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Many, many years ago when I was just a kid, it seemed that every town had a fairly prominent 

building called a "Masonic Temple".  In fact there were other comparable buildings called "Odd 

Fellows Hall", “Knights of Columbus" and others.  Membership in these organizations was 

common, and in fact my father, rarely a joiner in community organizations, and my grandfather, 

an often isolated non-joiner, were Masons.  I'd ask them what this was all about, and they'd smile 

and say, "A mason never tells.” It used to drive me crazy. 

 

I was reminded of all this when we started to think about "sustainability" at the Meeting House. 

 Our survey indicated that over half of the respondents had taken part in our Small Groups, and 

about a third saw this as a most important aspect of their experience in the church.  I began to 

think that Small Groups provided a kind of backbone to our existence.  Was that the case? 

 Anyway, why did we so rarely discuss them, celebrate them, or even know what they were 

doing?  How would a parishioner be able to consider joining a Small Group, and what was the 

structure to have them join in?  It was enough of a mystery for me to become embroiled in this 

presentation about "Small Group Ministries Mysteries". 

 

Small Groups are common in UU churches, and there is some common denominational thinking 

and organization behind them.  There is even a "UU Small Group Ministry Network", an 

organization independent of the Unitarian Universalist Association. This is a quotation from their 

publication:   

 

 Small Group Ministry is intentional lay-led small groups that deepen 

and expand the ministry of the congregation. 

 “Small" means a group with a maximum of 8-10 people.  Groups of this 

size provide an opportunity to relate on a more intentional level. 

    "Group" is a gathering of individuals, sometimes selected  at random, 

sometimes selected for a specific interest or characteristic.  These groups meet 

over a period of time. 

    "Ministry" is the process of caring or being present with another.  This 

relates to the spiritual as well as the physical and emotional well-being of the 

group participants. 

 

In some descriptions, Small Groups are described as "Covenant Groups".  That is because these 

groups require a common understanding and agreement, sometimes developed very deliberately 

and formally, but often less so, though very much a part of their original formation.  Commonly, 

this "covenant" includes concepts like: 

 

• A serious commitment to the group, an assumption of as regular attendance as 

possible, with a common understanding about times, length, frequency and places 

of meetings; 
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• Readiness to discuss serious topics in depth, which have religious connotations; 

• Some common plan to arrive at discussion topics’ 

• Acceptance of others" opinions, whether in agreement or disagreement, and 

avoidance of harsh debate (Disagreement without being disagreeable); 

• Willingness to share one's own life experience as an aspect of one's opinion, as 

well as part of personal exposure to the group experience 

 

From here on, there is a wide variety, and that makes it hard to generalize.  For example, some 

groups make a point of some sort of demonstration of religion, such as candle -lighting to mark 

the special quality of the meeting, or an inspirational poem or essay initiates things.  Some 

groups make a point of being sociable, and meet in members' homes, often with the hospitality of 

food. In some places, Small Groups are organized around special interests, such as one church 

which organizes small groups into such general common religious beliefs as Christian, Pagan, 

atheist,, humanist, agnostic, etc.)  The actual subject matter may be initiated in an organized 

fashion, with a member or two assigned the task of introducing the topic, or some form of 

writing, or a sermon can be used to establish the matter to be discussed.  Usually there has been 

some previous discussion which leads to some kind of group decision in choosing the topic. 

 

The idea of "covenant" is usually a living, growing feature.  I have experienced three Small 

Groups, one originally facilitated by Brenda Collins and later Barbara Holden.  It is still a going 

concern.  I had originally joined it with my wife, but as she gradually succumbed to Alzheimer's 

Disease, we left the group when Priscilla could not participate, as the group process became 

anxiety-producing for her.  It was a very valuable experience for me.  Later, I attempted to 

establish a Small Group in a small UU church in rural Maine.  It didn't "take" among people who 

had spent lifetimes attending their church and living closely in a small town--there was little 

novelty in another Small Group.  Finally, almost 3 years ago I was asked to form and facilitate a 

new group, and I couldn't be more enthusiastic about the depth and meaning that I have 

experienced there.  After these three different experiences, I conclude that Unitarian 

Universalists are uniquely suited for these groups that emphasize free inquiry into confusing 

aspects of life,  acceptance and kindness about different opinions and life experiences, and 

support within the confusion we all feel about the process of living. 

 

One group member said something to me before either of us were participants, and I later used it 

to recruit him.  He said "you rarely get to talk about anything with much meaning, even though 

you get in a lot of conversations with people".  I realized then that much interaction is simply 

social, designed to be pleasant, but not very memorable.  Small Groups attempt to make 

conversation meaningful, and also to reflect the people attending.  Members know enough about 

each other to enlarge their remarks as a reflection of their life experiences.  The other side of all 

that is the great freedom to give opinions that will be accepted within the framework of who you 

really are.   

 

The context in all this is very Universalist Unitarian.  After all, we often describe ourselves as 

seekers for meaning.  We're a religious organization, so Small Groups enable us to ponder some 

of the big questions that undergird the process of living. 
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A very partial selection of subjects we've discussed over the years includes "The Afterlife, Pro 

and Con", "How Did I Get to Chatham and UUMH?", "Creativity", "My Sacred Places", 

"Determinism and Free Will", "The Underbelly of American Politics", "Personal Identity", 

"Meditation", "The Most Memorable Character I have Known", "Living in a Resort Town", 

"Fear", "Attitudes About Food", and of course, "What the Election is Doing To America". These 

and other topics bring out certain themes in the group: major losses in our lives, all-

encompassing effects of expanding technology, aging, and the gradual limitation of opportunities 

for direct social interaction in the broader society. 

 

Now, back to the mysteries I have alluded to.  Roughly half of us have experienced Small 

Groups. Some others of us have rejected them, a perfectly reasonable response.  Heavy-duty 

contemplation is not for everyone, nor is the personal sharing of feelings and experience.  Small 

Groups require loyalty.  The "fit" of people in this heavily shared experience cannot always be 

right. The formal church experience can be of much greater meaning to many.  But I do wonder 

about what it's like to be aware of Small Group activity and not be a part of it.  Can it be 

exclusionary to some?  Does it appear to produce cliques which are antagonistic to the important 

fellowship throughout the parish?  Do Small Groups produce the "Mason Effect" I mentioned 

earlier? 

 

Another mystery has to do with those in the Groups.  Again, it has to do with exclusion. 

Members maintain confidentiality necessarily, because part of the covenant calls for an open 

sharing of life experience, both in "checking in", or reporting on current life experiences, and in 

including experience as related to the topic under discussion.  Such intimacy does not lend itself 

to reporting outside the Group.  Group members know each other very well, an inherent part of 

the group experience.  We hear about family issues, perceived weaknesses, trauma, illness, fears 

and angers.  In the process we grow very close, and we can't include "outsiders" in what all this 

means.  We even experience direct losses, and in our group a founding member, Alice Wilson, 

passed away to our great collective sorrow. 

 

Some churches require change in Small Group membership.  I can't imagine that required 

membership shifts would not damage the valued common experience we all have purposely 

built, and thus radically dilute or even destroy what we have put together.  Yet, is this not a wall 

keeping others out of the group?  And how can the church as a whole be assured that each Small 

Group maintains the values for which it was formed? 

 

To me, these remain "mysteries".  I don't have corrective answers, and in fact I would probably 

oppose any concerted effort to solve them.  I am absolutely certain that Small Group Ministries 

are a very good thing for those participating.   I suspect they are for the most part, good for the 

stability and sustainability of the Meeting House.  Yet I can recognize that, like the groups 

themselves, there are certain instabilities that pose potential issues for us all, whether members of 

these groups or not. I think we need to celebrate this important aspect of our religious practices, 

and so I ask those of us who attend Small Groups to stand—and hear the applause of the 

congregation in appreciation for entering yet another aspect of what being a Unitarian 

Universalist can mean. 

 


