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chapter fifteen ::

building healthy communities :: writing a covenant

the Discussion—

As we draw near to the end of the launch [or re-launch] of your Life Group, let’s take a few minutes to look back on what we have been learning and experiencing over the last several months.  We have discussed and wrestled with:

· The scriptural vision for life in community—and what that means at THE BEACON church and in Life Groups ministry.

· The Bible is much more than a collection of rules, letters and stories about other long-gone people.  It is the story of God, and is relevant to our lives today.

· An aspect of being God’s people involves being His hands, feet and heart to a world that is broken and in need of His redemptive love.

· How spiritual practices and disciplines fit into our faith walk, and how they are simply those things we do that allow us to hear from and experience God.

· How we all bring “stuff” into our faith communities.  We bring our stories, experiences, talents and strengths…and we bring our dysfunction.  God uses both our strengths and our weaknesses to work in and through our lives.
Hopefully the last several months have allowed you to experience the fullness of Christ in its most raw and real form—through His body.  There is no better place to be challenged, changed and loved than in community.   

We have talked about the benefits of life in community, and also the difficulties.  In many ways, life in community is like a marriage.  In order for it to be most effective, it requires a “vow” of commitment “for better or for worse.”   That is not to say we advocate members remaining in a destructive community setting  Rather, that members are committed to the vision and values of community—including not dropping out when there is conflict.  Tonight, we will discuss the concept of entering into a “covenant” with one another, as it relates to Scripture and to Life Groups.

knowing God—

Since the beginning of creation, God has entered into covenants with His people.   A covenant—as defined by Scripture—is an agreement between two parties, and follows a set form.  It was always initiated by the “more powerful” of the parties, and would begin by outlining the relationship shared by the parties.  It stated the terms and conditions of the agreement, as well as the consequence for breaking the covenant.  Entering into a covenant required complete loyalty and compliance to the terms. 

The relationship between God and Adam + Eve marks the first covenant between God and His people.  He establishes Himself as Creator and Provider, blessing them as His image-bearers.   They were created to be fruitful, multiply and rule over the earth and its creatures [Genesis 1:28-30].   His condition was that they were not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.   If they chose to disobey, therefore breaking the covenant, they “would surely die.”   Keeping the covenant meant living forever, as evidenced by the presence of the tree of life located in the Garden of Eden [Genesis 2:9].  Later, when Adam and Eve broke the covenant between them and God, they were removed from the Garden in order that they may not “live forever” [Genesis 3:22-24].

Ask someone to read Genesis 17 out loud to the group, and then discuss the questions that follow.  Use the space below to record your thoughts and insights.
· Consider the elements of a covenant: 

-initiated by the “greater” party 
-outlining of the relationship
-statement of terms and conditions 
-statement of consequences of breaking the covenant    
· Where do you find evidence of these elements in the passage?  Give examples for each one.

· What does this covenant reveal about God—His nature and His purposes? Explain.

· What is the result or importance of Abraham’s agreeing to—and obedience in—keeping the covenant?  Explain.

· What is the result or importance of God keeping His end of the agreement? Explain.

knowing Others—

Tonight, we are going to write a covenant for our Life Group, using the principles illustrated in Scripture as our guide.  Before we get to the crafting of the covenant itself, we need to begin by defining the relationship between Life Group members, and discussing the terms and conditions that will be included in this group’s covenant.

One way to define the relationship between Life Group members is to state the values and principles that demonstrate how we are to interact with one another.   We are going to begin by brainstorming as a group the behaviors, disciplines or ground rules that will govern our time together and will illustrate how we are to conduct ourselves in a healthy Life Group community.  

Note that “healthy” does not imply lack of conflict or difficulty; rather, it refers to how both individuals, and the group as a whole, respond to the conflict or difficulty.  Feel free to look back over the previous chapters for reference as needed.

Instructions for writing a Life Group covenant:

· Assign someone the role of scribe.  As the group calls out answers to the questions below, this person will write the answers on post-its [large size is best so that all can see].  Remember that this is a brain-storming session, so don’t worry about eliminating answers that are similar as you go along, as you will be summarizing your answers later.

The post-its should be displayed on a wall or door—somewhere the entire group can see/read them.   You can also use 3 x 5 index cards.
· Answer the following questions as a group:

· What are the values that should contribute to a healthy community environment. [i.e. availability, pursuit of God’s truth, confidentiality, living missionally, etc] List your answers—and those of others—in the space below.

· What are the behaviors that support the values you have come up with. [i.e. arriving on time, commitment to the regular attendance, not interrupting others while talking, inviting new members, etc]  List your answers—and those of others—in the space below.  
· Take a few minutes to sit and look at what has been displayed.  Your answers are the result of months of discussions and experiences, and represent the vision your group has for doing life in community!    Sit quietly for a few minutes and reflect on what you see. 

· We are about to move into the final stage of writing our Life Group covenant. Reflect on the questions in the “knowing Self” section below.

· When you are finished, create your own Life Group Covenant.  You can use the “SAMPLE LIFE GROUP COVENANT” found on page 5 of this curriculum as a guide.   Note: it does not have to appear in the same format, but is meant to be used as a guide.  

knowing Self—
· Take about five minutes or so to read the post-its [or index cards] and reflect on the questions below.

The values and behaviors that the group suggested are the result of many, many conversations and shared experiences.   Before we move into the writing of the Life Group covenant, let’s take a few minutes to reflect on what we have written.    As you look at the display of suggestions, consider your temperament, gifts, strengths and weaknesses… 

Consider the values that your group came up with.

· Which of these values are you personally able to embrace more easily?

· Which of these values may be more challenging for you to embrace?

What about the behaviors?

· Which of the behaviors are you personally able to embrace more easily?

· Which of these behaviors may be more challenging for you to embrace?

· Use the space below to journal your thoughts.  
