MIXED BIBLE READING GROUPS

“Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked with us on the road
and opened the Scriptures to us?” — Luke 24:32

INTRODUCTION

The Gnixed Bible reading groupQOis proving to be a contextual OfomGhat eratlesthe peaple of our
increasngly post-modern culture to experience community aswell asthe Ofeshness, power, and
relevarceof the Scriptures A Gnixed Bible readng groupG's asmall group of friends who meet
togetherto readthe Bible, reflecton its mesage ard its relevanceto their life context.

It is called OmiedObecause peaple are at differert placesin their spiritual journey. All arelearrersbut
not all areChristiars.

It is deliberakly referredto asa @eadngOgroup not a GtudyCgroup. The word OsidyQlinkedto the Bible
isnot a helpful word for pegple of our times It triggers conations of precision, rationality, facts,
definition, and cognitive aciivity to a gereration more comfortatle with amkguity, intuition, and
flexibility.

It isagroup. Oro readthe Bible alone hasbecome more ard more diffi cult for pegple.O For an
increasng number of pegpleit is more mativating to readin agroup. The differert thoughts and ideas
that come up in agroup help pegole to form their opinions. Realing it with another individual canarouse
afearof being marpulated Preenting the Biblein dogmaic termsdoesnot seem accepgable or a
relevan way aheadwith friends, work associates and neighbors.

FOUNDATIONAL ASSUMPTIONS

The Bible is a unique book.

Through the true storiesof pegple and everts, using a variety of literary forms, the Bible reveak God ard
his purposes It isthe primary mears he hasemgdoyedto do this. In the Bible Qve readof real pecple
living in realsituations experiencing God in their own particular historical and cultural contexts. They
arelike storieswithin the big story. Storiesof individuals, communitiesand pegolesrelating to God and
to one another. Together these storiestrace the moving story of Gods amazing love for humarity.O
Through the Bible the pegple of our gereration canencounter the living God.

The Holy Spirit is at work.

As peaple readthe Bible together the Holy Spirit isatwork. He canbe trustedto use the consistert
message of the Bible to reveal God and work in the lives of pegple. We do not needto deferd the Bible.
Neither do we endeavor to proveits authority. We do not have to take control of this proces. We can
pray looking with confidenceto the Holy Sprit to work in his mysterious ways and accading to His
timing.

The receptivity of the heart is vital.

Thisisthe point Jesus makesin the Parlble of the Sower. Observing, reasoning, amalyzing, and
concluding hastheir place, but they are inadequate aswe readthe Bible. QA glass window stands before
us. Weraise our eyesard see the glass; we note its quality and observe its defects; we specuate on its
composition. Or we look straight through it on the grea prospectof land and seaand sky beyond.O The
author of Proverbs tells us that whatever else we do, we needto be sure we watch over the condition of
our heart Oltis by the heartthat God is perceived [known] and not by reasonE E. so thatis what faith is:
God perceived by the heat.O
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Mutual learning

The Bible readng group is a meeting placeof learrers. Eachpersdn hassomething valualle to off er out
of theinteraction of the Saipturesand their life context. It isnot a placewhere levels of knowledge
creat distinctions. The group leackris not a person who hasthe truth clearand then skillfully uses
guedions to communicate thattruth. All arelearrers. All arelisterers All arecontributors. In thisway
God reveals His character and ways to the group both corporately and individually. QVe needone
arnother to help us detectour personal biasesof which we ourselvesareunaware. Through the open
probing of what atext mears or implies the worst misinterpretations of truth are exposedand correcied
by the othersin the group. We also needthe help of one arother to go beyond present understandings.O

People value community

In our frartic consumer orierntated society it isincreasngly rarefor people to experience meanngful
community. Yetthisisanessential component of our humarity. The Bible readng group providesa
Ometing place@or community to emerge. Friendships deeenedard peaple feelanincreasng freedm
to sharepersonal and specific need.

Ownership belongs to the group

The Bible readng group is based on affinity (common life circumstance). It doesnot belong to anyone
otherthanthose in the group Bnot just the leader, not just the Christiars in the group, and not The
Navigators orgarnizaton.

Long range purpose
| seethe mixed Bible readng group fulfilling the following purposes

* A safeplacefor continuedgrowth asafollower of Jesus Christ Bthe creaion of aspiritual home. It
isaplacewhere pegple canbring their life context and, through interacton with othersamnd the
Scriptures move forwardin their spiritual journey.

* A simpleform thatenabespeaple to introducetheir friends to the scriptures It haspotertial to be
Ogreraional.O

FORMING A MIXED BIBLE READING GROUP

For usthe Bible readng group wasan extension of our existing friendships. It wasnot the defining
feature of our relationships but anoverflow. We beganwith afew Christianfriendsand 1 or 2 whereit
wasnot clear. The Christiars werenot bound by @vangelical cultureGand all of them wereinvolvedin
the livesof non-Christiars. Naturally we sharedwith our non-Christianfriends the Ogod timeQve were
having. We beganto drop the thought that they could join us. Afterdoing this on severaloccasons we
aked Theyaceped Looking back, the fact thatthe group wasalread/ under way meart our non-
Christianfriends did not think they werethe focus of the group. Thisisone way of begnning a group.
Othershave tried diff erert approaches

OThereare 3 ertrance doors to the setting up of aBible readng group. It starts with rapport. Therehasto
be attracive and compelling reasons to start meeting regularly. Either the life context factor dominates-
the sharing of particular felt needs in the realm of everyday life - or the community facbr is foremost - a
group of friends who want to meettogether. Or the Sciipturesarethe mativational factor - a group that
gets together to readstudy the Bible.O Whatever the entrance door, the forming of a Bible readng group
will cawse us fearsof being misundergood, being rejected, or losing our fri endships.

DYNAMIC ELEMENTS OF A BIBLE READING GROUP.

Life Context.

The reality of life circumgancesprovidesthe context for readng and discussing the Bible. We seekto
integrate what we arelearring with where we areliving. Our livesand circumsancesalso provide an
ertry point into the Bible. Without this we have found our discussions have lackedintersity and becane
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boring. It takestime for trust to develop and autherticity and vulnerablity to grow. In our experience the
breakhroughs in this area came from those who did not think of themselvesasChristiars.

Scriptures.

Thisisessertial if our life circumsancesare to be interpretedand if they areto leadus to a deeper
knowledge of God. Our attitudes beliefs, actons, and reactons are exposed aswe readtogether. There
is no needto seekto prove the OathorityCof the Scriptures We have observedthatthe Bible begns to
have increasng auhority in the group. It spealks for itself.

Community.

By readng together our personal blind spots, biases and underdanding areexposedand modified Over
timethe community canbecame a Oafe place O Pegle change ard errar is correcied. We seekto
undergand what God is saying to us asa group aswell asindividuals.

Fun and Atmosphere.

Wherewe meet ard the @mbenceansignificartly contribute to the evering. Wetry ard stay with
contextual Oreeing placesO Occasonally we will do someting special. Initially some pegple come for
thisrea®n alone!

Regularity.
Wetry and meetabout every two weels. Any morethan thisisnon-sustainalde. Any less, lacks
continuity.

Size.
About 6 couplessean to be the maximum number. It allows for participation but also mears that when
some peaple are not there, the group cancontinue to meet

Affinity.
A common sharedlife context allows for greaer group ownership of the discussion. It also facilitates
social interacton.

Freedom.

Pemle arefree to share their doubts, encouragemerts, struggles joys and insights. The regponsesof
othersin the group will facilitate or hinder this. Pe@le areale to regpond freely to the Scriptures They
arenot confinedto certain insights. The willingness of pegple to freely shareisvital if the group isto
fulfill its function.

Neutrality.
The Bible readng group is not a door to something more formal.

Mutuality.
Each group member is a contributor and alearrer. The group is stronger aspeagpl e off erthemselvesto
eachother.

Journeying Mentality.
The group promotesthe notion of life asajourney. It valuesthe willingness to keepgrowing and
learring.

Realistic Ambitions.

OAother danger is that of too high ambitions. Whenthe group starts to put too high aclaim on one
arother and expectthemto meetall oneOsndividual needs, thenthe erd isin sight. Theideaof the Bible
readng group isthatit enabdesyou to live your life asit isin the midst of your relationships, not to create
anew life with new idertity and new relationships. Organzaional claimsor expectations canalso
dedroy the whole enterprise O
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THE ROLE OF THE GROUP LEADER

Leadership is absolutely essertial for the succes of the group. It isnot leadership in the tradtional sense.
It appeas Obw keyGard Gaid backCobut is actually very intertional. Informality doesnot meanlack of
leackrship but requiresmore of the leader. However,itisadifferert style of leadership thatis required

A Fellow Learner and Traveler.

The leackr is among the group, NOT above the group or apart fromit. He/she must geruinely believe
thatthiswill be a personal journey of discovery hefshe hasnot takenbefore. He/sheis not the group
teacler or regdent expert.

Enable Full Participation.

It isessential thatall the memters of the group areale to contribute. It istoo eay for afew articulate
participarts to dominate the conversation. Some Christiars feel compelledto have ananswer or moveto
OfkCa life situation sharedin the group. Whenthis happers the dynamics essertial to the well being of
the Bible readng group areseriously threaened There area variety of methods a leader canemploy to
erablefull participation. The leader promotesafreeand openatmospherewhere pegole canbe realand
interactwith the text from where they are at that moment. He/she welcomesopendiscussion and can
regst having to bring closure. The leader hasa deeptrust that Truth will Gemerge whenthere is full
freecbm to participate. Truth will emerge whenthe Saipturesarein play.O

Painting a Picture.

The leader serves by providing the picture that enalesthe group to stepinto thetext. Hefsheis
stimulating the imag nation of the group by fleshing out the life context of the text through story telling.
Thisisaveryimportart agectof preparing the OkartO

Building the Bridge.

The leader aks very opened ended guegions that promote the interaction of heart, mind, life context, and
text. In my experienceit isusually only necesary to ak aquedion atthe begnning. Therole then
becamesone of facilitating full participation and helping the group to explore more deegy the issuesthat
arebeing raised.

SameHelpful Launching Quegions.

* Asweread the passage did any part of it stir you?

* What did you feel as we read the passage?

*  What situations, circumgances and memoriesfrom your own life cameto your mind asyou
listened?

*  What wood you love to be true of you from the passage?

* What surprised angered, or puzzledyou from the passage?

CONCLUSION

If the Bible readng group isto fulfill its purposes it is esertial that thereis growing harmony between
the dynamics of Oife-context,Cthe OSkipturesCGand @ommunity.O1f Oife-contextCdominatesthenthe
Scripturestake a back seator varish altogether. This of course affects the groupOgrowth towards God.
If relationships arethe dominant rea®n for meetng it canbecame diffi cult overtimeto edablish a
compelling reason to meetregularly with the Bible. If the Scripturesexist apartfrom the other 2
dynamicsthenthey easly are separatedfrom life and became stale.

Thislackof hamony will eventually erode the relevance and power of meeting asa group to readthe
Bible.
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