I was glad I’d cloned myself
among the members of the group. I just sat back and listened as two of
the guys I’d been meeting for breakfast over a systematic theology text
soundly out-debated the outsiders. The nonnegotiables of orthodoxy
were well defended without me opening my mouth. If I hadn’t done
much else right, at least I’d developed a couple of better-than-average
apologists for the faith.

An Informal Institution
The nonchurchy, spontaneous atmosphere of our group was its most
basic appeal. It was my fault we lost it. In an effort to develop cohesion
and identity, we developed too many trappings of an institution.

One of my early mistakes was bringing in outside speakers once a month.
I thought it would give us access to the best possible teaching. But atten-
dance dropped on those nights, the group voting their disapproval by
their absence. Those who came were hesitant to open up with questions
or comments.

Another mistake was trying to give the group a name. Being identified
with a catchy name and logo would draw us closer, I thought, but the
group saw the innovation as churchiness. They continued to call our
group simply “the Bible study.”Fe
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The whole group was at fault for yet another feature: We behaved like
jealous lovers when one of our number left for another activity or min-
istry. The heart of institutionalism is demanding self-interested loyalty,
which should never characterize Christians, whose only justifiable loyalty
is their allegiance to Christ. We would never say so, but we began feeling
ours was the best, if not the only, game in town. We forgot our purposes
of discipleship, evangelism, and Bible knowledge. We just wanted to pre-
serve our group.

We even had a liturgy of sorts. We ate junk food at a certain time, prayed
at a certain time, shared, and of course, I taught—all in proper order. We
lost our initial spontaneity and became so rigid that visitors felt like out-
siders and didn’t come back. We no longer offered the cozy supplement
to the church; we had become our own church.

The End of Our Beginning
I once heard J. Vernon McGee say something to the effect that most
organizations get started because there ’s a real need that ought to be met,
but many groups perpetuate themselves long after the goals have been
met. They outlive their usefulness.

From the beginning I viewed the Bible study as a temporary work that
would meet some needs, fill a gap, and then pass away when no longer
needed. I often thought of Amos the prophet, who rose from obscurity to
speak the words God gave him and then, his mission completed, had
enough sense to shut up and go back to his herds. I vowed I would be
like Amos and disband the small group when my prophetic mission was
accomplished.

Eventually came the day when I felt the Bible study had outlived its pur-
pose. Most of the people were in churches that, for the most part, met
their needs, and the few who hadn’t yet joined organized congregations
were spiritually strong enough to survive without the weekly spoon feed-
ing. Of course, there were a few who relied on the group heavily—too
heavily, I thought. I suspected they would grow more if made to fend for
themselves.

The first time I suggested we disband, the group protested. I gave it
more time but urged them to pray for God’s direction and to examine
their motives for seeing the group continue. The next time I suggested
dissolution, there were nods of agreement. We met one more time, and
then called it quits.Fe
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Two Words of Warning
Ministry in a small group requires a solid ecclesiology. Without it, two
pitfalls become real dangers for small-group leaders.

First, people can make you feel you have to start a church, if not formal-
ly, at least informally, complete with polity, clergy, and other trappings.
The danger is losing sight of the original purpose; the group can begin to
exist for its own sake.

Remember Amos. God may be raising up a neighborhood Bible study or
a young-adult sharing group just for a certain time. Meet as long as you
see fruit. Quit when the purposes have been fulfilled.

A second pitfall is thinking that because you’re not a church, you can get
by with less commitment and preparation. The difference between an
organized church and a home Bible study is often no more than people
sitting in pews or on sofas. The body of Christ is anatomically identical
whether in a living room or a cathedral. It requires our best effort.

Don’t confuse the wineskins with the wine. Whether the wineskins are
organized churches with pews and payrolls or home Bible studies with
coffee and questions, the wine is the same.

So small groups are sometimes fraught with dangers—largely in the
temptation to make them something they’re not or in not respecting them
for all they are. But don’t allow the perils to dissuade you.

Despite my less-than-perfect experience, I still believe the small group is
the best vehicle available for the full employment of all the spiritual gifts
and blessings in the church.

Joe Higginbotham contributed this article to the Summer 1984 issue of
LEADERSHIP.
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Thought Provokers
• Joe writes that the group should exist for its own sake. What do you
think about that statement?

• How prepared do you feel to determine when a group has served its
purpose and needs to end? What would be your indications?
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Creating
Good
Discussion
Here’s how one leader started, failed, but then
discovered what makes discussion work.
by Emory A. Griffin

Iwas one of the few Christians in my fraternity at the University
of Michigan. I hit on the idea of leading a Bible study as a way of
sharing my faith with the guys in the house. I announced this
would be a free and open discussion concerning God and life,
kicked off each week by a passage from the Bible. Privately, I was
committed to using the time as a way of convincing them to
believe the gospel. I was excited so many had shown up, and
vowed to not waste the time with idle chatter. From that point on,
it was all downhill.

Let me focus on how to avoid the pitfalls that doom the average
religious discussion, as well as ways to generate lively participa-
tion.

You Wonder Why I Called This Meeting?
Before a leader calls people together, he or she needs to honestly
face the question, “Do I really want a discussion?” The answer is
not an automatic yes. Many times we try to use a discussion for-
mat because it’s the “in” thing in group techniques. Our mem-
bers want it, or our superior expects it, but in our heart of hearts,
we’re uncomfortable with the loss of control.Fe
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In my Bible study, I had a “hidden agenda.” My actual purpose
wasn’t to have an interchange of ideas; it was to convince them to
become Christians. They weren’t dumb, and easily spotted my ulte-
rior motive and became defensive. Don’t get me wrong. I’m all for
evangelism. But a discussion group is a poor place to persuade
because of behaviors that contribute to a defensive climate. Actions
that show evaluation, control, strategy, superiority, and certainty all
have a cooling effect on spontaneity. 

Once I get it clearly in mind that I’m not trying to persuade, then
I’m ready to plan a discussion. My aim is to stir up others to the
point where they’re willing to take the risk of saying what they
think and becoming involved.

BBuuiillddiinngg BBrriiddggeess,, NNoott WWaallllss
There ’s a truism in the field of communication that states:

Communication = Content + Relationship
Whether the goal is to persuade someone to buy life insurance,
reach a joint decision, or comfort a bereaved friend, two factors
come into play: 1) the words spoken, and 2) how each party feels
about the other.

Since words are the name of the game, it would be natural for us to
focus on the content of communication. Yet we do so at our peril.
No matter how provocative our discussion questions, or brilliant
our repartee, the dialogue will become monologue if the relation-
ship with the leader is out of kilter. Here are some things you can
do to ensure that the group will want to participate:

• Learn names. There ’s nothing quite as demoralizing as being
referred to as “the tall man with the beard in the back row.” The
mere possibility makes me want to sit on any idea I might share.
Yet if someone cares enough to learn my name, suddenly I’m
important, I count—and I want to respond.

• Get involved. Take the first step to develop a relationship.

• Try to divest yourself of accumulated clout. A difference in
status can kill off a lively debate before it starts.

Fe
at

ur
es

Leading a Small Group Bible Study
Creating Good Discussion
26

©2007 Christianity Today International  Visit www.GiftedForLeadership.com



Popping the Question
Posing questions that elicit response is an acquired skill. Since it doesn’t
come naturally, let me outline an approach that works. 

The first thing is to not ask a question with a right answer. The worst
question is one that can be answered with a simple yes or no. 

Suppose you want to stimulate thinking about Christ’s Sermon on the
Mount. The typical format would include questions such as: “What are
the different components of the Lord’s Prayer?” “How did Jesus
enlarge the Commandment about adultery?” “What is the Lord’s atti-
tude toward seeking riches?” All of these are questions of fact, and
they are almost guaranteed to generate little reaction.

On the other hand, you could put it this way: “You’ve read the Sermon
on the Mount. Suppose Christian kids in your school were to put its
teaching into effect for just one week. How would things be different?”

That’s a whole different ballgame. Instead of one right answer, there
are lots of possibilities. There ’s room for disagreement, even an argu-
ment. And since there ’s no way you can authoritatively state they are
wrong, no one fears being shot down by the leader. 

This suggests the second principle of popping the question: Make them
the experts. During one meeting, I asked, “What do you guys think sin
is? How would you define it?” They tried—they really did. But I was
the one who knew sin could be defined as missing the mark, breaking
the law, or severing a relationship. They were aware I was one up on
them. Besides, sin is a rather touchy subject if you feel that anything
you say may be used against you. 

Sensing their discomfort, I took a different tack. “What’s the average
guy at your high school like?” I asked. It took about two minutes of
pump priming to convince them I really wanted to know, but after that,
it was as if I’d turned on the spigot. 

The bull session went all over the map with only occasional questions
from me: “Is that right? Do most kids at school get drunk on week-
ends?” They didn’t always agree with each other, but that added to the
liveliness. And regardless of what they said, I couldn’t contradict them.
They knew much more about life as a teenager in their town than I did.
I’d discovered a topic on which they were the experts.Fe
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A third principle of opening a discussion is to use vivid imagery. People
think in pictures. You’re ahead of the game if you help your group think
in concrete terms. Otherwise they could just let abstract terms wash over
them without ever engaging in the dialogue.

It’s possible to visually portray almost any topic. Our spiritual pilgrim-
age over a period of time can be charted like the Dow Jones average.
Drawing a seating plan and communication pattern at the dinner table
can depict our family relations. I’ve led a Bible study on Mark 4—Jesus
controlling the wind and waves—by having participants create a weather
map similar to those seen on the evening news. Different areas of the
country represent distinct areas of our lives. Traditional symbols for
sunny, cloudy, thunderstorms, and fog show how we feel about our
work, friends, home life, recreation, and God. For any of these issues, it’s
best to start with the nonverbal exercise, and then have people talk about
their creation. Most of us are freer to speak up when we can refer to
something tangible in our hands.

There are many structured exercises, games, and role plays available
commercially. Secular topics include leadership, roles, decision making,
cross-cultural communication, and creativity. Christian-oriented material
is available for stimulating discussion about community, spiritual gifts,
and many of Jesus’ encounters with people in the Gospels. Both types
can be effective because they stay away from the simplistic right/wrong
answers, provide an experiential base that gives all an equal competence,
and make an abstract ideal visual. But you don’t need to wait for some-
one else to create structured experiences for you. With some imagination,
you can make up your own discussion starters that are tailor made for
your situation.

Keeping the Ball Rolling
Starting a discussion is one thing; keeping it going is another. Your goal
is to keep the energy level high. You’ve taken pains to get the beast off
the ground, so take care not to let the air out of the balloon. What fol-
lows is a simple do and don’t list I’ve found helpful:

1. Don’t judge. You’ve set up your whole discussion on the
premise there are no right answers. Don’t give it the lie by
evaluating their comments. I’m at my best when I take a quizzical
stance: “You’re not wrong, but I’m not sure you’re right either.” AFe
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gentle probing works wonders—never challenging, but in a friendly
spirit of curiosity— exploring the depths of what another is saying.

2. Don’t preach. This is so obvious it hardly seems worth
mentioning. Yet many Christian leaders feel an irresistible urge to
put in their two cents. Usually it comes across more like a dollar
fifty and squelches contributions of others. Whenever I’m tempted
to stick in my own opinion, I shut up. It’s the height of arrogance to
suppose others are going to be more interested in hearing my views
than they are in expressing their own. So when I feel that gnawing
desire to pontificate creeping over me, I make it a practice to wait at
least 60 seconds. By that time, I’m usually glad I resisted the impulse
to intervene. I suspect the group is even happier.

3. Don’t take the detached stance of the scholar. You’re
the leader. The group will take its cue from you. If you lean back
with your cheek in your hand as you objectively weigh each
thought, the conversation will be dull and halting. If, however, you
model excitement, the thing might catch fire.

4. Do plan ahead. It’s easy to fall into the trap of not listening
to what people are saying because your mind is racing ahead trying
to come up with your next question. Preparation is the only way to
combat this tendency. It’s important to bone up on a topic so you
have illustrations at your fingertips. A discussion of tragic moral
choice will go much better if I have a number of Rahab-type ethical
dilemmas to trot out at the appropriate time. That kind of mastery
takes effort.

5. Do use humor. I’ve stated that conflict enlivens a
discussion. It’s the same with laughter. Many leaders are afraid to
use humor in a religious discussion. That’s too bad. Humor is a
great way of releasing tensions and keeping things loose. A
discussion should be fun.Fe
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6. Do seek balanced participation. You need to deal head
on with the two thorniest problems facing a discussion leader: How
to get the apathetic person to enter in, and how to prevent the
monopolizer from dominating the discussion. Both extremes spell
trouble.

There ’s no way you can assess the thoughts of a silent member, but the
problem extends beyond that. His silence might have a chilling effect on
others in the group. In dealing with apathy, it helps to realize that what
looks like boredom, often is fear instead. This is especially true in a new
group. Each person is casting about to see where he fits, how he can con-
tribute, and what he can expect from others. This uncertainty creates ten-
sion that contracts facial muscles and tightens vocal chords. So although
his mind might be racing with valuable insight, his actual appearance is
one stage short of coma.

I approach apparent apathy more indirectly. I try to create an atmosphere
so exciting that a guy or gal just has to share thoughts or they’ll split.
Controversy, humor, painting word pictures, creating common experi-
ences, a nonjudgmental atmosphere, an informal setting, a high-energy
level—all are designed as goads to overcome self-consciousness so
everyone will take the plunge.

The group member who talks too much presents a very different kind of
problem. When she ’s taking up most of the time, others are getting shut
out. They might even decide that joining in is not worth the effort for
fear of appearing as obnoxious as Ms. Know-it-all.

Your response to this person who has no unspoken thought will depend
on the reason for the talkativeness. It’s no use being subtle if he ’s insensi-
tive to the reactions of the group. The firm approach works best: “Kathy,
you’ve put in some interesting ideas. Now give some others a chance.” 

Excessive participation could be due to a special interest in the topic. In
these cases, monopolizing isn’t chronic. The person merely gets caught
up in a topic that fascinates him, and he has a chance to shine. A bit of
private affirmation will usually bring the amount of participation down
to an acceptable level.Fe
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Winding It Up
I’m often asked the best way to summarize a discussion. My advice is
simple: Don’t. A summary has three things against it. The main draw-
back is that it has a calming effect. It ties everything into a package. This
imagery is reflected in typical discussion terminology. The summary is
the time for “wrapping up.” There are no loose ends. We can relax now
because the topic, which seemed so uncertain and turbulent, is now
reduced to a neat list of principles that won’t bother anyone. 

But you don’t want that! The whole purpose of the discussion was to
stimulate. You’d much rather see people walk out of the room arguing,
churning with things yet to say, bothered by ideas they’ve heard. The
best way to accomplish this is to simply cut off while things are going
well.

Another problem with a summary is that it never catches the full flavor
of what’s been said. How could it? When you try to capture all the
diverse elements of an hour-long discussion in a three-minute synthesis,
something is bound to be lost. 

Finally, there ’s the ever-present problem of evaluation lurking just below
the surface. Although it’s theoretically possible to summarize in a purely
descriptive fashion, judgment almost always creeps in. People have long
memories. You’ve stated up front that there are no right answers. If your
mood and manner at the end give those words the lie, it can be fatal the
next time you try to get people to open up. They’ll figure you will give
the “true answer” at the end, so they’ll sit back aloofly and wait for you
to lay it on them.

Leading a discussion is tough. It would be easy to try out some of the
ideas given here, fall flat on your face, and then revert back to the safety
of straight lecture. But that’s not an option for the sensitive leader. The
only way to find out what people are thinking is to ask them. Sometimes
it’s risky finding out. It’s even more risky not to know.

Emory A. Griffin contributed this article to the Winter 1981 issue of
LEADERSHIP.
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Thought Provokers
• According to Griffin, one of a leader’s main jobs is to keep the energy
level high. How daunting a task is that for you? What might you need to
work on or overcome to keep a group energetic?

• Emory says not to summarize a discussion but to allow the energy to
carry forward. How does this compare to the way groups are usually run?
Do you like this advice? Why or why not?
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Lectio
Divina and
Contemplative
Prayer in Small
Groups
A practical discussion on two countercultural
methods of spiritual growth.
an interview with Adele Calhoun

Adele Calhoun is pastor of spiritual formation at Christ Church of Oak Brook in Oak
Brook, Illinois. She is also author of The Spiritual Disciplines Handbook (IVP,
2005). Building Small Groups talked with her about the need, benefits, and challenges
of using lectio divina and contemplative prayer in small groups.

BBuuiillddiinngg SSmmaallll GGrroouuppss:: WWhhaatt aarree tthhee ddiiffffeerreenncceess bbeettwweeeenn ccoonntteemmppllaattiivvee
pprraayyeerr aanndd lleeccttiioo ddiivviinnaa??

AAddeellee CCaallhhoouunn:: Lectio divina is a method of reading Scripture in a
transformational way rather than an informational way. It’s a sense of
the immediacy of the Word, the experiential awareness of the Word—
that I’m listening for a word for me.

And as I get that word, it often holds an invitation. And that invitation
invites me into contemplative prayer. And so I think that’s the place
where they connect. There ’s a response in lectio divina, the oratio,Fe
at

ur
es

Leading a Small Group Bible Study
Lectio Divina and Contemplative Prayer in Small Groups
33

FO R RE F L E C T I ON

©2007 Christianity Today International  Visit www.GiftedForLeadership.com



where I’m led into prayer. So, contemplative prayer moves out of this
deeper meditation on the Word of God.

PPeeooppllee aarree oofftteenn uunnccoommffoorrttaabbllee wwiitthh pphhrraasseess lliikkee ccoonntteemmppllaattiioonn oorr mmeeddii--
ttaattiioonn bbeeccaauussee ooff aa ppeerrcceeiivveedd ccoonnnneeccttiioonn ttoo EEaasstteerrnn rreelliiggiioouuss pprraaccttiicceess.. IIss
tthhaatt aa vvaalliidd ffeeaarr??

As I understand Eastern meditation, the practice is to empty yourself.
But in a biblical worldview, meditation is used to fill yourself with the
fullness of Christ. So, I see them as two quite different goals, but they
may use some of the same techniques—breathing techniques, centering
techniques, and so on. But I see the goal as being very different.

CCoonntteemmppllaattiivvee pprraayyeerr aanndd lleeccttiioo ddiivviinnaa aarree oofftteenn ddeessccrriibbeedd aass ““aanncciieenntt
pprraaccttiicceess..”” CCaann tthheeyy ssttiillll aaiidd iinn tthhee pprroocceessss ooff ssppiirriittuuaall ffoorrmmaattiioonn ttooddaayy??

Yes, they can. I have a real burden for the contemplative life, including
contemplative prayer, to be something that the evangelical church
embraces. If it doesn’t, we won’t have anything to say to this world that
can never stop. Part of what the church has to offer is the ability to
approach this completely out-of-control, over-packed, inundated, over-
whelmed world and say, “There is a way to stop. There is a way to
breathe. There is a way to live in a different rhythm of life.” And the
only way we can give that to the world is if we have it ourselves.

So, I feel like the contemplative journey is a really necessary journey, and
if we don’t make it, we’ll be just like the world. We’ll be shaped like the
world—shaped by doing and productivity and outcomes and measures
that are not godly.

WWhhaatt aarree tthhee bbeenneeffiittss ooff uussiinngg ccoonntteemmppllaattiioonn aanndd lleeccttiioo ddiivviinnaa iinn ssmmaallll
ggrroouuppss,, ssppeecciiffiiccaallllyy??

One benefit is that I get to hear how God is uniquely speaking to all of
the people in my group. His word to me may be different than his word
to you, but he ’s spoken to all of us. And out of that, there may be a point
where a leader can say, “As we’ve listened together, is there anything you
want to share with this group? Is there anything that’s come to you for
anyone in this group?” And then I can share, if I have something.

I think lectio and contemplative prayer take people to a more real, true
place of community. And it can sometimes do that more quickly than a
conventional Bible study. It’s a very wonderful way to be in community
together.Fe
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YYoouu’’vvee mmeennttiioonneedd tthhaatt lleeccttiioo aalllloowwss uuss ttoo ffiinndd ““aa wwoorrdd jjuusstt ffoorr mmee..”” IIss
tthheerree aa ddaannggeerr ooff mmiissiinntteerrpprreettiinngg tthhee SSccrriippttuurreess tthhaatt wwaayy?? OOff mmaakkiinngg
tthheemm ssuubbjjeeccttiivvee??

Part of the question has to be, “Is my hearing of this word so subjec-
tive that it loses touch with the objective Word of God and what it
meant in a particular context.” I don’t know how God can be any-
thing but subjective in some ways—it comes from a subject to a sub-
ject. But if I really trust the Holy Spirit, and I really believe that the
Holy Spirit lives in me, there ought to be a willingness on my part to
be open to receiving something directly for me from the Holy Spirit.

But then that something would be subject to the greater understand-
ing or witness of the body of Christ around me in a small group.
That’s also part of the process. For example, if I come up with some-
thing that says, “Based on this Scripture, I think I should go divorce
my husband,” that would be a red flag for the group as a whole.

SSoo,, uussiinngg lleeccttiioo ddiivviinnaa iinn aa ssmmaallll ggrroouupp ccaann bbee aa wwaayy ooff sseettttiinngg uupp
aapppprroopprriiaattee bboouunnddaarriieess aarroouunndd yyoouurr iinntteerrpprreettaattiioonn??

Right. It definitely can be.

BBaasseedd oonn yyoouurr eexxppeerriieenncceess,, wwhhaatt aarree ssoommee ooff tthhee cchhaalllleennggeess ooff uussiinngg
ccoonntteemmppllaattiivvee pprraayyeerr aanndd lleeccttiioo ddiivviinnaa iinn aa ssmmaallll ggrroouupp??

One of the main challenges is fear—fear that I won’t hear anything or
fear that I’m only hearing my own thoughts. How do I know that I’m
hearing from God and not just my overactive imagination?

We’re also used to being given a nugget of truth from a preacher or a
teacher, so there is a fear that lectio and contemplation are lesser ways
of hearing—that maybe I won’t hear something quite as stunning.
And if I don’t hear anything, have I just wasted my time? We may
feel like: I gave an hour, and we sat here and we did lectio and we
were quiet, and I didn’t get anything. And that’s a perfect waste of my
time. I should have gone to a lecture.

And so, as a leader practicing lectio and contemplation, you’re work-
ing against the model that the way people learn is through informa-
tion rather than being in silence and having to face the times that God
is silent. I have to believe that there may actually be a learning for me
in this that goes beyond what a teacher could give me—if I will
receive it.Fe
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IIss tthheerree aa wwaayy ttoo kknnooww tthhaatt yyoouu’’rree hheeaarriinngg ffrroomm GGoodd iinnsstteeaadd ooff aann oovveerraacc--
ttiivvee iimmaaggiinnaattiioonn??

Jesus says the sheep know my voice, they recognize my voice. And I do
think that recognizing God’s voice is part of the spiritual journey in my
life. We haven’t helped people learn how to discern the Spirit’s voice.
People are used to hearing the pastor’s voice or a teacher’s voice or an
author’s voice. And because it’s got new information, they assume
they’ve heard God’s voice when they may or may not have actually done
so.

So, I think there ’s a big learning curve here. Lectio asks, “What is the
invitation that you’re being drawn into? What do you hear God saying to
you? Attend to that this week and come back and tell us what it meant in
your life.” But when a pastor comes and gives an application, he gives it
to everybody in the congregation. Obviously, I’m not saying that’s bad,
but it’s different than hearing in my heart a word that is just for me.

I want to be part of the movement that helps people attend to that still,
small voice that makes you, like Elijah, cover your face. Or like Moses,
who covered his face. There ’s this sense that, having heard from God, I
don’t run out and blab, “Oh, I’ve heard from God!” It’s more a sense of
awe and quietness and taking it all in.

AArree tthheerree aannyy llaasstt ttiippss yyoouu lliikkee ttoo ooffffeerr ttoo ssmmaallll ggrroouupp lleeaaddeerrss wwhhoo aarree
ccoonnssiiddeerriinngg uussiinngg ccoonntteemmppllaattiivvee pprraayyeerr aanndd lleeccttiioo ddiivviinnaa iinn tthheeiirr ggrroouuppss??

I’m wary that this would become a technique to make God show up.
Contemplative prayer is about being present—making myself present for
God to come. But it’s not believing that just because I’ve showed up, I’ve
man-handled God and he has to do certain things. It’s an offering of
myself.

And unless small group leaders are very comfortable with that—com-
fortable with waiting, comfortable with being in God’s presence in their
own life—I think it would be very hard to lead people where you want
them to go. The members of your group need to be able to trust your
journey as the leader.
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TThhoouugghhtt PPrroovvookkeerrss

• Are specific fears or areas of apprehension keeping you from using lec-
tio divina or contemplative prayer in your small group?

• Have you experienced an intimate connection with God during your
individual study or prayer? Could that be transferred to your small
group?

• Are you able to discern the still, small voice of God when he speaks to
you? How could you improve that discernment?
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How to
Start a
Group
7 tips to convince worrywarts it can happen.
by Jane Johnson Struck

1. Don’t sell yourself short. As a busy mom of four boys
who didn’t feel she had the necessary leadership skills, Beth Shadid
had every excuse to nix the idea of helping start a neighborhood
group. But she ’s glad she responded to God’s nudging. So if you
feel this is something God wants you to try, go for it—and watch
yourself grow!

2. The power of two. Do you know a neighbor who also may
be yearning for a group? While you can go solo, Beth suggests
finding a like-minded friend with whom to join forces. Partner
together. And don’t forget to pray!

3. Size it up. What works best for your schedules? Once-a-
week meetings? Every other week? Babysitting provided? Figure
out the needs of your potential group, then try to meet them. For
example, if most women interested in attending your group are
moms of small children, arrange for babysitting—that will make it
easier for them to show up. Remember, keep it casual.Fe
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4. Banish your inner Martha Stewart. “Every woman
likes her place to look nice,” admits Beth, “but I think I’ve set the
example there.” Meaning: Beth doesn’t sweat not having a sparkling
home when it’s her turn to host a meeting. “My home’s a little
messy, but come on in anyway,” she says.
And what about serving fancy goodies to your crowd? “Usually
someone volunteers to bring something, but we try not to worry
about that!” says Beth. All you really need to do is perk a mean cup
of coffee, and you’re in business.

5. Have a plan. Beth’s flexible about how she leads the group;
when an interesting opportunity crops up, such as hearing the life
story of a visitor from another country, she ’ll seize it and deviate
from the group’s planned study. But make sure you have some kind
of study material that’s grounded in the Bible. If you don’t have a
clue how to start, ask a trusted Christian friend, your pastor, your
local Christian bookstore owner, or check out downloadable studies
such as ChristianBibleStudies.com.

6. Be real. Life isn’t always easy, happy, or tidy. Christians cry,
hurt, and get lonely, just like everyone else. So don’t be afraid to
show your real face to your friends, when appropriate. It’s the key
to helping others show theirs, too.

7. Make it a no-pressure zone. Do your friends feel
uncomfortable praying out loud? Then don’t make them. Does a
member have trouble keeping up with the lessons? Don’t make it an
issue. Your goal isn’t to be rigid, but to build relationships that point
women to a loving God.

Jane Johnson Struck is the editor of TODAY’S CHRISTIAN WOMAN. This arti-
cle first appeared in the March/April 2002 issue of TODAY’S CHRISTIAN
WOMAN.Fe
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Resources
Additional  book s to help you fur ther.

Small Groups & Mentoring Dilemmas, from
BuildingChurchLeaders.com. This downloadable Case Study
Pack features five case studies from popular Building Church Leaders
Training Themes that involve real life, common church situations.
These discussion tools help your group think about the larger pur-
poses of small groups and of the church

Family-Friendly Small Groups, from
BuildingChurchLeaders.com. If you’re a parent or spouse
involved in a small group, chances are good that a bit of tension has
developed between your responsibilities in those circles. But small
groups and families don’t have to be at war. They can even help and
support each other! These practical resources from small-groups and
family experts can show you how. 

Building a Church of Small Groups: A Place Where Nobody
Stands Alone, by Bill Donahue and Russ Robinson (Zondervan,
2001). Donahue and Robinson share revealing glimpses of Willow
Creek’s journey to becoming a church where over 18,000 people con-
nect in 2,700 small groups. And they tell how your church, whatever
its size and circumstances, can become a place where men and
women, adults and children, can experience powerful, transforming
community.
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Coaching Life-Changing Small Group Leaders, by Bill Donahue
(Zondervan, 2004). Willow Creek pastors Donahue and Bowman offer
field-tested biblical advice on the coaching keys of modeling, guiding,
envisioning, and equipping for those who minister to the needs of small-
group leaders.
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A service of

www.GiftedForLeadership.com

A COMMUNITY OF CHRISTIAN WOMEN

IF you’re a capable, called, and gifted Christian woman in leadership, join the
conversation at GiftedForLeadership.com. This blog, along with downloadable
resources, will help you safely converse with other women about
the issues you face. You’ll walk away feeling encouraged,
supported, challenged, and definitely not alone!


