House groups

St John’s, 13th June 2010

Readings: Galatians 1.11-24, Luke 7.11-17

A Bible study group was discussing the unforeseen possibility of their sudden death. The leader of the discussion said, “We will all die some day, and none of us really know when, but if we did we would all do a better job of preparing ourselves for the event.”

Everybody nodded in agreement with this comment.

Then the leader said to the group, “What would you do if you knew you only had 4 weeks of life remaining before your death, and then the Great Judgment Day?”

One man said, “I would go out into my community and minister the Gospel to those that have not yet accepted the Lord into their lives.”

“Very good!”, said the group leader, and all the group members agreed that would be a very good thing to do.

A lady spoke up and said enthusiastically, “I would dedicate all of my remaining time to serving God, my family, my church, and my fellow man with a greater conviction.”

“That’s wonderful!” the group leader commented, and all the group members agreed that would be a very good thing to do.

Then a man at the back said, “I would go to my mother-in-law’s house for the 4 weeks.”

Everyone was puzzled by this answer, and the group leader asked, “Why your mother-in-law’s house?”

“Because that will make it the longest 4 weeks of my life!”

Today we are celebrating the 30th anniversary of the establishment of house groups in this church. I wasn’t here then, so I can’t speak for how it has been; but as it happens it was about thirty years ago that I first became aware of how useful and how exciting it can be to explore faith together in a small group.

I was in my late teens, and a couple in my church hosted a few evenings in their home for the young people of the church to sit and discuss. It was great: nothing very heavy, but an open forum where we could say what we thought about life and faith, and listen to other people.

A few years later I was at university, and it was there that I really entered into the faith in which I had been brought up and made it my own. And a very significant factor in that was small groups. I joined the United Reformed student society, which held a lunch after the Sunday morning service and a midweek Bible study group. I remember one term where our Bible studies were led by the minister of one of the churches, who used the readings that he would be preaching on the following Sunday: a fine way of cribbing ideas for the sermon.
And later I joined an Ecumenical Fellowship Group, which met weekly for study and prayer and was a really significant influence in forming my growing Christian faith. I met some wonderful people there, and it was there that I learned to appreciate the importance of what we now call house groups. So much so that I actively sought out that sort of thing when I moved to Fareham after graduating. That led to involvement in Churches Together Lent study groups – in the first of which I met Rachel – and later to us leading and hosting a house group for many years in our last parish.

In all of these experiences it has frequently been the small group that has nourished me spiritually, as much as, and sometimes much more than, Sunday worship or any other aspect of church life.
At its best, a house group is a small community of people who are committed to sharing a common life – engaging with Scripture and the issues of life, listening respectfully and sharing honestly, caring for each other, praying for each other and for the world, travelling together and helping each other to grow.

But it doesn’t always work well. A house group is not a place for passengers: leadership needs to be shared so that all can receive, and where it isn’t it can be very draining for the leader. It can be hijacked by people whose needs are so strong and insistent that ministering to them takes over the life of the group for months on end. Or by people who endlessly repeat the same things, or can’t edit out what is uninteresting or irrelevant to anyone but themselves. Or by the all-too-common temptation to try to convert other people to my own point of view, rather than listening respectfully to theirs.
I guess that those of us here who have been members of house groups over the past thirty years, or even longer, can attest to both the good and bad. It is inevitable that over the life of a small group it will go through peaks and troughs. But we stick with it, because in the main it is good for us: it feeds our faith, builds up fellowship and community, helps us to feel in touch with God and with our fellow-Christians, builds us up in our discipleship so we can follow and learn from Jesus in the whole of our lives.
It also encourages us to be accountable to each other for our beliefs and the way we live them out. That might sound a bit scary and heavy, but it’s actually very healthy and important. Left to ourselves, human beings with a religious bee in our bonnet are apt to go off the rails into all kinds of strange excesses and odd conclusions: think back a few years to the very public example of David Icke or Glenn Hoddle. Being accountable, to people who care for us and love us, helps us to avoid those dangers.
And because a house group does all these good things for us, it is good for the church as well. A few years ago there was an influential current of thought that said that the church of the future would be structured in cells: not a hierarchy with the vicar or minister at the top and everyone else doing what he or she said, but a community of small groups which would take guidance from the minister, but be largely autonomous, with teaching and pastoral care concentrated in the cell.

Many of the house churches, and even some of the more traditional denominations, have taken that model quite a long way: they have “cell groups” and are quite insistent that every member should be in one. And however it is implemented, it does seem to be generally the case that churches which have house groups are churches which grow: they are churches which encourage their members to take on the responsibilities of a mature Christian disciple, rather than remaining the passive children of “Mother Church”.

And of course, none of this is at all new. If you read the story of the early church in the book of Acts, you find that the first Christians met together in each other’s homes, praying and worshipping together, teaching and encouraging each other, caring for and supporting each other. The Methodist movement in the eighteenth century was founded on the twin pillars of John Wesley’s itinerant preaching and regular meetings in small groups for study and prayer. And wherever the church today finds it difficult to meet regularly for large-scale corporate worship, because of practical difficulties or persecution, it is in people’s homes that the faithful witness of worship, prayer, study and discipleship goes on.

Now you may have wondered, when our two Bible readings for today were being read, what on earth they have to do with the theme of our service. I certainly did when I read them in preparation for this sermon, and I was tempted to change them to something more appropriate. Especially the reading from Galatians, in which Paul stresses the individual nature of his journey into the Gospel. We are celebrating house groups, which offer us a way of learning and growing together, and here is Paul asserting the authenticity of his message precisely because he didn’t arrive at his understanding of Jesus in collaboration with other people, but received it through a direct and personal revelation from God.
But I didn’t change the readings, for a couple of reasons. One is that to wrestle with the words of Scripture when they are difficult or inconvenient is very much in keeping with the ethos of house groups. We engage with Scripture, as far as possible, on its own terms; of course, our study is informed by our own assumptions, prejudices and preconceptions, but at its best a Bible study in a small group allows those individual starting points to be brought together; we listen to the words of the passage and each other’s different points of view, and through that come together to a deeper and richer understanding of what it has to say to us.

The other reason is that I think that the experience which Paul describes in this passage is probably the exception that proves the rule. Paul was a great leader and a great preacher; the growth of the early church was driven by his exceptional gifts. But most of us are not Paul; we don’t have his single-mindedness, his intellect, his ability to absorb and articulate his amazing experience of God’s power and love. We need each other’s company as we travel the road of faith.

And of course, if you read the whole story of Paul’s life and ministry, the individual episode which is stressed in this passage was accompanied by years of living out his faith in community: travelling together, founding churches and staying with believers, praying together and preaching the Gospel together. Many of the greatest Bible teachings about the communal nature of the life of faith come from the writings of Paul: for example Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4. (Maybe you could look them up in your house group!)
As human beings, as Christians, we need to be together in community with other people, and that works at all kinds of levels, from the small group to the partnership between churches at local, national and international level. We need to be open to the challenge of the word of God, and of different approaches to it and interpretations of it. We need to be part of networks of care and prayer. A house group is a very important part of that because it operates on a human scale.
So if you’re not in a house group, why not consider joining one? We have quite a lot of them at St John’s, meeting at various times on various days to suit different people’s schedules, and if they get too big we can always start new ones. I’m sure Brian – or someone else who is in a group – will be delighted to talk to you about it, share their experience of what it is like, and help you find the right group for you.

And if you are in a house group, value it. There is a temptation sometimes to take something for granted when you’ve been doing it for a while. Don’t just sit back and let other people do all the work; pitch in and help. It’s by a mixture of contributing and listening that you will get the most out of it.

And it seems right to end by saying thank you; to all those people whose vision started house groups in this parish, and to those whose faithfulness keeps them going. And to God whose goodness has brought us together, and whose love sustains and nourishes our common life. Amen.

