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The Study Purpose: 

To unite the Christ Lutheran Church membership during the season in Lent in understanding and valuing 
the connections we have as the Body of Christ in a local sense, and to discover God’s intention of what 

living in community as the Church is all about. 

 
Learning Experiences: 

• To meet weekly (with the exception of Holy Week) with others for fellowship, study, and prayer. 

• To covenant together about the nature of this small group. 

• To read and study St. Paul’s letter to the Philippians with a critical eye, and an open heart. 

• To keep a prayer journal throughout the seven weeks of the things individuals are praying for. 

• To take an offering and decide at the end of seven weeks where the offering will go. 

• To prayerfully contemplate the future of the small group after the seven weeks are over. 

 

 

CLC Visalia Small Group Covenant 

 

Presume welcome/Extend welcome 

           This means we should presume we are welcome, here in this space, and at 

Christ Lutheran Church in general.  We will in turn extend welcome to others 

whether in the group or at worship. 
 

We agree that no story leaves this space. 

Any personal stories and experiences told in this space will not be repeated 

outside of this space for any reason. 
 

Conversation Parameters: 

    We agree to actively listen to others as well as to humbly offer our own 

thoughts.  We agree to a position of non-offense and non-defense when we hear 

something that we may not agree with.  We agree to limit conversation topics to 

the current study and relevant personal experiences. We agree that politics will not 

be part of conversations in this space.  We agree to listen respectfully and without 

judgment.  
 

Group Commitments 

    We agree to faithfully attend this small group’s seven meetings.  We agree to 

actively engage with the study provided. We agree to keep a prayer journal for the 

group and commit to pray for each other in the group and away from the 

group.  We agree to take an offering and use it toward a service project at the end 

of our time together.  
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Opening Introduction (To be read before you read anything else): 
 Dear Small Group Member – 

“We need to figure this out.”   

My guess is that my wife and I were not alone when we brought home our first newborn with 

loads of questions.  Moms and dads have nine months, or so, preparing to bring their newborn home from 
the hospital.  They read books, they attend classes, and maybe they get good advice from others.  But 

when the baby finally comes, they pack up the essentials they have collected at the hospital, and they 

spend ten or twenty minutes trying to fit the baby into the car seat, and they spend another ten or twenty 
minutes fitting the car seat into the backseat of the car, and then they drive home, and then they unload, 

and then they walk into the house, and then they sit down, and then they look at each other and this 

“thing” they brought home, and then they say either out loud or to themselves: Now what? 
Those first couple of weeks for new parents is an adventure at figuring out a new way of living 

that no book, no advice-giver, and no amount of prayer can completely prepare you for.  But, somehow 

and in some comical ways, rookie parents have been figuring it out for years. 

When Jesus ascended into the heavens he didn’t leave a lot of information about what was going 
to happen next.  He did tell the disciples that he would be with them “to the end of the ages (Matthew 

28:20).”  And earlier he did breathe on them and tell them that they had received the Holy Spirit and 

could now forgive (or retain) the sins of others (John 20:22).  But what exactly would it mean for the 
disciples to be The Church?  Only twice did he use the word “church” (Matthew 16:18 and Matthew 

18:15-21).  I imagine the disciples standing around, scratching their heads, and saying to themselves, 

“What is this ‘church’ he is talking about?” 
So, we need to spend a moment with this word “church.”  The word in Greek is ecclesia; it 

literally means, those who are called (from the Greek verb caleo) out (from the Greek adverb ek).  Called 

out of what, you might ask?  Hold on; we’ll get to that.   

How often have you identified a building as a church?  I do it all the time.  Maybe you even tell 
your friends that on Sunday you go “to church.”  By which, I assume, you mean you are going to a 

location. 

The word “church” is one of those weird words that really shouldn’t have been translated as such 
in the Bible, but was.  As I stated, the Greek word is ecclesia.  How do we get “church” from ecclesia?  

The simple answer is that Bible translators, in search for a way to understand ecclesia, borrowed upon the 

German word Kirche which means, “house of the Lord” or temple.  So “church” is a derivative of 

ecclesia and not a direct translation. 
This is important.  Why?  Because Jesus was not suggesting that the “church” would be a place, 

but a people.  This “called out” notion that Jesus referenced is a people who are called out from the world 

(that is, living in the world but not living according to the values of the world), and called out of 
themselves (that is, given a new perspective of less self-focus and more other-focus).  And, as the word 

implies, Jesus is suggesting that those who are a part of the “church” are on a journey, they are moving 

out (it is interesting to note that in Acts 9 the very first description of the church was “The Way”).     
Until Jesus came along nobody identified their spiritual quest as being a part of the ecclesia.  

Jesus starts something new by giving us a new vision of what it means to be a part of his following.  And 

nobody had much of an idea after Jesus ascended into heaven just exactly what it now meant for them to 

be a part of ecclesia; they were just beginning the process of trying to figure it all out. 
I hope you will find this group curriculum, Us Under the Cross, helpful in a discovery or 

rediscovery of what it means to be the church.  My fear is that many have had an incomplete, or maybe 

even warped, image of what the church is.  Perhaps this study will open new possibilities of what Jesus 
had in mind, and how St. Paul, in his letter to the Philippians, revealed insight into the radical and 

expansive notion of being “called out” under the cross. 

Oh yeah, “the cross.”  I almost forgot to say something about that.  But for now, I’m going to let 
it go.  It will become a point of focus and discussion later.  I’m sure you’ll figure it out.  

Sincerely, 

Pastor Brian   
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Session #1 – “What in the world are we doing together?” 

 
Ice Breaker – “Getting to know you” 

Start with general introductions (name, marital status, kids, work, etc.), but then ask the really 

important questions: 

o What is your favorite ice cream? 
o If you could only see one movie before you die, what would it be? 

o What famous (not a relative) dead person would you want to spend 10 minutes talking to? 

o What place in the world would you like to visit? 
o Morning person or evening person? 

 

Starting Up (to be read as a group) 
Dear Small Group – 

I’m thinking of wearing a t-shirt that reads, “I’m religious but not spiritual…and you’d 

better be glad I am.”   

Have you ever had someone tell you, “I’m spiritual but not religious?”  My immediate 
thought is to say, “Oh, so you’re selfish.”  I have never said that, largely because it wouldn’t be 

the “religious” thing to say (but it would be the spiritual thing to say).   

I know you’re confused.  Let me explain.  To begin with, the word religion is a Latin 
word.  It means “to be bound to something.”  If I am relegated to do something (the same Latin 

root word), then I am bound to do it.  “What,” you may ask, “am I bound to if I am religious?”  

Here is where a lot of people, both inside and outside the church, sort of get the wrong idea.  A lot 

of people think that to be religious is to be bound to a bunch of rules and laws.  They think that 
religion is a lot of dos and don’ts (more don’ts than dos).   

I say “sort of” because there was a time when that was true.  Under the Jewish covenant, 

devotion to God was the critical responsibility of a person of faith.  How would you know if you 
were devoted?  You would do what God commanded you.  There are over 600 commandments in 

the first five books of the Bible (known as Torah).  Follow these laws and, as Deuteronomy 6:2 

says, “so that you and your children and your children’s children may fear the LORD your God all 
the days of your life, and keep all his decrees and his commandments that I am commanding you, 

so that your days may be long.”  Being religious, then, to the Jews meant being really spiritually 

connected to God by being bound to the laws which then bind them to God. 

But everything changes with Jesus.  Matthew, Mark, and Luke each tell the important 
story of Jesus being asked which is the most important commandment (Matthew 22:34-40; Mark 

12:28-34; Luke 10:25-28).  The answer: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all 

your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind;” this is the expected answer that all 
Jews would have given.  But Jesus isn’t done: “And the second is this: you shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.”  Hold on, Jesus; where do you get this?  The first statement is acceptable; it 

is what every Jew would recite in the Shema which is foundational for Jewish belief: “Hear O 
Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord, and you shall love the lord your God with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all your might (Deuteronomy 6:4).”  Where does this “second” part 

come from?  It comes from a little-known line in the book of Leviticus (19:18): “You shall love 

your neighbor as yourself.”   
Jesus makes a break with the Jewish religion by suggesting that we are now bound to 

God and to our neighbor.  That “and” is really important and deeply radical.  And if you need any 

clarification on who your neighbor is, Jesus tells this time-honored tale of a despised Samaritan 
helping a Jew in need.  The hero of the story is someone a commandment-abiding Jew would 

never consider a neighbor.  Jesus is saying that the way to show devotion (i.e., love) to God is to 
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show devotion (i.e., love, compassion, selfless giving) to those very different from us, maybe 
even those we have considered an enemy to us. 

Do you see why being religious (at least how Jesus would define it) is more important 

than being spiritual?  If you want to be spiritual you are slipping back into a “me and God” 

mentality that dominated the covenant God made with the Jews.  And you can pick and choose 
which laws will help you gain a connection with God (there are dietary laws, sexual purity laws, 

laws that would ban certain people from your friendships, justice laws, and animal sacrifice 

laws…but for the sake of the family pet, I would encourage you not to follow those laws).  
But Jesus came and said that loving God meant you need to love your neighbor.  And, as 

your “neighbor” (that is, as someone who is on the receiving end of your love), my vote is that 

I’m glad you are religious and not spiritual.  I need your love.  And you need mine.  And that’s 
how God intends for the church to live – committed to loving our neighbor. 

You might consider this life group you are in right now as an experiment in loving your 

neighbor.  Granted, they are probably a whole lot more loveable than the other “neighbors” who 

could be in it.  But I hope that by learning to love each other, that is, learning to be “called out” of 
yourself for the sake of your neighbor in this small group (remember what ecclesia really means), 

you will be better equipped to love your neighbor who isn’t sitting around this room.  

Oh yeah, the cross.  I forgot to mention that.  But we’ll come back to that soon enough. 
With all my love (or at least as much as I’m able to give you), 

Pastor Brian       

 
Reading the Book – Philippians 1:3-11 

 

Going Deep 

1. Given this reading, what can you deduce about this church in Philippi?  Is it a welcoming church?  
Is it a struggling church?  Is it a vibrant church?  Is it the kind of church you’d want to be a part 

of? 

2. How often to you express thanks to God in prayer?  What do you give thanks to God for? 
3. Note verse 6 – What do you suppose Paul means by “good work” that God will bring to 

completion?  What do you think the “day of Jesus Christ” is? 

4. Paul speaks of longing for the Philippians.  Evidently they were very special people for him.  

Have you ever “longed” for somebody?  What is that like? 
5. Paul prays that their love may overflow with knowledge and full insight.  What do you think this 

means? 

6. In verse 11 Paul talks about “the harvest of righteousness.”  What do you think that is?  Is it 
something that can be measured, or is it something internal such as character? 

 

Dreaming of What the Church Can Become 

Paul speaks glowingly of the Philippians.  He has had a deep and abiding relationship with them.  

Many people will often speak highly of past churches they have been a part of.  There are 

experiences we have had in a church that has shaped us, nurtured us, given us insight, and even 

converted us.  Based on this passage from Paul, describe what the Church can become.  Be 
extravagant in your dreaming.  Your small group leader will take notes.   

 

Upon Further Reflection (to be read on your own) 
Ironically, the phrase, “I’m spiritual but not religious” is quite often heard in Alcoholics 

Anonymous 12-step meetings; but I propose that AA groups are probably the best examples of 

“religious community” to be found anywhere in this day and age.  The folks who make the above 
statement are ones who suffered at the hands of organized religion: they grew up with a punishing 

God whose judgment they feared and from whom they felt alienated and ashamed.  Some of them 

may have tried to get sober in the church, but were told that with enough “faith” they could drink 
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responsibly.  They were told that sobriety was all about will power.  They felt like failures.  
However, in AA, they’ve found a God of their understanding and, through the working of the 12 

Steps, have experienced the hope and freedom from the compulsion to drink that they could not 

find in church. 

AA is not affiliated with any religious tradition – its aim is to be inclusive and welcoming to 
all who desire sobriety.  But given the definition of religion as “being bound to something”, I 

would argue that AA is religious in nature; and “Community” is what it’s all about. Another 

saying frequently heard in AA is:  “This is a ‘we’ program: I can’t but we can.”  AA members are 
bound together by a common problem as well as a common solution.  The emphasis is on service 

and love: “principles before personalities” – we share with others what has been so freely given to 

ourselves despite our differences and often conflicting personal opinions, attitudes, and 
proclivities. 

It is also all about Grace, not about a personal striving to be better, nor about achieving 

sobriety through an act of human will, but about surrendering to a Higher Power which is loving 

and forgiving.  This is the “good news” that AA members try to convey to those still suffering 
from what is often called “a spiritual malady”.  Devout Christians might ask, “But where is Jesus 

in all of this?”  Good question.  For those of us in AA who want to call ourselves Christian, I 

would answer that Jesus is present in everyone who comes in through the doors of an AA 
meeting.  If being a Christian is more about orthopraxy than orthodoxy, AA members who 

commit themselves to service and inclusive love are followers of “the Way” more than those who 

hold tight to creedal statements but exclude others from God’s all-encompassing embrace.  In the 
words of Chuck C. (someone whom I would describe as an “AA mystic”): "If you asked me, 

‘What is your religion?’, I would say, ‘It’s the way I live.’ That’s my religion.” (A New Pair of 

Glasses, p. 79)  

Later in the same book he writes: “You and I, having run out of our own resources, have been 
privileged to wander into Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, and to stay, and to find this same 

experience as the Prodigal Son.  We’ve come home.  It’s not normal to walk alone.  It’s normal 

for us to walk down the high road of life with our arms around each other, sharing our experience, 
strength, and hope, one with another in love.  This is normal – it’s as normal as breathing.  It’s not 

normal to be away from the Father’s house.  We’re like little kids that are lost in the woods, and 

darkness has come on, and we’re scared to death.  And we wander into an Alcoholics Anonymous 

meeting and find ourselves in each other and God…..You helped me do that which I could not do 
alone, and showered enough love on me that I became, I hope, aware of the fact that God is 

love……All I have to do is look into the eyes of a bunch like you, to see my God.” (pp. 115-117) 

Although most of us in AA fall far short of the unconditional love exemplified in the writings 
of Chuck C., (just as most Christians fall far short of the life exemplified in the person of Jesus), I 

would maintain that the kind of life Chuck C. is talking about has more in common with religious 

community as practiced by first century Christians than, sadly, much of what we find in church 
communities today.   

For further reference, there are several Christian writers who discuss this topic:  Richard 

Rohr, James B. Nelson, Gerald May and Frederick Buechner. 

- Anonymous 
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Session #2 – “Do we have to get to know one another?” 
 

Ice Breaker – “Getting to know you” 

Choose one of the following: 
o Tell about a club you joined.  What was/is the point of the club?  What was/is the benefit of 

being a part of this club?  What was/is the price (financial/emotional/physical) one has to pay 

to be a part of this club?  Was/is the benefit greater than the price? 

o What is your favorite hobby or pastime?  Do you prefer to do this by yourself or with others?   
o Tell about a time you were a part of a team that accomplished something.  What was that 

like?  What was your personal contribution? 

 
Starting Up (to be read as a group) 

Dear Small Group – 

I am aware that you are dealing with a chemical addiction.  I know it is a difficult thing to 

shake.  Chances are you wake up in the morning with that craving that doesn’t seem to go away.  
In fact, I can only imagine it intensifies even more when that certain chemical coarses through 

your veins.  And to think; you will have this monkey on your back the rest of your life. 

How do I know?  Because I have the same chemical addiction. 
We’re not talking about opioids, methamphetamines, or Ghirardelli chocolate.  In fact, 

we’re not talking about one chemical, but a couple.  We’re talking about serotonin, and oxytocin.  

Serotonin is the chemical of safety.  It gets released when we feel good about ourselves.  
And how do we feel good about ourselves?  Because others express to us respect, appreciation, 

and/or value.  When serotonin flows, you trust others, feel a connection to them, and have a 

confidence that they are for you as you are for them.  I like serotonin! 

Oxytocin is the love chemical.  It goes further than serotonin in developing connections 
between people.  Whereas serotonin helps you feel connected, oxytocin helps you feel committed.  

This is the chemical that binds families and deep friendships together.  It gets released when a 

person you have an attachment to hugs you.  Oxytocin is the power behind doing acts of charity 
for others, or what you feel when someone does an act of charity for you.  And, interestingly, 

oxytocin boosts our immune system.  We love oxytocin! 

These two chemicals are at work in you right now.  They are keeping you engaged in this 
study, they are helping you feel connected with those sitting in the room, and they might also be 

present as you more closely identify with some whom you are especially close with.  Way to be 

addicted! 

Oh yeah, I almost forgot, there is one more chemical you’re addicted to, and it’s not so 
good.  It’s cortisol.  Cortisol is the chemical that causes stress and worry.  It is the “flight or fight” 

chemical when things don’t feel safe.  Cortisol releases adrenaline into the bloodstream that gives 

you a burst of energy to deal with the supposed (or imposed) threat.   
Why would I say cortisol isn’t so good?  It is good when it forces us to recognize danger 

and to escape.  But a lot of times cortisol is released when there might be danger, or when danger 

is imagined.  This is a reality for a lot of people.  Some people live with inordinate stress, some 

live with episodic anxieties, some people experience chronic depression, and some people simply 
live in fear.  In these situations, cortisol, which is meant to be released in spurts, flows constantly.  

And this is not good for a person.  It wreaks havoc on one’s immune system and causes the 

person to retreat into themselves. 
What is the answer to unhealthy amounts of cortisol (which is to ask, what is the answer 

to those who live in fear, distrust, anxiety, depression, worry, and isolation)?  You might think the 

answer is to get some oxytocin flowing in them; give them a hug, tell them how much you love 
them, help them (despite their requests not to) by interjecting yourself into their troubles. 
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But this isn’t the answer.  Cortisol is more potent than oxytocin.  So, what do they need?  
Serotonin. They need to feel safe.  They need to discover that others are there for them when 

needed.  They need to believe (slowly) that they can trust others because others believe they are 

people of worth, and as such, they deserve to feel better than they do.  (I am indebted to Simon 

Sinek’s book, Leaders Eat Last for this insight into the chemicals at work in our body.)  
Do you remember that story in John 8 where a woman is caught in adultery?  She gets 

hauled before Jesus by the scribes and Pharisees (experts in the Law).  And they say that the Law 

commanded them to stone her, but they ask him what he thinks they ought to do.  So, just to be 
clear about this scene, the woman is being used, first by the guy who illicitly has sex with her (but 

who, according to the Law, does not have to stand trial for his act…the result of a male-centered 

legal interpretation), and now she is being used by the religious people to trap Jesus.   
What does Jesus do?  In essence, he says, “OK, go ahead, start throwing stones, but how 

about the one who is blameless throw the first.”  And one by one they drop their rocks and walk 

away. 

The reaction of the woman is consistent with so many others in the Gospels whom Jesus 
ministers to.  She is in shock.  John says at this point she “stands before him;” dignity has crept 

back into her (or maybe into her for the very first time), and all Jesus has to say is, “I don’t 

condemn you.”  In other words, “I’m for you…I’m on your side…you can count on me.”   
We don’t know what happens to this woman in the story.  But I think it is safe to 

conclude she is changed.  Originally this story didn’t make it into the early drafts of John’s 

Gospel, but my sense is that over time, as more and more people read and memorized John’s 
Gospel, some thought this moment was poignant enough to be included.  I think it is possible that 

these early Christians knew how powerful the acceptance and connection of Jesus was, not just 

for the woman, but by everyone for whom the Gospel touched. 

And that, to me, identifies the power of being church together.  We need one another.  
We need community.  It is unhealthy to be alone, and even dangerous to confront the challenges 

that come with life.  And so, in an effort to find connections, we are confronted with Jesus, who 

welcomes us as we are, displays a commitment to us (by going all the way to the cross for us), 
and who gives us value and worth beyond our self-imposed value and worth.  And as such, we 

connect with others so that Jesus can be the means by which we receive safety in a dangerous 

world, hope in a chaotic world, and unconditional love in a demanding world.   And that’s why 

you are together in this small group.  
So, get the serotonin flowing. 

Connected to you, I am, 

Pastor Brian 
 

Reading the Book – Philippians 1:19-26 

 
Going Deep 

1. Paul speaks so comfortably about his death.  On a scale of 1-10 (1 = scared to death [get it?]; 

10 = completely comfortable), what is your level of comfort with your own death? 

2. Paul is completely committed to the Philippians.  He considers being with them only second 
to being with God.  Why do you think he has this commitment?  How do we grow that sort of 

commitment of people to people in the church? 

3. Paul was or had been in prison.  Surviving prison in those days required the support (food, 
clothing, essentials) of friends and family.  Paul seems to indicate that the Philippians had 

been his source for help.  What does it take to create a church that has people go out of their 

way to help others?  Is there a way to increase a church’s hospitality? 
4. Philippi, named after Philip II of Macedon, is located in Asia Minor and had been heavily 

influenced by Greek and Roman presence.  Paul, a Jew, would not necessarily be welcomed 

by the Gentiles, and as this was one of his earliest missionary trips, he could have had 
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residual religious issues about mingling with Gentiles.  And yet, Paul speaks so highly of the 
Philippians.  How does a church breakdown barriers that separate different and differing 

people?  What barriers (ethnic, social, racial, sexual, generational, etc.) does our church 

struggle at bridging? 

5. The idea that we are all equal under God is noble, but very challenging to live out. As we will 
see elsewhere in Philippians, Paul suggests that since Jesus demonstrated humility and 

service to all, that those in the church should also (“Have this mind among yourselves which 

is yours in Christ Jesus…” Phil. 2:5).  What is the difference between “welcoming,” 
“tolerating,” and “including” others?  Which do you do well?    

 

Dreaming of What the Church Can Become 

The idea of a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, multi-experiential community is not normal.  We tend 

to gravitate toward people we can identify with.  But Paul is appealing to a community of faith 

that sets aside its differences in favor of its faith.  Is this where we are?  Is this where we should 

be?  Based on this passage from Paul, describe what the Church can become.  Be extravagant in 
your dreaming.  Your small group leader will take notes.   

 

 
Upon Further Reflection (to be read on your own) 

The Beatitudes from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount are one of the best known portions of 

the Bible. Here is Matthew’s rendition (Matthew 5:1-12 NRSV): 
When Jesus saw the crowds, he went up the mountain; and after he sat down, his disciples came 

to him. Then he began to speak, and taught them, saying: 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy. 
Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you 
falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for in the same 

way they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

Some translations such as the Good News Bible use the word Happy instead of Blessed. 
This is because these translations strive for simplicity.  Blessed is a better word. Of those on the 

list, those who mourn may, of course, not feel blessed, but I feel Jesus is saying God is drawn 

closer to those who mourn as he does for the others on the list.  God does in fact, share in their 
mourning.  Some of the categories of those who are Blessed, such as the peacemakers, are self-

explanatory.  Others are not so clear.  I want to focus on the first Beatitude: Blessed are the poor 

in spirit. 

Episodes of depression, earlier known as melancholia, have been recorded as early as the 
2nd Millennium B.C.  We can discuss together if Christ was actually referring to depression and 

anxiety in his sermon.  Certainly these conditions existed in First Century Judea.  I feel, since we 

as Lutherans believe Scripture is a Living Word, such an interpretation is certainly applicable and 
can be quite helpful.  God shares in your feelings.  Do not feel inadequate or ashamed for being 

depressed or anxious.   

So much of the Bible relates to us about being in a community of believers.  That 
community wants to hear from you. 

- Bernie Roessler 
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Session #3 – “Who is in and who is out?” 
 

Ice Breaker – “Getting to know you” 
An idea for your group to try: 

Everybody write down on a piece of paper one thing they hated about high school.  It cannot be 

general (such as, “I hated Biology…I hated the principal’s office…I hated that school started so 

early in the morning”).  It needs to be specific as it tells why you hated what you hated.  And it 
cannot be directed at a certain person or people (such as, “I hated the cheerleaders”) but can be 

directed at how certain people made you feel (such as, “I hated the way the cheerleaders wouldn’t 

stop trying to get a date with me…it made me feel cheap”).  Something like that.  Hand in to the 
group leader what you wrote.  The group leader will then read each person’s paper.  And then the 

group will try to guess which paper is whose. 

 

Starting Up (To be read as a group) 
Dear Small Group –  

I think it is my duty as pastor to tell you that there is someone in your group that doesn’t 

belong.  Don’t make it obvious by looking around.  Just play it cool; don’t make a scene.  But 
there is someone who shouldn’t be there; this person doesn’t belong. 

The truth of the matter is we need standards.  Every group needs standards.  If there are 

no standards, then anything can happen.  As humans, we don’t like it when “anything” can 
happen.  So, we need membership expectations, or constitutions, or bylaws, or rules.  That way 

we can stay true to our purpose, and keep out those who (for whatever reason, but probably 

because they don’t want to abide by our standards) don’t belong. 

It’s helpful when you join a club, organization, business, or church to know what are the 
parameters.  How far can you go before you go too far?  

 Did you know you can get kicked out of the United States?  It doesn’t happen very often, 

but there are two things you can do that will get you expelled (expatriated) from our nation: 1.) 
get convicted for treason, or 2.) voluntarily serve in a hostile army during a time of declared war.     

Under the old covenant there were a bunch of things that could get you kicked out of the 

Jewish tribe (or worse, stoned to death).  If you went to a palm reader or had your fortune told, 
you’d be out (Leviticus 20:6); if you ate a steak rare, you might be out (Leviticus 17:10); if you 

like lobster, you’re out (Leviticus 11:12), and if you disobey your pastor, it’s execution time 

(Deuteronomy 17:12…I sort of like that one). 

It probably doesn’t surprise you to know that there are rules and laws that govern 
membership in churches, but not all churches have the same rules or laws.  For some reason a lot 

of churches have “sex” rules; you can cheat and lie but if you sleep with someone you’re not 

married to, you’re out!  Formally or not, this is known as excommunication, which for some 
churches means “we will no longer communicate with you,” while for others it means, “you may 

no longer take communion with us.” 

Just for the record, Christ Lutheran Church has two “rules” that, if transgressed, will get 

you removed from membership: not attend worship and not financially support the church over 
the period of one-year. 

And so, what Jesus does to the rules and laws which govern membership among the 

people of God is quite fascinating.  It’s like he goes out of his way to break the rules.  He touches 
sick and dead people, he invades the space of lepers, he talks with a Samaritan woman, he 

forgives sin, and he (shame upon shame) doesn’t respect the Sabbath laws.  And the “rule-

keepers” (the Pharisees) can’t accept that someone who is a good Jew would purposely throw 
shade at the one thing that defines and determines the Jewish people – Torah (the Law).  Better 

excommunicate (or exterminate) such a person. 
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Without putting too fine a point on it, the desire of the Pharisees was to be as clear as 
possible who was “in” and who was “out.”  They felt that if those who were “in” were flirting too 

close to the lines which would put them “out,” then it was their job to pull them back “in.”  

Things like holiness and purity were really important to them.  After all, you can’t have a little bit 

of sin mixed within the sacred; the sacred would then become profane. 
This is why Jesus was so radical, and so threatening.  Here he was, welcoming in those 

who didn’t belong, and seemingly creating a barrier for those who thought they should belong.  

Loving God and loving one’s neighbor seemed to be the only thing he was really interested in; 
the rest of the laws, rules, and regulations could be tossed out the window. 

Which brings me back to that person who doesn’t “belong” in your group.  Ready?  It’s 

you, whoever “you” are.  It’s you because, according to the Pharisee’s standard, you are not good 
enough; your holiness and purity doesn’t measure up to what the Old Testament covenant 

demanded.  You should be out.  Excommunicated.  Gone. 

But the truth is you are here, where you really do belong.  Why?  Because of Jesus.  Jesus 

said that you belong where you are because his love is greater than any rule, and his grace is 
without end.  Can you do anything to get kicked out of Jesus’ group?  Nope.  He does ask you to 

do your best to love God and love your neighbor, but even when you blow that, you’re still “in” 

for him. 
The church should try to follow Jesus better.  Mercy and forgiveness need to be what 

we’re known for, not judgmentalism or rule-keeping.   

As far as this church goes, while we have those two rules about membership, we are far 
more interested at what is at the center of our life together (Jesus) than what is at the boundaries 

(we are rather fuzzy about the boundaries).  Does that mean that anything goes?  Only if by 

“anything” we mean anything where we are loving God and loving our neighbor.  Does that mean 

we don’t care who you are sleeping with?  Only if it calls into question whether you are loving 
God and loving your neighbor (that ought to open up some discussion!).  And let me just say, as a 

pastor, that a lot of what I hear when it comes to “sleeping with others” isn’t really loving in a 

way that Jesus means for it.  So, the bottom line here is, “Be careful, really careful.” 
For the love of God, I am, 

Pastor Brian        

 

Reading the Book – Philippians 1:27-30 
 

Going Deep 

1. “Let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ…”  What examples can you give of 
living a life worthy of the gospel?  Does such a life have to do with doing certain things?  Or not 

doing certain things?  Is it reflective of things we do for God, or for one another? 

2. Paul says of the Philippian Christians that he desires to hear that they “stand firm in one spirit.”  
What does that look like to you?  Paul wants them to be of one mind, striving side by side for the 

faith of the gospel.  What is required for a church to be so committed to one another, and so 

connected?  Have you ever felt that in a church?  

3. Paul speaks of “opponents.”  These probably were Jewish Christians who would follow Paul after 
he established a church, and attempted to “correct” Paul’s theology of the freedom of Christ.  

They tried to convince new Gentile Christians that they needed to continue to follow the Law, 

especially that which applied to circumcision.  Who are the opponents for the church today? 
4. The Christians in Philippi had experienced suffering because of their faith (as did Paul).  Perhaps 

it was physical suffering, or maybe it was emotional.  How does suffering create togetherness?  

Can you think of a time when you suffered and the support and fellowship of others was a 
lifesaver? 
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5. Conflict (the theme of next week’s session) seems to be present even in the best churches.  In 
what way will a connected church survive, and even overcome, conflict?  What are the elements 

needed for this to be the case?  

 

Dreaming of What the Church Can Become 

It is often said that while the center of the church is to be crystal clear (faith in the atoning work 

of Jesus), the edges of the church are rather blurry (that is, who is in and who is out).  How does 

the church maintain a solid commitment to its center without becoming rigid?  And how can the 
church be welcoming without becoming wishy-washy?  Based on these passages from Paul, 

describe what the Church can become.  Be extravagant in your dreaming.  Your small group 

leader will take notes.   
 

Upon Further Reflection (to be read on your own) 

In a recent sermon regarding spiritual growth, Pastor Brian mentioned how important it is 

to put ourselves in places that allow God to work in our lives.  Places that have the potential to 
create awareness in us, that move us to see areas where we are stuck and need to grow, and 

sometimes even, places that help us see and believe the truth about ourselves (from God’s 

perspective)…..that is…how beautiful we really are.  How utterly delightful we are to our Lord, 
imperfect as we are.  Each and every one of us, beautiful in the sight of the Lord and that 

generosity extends to all people. 

One of these God places for me is a CLC small group.  This is a place where I can share 
my heart with complete trust in the confidentiality of this group.  We wrestle together to figure 

out God’s intent in whatever we are studying and we assist each other to move beyond 

justifications and un-Christ like behavior.  We also laugh a lot and we pray a lot.  Life is a 

struggle and this is the place where we understand we truly are in this fight together.  And, 
hopefully we do, FINALLY believe, we are all in!  We are all beautiful, even when we aren’t.  

All through Christ our Lord!  May you grasp this truth to the depths of your soul. 

Reflect:  What prevents you from believing you are beautiful in God’s eyes and how does 
that impact how you view others?   

- Dianne Aldrich 
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Session #4 – “Can’t we all just get along?” 
 

Ice Breaker – “Getting to know you” 

Choose one: 
o Share (confess?) your “guilty pleasure” to the group. 

o Tell everyone what one luxury you would indulge if you had all the money in the world. 

o Describe what punishment was like in your family growing up. 

o What is your least favorite church song/hymn? 
 

Starting Up (to be read as a group) 

Dear Small Group –  
“I’m not coming to your church anymore.”  I heard that sentence and my inclination was 

to say something like, “It’s not my church, it’s God’s church; if you don’t like it, take it up with 

Him.”  But I didn’t.  I asked what was wrong.  “I have been coming to Christ Lutheran Church 

for 10 years and I have never liked having drums in worship, and you won’t listen to me, so I’m 
gone.”  I explained we have an 8:00 worship service in which drums are not played.  “9:30’s the 

hour for me to worship, not 8:00…I’m done with you.” 

A pastor friend of mine once said that he could populate a really big church from all the 
people who have left his church.  I know what he’s talking about.  Over the years a bunch of 

people have left Christ Lutheran Church.  Here are just some of the reasons I have been given… 

o CLC isn’t spiritual enough; 
o I don’t like the men’s/women’s/children’s/youth ministry (take your pick); 

o So-and-so hurt my feelings; 

o Something you said in a sermon really bothered me; 

o You accept people I can’t accept; 
o You are too conservative; 

o You are too liberal; 

o You ask me to do/give too much; 
o Nobody visited me when I was sick; 

o I don’t like the music (which goes along with drums in worship). 

Another pastor friend of mine tells the people who are joining her church that she is 
going to fail them at some point, that she or someone else is going to say something they don’t 

like or agree with, or that something is going to happen that is going to be a personal frustration.  

And then she says, “We’re not perfect here, and the quicker you know that the better, because if 

you can’t stand an imperfect church with imperfect people led by an imperfect pastor, then this 
isn’t the place for you.”  I’ve thought that was pretty good, so I’ve started saying something like 

that in our new member classes.  But I’ve tempered it a bit by saying, rather than not joining if 

you can’t handle imperfection, I tell them, “just call the music minister if you have a problem.”  
I’ve noticed he has been taking a lot of calls lately. 

The point behind this all is that The Church is not only imperfect, it is perfectly designed 

to be imperfect.  It has a bunch of people who, at their best are mildly selfish, self-focused, self-

interested, and self-absorbed; at their worst they are horribly selfish, self-focused, self-interested, 
and self-absorbed.   

To paraphrase something Martin Luther once said, “you can remove a saint from a sin, 

but you can’t remove sin from the saint.” 
So perhaps the beginning point to what might be healthy community is the 

acknowledgement that we aren’t perfect, or even close to it.  There have been some who have 

told me they don’t like coming to worship at Christ Lutheran because we begin every worship 
service by confessing our sins.  For some reason that is off-putting to them.  But for me it is 

refreshing.  On one level we are saying to God how sorry we are for messing up again.  But on 
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another level we are saying to one another, “Hey, I’m a screw-up!  If you’re looking for the 
‘perfect church,’ you won’t find it here, because I am here!” 

I’m going to go out on a limb here.  I can’t read your mind, but I’m going to guess that 

when you confess your sins on Sunday, what you have in mind isn’t so much the ways you’ve 

blown your relationship with God; mostly you rue the relationships you’ve made a mess of with 
others.  Our spiritual relationship with God often takes a backseat to our very real, everyday 

relationships with family members, co-workers, next door neighbors, or Facebook friends.  These 

are the relationships that cause us to live with regret, sorrow, frustration, powerlessness, and 
conflict. 

Something that I’ve recently come to understand is that under the first covenant (read, 

“Old Testament”) that God made with the Israelites, the primary relationship emphasis was upon 
one’s relationship with God.  Your relationship with your family member, co-worker, etc. would 

only factor in if you did something that hindered your relationship with God (for instance, 

murdering your next-door neighbor was discouraged because you were taking away something 

that God had made; for instance, honoring your mother and father was so you might live a long 
life in the land that God was giving you).  The way you treated others reflected on what you 

thought of God. 

But Jesus comes and antes up the relationships we have with others.  He once said, “If 
you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember your brother or sister has something 

against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; be reconciled to your brother or sister, 

and then come and offer your gift (Matthew 5:23-24).”  In other words, having a good 
relationship with your family member, co-worker, etc. needs to happen in order for there to be a 

good relationship with God. 

I don’t ever think I have seen someone leave church before putting their offering in the 

plate, or coming to Holy Communion, and running home and reconciling with someone with 
whom they are in conflict. 

But I will go one step further.  I almost never hear about Christians resolving any sort of 

conflict.  One of the very few times Jesus used the word “church” (ecclesia, remember?) is when 
he said, “If a member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of 

you are alone (Matthew 18:15).”  The usual course of action, I see, is denial and avoidance.  It 

takes a supreme amount of love for the person and commitment to the relationship to confront a 

problem and rectify a conflict.  How do I know?  Because I’m guilty of denial and avoidance, too.      
It might be overly optimistic to think this, but something tells me that Jesus wants us to 

work at the hard work of being His Body.  And that hard work has something to do with 

swallowing pride, gaining courage, embracing humility, and learning to really love.  Which, of 
course, sounds a whole lot like learning to “deny myself, picking up my cross, and following 

Jesus.” 

Oh, that thing about the cross?  We’re getting a whole lot closer to talking about it now. 
Confessing, I am, 

Pastor Brian 

 

Reading the Book – Philippians 2:1-11 
 

Going Deep 

1. This part of Paul’s letter may equal anything he ever wrote for its beauty, straight-
forwardness, and depth.  In as much as there was conflict coming from outside the church, 

there was conflict inside the church.  Paul writes this to help re-frame the perspective of what 

a faith community needs to be like.  Notice the tenure of this section; Paul neither scolds nor 
points fingers.  In one sentence, what is Paul’s point? 

2. Borrowing upon a theme from last week’s reading, Paul again implores the Philippians to be 

unified; “being of the same mind, having the same love, being in fill accord…”  How does a 
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group of people develop this level of unity?  Is imploring enough?  What else might be 
needed to have this level of togetherness? 

3. Often times when people experience conflict they try to compromise.  Paul is not suggesting 

this.  He suggests giving up one’s interest for the sake of other people’s interest.  Is this easy?  

Is this wise?  Are there situations where you might say, “I’ve got to fight to get my way?”   
4. It is often said that Jesus was the epitome of humility.  He always seemed to put other 

people’s needs ahead of his own.  Do you believe this?  Is there a difference between giving 

in to other people’s needs, and giving in to other people’s expectations?  In what ways did 
Jesus differentiate the two? 

5. It is suggested by scholars that verses 5-8 is a part of a very early church hymn.  Evidently 

the early Christians believed that the unique feature of Jesus was his self-emptying; he was 
God through whom all creation came into being, and he willingly became a servant.  In what 

way does this reflection of Jesus affect the way you live within the church?   

 

Dreaming of What the Church Can Become 

Conflict is not only a reality of life, it is a necessary part of life.  When we are in conflict we are 

challenged, and in order to face a challenge, we must grow.  How can a church do conflict well?   

Based on this passage from Paul, describe what the Church can become.  Be extravagant in your 
dreaming.  Your small group leader will take notes.   

 

Upon Further Reflection (to be read on your own) 
Many things are imperfect.  A painting can be imperfect. NFL referee calls can be 

imperfect. My grades are currently imperfect.  

We tend to forget as a society, however, that people are imperfect. And that our 

relationships with them reflect that. Yet, divided we stand, in arguments in person, on social 
media, or sometimes even in our own heads, whirling accusations and hurt feelings--the other is 

in the WRONG and we: our views, beliefs, opinions, are in the RIGHT.  

“How can they believe that?”  “How dare they say that?”  “How could they be so blind?”  
And of course, abundant in many a follower of Christ, “At least I’m not THAT type of 

Christian.” 

But we forget, in this self-absorbed, pity-me-this narrative, that all of us: yes, all of us 

wonderful, made-in-the-image-of-God, RIGHT Christians…that we are imperfect, too.  We 
contribute to the imperfections in our lives, in our relationships. We are the sole contributors of 

imperfection when it comes to our relationship with God.  

Ouch. Right?   
But this is not supposed to discourage us, in body, mind, spirit. The old God who 

condemned, who cast fearful, Old Testament judgement, is dead. Jesus ushered in a new era of 

not the judgement of imperfections but of the acknowledgement and improvement of them. He 
allows us, time and time again, to repent for our imperfections. Even if we keep doing them. Even 

if we die with the same flaws we’ve had since birth.  

We are saved not only because of our belief in Jesus but because we love our neighbor as 

ourselves.  Or we try to love our neighbor as ourselves.  Or we know we should love our 
neighbor, but they and their beliefs/actions/words are so annoying/wrong/hurtful.  

How easily it can spiral. Especially when it comes to politics. Especially when it comes 

to gender. Especially when it comes to race.  
Sometimes it seems like the one commonality we can possibly share is our imperfection. 

So let’s embrace it. Cast away all judgements, stereotypes, disagreeable opinions. Let’s embrace 

our imperfections, together.  Because at the end of the day, how do we know our own particular 
narrative of God is right? Perhaps ours is imperfect, too.  

We are united in imperfection. 

- Claire Caviglia 



16 

 

 
 

Session #5 – “Where are we going?” 
 
Ice Breaker – “Getting to know you” 

Choose one of the following: 

o What’s the most lost you’ve ever been (physically lost, not existentially lost)? 

o What is one non-essential thing you make sure to pack when going on a vacation? 
o Which is a worst-case scenario on a plane: sitting next to an incessant talker or someone who 

snores loudly?  Tell about your worst seat companion. 

o (This takes some preparation) Have everyone bring a picture of themselves when they were in 
grade school.  Explain to the group what that kid would say about the adult you have become.  

 

Starting Up (to be read as a group) 

Dear Small Group – 
 There’s the story of the cowboy that wanted to buy a horse.  He went to the horse-dealer, 

spotted the one he liked, and asked the dealer how much he wanted for the horse.  “Oh, you don’t 

want that horse,” said the dealer, “he don’t look so good.”  The cowboy studied the horse for a 
moment and then said, “I’ve been around horses my whole life and as I have looked at every 

angle of this horse, he looks fine with me; how much?”  “OK,” said the dealer, “that’ll be $100; 

no returns.”  And the deal was made.  As the cowboy mounted the horse and began to ride it out 
of the stall, the horse bumped into a post.  A little further and then the horse bumped into a door.  

And then out of the barn the horse ran full-on into a parked car.  The irate cowboy hopped off the 

horse, stormed back to the dealer and said, “Hey, you didn’t tell me the horse was blind!”  “Yeah, 

I did,” said the dealer, “I told you the horse don’t look so good.” 
 I love that story. 

Organizations like to talk about having a vision statement.  A vision statement is a peek 

into the future and spells out what you are going to do (note: not going to be; that’s a mission 
statement).  Often that statement is a rather aggressive, big-picture view.  For instance, Swedish 

furniture company IKEA’s vision statement is “To create a better everyday life for the many 

people.”  Car-maker Tesla’s vision statement is “To accelerate the world's transition to 
sustainable energy.”  The one I like best, however, is Ben & Jerry Ice Cream vision statement: 

“Making the best possible ice cream, in the nicest possible way.” 

People can also have vision statements.  One of my favorite authors is Ken Blanchard.  

He writes and co-authors a lot of books that help people achieve their professional dreams.  His 
personal vision statement is, “To be the number one advocate in the world for human worth in 

organizations.” 

Jesus had a vision statement.  The very first thing the Gospel of Mark records Jesus as 
saying as he began his ministry was, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; 

repent, and believe in the gospel (Mark 1:15).”  From that point on his entire ministry revolved 

around what the kingdom of God looked like.  In this kingdom everyone (not just Jewish men) 

mattered.  In this kingdom disease and death is the enemy.  In this kingdom holiness was 
determined not in keeping the Law but in trusting Jesus.  In this kingdom greatness is determined 

not by the amount of money or prestige one had, but in one’s willingness to serve others.  In this 

kingdom ultimate power was not in sitting on a throne but in dying on a cross.  It seemed that the 
kingdom of God was nearly a complete opposite from the kingdoms that existed in the world 

then…and now. 

Do you have a vision statement?  My hunch is that most people don’t articulate their 
vision statement, but they have an inherent sense for what they are hoping to accomplish with 

their lives.  They know where things are for themselves; that is, they have a realistic sense of 
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what life is like.  And they know where they want things to go; that is, they live with an image of 
what they’d like to become, accomplish, or affect.   

Here are some of the unspoken, but very evident, vision statements that I have observed 

in others: 

o To raise healthy children who will be reasonably successful in life, and who will give me 
healthy, successful grandchildren. 

o To make as much money as possible in order to help the most number of people as 

possible. 
o To retire in comfort. 

o To be joyful and spread joy in everything I do. 

o To build the kind of business that helps both employees and customers. 
o To heal broken people. 

o To have as much fun as I can have, as long as I can, before I cannot have fun anymore. 

o To make my father (or mother, or grandparent, or spouse) proud of me. 

It might be an interesting experience to think about what your personal vision statement 
is, and then check with a good friend (hopefully you will be good friends after you check with 

him/her) and ask what they think your vision statement is. 

Here is mine: To be the pastor of the best church in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
America.  Just kidding; it can’t be a vision if it already exists.  Here it is for real: Honoring the 

family and faith traditions I have received, and recognizing the way our world robs people of 

hope and joy, I will communicate in words and actions the radical and powerful love of God, so 
that my family, my friends, my church, and my community are healthy and happy. 

My sense is that a strong vision for one’s future contains an up-in-out feature.  It reflects 

a transcendent purpose (“up”), a personal investment (“in”), and a missional outcome (“out”).   

It is worth mentioning that CLC leadership is engaged in a process to clarify our shared 
vision for the future God is leading us toward.  One of the challenges of having a pastor serve as 

long as I have is that so much of who we are and what we have done has my fingerprints all over 

it.  Recognizing that there will come a day when I step away from being the senior leader, it will 
be imperative that Christ Lutheran Church is pursuing a vision for ministry that is greater than, 

more ambitious than, and more inclusive than my vision for our ministry.  Please pray for this 

work, and watch for ways to engage the process. 

Who we are as individuals, as groups, and as a church is a point-in-time part of who we 
are becoming, and under the direction of God, what will happen when we become more of who 

we are.  This is the exciting part of ministry.  I can’t wait to see what happens.  It does involve the 

cross, but I’ll tell you about that later. 
Forever becoming, I am, 

Pastor Brian   

  
Reading the Book – Philippians 4:1-9 

 

Going Deep 

1. Paul is not hesitant to express his love and devotion for the Philippians.  He loves and longs 
for them, and they are his joy and crown (besides your kids or grandkids, can you say that 

about anyone else?).  He is about to approach an issue of conflict in verse 2, but he builds 

them up in verse 1.  It’s like he is their cheerleader.  Can you think of a time when, because 
of someone’s encouragement, you were able to rise to a challenge? 

2. It is no small thing that Paul identifies these two women, Euodia and Syntyche, as those who 

have labored side by side with him in ministry.  Given what you know about the way women 
were treated in the first century, how might this be radical (and perhaps disturbing) to others? 

3. Paul follows up his address to the conflict between these women, to more words of 

encouragement.  He again re-frames the present situation by having them see a bigger picture 
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– the Lord is at hand!  Can you think of times in history when a leader has had his or her 
people approach a challenge by giving to them a bigger, fuller, and more dynamic vision? 

4. Paul addresses the peace of God as a key unifying feature.  Have you felt that peace?  What is 

it like?  How does God’s peace change everything? 

5. To sum up verses 8-9, Paul asks the Philippians to think and do.  They are to think about 
those things that are true, honorable, just, etc.; and they are to do what they have received 

from Paul.  The sense is that thinking the right things leads to doing the right things.  How is 

this insight helpful for you as you struggle with issues, conflicts, challenges, and trouble?  If 
you could pick only one of the things Paul would have you think about, which is most 

important/helpful to you?      

 
Dreaming of What the Church Can Become 

Knowing where we’re going is important for a church.  What is your sense of where Christ 

Lutheran Church is going?  If we do what we think we should be doing, what will we look like in 

ten years?   Based on this passage from Paul, describe what the Church can become.  Be 
extravagant in your dreaming.  Your small group leader will take notes.   

 

Upon Further Reflection (to be read on your own) 
  Buying a blind horse is problematic in itself. Presumably, in this case at least, the cowboy 

could see.  Because our cowboy is steering, he should be able to point his horse in the direction 

he needs to go.  Now, if this cowboy is blind as well, we have the classic situation of the blind 
leading the blind.  In the world we live today, all we need do is look around to see where that has 

taken us. 

You can’t expect to lead if you don’t know or are unable to see where you’re going.  A 

vision statement may give the impression to others that you know of what you say or where 
you’re headed; if in fact you don’t know --- then woe to those who would follow. 

When Jesus first invited others, “follow me”; He didn’t have a vision statement, much 

less a resume.  But follow Him they did.  In time His words, supported by his deeds, made it clear 
that “follow me” is indeed his vision statement.  This has been a call that has stood the test of 

time. 

As for myself, if I were to choose to apply a so-called vision statement to my life, it 

would be: For whatever I decide to do; do the very best I’m able. 
Often I know, when facing a task, just what will be involved and what the commitment 

will take from me.  This is important because if it’s more than I’m willing or able to give, then I 

need to step away.  You have to know what you can do to do it well, and I will not give less than 
my best. 

My point is that I’ve never been much for vision statements; often, after the fact, they 

become empty words without a proper effort toward the desired result. 
If you choose to take on the words of Jesus to “follow me” as a call to action, then know 

there is a cost of commitment, something more than simple-to-follow words expressed in a vision 

statement. 
- Jerry Smith  
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Session #6 – “Who are you going to call?” 
 

Ice Breaker – “Getting to know you” 

Choose one of the following: 
o Tell about a time when someone saved your life (really or metaphorically). 

o Think about a funeral you’ve attended.  Often people speak in the service about the departed.  

What makes for a good speech?  What makes for a bad speech?  Give examples if you’d like.  

o How good a friend are you?  How do you stay in touch with others?  Do you use social media?  
Do you stay connected to long-time friends?  Do you have many friends, or just a few? 

o Which is easier for you to give to a friend in need - $10,000, a kidney, the use of your car for 6 

months, hospice care, a full-time job, or an honest and unsolicited critique of a personality trait 
that you believe is a problem? 

 

Starting Up (to be read as a group) 

Dear Small Group, 
 This may sound odd, but the people sitting in your group have placed limits on how far 

they will go for you.  They may not have exactly written these limits down or thought carefully 

about them, but they have them.  And so do you. 
 We are instinctively careful, maybe even paranoid.  We are built to survive.  If helping 

someone puts our survival at risk by requiring us to pay a heavy price (monetarily, physically, 

emotionally, or otherwise), we might think twice about helping. 
 But given this is a church group, no doubt helping others is somewhere in your mind as 

an ideal for how you are supposed to live.  

 Everybody is different.  The “helping” spectrum is wide.  On the one side might be those 

who will help others only if the need is significant, and only then if the person being helped takes 
responsibility for themselves and participates by helping themselves.  This might be called 

discriminate helping.  On the other side of the spectrum are those who see a need and 

instinctively jump in to help, no matter the seriousness of the need and no matter the investment 
of the person being helped.  This might be called indiscriminate helping. 

 Both sides of this helping spectrum are evidenced in the ministry of Jesus.  There is the 

story about the ten lepers that Jesus encounters (Luke 17:11-19).  The need is serious; leprosy 
was a social and religious barrier as well as a horrible disease.  Jesus told them to do something 

(“go show yourselves to the priest”), and on the way they discovered they were healed.  So, one 

might argue Jesus was discriminate toward the lepers in providing help.  Had they just stood 

around and did nothing, or had they argued with Jesus (“Why should we go to the priests?  
You’ve healed other people without making them go to the priests; why should we have to?”), it 

is reasonable to wonder if they would have been healed at all. 

 On the other side of the ledger there is the story about the lame guy whose friends cut a 
hole in the roof of a house Jesus was in so they could drop him down to Jesus (Luke 5:17-26).  

What is fascinating about this story is that nobody asks Jesus to heal the guy; not the friends and 

not the guy himself.  Jesus just heals (actually he first forgives the guy’s sins, then in a 

confrontation with the Pharisees, he adds the healing).  But the point is, the guy doesn’t have to 
do anything to add to the moment.  As far as we know, this is something his friends desire and not 

him (I know, that’s a stretch, but it is something to think about).  So, this is a situation of 

indiscriminate help. 
 Where are you on that spectrum?   

 A word of caution: helping others is hard work.  A couple of years ago I learned a new 

term – compassion fatigue.  A member who had spent a career in the helping field told me that he 
would be happy to come by the church and fix broken sprinklers or change burned out lights, but 

he did not want to work with people. “Why?” I asked.  “Because,” he said, “I have worked with 
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people my whole life and I have no capacity any longer to help others; I have compassion 
fatigue.”  I thought he made that up.  So, I checked, and there really is a disorder called that (also 

known as Secondary Traumatic Stress).  And those in helping professions (i.e., therapists, 

clinicians, social workers, nurses, doctors, pastors) can, if they allow themselves, develop a 

numbness, or even an irritability, in the face of all the human need around them.  One wonders if 
Jesus didn’t suffer from episodic compassion fatigue.  There are instances when Jesus is 

perturbed at the endless need he was presented (see Matthew 17:17), and times when even his 

own disciples were a point of frustration (see Mark 8:31-33).   
What is the remedy for compassion fatigue?  Those in the helping professions are 

encouraged to have good boundaries.  Personal boundaries are those lines that allow someone to 

help another, but not become consumed with another’s problems.  In other words, keeping work 
at work, and not bringing it home. And that sounds nice for a helping professional, but do you 

really want a friend to have rigid boundaries when you are in need?  Imagine for a moment that 

you need someone to talk with, so you call a friend, and your friend says, “You know, I’d love to 

talk, but it is after hours and I only take calls between the hours of 10:00 and noon, so if you 
could call back then, I’ll be happy to help you out.”  That’s not really what you need, let alone 

what a friend does. 

At some point, when we engage in the lives of others, we need to be prepared to enter 
into the emotionally challenging, often time-consuming, and often murky world of helping 

another.  Given the level of what is asked of us, we may never have a clear understanding of how 

much of our help is appropriate and how much is unhelpful.  We may find ourselves struggling to 
know where the boundary is between helping someone with their problem, and when we make it 

our problem.   

So, welcome to the gooey stuff of what makes for being a friend, and/or living in 

community.  And for those who say, “Sorry, this isn’t for me,” we have to say, “If you are 
following Jesus it is.”  St. Paul talks about the church as the Body of Christ (1 Corinthians 11).  

You can’t be a part of this body and say that you don’t want to connect with other parts of the 

body.  To be connected to Jesus automatically connects you, whether you like it or not, to others.  
And such a connection implies that when there is one in need, the other parts of the body respond 

appropriately. 

So, it isn’t a matter of if you are to respond to those in need; the question is how are you 

responding?  In a very simple and straight-forward way, the best question to ask is, “If you were 
in need at 2:00 AM, do you have a friend to call whom you know will jump out of bed and help 

you?”  The second question is, “Are you that kind of friend to others?” 

Jesus said, “No greater love has a person than this, that one would lay down his life for 
his friends (John 15:13).”  Needing to get out of bed at 2:00 AM is a minor note on what “laying 

down one’s life” looks like.  Being this sort of person takes you out of the “survivor” mode and 

turns you into a friend. 
But then Jesus caps his statement off with, “You are my friends if you do what I 

command you (John 15:14).”  And then he did just that.  He died on a cross for us.  What an 

amazing friend.  The least I can do is answer the 2:00 AM phone call and see where that leads.  

And if I don’t answer my phone (I’m a sound sleeper), you can call the Music Minister.   
I think this is what Jesus had in mind when we are doing what he commands us. 

Sound asleep at 2:00 AM, I am, 

Pastor Brian   
 

Reading the Book – Philippians 2:19-24 

 
Going Deep 
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1. Timothy (as we know in reading Paul’s two letters to him) was Paul’s apprentice.  Paul cared 
deeply for Timothy, and was grooming him to take on greater roles and responsibilities in the 

church.  Have you ever had a faith mentor?  Have you ever been a faith mentor to another? 

2. It appears that Epaphroditus was someone the Philippians had sent to help Paul in his ministry (or 

maybe in his imprisonment).  It seems that while away Epaphroditus got very sick; perhaps 
physically, or perhaps homesickness.  So now that he is better, Paul is sending Epaphroditus back 

to the Philippians (“that I may be less anxious”).  What is it like when the comforter ends up 

requiring comfort? 
3. The Philippians community was tight-knit.  They longed for one another, were distressed when 

concerns for one another were made known, and would rejoice when reunited.  While 

maintaining that level of unity among a church of several hundred is challenging, do you have 
people (non-family) in your life who you could call at 2:00 AM?  Whom you could borrow 

$10,000 from, no questions asked?  That you could have bail you out of jail?  Are you that kind 

of friend to someone else?  Are these relationships in the church? 

4. How are raising kids in their faith similar to what Paul says about Timothy (glee) and 
Epaphroditus (challenge)?  If you have or had children, how do you honor them when you are 

proud of them, and how do you support and re-direct them when they mess up? 

5. Paul is painting a picture of what authentic community looks like.  It is hard to develop close 
bonds; it takes time, vulnerability, and a willingness to work through struggles.  Can you think of 

a close relationship with another Christian in which a close bond has been developed?  What went 

into this relationship to create a depth? 
 

Dreaming of What the Church Can Become 

There is a Bible camp song where the refrain goes, “And they’ll know that we’re Christians by 

our love.”  But do they?  What would it look like to CLC to be known for their love?   Based on 
this passage from Paul, describe what the Church can become.  Be extravagant in your dreaming.  

Your small group leader will take notes.   

 
Upon Further Reflection (to be read on your own) 

When I think of "compassion fatigue," or even of not picking up a phone at 2am, I think of 

the idea throughout the books of the Bible that people's hearts can be "hardened."  These people 

with hard hearts are either the villains of the story or, maybe more importantly, people who just 
didn't get it.  In the gospel of Mark, the disciples are astounded when Jesus calms the storm 

because they didn't understand about the miracle of the loaves that had just happened -- "their 

hearts were hardened."  (Mark 6:52)   Paul also speaks of hardened hearts that cannot understand 
Jesus because of their old ideas in 2 Corinthians. (3:14)   

I get super excited these days about trying to understand the images in the New Testament 

the way ancient people would have understood them -- it's a fun puzzle kind of like trying to 
understand my teenager's slang -- very time-specific!  "Hardness of heart" is an important image 

because of an idea in the ancient world that new ideas and emotions came in through the eyes and 

were written on the heart.  For something new to come in and be understood, or for a person to 

have an impact on us, the heart has to be "soft," and able to have something new carved into 
it.   We may not think in these terms all the time in 2019, but we can feel it, can't we?  I've even 

heard the saying "tattooed on my heart" about people that have had a profound effect on our lives.   

But this soft heart – it doesn’t feel very self-sufficient, does it?  It’s a strange thing, but I 
think that part of being a person that could be someone’s 2am phone call is also knowing that at 

some point we may need to make that 2am call.  Having a heart that is vulnerable and knows that 

we need others can also make us available when someone else has a need – definitely the ooey-
gooey stuff of being a community.  But maybe – just maybe – while we’re keeping our hearts open 

and soft for others, Jesus will get written on there too.   

- Chavaleh Forgey 
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Session #7 – “How do I know when I’m there?” 
 

Ice Breaker – “Getting to know you” 
Choose one of the following: 

o Put everyone’s name in a hat.  Each person draws a name out, and tells the group why this person 

is so special. 

o Have everyone tell about their earliest memory of Good Friday or Easter.  What stands out?  
Why? 

o Easter is a celebration of new birth.  Have a group birthday party with cake, party favors, hats, 

and noise makers.  Make everyone tell their age, and sing “Happy Birthday” to each person in 
your group (you will be sick of the song when you are done).  Don’t forget the ice cream.  

o Buy random gifts at the dollar store, but in a bag, and have each person pull a gift from the bag 

and explain why it is the best gift they have ever received. 

 
Starting Up (to be read as a group) 

Dear Small Group, 

OK, now let’s talk about the cross. 
I know you all just celebrated Easter; the cross was so long ago.  You probably still have 

“Jesus Christ is Risen Today” floating through your minds and chocolate bunnies lying around 

your house.  And that’s great, but Easter is a confirmation of what happened on Good Friday; we 
need to step back a few days to remember (to be re-connected with) what happened then. 
            When I was in 9th grade I had one of those “aha” moments.  Two things happened almost 

simultaneously.  The first was I received as a confirmation gift a cross to wear around my 

neck.  Every morning I put it on without thinking too deeply about its significance. 
            The second thing that happened was that I attended a church youth gathering.  There were 

two speakers that stood out for me at the gathering.  One was Billy Graham; I don’t remember 

much of what he said.  The second was Dr. James Kallas, New Testament professor at California 
Lutheran College (whom I would have as a professor four years later).  I remember very clearly 

Dr. Kallas’ speech.  He talked about the cross.  He said that for a lot of people the cross is 

something that either symbolizes Christianity or something that is an adornment, like a charm or a 
pendant.  But, he said, if you really want to understand the offensiveness of the cross you have to 

imagine people in the future gathering together under the symbol of a hangman’s noose, or 

fashioning wires into electric chairs to wear around their necks!   
            Believe me when I tell you, that got my attention.  I began to think twice about wearing 
my new confirmation gift. 
            That’s exactly what the cross is – an offensive instrument of death.  Isn’t it odd that we 

Christians put the cross in the center of our worship spaces, on our stationary, and even around 
our necks?  Why would we do that? 
            Simply put, what happened on the cross is everything to us.  According to Paul in his first 

letter to the Corinthians, for Jesus to be crucified is a “stumbling block” and “folly” to many, but 

for us it is the power of God (1 Corinthians 1:18, 22).  There is no greater moment in all of 
history to define not only the saving work of God, but also to give insight into what it means to be 

a Christian. 
            So, what exactly happened on the cross when Jesus was crucified?  The quick answer is 
that he took upon himself the sins of the world (1 John 2:2).  But quick answers usually give way 

to many complex questions: To “take upon himself” our sins, does that mean they are 

forgiven?  If they are forgiven, do we have to ask for forgiveness?  Why would it be necessary to 
die to take our sins?  Who is requiring Jesus to take upon himself our sins…God the 
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Father?  What happens if we sin without asking for forgiveness before we die?  Are there sins so 
great that, whatever happened on the cross, we won’t be forgiven? 
            The nature of questions related to what happened on the cross are called “atonement 

theories.”  That is to say, using passages from the Bible, we can piece together a clearer 

understanding of what happened when Jesus died on the cross. 
            But that’s not the focus here. 
            I am more interested in probing the idea of what it means for us to live under the 

cross.  Jesus said multiple times something to the effect that if “any would come after me, let him 
deny himself and take up his cross, and follow me (Mark 8:34).”  In this particular passage Jesus 

said this not only to his disciples, but also “the multitude.”  Jesus seemed always to be gathering 

crowds.  My sense is that he said these words to help others know the challenge of what it means 
to be one of his followers.  I suspect that after saying these words, not a few turned and walked 

away. 
            And who wouldn’t?  The cross?  An instrument of death?  Who wants that? 
            Well, we do, that’s who.  We have come to believe that not only is the cross where our 
sins are forgiven but also where we come into closest contact with God.  It is through the hard 

times, the deadly times, the critical moments, the scary occasions, when life and death is in the 

balance, that’s when we discover that God is not just our only hope, but that God is all we 
need.  Faith is not best experienced on the mountain tops, but in the valleys. 
            Be honest; have you needed God most when things are smooth, or when things are falling 

apart?  Falling apart is what happens when the cross gets a hold of you. 
            So, when Jesus invites us to follow with our crosses, I think he is saying, “Time to 

die.”  Time to die to your wants, time to die to your demands, time to die to your needs, and time 

to die to yourself.  And therein lies the essence of what it means to be “us under the cross.”  To be 

the church is to be where we learn, practice, and discover what it means to “deny” ourselves and 
follow Jesus. 
            You may not be aware, but Christ Lutheran Church has five core values.  These values 

describe how we do ministry.  They are rooted in who we have been, and they are guidelines our 
leadership uses to make sure that what we do is consistent with who we are.  These core values 

are really important. 
            In fact, they have been woven throughout this study.  They describe, that as a community 

under the cross, we… 
▪  Serve selflessly 
▪  Connect together 
▪  Grow spiritually 
▪  Accept fiercely 
▪  Give freely 

I hope that when you hear these values (especially if you’ve never heard them before) that you 
say to yourself, “Well, of course; that’s who we are at Christ Lutheran Church.” 

I want to point out that each of these values pulls us away from ourselves and into 

becoming something we would not be on our own.  It is not natural to serve selflessly, to connect 

with a bunch of people different from you, to grow your spiritual life, to accept all people, and to 
give freely.  But that’s what the cross does; it puts our old self to death and begins to create a new 

self…a self that is not “me” alone, but “us” under the cross. 
So, as we die to ourselves, Christ fills the vacuum.  St. Paul put it this way: “It is not I 

who lives but Christ who lives in me (Galatians 2:20).”  We are a community where Jesus is 

replacing our sinful, selfish selves with a 2.0 version that is a radical departure from the original.  
I cannot tell you how fun and exciting it is to be a pastor of a church that is dying to itself 

and living in Christ.  Nothing is more powerful than to see people filled with the love of Christ do 

what does not come natural.  But, I also have to say, ministry is challenging and stressful as 
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well.  We don’t always get it right; we slip back into old ways.  But the mere fact that unnatural 
things happen here tells me – Jesus is alive among us!   

Thank you for committing these last seven (or eight) weeks to gather together.  May we 

continue to celebrate the gift of each other and be committed to being “us under the cross.” 
Your pastor and fellow cross-carrier, 
Pastor Brian 

 

Reading the Book – Philippians 2:12-15 
 

Going Deep 

1. As you come to the end of your Lenten small group experience, it might be helpful to again 
contextualize Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  This is a church in conflict.  They are not 

unified.  We are not entirely clear about all of the issues there (though we’ve touched upon a 

few in the previous weeks), and the fact we are not clear is really important.  Paul is not 

interested in taking sides, he is not going to call those he disagrees with names, he is simply 
going to appeal to Jesus.  Jesus is their unifier, not their political stance, their social standing, 

or their personal views on anything.  So, Paul encourages them to “work out their own 

salvation with fear and trembling.”  What does that mean to you as you think about how the 
church should be the church? 

2. It is often said that the only person you can change it yourself.  Given the challenge of living 

in a community of faith, it would be easier to go off and be a church of one…just you.  But 
that is not the Body of Christ, and it is not what Jesus intended for the church.  Can you give 

an example of how you have had to change in order to successfully navigate life in the 

church? 

3. What issue, opinion, personality defect, or lifestyle do you find especially hard for you to get 
over with others in the church?  How do you deal with that?  How should you deal with that? 

4. Paul asks that the Philippians, by virtue of their behavior, would shine as lights in the world.  

Our world is very fractured.  How can we shine as lights?  What might those outside the 
church need to see in us to think that there is hope in our broken world? 

5. As you finish this study, how have you changed?  

 

Dreaming of What the Church Can Become 

To grow is to change.  Whether we grow numerically or spiritually, our church must change.  But 

change is never easy (do you remember the pain of growth spurts when you were a teenager?).  

But grow, we must.  What does growth look like for Christ Lutheran Church?  Based on this 
passage from Paul, describe what the Church can become.  Be extravagant in your dreaming.  

Your small group leader will take notes.   

 
Upon Further Reflection (to be read on your own) 

I love words.  I love word games.  I love crosswords.  I love new words.  I love really old 

words.  I love big words.  Cross may be one of the “biggest” words I know and this study leads 

me on a word search that is really powerful.   
Am I: 

Under the cross?  I picture living in the shadow, the cross a haunting presence, a constant 

reminder of Christ’s passion. 
Underneath the cross?  I can actually feel the weight of the cross, battling the guilt, questioning 

how forgiveness works. 

Beneath the cross?  I carry it on my shoulder, just like Jesus asked me to, a difficult task on my 
own. 

Below the cross?  I see it way up there on Calvary, out of reach, calling to me. 
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None of these words is very satisfying.  Where’s the grace?  What is it about the cross that feels 
like a separation rather than a connection?  That’s it!  I need to be… 

Connected to the cross! – If the cross remains distant from me or a weight upon me, I’ll 

never discover what it really has to offer.  Connected to the cross means that it touches me and 

fills me without crushing me.  Connected to the cross means God can free me from its oppression 
so I can drink in the hope and peace of its story.   Connected to the cross allows me to deny 

myself and take up my cross, because Jesus walks beside me even when experiencing the 

inevitable valleys of life.  Connected to the cross means that I can look beyond myself and make 
a difference for others.  Connected to the cross means I can celebrate the re-connection to the 

dark and sorrowful cross of Good Friday that leads me to God’s promise of grace fulfilled by the 

miraculous empty cross of Easter Sunday.   

- Leanne Malison 
 

 

 

Now What? 
This small group curriculum has come to an end.  Thank you for sticking with it these past seven or eight 

weeks.  I hope there was some insight for you into what it means to be a community of faith committed to 
one another because of Christ’s commitment to us.  I hope as well that you have enjoyed getting to know 

others in your small group and found them a delight to gather with weekly. 

 

What happens next?  Some groups at CLC continue on.  In fact, you might be in one of those groups that 
have been meeting for a number of years.  Good for you!  Or maybe your group was put together just for 

this season of small groups.  What happens for you?  There are two possibilities.  First, your group could 

decide to continue to meet.  You could become one of those CLC groups that end up meeting in season 
and out, enjoying one another’s company and developing a trust in one another that fosters spiritual 

growth.  Or you could decide to make a change.  Maybe this group didn’t work for you.  Maybe you’re 

interested in meeting more people in the church.  Maybe making a commitment to a long-term small 
group isn’t for you.  Our small group seasons are designed to allow people flexibility in how they’d like 

to plan their small group experience. 

 

But, as I hope this study demonstrated, God has built us for community, and being a part of a small group 
is an intentional way to experience and experiment what being the church really can be.  Please make 

every effort to live into the small group ministry focus of Christ Lutheran Church.  We believe that those 

who do have a chance to benefit from the “abundant life” Jesus came to offer (John 10:10).   
 

Because, when all is said and done, “we are better together.”  


