BUILDING FAITH SHARING GROUPS 
By Sr. Nancy Kellar

The elements of faith sharing groups are not unlike the elements of a prayer meeting but with the emphasis on the sharing time.

Prayer - The sharing group begins with a brief time of prayer so that it is centered on Jesus in the power of the Spirit to the glory of the Father. When it is a gathering in or out from a charismatic prayer group there needs to be clarity about the freedom to use the charismatic gifts of the Spirit. Many people will yield to the charismatic gifts more readily in these smaller groups.

Word of God - The word of God might be shared by asking, "What did the Lord say to you at the prayer meeting in the readings, prophecies?" A particular passage might be taken or the readings of the Liturgy for the following Sunday. One person might give a teaching to the whole prayer meeting to be shared in small groups, or individuals might take turns giving short teachings to be the starting off point for the sharing in the group.

Faith Sharing - The Word of God, however it is shared, is meant to lead people to open up to sharing their lives with one another. The focus is not gaining insights into Scripture as in bible study, but on sharing how God has spoken to our lives, how His Word has made a difference, how we have experienced His love and forgiveness. We need to lead people in being vulnerable with one another. Jesus took his disciples not only to Tabor where they saw His glory, but also to Gethsemani where they saw His suffering. Weakness that is shared is a blessing drawing us closer together. As trust builds we need to share not only our thoughts, but also our feelings.

Prayer and ministry - Prayer with the people present, laying our hands on them and using the gifts of the Spirit is an important part of the ministry of the sharing group. This is not the time for counseling or giving advice but the time for bringing one another before the Lord.

Outreach - Intercessory prayer for the needs of the world, the Church and our own personal needs can be the outreach of the group on a given night. We need to learn to pray from our own needs for all in the world who share that suffering. Then our intercession becomes evangelistic! Sharing groups also provide a good place for "Come and See" evangelization.

MODELS OF FAITH SHARING GROUPS

When and where faith sharing groups meet can vary from group to group, can vary within a prayer group or can be the same throughout a diocese.

During the prayer meeting - Once a month (or more or less often) a shorter time of praise can be followed by a short teaching leading people to break into groups of 4 to 5 to share and minister to one another, this can be a place to begin. It can wet people's appetite for more frequent sharing.

Before or after the prayer meeting - Faith sharing before or after the prayer meeting can give people the experience of the small group closeness and the large group strength in praise and worship on the same night. It allows more time for the sharing, but has the disadvantage that it limits the opportunity to those who can come early or stay late.

Outside of the prayer meeting time - The sharing groups can meet on another morning or evening with the advantage that the group has consistent membership and can move into deeper sharing. These groups frequently choose to meet twice a month.

Complementing a regional prayer meeting - Charismatic faith sharing groups can meet where there is no prayer meeting and connect monthly with a regional prayer meeting for the experience of the larger community of prayer and praise. This meets a need not only where there is no weekly prayer meeting, but also offers an alternate form of growth for those not attracted to the larger prayer meeting.

THE MAKE-UP OF THE GROUPS
Some groups prefer to have separate men's and women's groups. Men often share more freely with men, and women with women. This way also allows one spouse to care for the children while the other has a support group. There are also advantages to grouping people according to their life-styles. Married couple, singles, married without spouses, religious can frequently share more meaningfully with those in the same situations. 

Some groups choose their sharing group according to the ministry they have in the prayer group, e.g. leaders, music ministers. The advantage of this is that strong bonds of unity can be forged by those who serve together and the tensions that come in working together have a place to be resolved.

In Jn 17:21 Jesus prayed that we be one "So the world will know that you sent me." He calls us by our unity to witness to His presence in our midst. He calls us by our unity to support one another as we reach out in evangelization. 

The giant redwood trees in Northern California can grow so tall because they grow in circles around one another, their roots linking together deep beneath the ground forming a support for one another. They can reach up to extraordinary heights without falling over because of their fortification of one another. We need to have this kind of unity if we are to reach up and out in our witness to Jesus in the world. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
a) What evidence of the need for more committed relationships do we see in our lives and our   groups?

b) What steps can we take to build more committed relationships? 

®   Sr. Nancy Kellar:  Growing together as Brothers and Sisters

