SMALL GROUPS AS A WAY TO SPIRITUAL GROWTH

        Imagine a small group of Friends with whom you can be yourself. No need for the masks we wear to impress ourselves and others. Instead, imagine a group of people with whom we can share those tender personal experiences of being touched by God. But imagine further that this isn't just any self-realization/spirituality group. This one is meeting to test the fundamental Quaker theory that where two or three are gathered in his name, Christ will be present to guide and empower them, however we might understand that name. The group is dedicated to deepening the relationship with God, individually and as a group. Furthermore, this isn't an unknown or theoretical god, or a god created to conform to our needs and expectations. This is the God who gathered up early Friends "as in a net" and visited them daily. This is the God who led the tiny ship Woodhouse over the ocean, like a horse is led by the bridle. This is the God who was with Mary Fisher when she walked to Turkey to deliver God's message to the Sultan. This is the God who grabbed each nameless individual, turned them inside out and remade their lives to demonstrate in bold new ways what God's realm was like as it broke through into history here on earth.

        Imagine, then, a small group of perhaps four to six people which meets regularly over a period of time, worshipping together and sharing their experiences of God. As we listen to each other's experiences we learn each other's language and the ways in which God makes herself known to each of us. We identify and claim our own gifts and affirm the gifts the others have been given. We help each other be clear about how those gifts are to be used for the good of the whole meeting. We hold each other accountable for the right use of our gifts. As we learn how to trust each other we find it easier to look into the dark corners of our own souls and invite the Light to show us what needs to be done to bring even these hidden areas into harmony with itself. The deepening and focussing that we do in ourselves and as part of a small group feeds back into the larger meeting community, enriching the worship and inviting others to dare to go deeper.

        How can such a group come into existence? We all acknowledge that there is "that of God" in each person. But our process of worship and of doing business is based on a more specific theological underpinning, that the Spirit of Christ is present and can lead and guide and teach us. It has been the experience of Friends that this is true. We, too, can experience its power and reality. But it doesn't just happen casually. We need to plow and prepare our interior soil in order for the seed to take root and grow.

        The first thing I must do is acknowledge the hunger: I want more; I want God; I want the real thing, not just some theory or warm fuzzy groupiness. I want the life-changing presence of the living God -- even though this is a frightening, challenging, status quo-upsetting idea. Ask others in meeting. Does anyone else feel a divine discontent, a feeling that there must be something more? Does anyone share your hope that this comfortable hour on Sunday morning is not all that Quakerism has to offer? If you get no response, if these ideas are just too scary and unsettling, ask if anyone would like to explore some Quaker classics in order to learn more about our faith. The first 25-50 pages of George Fox's Journal, or the excerpts published by the Tract Association of Friends, Early Prophetic Openings of George Fox is one suggestion. Other good books to explore together include almost anything by Douglas Steere; Thomas Kelly, The Testament of Devotion and The Eternal Now; John Punshon, Encounter with Silence; Douglas Gwyn, Apocalypse of the Word: The Life and Message of George Fox; Alan Kolp, Fresh Winds of the Spirit; or Samuel Bownas, A Description of the Qualifications Necessary to a Gospel Minister. Pendle Hill Pamphlets such as Sandra Cronk's Gospel Order, Thomas Gates's Members One of Another, Patricia Loring's Clearness Committees, Barry Morley's Beyond Consensus, or William Taber's Four Doors to Worship provide good food. These are books or pamphlets with substance, but they are not intended as intellectual games. The ground rules should be clear: no discussion of theory, either mine or someone else's. Just share what we have experienced ourselves. The underlying theme should always be, how is God moving in my life? What has God done with me this week? How have I responded? Why? What am I learning from the Inward Teacher?

        It is good to begin and end each session with silent worship. After trust has grown, individuals might feel led to experiment with vocal prayer as the Spirit teaches and moves within the group. It might be good to start with time for each to share the experiences of the week. In fact, once the group is really going, you may find that there is no time to discuss the reading, as you have enough to do learning about how God is working in your own lives. It is still good to touch base with the experience of earlier Friends who have walked closer to God than I have so far. This needn't be done as part of the formal schedule of the meeting time, but could be done through individual reading during the course of the week. The Bible can be especially helpful here, as are the discussion questions and method developed by Joanne and Larry Spears, in their Friendly Bible Study.

        I have made it sound easy, too easy perhaps. Many groups founder and crash. With some, perhaps, it is inevitable due to differing expectations. But there are some pitfalls which, if they are known, groups may be able to avoid. It takes time for a group to settle down. Don't expect tremendous trust and depth to appear immediately. People may drop out or new ones may join. Participants must agree that anything shared belongs only within the group. Gossip destroys trust. Belittling another's experience, or engaging in spiritual competitions, of course, have no place in such a group. Power trips are not helpful.

        It may be that people in the meeting who do not choose to join the small group may be jealous of you and murmur that you are a cabal running the meeting. Some of this can be used as an opportunity to turn the other cheek. It is important that the small group remain clear that it is not separate from or in competition with the local Friends meeting. They feed and enrich each other. The small group helps prepare Friends for larger, more deeply gathered corporate worship. It helps provide a solid core by which the larger group can be firmly anchored in Friends' faith and practice. This discontent and murmuring can provide an opportunity to invite others to form their own small group, or to join yours if that seems right.

        The hope is that one or more small groups will eventually emerge that are committed to doing the inner work necessary for a closer walk with God. Some people may enjoy the companionship but be unwilling to go deep to areas which require change. The easiest way for most Friends to avoid the depths is to keep the conversation on an intellectual level -- "I think that . . .", "I read that . . .", "so and so said . . .". If the group is to make spiritual progress the members must agree that that is what they want and are willing to work for. The discussion must be experiential -- "I have found that . . .", "This week I discovered that I . . .", "My experience has been . . .". Many Friends would rather talk about their sex lives than their spiritual lives. They are shy of expressing a movement of the divine, too bashful to say "God", let alone "Jesus". So many have fled from being victims of misused Biblical or Christian authority that we must be tender with one another. We should each try to express our own experiences in words comfortable to us, and listen to the others tell their experiences using their words. It is helpful to have the accounts of earlier Friends who dedicated their lives to obedience to God. They were not shy about naming the source of their guidance and power. They are good guides by which to test our own steps, and they provide a vocabulary. It is important to remember, however, that the burden of translation is on the hearer not the speaker. Each must be encouraged to use the language of his or her own heart.

        The Truths discovered by early Friends have great power. We should fully explore and test our own Quaker Truth before wandering off in search of other ideas to fill the vacuum in our hearts. I think it would be wise for the group to be clear that it is a Quaker group, intent on learning about and experiencing as much as possible of our incredibly rich and empowering Quaker faith tradition. Come! Deepen your relationship with the God who taught and led early Friends!
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