How To Start a Faith Community

By Brian McLaren (brianmclaren.net)

A Faith Community is a gathering of people who want to “do life” together, encouraging one another in the ways of Christ.  It doesn’t matter where you are on your spiritual journey; you and some friends can benefit from forming and participating in a group.  Here’s a way to form a group that almost everyone can do.

1.  Invite some friends to join you for an 4-to-8-week experiment.  Pick a time and place to meet.  You can keep it simple (meet in a restaurant or coffee shop), or make it fancy (meet at home, prepare deluxe desserts), or anything in between.  You could invite people from your neighborhood, circle of friends, workplace, wherever.

2.  Each week, divide your time into four segments, say 15 or 20 minutes each.  Begin with a welcome, which you can read if you’d like, perhaps something like this:

Welcome to our group.  Our goal is to become better friends, and to help one another live the lives we were meant to live.  We hope to become people who grow in love for God and love for others.

A.  Checking in:  Go around the circle and answer a question like one of these:  How is your life going, on a scale of 1 to 10, and why?  What’s something you are especially grateful for, and why?  What is one of your best childhood memories?  Tell us about your best and worst teacher in elementary, middle, or high school (or college).  Tell us three of your favorite things (movie, meal, dessert, vacation spot, actor, book, holiday, season, etc.), and why they mean a lot to you.  If your life were a weather report, what would today’s report be, and what would tomorrow’s forecast be?  What’s something you’ve always wanted to do, learn, or try (but haven’t yet), and why?  When is a time you felt really close to God?  When is a time you felt far from God?  What’s something you remember from a recent sermon at church?  What’s one of your favorite worship songs?  What’s your idea of a great party?  Tell us about some of your neighbors.

B.  Storytelling:  Each week, ask one person to share his or her life story, including (but not limited to) their spiritual journey so far in life.  When the person is finished, the others can ask questions, or maybe someone (or everyone) can pray for the person.  Here are some ways to structure the storytelling:  1. Use a pipe cleaner or draw a line graph to show high, low, smooth, and bumpy parts of your journey.  2.  Share one key experience from each decade of life.  3.  Choose a theme (relationships, abandonment, acceptance, the search for X, etc.) and trace it through your life.  4.  Simply tell your story as it pours out from your memory and heart.  (Whenever two or three new people join your group, you can take a few weeks out from whatever you’re doing to catch up on their stories.)

C.  Queries:  Queries are special questions that help us focus on the spiritual life.  You can choose two or three of the following queries, ask them for a few months, then re-evaluate and perhaps move to others.  Here are some samples:

1.  How would you describe your relationship with God and your neighbors since we last met?  Have you experienced God in some fresh way?

2.  Has someone expressed God’s love to you recently, in word or deed?

3.  Have you been able to express God’s love to someone else recently (especially a poor, elderly, lonely, or needy person), in word or deed? Have you been able to share your faith with others?

4.  What good things in life are inspiring you with gratitude to God and others these days?

5.  What have you been worrying about, and how could you turn those worries into trust in God?

6.  How have you cared for your soul in some way in recent days?

7.  What spiritual practice are you concentrating on, and how is it going? (Examples: solitude, fasting, service, secrecy, simplicity, silence, study, contemplative prayer)

8.  Have you forgiven someone or asked for forgiveness since we last met?

9.  How have you been practicing joy?  What good things or moments can you celebrate?

10.  What small acts of kindness (including listening, smiling, serving, praying behind someone’s back) have you been able to practice lately?

11.  Did our Bible passage (or some other Bible passage) help you in any way this week?

12.  What experiences of prayer, meditation, and/or spiritual reading have you had lately?

D.  Closing:  You can close your time with a Bible reading and prayer.

1.  Bible Reading:  Choose one passage (some recommendations follow) and read it slowly each week, perhaps in unison.  You may find it best to read the passage two or three times.  If you have time, you can ask this question:  What word or phrase from this passage most grabs your attention, and why?  You may also want to have the passage printed on a card or piece of paper for each person to carry with them.  Here are suggested passages:

___Matthew 5:1-12,  ___Matthew 5:13-16,  ___Luke 6:27-38,  ___Luke 6:39-49,  ___John 15:1-11,  ___Romans 12:1-21,  ___I Corinthians 13:1-13,  ___Philippians 2:1-13,  ___Luke 10:25-37

2.  Prayer:  You could stand, join hands, and slowly say the Lord’s prayer together (Matthew 6:9-13), or perhaps recite a prayer from the Psalms (Psalm 1, 23, 27, 95, 98, 103, 133, 150), or another prayer that someone has or writes especially for your group.  You can make copies of the prayer for people to read aloud in unison, or one person can read a line of the prayer and others repeat it in unison. Here’s a sample prayer:

God, you are our Creator, our Savior, our Companion and Guide in life.  We thank you for the gift of life, and for this time we have spent together.  We thank you for your love and grace that have come to us through your son, Jesus.  We want to follow Jesus in our daily lives.  Empower us to do so, Lord.  Help us become all you dream for us to be, and make us a blessing to others.  May your kingdom come, and may your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Amen.  

If everyone in the group is comfortable doing so, you can go around the circle and each person can thank God, in his or her own words, for what he or she has received from God during this gathering. And you could each say the name of one person in your circle of relationships who needs to open up to God’s love, whom you hope to serve or encourage in some way. After your prayer, it could be a good tradition for everyone to go around the room and give a warm hug or handshake to others present.  Be especially sure to make newcomers welcome.

3.  At the end of your experiment, decide if you’d like to continue for another term, say 4 or 8 weeks.  Decide what you’d like to “tweak” in your meeting format (maybe trying different queries, or choosing a different Bible passage).  Think of some other people you could invite to join you.  Circulate around at church and invite new folks, who may be looking for some new connections.

4.  If your group decides to convert from an initial experiment to an ongoing faith community, consider doing one of the following each quarter:  1. Serve together – volunteer for a work day in your community (cleaning up a stream or stretch of road, helping a needy neighbor, etc.), at a church (painting, cleaning, cutting grass, working on some other needed project), or at a homeless shelter, soup kitchen or other ministry.  (If you look, you’ll find plenty of places where you’re needed.)  2.  Plan a fun outing – a camping trip or picnic, a trip to a show or movie or museum, etc.  3.  Go on a retreat together.  You might participate together in a retreat or conference planned through a church or retreat center, or you can plan your own.  4.  Consider a mission trip.  Your group (all or part) could go on an adventure together to express the love of Christ.

5.  As your faith community develops and leaders emerge, help them strengthen their leadership gifts and skills to better serve with your group.  You might read a book on leadership together or attend a conference together. If your group is healthy, there’s a good chance it will grow, and soon you’ll need to decide what to do when your group gets “too big.”  You’ll have several options, from breaking into groups of four when you gather, to multiplying into new groups meeting in new locations.

6. All faith communities encounter problems. It might be wise to ask a few trusted friends outside the group to serve as consultants to the group to help when problems arise. Remember – problems aren’t mistakes. They’re opportunities for your faith community to mature and grow.

7. All faith communities have a life cycle. When the group agrees it’s time to end, or perhaps re-start in a new form, celebrate your history with a big party and thank God for all the good that has come to you and through you through this faith community. 

