Stanford Chi Alpha Small Group Guide

Most of this material has been adapted from other sources. Two key sources are Bill Donahue’s book Leading Life-Changing Small Groups and Doug Fields’ Small Group Toolkit.
Your Four Cardinal Responsibilities As a Leader

Love People
We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us. 1 Thessalonians 2:8

Superficial community exists at nearly every level of our lives, and we often settle for clubs and groups and miss out on powerful relationships. Your small group should be a safe place where people feel freedom to be real and take risks in sharing their struggles. The first step to creating this environment should be taken by the leaders.

Commit To Teach Well
Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly. James 3:1

Your task is not to be taken lightly. As a mature believer, you have within you the ability to communicate God’s truth. Be committed with your diligence to prepare for your small group time. Follow up on important issues.

Be Authentic
Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. Colossians 3:16
Don’t seek to offer something to your members that you don’t have. Maintain a vibrant relationship with Christ. Make filling yourself up with God’s Word your first priority, and then passing that along to others will require less effort, as you’ll be offering directly from your heart.
Push Your Members Towards Spiritual Growth
We announce the message about Christ, and we use all our wisdom to warn and teach everyone, so that all of Christ's followers will grow and become mature. That's why I work so hard and use the mighty power he gives me. Colossians 1:28-29, CEV

The ultimate goal of your investment in your members’ lives is to encourage them to grow closer to God. Help them mature in intimacy with God and the knowledge of the truth.
Your Two Subsidiary Responsibilities As A Leader

Be Committed To Chi Alpha
This should be a no-brainer, but it needs to be said clearly. If you are a leader in Chi Alpha we expect you to prioritize involvement in Chi Alpha over any other extracurricular activities, especially the activities of other ministries.
We expect you to:
· Come to our weekly worship service and invite your friends to do so.
· Attend retreats and other events as your schedule permits.

· Keep Glen & Paula informed of any problems in your small group before they become a crisis.
We expect you not to:
· Attend another group’s weekly worship service. Special events are okay—but not at the expense of Chi Alpha events.
· Cancel your small group meetings because you’re too busy. If you’re that busy, don’t prepare a lesson. Just meet and pray. Or just meet and play pool. Still meet.
Mentor Future Small Group Leaders

90% of the time, our future small group leaders will emerge from our existing small groups. Keep your eye out for underclassmen who exhibit the character and competence necessary to lead a small group. Begin giving them responsibilities (handle the prayer time, prepare a lesson one week when you’re overwhelmed, etc) and helping them develop in their skills.
What A Meeting Should Look Like: An Imperfect Example
· The goal is straightforward—life transformation. We accomplish that in two ways—praying for one another and learning from God’s word. Those two activities should dominate your schedule in roughly equal amounts of time.
· Tell people it will take two hours and always shoot to be done in 90 minutes. It gives you flex time at the end to really minister to people and it also leaves them happy rather than frustrated.
7:50pm – throw in a cool worship CD on a low but audible volume
8:00pm – people have been straggling in over the last few minutes, give it at least 5 or 10 more before you shift gears. You’re not starting late, you’re starting with relationships!
8:05pm – formally shift gears. “Okay everyone, we’re going to get started now. We’re having some good fellowship, so let’s build on that. How was your week and do you have any prayer requests?” Go around in a circle. You might need to intervene to keep it tight (don’t let someone share all evening). Caveat: you are here to minister to people, and sometimes a significant opportunity for ministry will present itself right here. Take it. Throw the lesson out the window and minister to people when the timing seems right.
8:30pm – Pray for one another.
8:50pm – “Amen. Okay, everyone. I have a reminder about Chi Alpha—we’re going on retreat next weekend…. Blah blah blah,. Okay, enough of that. We’re continuing our study of the book of Judges. As you remember, last week we…” set up the context for the study.
8:55pm – “Okay, with that as the background, let’s read the passage aloud.” DO NOT have everyone read one verse and go around in a circle. Instead, pick one or two people and have them read aloud while everyone reads along in their own Bibles.
9:00pm – guide the discussion using the ACTS format below, always bringing it back to application using 1 Tim 3:16-17 as described below
9:20pm – concluding prayer (with prayerful response)
9:30pm – goodbye, announce any homework assignments (memory verses, application tasks, etc).
· Suggested alterations: move prayer from the beginning to the end, add icebreakers the first few meetings, sometimes give a 10-minute sermonette before the discussion with confusing passages.
· Don’t get anal about the schedule. I never finish on time—which is why I always schedule to finish early! Leave yourself some slack and then go with the flow.
Basic principles:

· Questions are your bread and butter. Students have enough lectures already.

· You are the leader—lead! You’re not there to simply lead a discussion in which everyone pools their ignorance. I’ve been in small groups where much darkness was shed on the issue. Intersperse teaching with the discussion. The discussion is a vehicle for truth. It’s your servant, not your master.

· The Bible is your basis. Books are great, but the Bible is in a class by itself.

· Bring people, don’t just invite them.

· Relationship is the bridge to specific truth.

· You can’t lead where you haven’t gone.

· Transformation is the goal. Information, motivation, and application are your tools (what, why, and how)

· Nothing becomes dynamic until it becomes specific.

· Variety is essential! Sometimes open with teaching, other times open with questions, other times open with an activity.

· The leader must be the change they expect in the group.

· Your task is to add value—either by teaching new truth or providing new opportunities.

How To Guide A Group Discussion: A Leader ACTS
Acknowledge Everyone’s Contribution


Be sure to recognize everyone, even if several people speak at once


Respond also to laughter, a groan, or a deep sigh


Don’t always respond the same way, “Good comment, Bob!” every time he talks


Also respond nonverbally

Clarify What Is Being Said and Felt


“Let me see if I understand what you are saying.”


“Would this be an accurate way to rephrase your question?”


“Could you say that another way? I’m not sure I understand.”

Take It To The Group As Discussion Fodder


Don’t be the answer person!


“What do you guys think?”


“I know you’ve struggled with this before, Julie. What would you do?”

“You had good things to say when we talked about this yesterday, Todd. Why don’t you respond to that question?”

Summarize Periodically (every few minutes or so)


“So far we seem to be saying”

“Suzie, could you summarize what we decided was most important about this passage?”


“It seems like we’re moving in this direction…”


“I think I see a theme emerging here…” 
How To Apply The Bible

“Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” James 1:22 (NIV) 

How can we do what it says? One tool that many have found helpful is in 2nd Timothy.
2nd Timothy 3.16 All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness,

This verse gives us four categories that describe how the Bible can be useful to us: teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness. They are related, in fact, they can be grouped on a grid with two axes: belief and behavior, positive and negative

	
	Belief
	Behavior

	Positive
	Teaching

Is there something I should believe based on this passage?


	Training in Righteousness

Is there a habit I should cultivate based on this passage?

	Negative
	Correcting

Is there a belief I should abandon based on this passage?


	Rebuking

Is there a behavior I should stop or change based on this passage?


At the close of a small group meeting, it can be helpful to sketch out this table on a sheet of paper and ask people to make an application. Their application should be:
Prayerful( Is this really what God is saying to you?

Personal( “I must do something…”

Possible( It does no good to make resolutions you can’t keep

Practical( It must be something you can do and something that you can tell if you’ve done or not. “Love God more” is not a good application—it’s too vague. Think of a particular way that you need to show your love for God more fully, and make a plan to do that. Example, “Today I will clean my roommate’s side of the room as an act of worship to God.”

Praying In Your Small Group

Prayer should be the heartbeat of your small group, not a weak pulse.  Hopefully, by facilitating meaningful prayer in your group, you will notice a marked difference in the prayer time of your last small group meeting of the semester from that of your first.

As the leader, you’ll need to set the tone for your members...and remind them once a month (or more often). Two ABSOLUTE essentials to making a small group work are honesty and confidentiality. Let your members know you will “cut them short” if they share for too long (it’s not personal, you just don’t want to monopolize everyone’s time). If there are other values you’d like to have for your small group, be sure to explain those as well.
Reasons to Pray in Small Group

· Your relationship with Him and each other will deepen. You will experience spiritual growth in Christ.

· There is less chance of burnout as you put problems in His hands and trust members to His care.

· You allow the Holy Spirit to work in your group so your time together is filling and refreshing.

· He will answer your prayers in amazing ways, and your faith will increase.

Ways to Have Effective Prayer

Model it

1. Be a person of prayer yourself – pray for your members, (possibly the empty spot in your group), ask God to give you His direction in leading the group.

2. When you do pray out loud in the group, keep your prayers honest, authentic, and from your heart.

3. Simple guide for group prayer:

· Short

· Simple

· Spirit-led

· Silence is okay

Keep it Safe

1. Don’t call on someone to pray unless the group has had time to establish trust, or unless you’ve asked permission ahead of time.

2. Don’t expect everyone to pray every time.

3. Respect the intimacy level.  As the group grows in deepening relationships, a sense of safety will foster more genuine prayer.

Guide the Prayer

1. Give general guidelines, but let the Holy Spirit lead.

2. Avoid lengthy discussions on prayer every time.

3. Include prayer each time you meet.

4. Use a variety of praying methods.

Creative Ideas for Group Prayer

· Pray through a psalm out loud together.

· If someone is in crisis, stop and pray for them right then.

· Do a study on prayer.  Highly recommended: Praying from God’s Heart by Lee Braise, or Prayer by Richard Foster, or Too Busy Not to Pray by Bill Hybels.

· Praise is part of intercession. Is a member in the midst of struggle? Praise God instead of praying requests.

· Have each member write down requests for the week on a piece of paper. Fold the piece of paper and put it in a hat.  Pass the hat, each member agreeing to pray for the person they pick and to call to encourage them during the week.

· To cut down the time your group spends talking about prayer requests, give everyone a 3x5 card to write down prayer requests for the week and have them exchange cards with another member of the group.

No Gossip Here

Don't allow "sharing prayer requests" become an excuse for gossiping...this happens more often than you’d think. Much of this can be cut out if you don’t let your members share stories, but just the actual request.

Starting Off Right...

If you have one member who nearly ALWAYS takes a lot of time to share, be strategic with who you choose to start sharing so that the BIG TALKER is the last one to share.

Praise Report

Sometimes sharing prayer requests can become negative and focused only on problems. Encourage your members to share something for which they are thankful before they share their request. Some weeks, only do praises...and explain that prayer isn’t just about talking to God about our problems, but it’s mostly praising him.

Building Relationships In Your Small Group

You should build relationships in your group by encouraging fun, communication, honesty, transparency, authenticity, and shared experiences.  As relationships grow, community will be enhanced.

Relationships can be built by doing history sharing, various activities, and by asking “getting to know you” questions.

Sample History Sharing

· Make a collage of your life and tell the group about it.

· Draw a tree and use the branches to tell about significant life events.

· Make a timeline.

· Pick a scrabble piece and describe yourself using only that letter.

· Have each member draw a self-portrait and have the other members guess who it is (you can also use baby pictures).  When accurately guessed, have the person tell a little about themselves.

· Have a hot seat where a member draws from a pile of questions and has to answer the question he or she drew.

Sample Activities

· Group communion

· Group activities outside of scheduled meeting times (rock climbing, going to a movie, sleepovers etc.)

· Have each member tell two truths and one lie about themselves and make the other members guess which is the lie.

Sample “Getting to Know You” Questions

· What is your favorite movie and why?

· If money were not problem, and you could choose one place in the world to travel for a week, where would that place be and why?

· Who is your number one advisor in life and why?

· One of my biggest pet peeves is ____________.

· People might be surprised to find out that I ______________.

· You have three wishes.  What would you wish for?

· If you suddenly lost your eyesight, what would be the thing you missed seeing the most?

· What is the most daring thing you have ever done? What made it so daring?

· My favorite way to waste time is ____________.

· You have one minute to speak to the entire nation on national television.  What one or two key things would you like to tell them?

· What’s the story behind the longest time you’ve ever gone without sleep?

· What were the circumstances that surrounded your first kiss?

· Who is the most famous person you’ve known or met? How did it happen?

· If you could do one miracle (other than make the whole world Christian), what would you do and why?

· What do you miss most about childhood?

· What’s the biggest lie you ever told?

· If given a choice, how would you choose to die?  How do you not want to die?

· What is your biggest fear about death?

· If you could go to college (again), what would you study?

· What’s the worst storm or disaster you’ve been in? What was it like?

· Describe the most boring day/event/period of time you can remember.

· What day of your life would you most like to relive? Why?

· What’s the smallest space you’ve lived in? What was it like?

· Just for the fun/thrill of it, before I die I’d like to ______.

· My number two career choice would be _________.

· As a time traveler, I would most like to visit _________ because _________.

· What has been one of the greatest adventures you’ve ever been on?

· If I could invent a gadget that would make my life easier, I’d invent something that would _________ because _____________.

· I am most like my mom/dad in that I _______________.

· I wish before I got married someone had told me __________.

· I have never quite gotten the hang of  ___________.

· I’m a bundle of nerves/all thumbs when it comes to _________.

· I will probably never ________, but it would still be fun if I could.

· What are a couple of things you remember about your grandparents?

· What does your name mean? Why were you named that?

· What is one of the most memorable dreams you have ever had?

· If you were going to leave the world one piece of advice before you died, what would you say?

· If you were to describe yourself as a flavor, what flavor would you be?

· What is the best gift you ever received as a child?

· I you could raise one person from the dead, who would you raise and why?

· Who was the most interesting person you or your family ever entertained?

· What is the nicest thing anybody ever said about you?

· What one thing would you like your obituary to say about you?

· Where do you go or what do you do when life gets too heavy for you?

· Which do you value most, sight or speech?

· When you were growing up, who was the neighborhood bully? What made that person so frightening?

· What is the best news you have heard this week?  The worst news?

· What was one of the worst things your sibling(s) did to you as a child?

· If your house were on fire, what three items (not people) would you save?

· What was your first job? What do you remember most about it

· When you were a child, what did you want to be when you grew up? What did your parents want you to be?

· If you could choose one different way to do your wedding (parachuting while reciting your vows, holding the service underwater, etc.) what would you choose?

· Who was your hero when you were growing up? How did you try to imitate him/her?

· I suspect that behind my back people say that I’m ________ because __________.

· In what area of your life would you like to have greater peace?

· If you could some day have a worldwide reputation for something, in what area would you like that to be? Why?

· What is one of your biggest fears about the future?

· Using a fruit or vegetable as a metaphor, how would you describe your life this week (dried fig, ripe cantaloupe, smashed banana, etc.)?

· What do you like best about children?

· Of the things money can buy, what do you long for the most?

· If you had to go to prison for a year, what do you imagine to be the hardest part of the experience?

· Describe a grade school teacher that made a big impression on you (good or bad).

· You have been given a year sabbatical from work/school.  You can’t go more than 150 miles fro any one period of time. What would you do?

· Break your life into three equal segments. What was the most significant event from each of these periods of time?

· Have each person in the group answer for every other member of the group: “I’m so glad God made you  _______ because that aspect of who you are is ___________.”

· Something I have from my childhood I’ll probably never give up is ____ because _____.

· The most useless thing in my house is _______ but it’s still there because ________.

· The thing in my wallet/purse that tells the most about who I think I really am is _____.

Accountability or Disclosure?
In the typical American Christian small group we love to use the word accountability. But if we are precise in our definitions, we really don't have accountability; we only have disclosure. A group member is often willing to disclose personal struggles and decisions, but there is usually no invitation to challenge the choices or to hold the person accountable to an objective standard. (Connecting p 57)
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