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HAPPY NEW YEAR! Now that the end-of-the year festivities are a thing of the past and we welcome 2005, may we do so with love, hope, and dedication to our liberal faith. Soon I will be traveling to Boston for the January Board of Trustees meeting where the weather will be cold but the work will be zealously done in the spirit of warmth.

Recently I received an unsolicited publication called the U.U. Small Group Ministry Quarterly. As you must know I get many U.U. newsletters, brochures, and other U.U. related information. This one sparked an interest and desire to learn more about how Small Group Ministry (SGM) “works”, the elements of its format, and how effective this Ministry can be in our congregations. I have, in my travels and work within the Florida District, heard people say they wish to find a way to connect more deeply and spiritually in their religious community. Participating in SGM, sometimes known by other names such as Covenant Group Ministry, offers congregational members the opportunity for deep spiritual exploration. SGM provides relational groups designed to build, in the midst of our diverse memberships, centers of trust and friendship that remain closely connected to the congregation. 
Briefly, the elements of SGM include a group size of about eight to ten people who meet at least once a month in someone’s home or at the church. The format should combine worshipful and/or centering readings or rituals and personal check-ins at the start and end of the meeting. The facilitator is a person chosen and trained by the minister or in societies with no minister, by someone chosen by a small steering committee. At the meetings an empty chair must be kept to symbolize those not yet reached who need the group and to suggest the expectation that a new group will be “born from” this group when membership gets to ten or so. At the second meeting a behavioral covenant must be agreed upon, stating how members wish to be with each other.
From what I read and hear SGM continues to transform congregations and to deepen the spiritual and community life of the people who participate. Since data reveals we retain only 10% of the children raised as U.U.s perhaps keeping them might involve creating small groups in our congregations for people of all ages. Maybe instead of talking about and creating various “classes”, change might include creating “small groups” ministry. Just some thoughts. If you would like further information I suggest The Complete Guide to Small Group Ministry, by Robert L. Hill, an excellent guide for helping our congregations make a difference in the church, as well as individually, and in the world.
I wish you the very best in 2005 and am always interested in hearing from you. I can be reached at jlund@uua.org or (813) 931-9727.
