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Vision for Mission, Queensland Synod, is joining with the Board of Mission, NSW Synod, to invest in the development of small groups that connect with people from beyond the church.

For some time our Uniting Church has been struggling.  Getting older, getting smaller, arguing internally rather than focusing on ‘Moving With God and Transforming Communities’.  It doesn’t have to be that way – we can help our church make a ‘U Turn’ !
Even the smallest of congregations can aim to start a new group - while larger congregations could start several. Of course, if our aim is to recruit new people to save our church, it simply won’t work. The best way to fix our church is to ignore it and instead focus firmly on following Jesus into our communities to help people find hope, fulfillment and a more meaningful life. 
By ‘small group’ we do NOT just mean a Bible Study or fellowship group.  Neither do we expect they will meet every week.  The groups can look like anything, so long as they work for the three invitees from beyond the church.  Eat together, go to a café or pub, exercise or play sport, read together, watch movies, just talk, knit, sing together, etc.  Or study the Bible, do Alpha or Living the Questions.  Visit hospitals, prisons or detention centres together.  Plant trees, go on demonstrations, or write letters together. 
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Vision for Mission is offering $100 per group per year for resources and encouragement.  To qualify, participating groups must commit to explore/share faith if the opportunity arises or is requested, be open and upfront about their connection to the church, be willing to briefly share their experience with the wider church, meet at least 8 times a year.
By simply starting groups for people beyond our church, our Uniting Church can change direction: from a shrinking, aging church to the fastest growing church in Australia, from growing irrelevance to actively transforming our community. That’s why we’re calling this project ‘U Turn’.  We hope you get involved!
Duncan Macleod, Vision for Mission Advocate, Queensland Synod
Glen Powell, New Congregations Consultant, NSW Board of Mission
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How to Get Involved in the U Turn
Who will start your group?
· Who are the people in your church who are in a position to start and run a new small group appropriate for people from beyond your church?
Who is the group for? 
· The group must first and foremost be suited to the three people from beyond the church.  But it also needs to be something you and the others from your church can be authentically and enthusiastically involved in. Otherwise, it will feel contrived or artificial. Find out what gifts and skills you have in common? What interests or passions do you share?  What are you motivated to do something about?  What sort of people do you want to do that with?  What are the things you can do, want to do and who do you want to do them with and for?  (Check the ‘how to’ section on our website for ideas).
The dreaming and planning stage
· Develop a shared vision. 
Explore your reasons for starting small groups with 3 people from beyond your congregation in them.  Having common vision amongst all the participants and stake-holders – the same understanding of what you’re doing, how you are going to do it and why - is the single most important ingredient in any successful mission project.  It is worth writing something down (keep it under a page) and revisiting it regularly.
· Work out what type of group you are going to put together. 
Remember, the group is for the three people from beyond your church. What sort of things do they want to do?  It’s not going to work if you invite them to something they’re not interested in.  Of course, it won’t work if you’re not interested and are just running a group cynically to attract people to your church or tell them about Jesus.  So, of the things they are interested in, is there anything that you have genuine enthusiasm for?  If not, perhaps there are other people in your congregation that you could encourage to get a group going.
Develop clear expectations

It is important that everybody be clear on what is going to happen in the group, who is going to participate and what is expected.  It might be an idea to negotiate a simple covenant document in the early stages or before the group commences.  The Covenant could address membership, duration, review date, purpose and activities of the group.
Remember, the aim is not to grow the church, but to help people help each other – to make lives more worth living and communities more worth living in.
Multiplication... 
Right at the beginning, think about how you can multiply the effectiveness of your group.  Without planning, some groups will be ‘once off’ efforts while others will last forever but only touch the lives of members.   It may be better for all - and for the kingdom of God- to think longer term.  Perhaps aim at a two year period, with a review at18 months.  If the group is a success, you can divide and multiply at the end of that process.  A successful group is a leadership development tool!
Practical arrangements:
· Venue and time 
At some stage you need to agree on a venue and time. What sort of hospitality arrangements will you put in place?  If it’s going to be at one person’s house, perhaps other group members could contribute supper?  Of course, if you meet at a cafe or pub, that’s not an issue!
· Will the group be ‘closed’ or ‘open’? 
Closed groups only add new members with the approval of all the members.  Open groups may change from week to week as members invite new people along.  Both groups have strengths and weaknesses. Be aware that a closed group is required if the objective is to grow comfortable with each other, develop trust and explore deeper issues over time.  New people will tend to disrupt this process, especially since they won’t have been part of working out what the group is about.  Open groups might work well for more social groups, exercise groups or similar and might be a good way to develop the networks and relationships that could lead to more intentional, ‘going deeper’ groups.
· How long will the group meet?
To qualify for the UTURN project, your group needs to meet for a year -but not necessarily every week!  Groups should meet at least 8 times over the year.  Depending on the group, a monthly rhythm could be right– or perhaps some intensive periods of gathering with longish breaks.
· Notify your Church Council (or other body) of what you’re planning to do.  They are a stakeholder, so it is important that they understand the what, how and why as well.  
· Also Notify UTURN at the Vision for Mission of your intention to participate in the U Turn project. We’d love to hear from you too and we will try to be helpful!
Getting Started with an Invitation
Now you need three invitees from beyond your congregation to agree to participate.  Do you already know who they are?  Do you need a brainstorming night to discern ideas and contacts?  Ideally approach people you already know – friends, acquaintances, colleagues or perhaps family members.  Total strangers are less likely to be interested, but there’s no harm advertising – so long as you have a clear strategy to connect with at least 3 people who will want to participate.
Would some training help? 
Train your leaders  
It may be an idea to get some Small Group Leadership training of some sort.  We are hoping to put together some training events to help you gain confidence and competency at running a group.  Check www.uturn.uca.org.au for resources or find introductory materials available free on the web.   Google your own or start here: http://www.hci.com.au/hcisite2/toolkit/smallgro.htm#
Training to help share faith    
As relationships deepen and your small group develops, opportunities for witness or sharing faith will begin to arise.  Either ‘Bible bashing’ or embarrassed silence may be equally disastrous and counter-productive.  It might be good to organize some training for your congregation to discover ways to appropriately share the gospel or talk about their own faith with others.
Encountering God

While we hope our three invitees will encounter God within your group, don’t rule out experiencing the Living God in new ways yourself through the perspectives of others – including ‘non-Christians’. Encourage people to participate in a Jesus Conversations workshop. 
Are the church members of your group ready and equipped to ‘give an answer to everyone who asks’ with the necessary ‘gentleness and respect’? (1 Peter 3:15-6). Jesus conversations helps people gain confidence to share faith appropriately.  www.nsw.uca.org.au/bom/urban_mission/jesus_conversations_resources.htm
Deeper or Wider?
If the group is a success, you could go deeper or wider.  Going deeper might mean planning to start a new entry level group while the existing group goes to the next level.  Going wider might mean dividing and multiplying at the conclusion of the group’s lifespan.   If the group simply didn’t work, work out why and what you might do differently next time!
What Type of Group?


Sports, charity, fundraising, hobbies, children, books, conversation, movies, exercise, hospitality, cooking, gardening, improving  or caring for the environment, justice, politics, self-improvement…anything can be the basis for a small group that will offer genuine community and authentic interest based activity. Spirituality, bible study, meditation, prayer and Christian fellowship can work as well, especially if the people you are connecting with already have a faith of some sort or see themselves as spiritual.





To participate in UTURN: 


Fill out and submit the application form at www.visionformission.org.au 


Or email duncan.macleod @ ucaqld.com.au or call Duncan on 07  3377 9809








U-Turn – a project of NSW & Queensland Synods, Uniting Church in Australia
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