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PREFACE
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For as long as most Americans can remember, our society has been described to us as being composed of individualists. As children, we were taught to be independent. We learned about rugged pioneers who went off by themselves to seek their fortunes. Later, we learned that our social fabric was breaking down, that families were eroding, that communities were dying, and that more and more people were facing life on their own, heroically insisting on their independence and remaining uncommitted to anybody but themselves. Having learned these lessons so well, many of us are therefore likely to be surprised by the results presented in this book. I have been confronted over and over again with expressions of disbelief as I have discussed its conclusions with colleagues and friends. 

But the standard wisdom needs to be challenged. Bible studies, prayer fellowships, self-help groups, twelve-step gatherings, therapy sessions, recovery groups—all have been gaining increasing importance in recent years, as both sources of emotional support and settings in which millions of Americans are seeking spirituality. Many proponents of the support-group movement now regard it as the most likely means for revitalizing American religion. Some observers also regard it as a way of saving American society as well: redeeming individuals from destructive addictions, drawing us out of narrow and selfish interests, and turning our attention more toward the needs of others. Critics suggest that the support-group movement, while increasingly pervasive in numbers, may be at best artificial, contributing more to a narcissistic obsession with self than to a more responsible society. 

The problem has been that no reliable research examining the strength and implications of the support-group movement had been done. Whole sections of large bookstores are filled with popular treatises encouraging people to join recovery and support groups. Countless writings have been devoted to telling prospective leaders how to organize such groups. Training sessions, retreats, and conferences on the topic abound. All of these can provide valuable information, especially relating to personal experiences. But little effort has been made to gauge the dimensions of the entire movement. 

How many people are involved in small supportive groups? What motivates them to become active in these groups? What kinds of groups do they join? How do these groups actually function? What do their members like most? What do they like least? How is spirituality influenced, if at all, by these groups? Is the wider society being influenced by them as well? 

These questions are the concern of this book. It represents more than three years of research by a team of fifteen scholars. The research included a survey of a representative sample of the American public in which more than a thousand members of small groups were identified and questioned about their personal backgrounds, their groups, and the nature and consequences of their involvement in these groups. In addition, more than a hundred members, group leaders, and clergy were interviewed at length with open-ended questions about their groups. A dozen groups in which these people were involved were chosen for intensive study. Researchers attended group meetings regularly from at least six months to as long as three years, traced the history of these groups, took notes on a standard set of topics, and talked informally with group members and leaders. Information also was collected through interviews with members of other kinds of groups and with local and national leaders of the movement, through attendance at conferences and training sessions, and through the reading of stacks of articles, pamphlets, and books. 

This book presents a dispassionate summary of what we found. It describes the extent of involvement in small groups in American society, examines the nature of this involvement, discusses the major varieties of small groups, considers their relationship to churches and other social institutions, discusses what goes on in group meetings, and teases out the consequences members attribute to their involvement. 

Besides attempting to portray the dimensions of the small-group movement, the book also is centrally concerned with several larger questions that this phenomenon raises about the character of our society and, indeed, about American character itself. Is the small-group movement a response to the alleged breakdown of community in American society? How do people in small groups reconcile the strong individualistic tendencies that exist in American culture with the demands of being a responsible group member? Are small groups in any significant way altering the character of American religion? What do they tell us about the balance between private life and public commitments in our society? 

Although the perspective from which the book is written is largely that of the academician, this study includes a deeply personal dimension as well. Reared by church-going parents in the Midwest, I cannot remember a time when I was not a member of one small group or another. As a child, I was regularly involved in Sunday school classes, youth groups, scouts, and activity groups at school. During college, small groups played a significant role in my life, and as a graduate student I was a founding member of a movement aimed at revitalizing mainline Protestant churches through the formation of small groups. Much of the time since then, I have been a member of various kinds of small groups, and served as a host and leader. I have helped in planning and coordinating them. My experience with small groups frankly has been mixed. I have been nurtured and supported by them, but I have also been frustrated and disappointed on many occasions. It is perhaps this mixture of experiences that has led me to want to understand all sides of the movement in greater depth. 

The opportunity to pursue this interest as a research study came several years ago when George Gallup, Jr., asked me to serve on the board of the George H. Gallup International Institute in Princeton, New Jersey. Founded in memory of the pioneer of modern polling techniques, the Gallup Institute was organized to carry on the late Dr. Gallup’s interest in contributing to the social betterment of American society by conducting research, particularly in the areas of religion, education, the environment, and health. Through the Gallup Institute, George Gallup, Jr., and I learned more about each other’s interest in small groups, and with the advice and assistance of fellow board members Kenneth Briggs—former religion editor of The New York Times—and Dr. Nicholas Van Dyck—president of Religion in American Life—we decided to seek funding for a research project on this topic. This funding was made available through a generous grant to the George H. Gallup International Institute from the Lilly Endowment, and the entire project was administered through the Gallup Institute.

In addition to George Gallup, Jr., Kenneth Briggs, and Nicholas Van Dyck, I wish to thank a number of other people who helped bring the present volume to fruition. Robert Gorman, who at the time was executive director of the Gallup Institute, played a large role in administering a planning grant from the Lilly Endowment that led to the eventual research study. Corinne Kyle and Marie Swirsky of the Gallup Institute assisted with all financial aspects of the project. Curt Coffman, vice-president of Gallup, Inc., also a board member of the Gallup Institute, assisted with administrative details involving the survey. Dawn Balmforth in the Lincoln, Nebraska, office of Gallup, Inc., supervised the field work. Wendy Young served as project coordinator for the ethnographic phase of the study and assisted with many other tasks as well, including tracking down and photocopying articles, interviewing religious leaders and group members, and attending conferences. Gray Wheeler did a literature review and an initial round of interviews with clergy. Tim Dowd served as chief programmer and computer consultant to the project. 

Throughout the volume I have used the editorial “we” quite deliberately to alert readers to the fact that the book draws heavily on the work of the fifteen field researchers who conducted the qualitative interviews and did the participant-observation studies of particular groups: Lynn Davidman, Elaine Friedman, Douglas Jardine, Kathleen Joyce, Matthew P. Lawson, Robert C. Liebman, Daniel Olson, Natalie Searl, George Thomas, R. Stephen Warner, Elfriede Wedem, Brad Wigger, Diane Winston, Sara Wuthnow, Wendy Young. 

A companion volume—Small Groups and Spirituality (Eerdmans, 1994)—presents chapter-length reports on the groups that we studied in the ethnographic phase of the project. That volume is intended to give the reader more of an inside look at the functioning of specific small groups than can be done in the present book. We have, however, drawn from both the survey and the field observations for both volumes. By agreement with our respondents, we have disguised the identity of their groups and altered names and some features of individuals’ biographies to keep their identities confidential. I gratefully acknowledge the cooperation of both the respondents and the field researchers in allowing me to use some interview and observation material in this volume. In the interest of maintaining respondents’ anonymity, I make this acknowledgment here rather than by footnoting specific quotations. 

I also wish to acknowledge the advice and helpful suggestions we received from numerous scholars, clergy, leaders of self-help groups, and other experts on the subject. Roberta Hestenes, Gareth Icenogle, Edward J. Madara, Lorette Piper, David Stark, and Chavah Weissler were especially generous in this regard. Special thanks go to Jeanne Knoerle and Craig Dykstra at the Lilly Endowment for their interest in the topic and their support during the process of carrying out the research, and to Susan Arellano at The Free Press for her fine editorial advice. If support and encouragement are the hallmarks of small groups, then this research truly has been the beneficiary of this spirit.
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 INTRODUCTION
 The Small-Group Movement


In the driveway across the street, a vintage silver Porsche sits on blocks as its owner tinkers with the engine. Next door, a man with thinning gray hair applies paint to the trim around his living room window. But at 23 Springdale something quite different is happening. About two dozen people are kneeling in prayer, heads bowed, elbows resting on folding chairs in front of them. After praying, they will sing, then pray again, then discuss the Bible. They are young and old, men and women, black and white. A teenage girl remarks after the meeting that she comes every week because the people are so warm and friendly. “They’re not geeks; they just make me feel at home.”

At the largest gothic structure in town, several people slip hastily through the darkness and enter a small door toward the rear of the building. Inside is a large circle of folding chairs. On the wall a felt banner reads “Alleluia Alleluia” (the two As are in red). Before long all the chairs are filled and an attractive woman in her late thirties calls the group to order. “Hi, my name is Joan, and I’m an alcoholic.” “Hi, Joan,” the group responds. After a few announcements, Betty, a young woman just out of college, tells her story. Alcohol nearly killed her. Then, close to death in a halfway house, she found God. “I thought God hated me. But now I know there is a higher power I can talk to and know.”

These are but two examples of a phenomenon that has spread like wildfire in recent years. These cases are so ordinary that it is easy to miss their significance. Most of us probably are vaguely aware of small groups that meet in our neighborhoods or at local churches and synagogues. We may have a coworker who attends Alcoholics Anonymous or a neighbor who participates in a Bible study group. We may have scanned lists of support groups in the local newspaper and noted that anything from underweight children to oversexed spouses can be a reason to meet. Members of our family may have participated in youth groups, couples groups, prayer groups, book discussion clubs, or Sunday school classes at one time or another. Perhaps we attend one ourselves. But we may not have guessed that these groups now play a major role in our society. 

Groups such as these seldom make the headlines or become the focus of public controversy. They are not the stuff that reporters care very much about. Few people are involved in small groups because they are trying to launch a political campaign or attract the attention of public officials. These groups have little to say about tax initiatives, the national debt, or the public school system. They are not staging protest marches or picketing the nation’s capital. Seldom, if ever, do members of small groups appear on talk shows to make scandalous statements about sex, politics, or religion. They are, for the most part, off in the wings when others are clamoring about abortion rights or attempting to challenge the Supreme Court. With the exception of a few lobbying groups, they are not trying to initiate public policy. Nor are they soliciting funds, selling stock, distributing products, or earning a profit. They are simply the private, largely invisible ways in which individuals choose to spend a portion of their free time. In an era when television networks and national newspapers increasingly define what is important, it is thus easy to dismiss the small-group phenomenon entirely. 

To overlook this trend, however, would be a serious mistake. The small-group movement has been effecting a quiet revolution in American society. It has done so largely by steering clear of politics, business, and the national news media. Its success has astounded even many of its leaders. Few of them were trying to unleash a revolution at all. They simply were responding to some need in their own lives or in the lives of people they knew. They started groups, let people talk about their problems or interests, and perhaps supplied them with reading material. The results were barely perceptible. The most noticeable were the addictions that people recovered from and the occasional suicide that may have been prevented. Far more common were the ordinary words of encouragement, the prayers that people recited, their remarks about good days and bad days, and the cups of lukewarm coffee they consumed. What happened took place so incrementally that it could seldom be seen at all. It was, like most profound reorientations in life, so gradual that those involved saw it less as a revolution than as a journey. The change was concerned with daily life, emotions, and understandings of one’s identity. It was personal rather than public, moral rather than political. For most participants, the larger movement was not something they cared much about, or were even aware of; they were focused on the movement going on in their own group. Except for some of the leaders who saw its potential, few thought about how widely the phenomenon was spreading, and even its most devoted champions would have been surprised to know just how widespread it was becoming. 

This book argues that the small-group movement is beginning to alter American society, both by changing our understandings of community and by redefining spirituality. Its effects cannot be calculated simply at the individual level. Once all the individual testimonies are put together, something of much larger significance is still left to be understood. What is important is not just that a teenager finds friends at a prayer meeting or that a young woman named Betty finds God in Alcoholics Anonymous. These stories have to be magnified a hundred thousand times to see how pervasive they have become in our society. They must also be examined closely to see that what is happening now has never occurred at any previous time in history. Not only are small groups attracting participants on an unprecedented scale, these groups are also affecting the ways in which we relate to each other and how we conceive of the sacred. Community is what people say they are seeking when they join small groups. Yet the kind of community they create is quite different from the communities in which people have lived in the past. These communities are more fluid and more concerned with the emotional states of the individual. The vast majority of small-group members also say that their sense of the sacred has been profoundly influenced by their participation. But small groups are not simply drawing people back to the God of their fathers and mothers. They are dramatically changing the way God is understood. God is now less of an external authority and more of an internal presence. The sacred becomes more personal but, in the process, also becomes more manageable, more serviceable in meeting individual needs, and more a feature of group processes themselves. Support groups are thus effecting changes that have both salutary and worrisome consequences. They supply community and revitalize the sacred. But, for some of their members at least, these communities can be manipulated for personal ends, and the sacred can be reduced to a magical formula for alleviating anxiety. 

At present, four out of every ten Americans belong to a small group that meets regularly and provides caring and support for its members. These are not simply informal gatherings of neighbors and friends, but organized groups: Sunday school classes, Bible study groups, Alcoholics Anonymous and other twelve-step groups, youth groups and singles groups, book discussion clubs, sports and hobby groups, and political or civic groups. Those who have joined these groups testify that their lives have been deeply enriched by the experience. They have found friends, received warm emotional support, and grown in their spirituality. They have learned how to forgive others and become more accepting of themselves. Some have overcome life-threatening addictions. Many say their identity has been changed as a result of extended involvement in their group. In fact, the majority have been attending their groups over an extended period of time, often for as long as five years, and nearly all attend faithfully, usually at least once a week. 

But the small-group movement has not grown simply by meeting the needs of its individual members. It is thoroughly American. It reflects and extends the most fundamental dilemmas of our society. The fact that it is well organized, has a national leadership structure, and commands huge resources is tremendously important. Yet the movement as a whole is deeply populist. It attracts people who are fed up with large-scale institutions and prefer to help themselves. The way it draws people together is also thoroughly American. It stands in the tradition of voluntary associations and it emulates the work of churches and synagogues. In this sense, the small-group movement is a champion of traditional values. Yet its existence depends on the changing structure of the American family and the community. How it performs its functions is thoroughly American as well. It rejects the received wisdom embodied in formal creeds, doctrines, and ideologies, often diminishing the importance of denominational distinctions, theological tradition, or the special authority of the clergy. But it offers a pragmatic approach to solving one’s problems by suggesting that the best proof of God’s existence is whether one has received an answer to some personal problem or by asserting that the Bible is true because it works in everyday life. These groups apply spiritual technology to the life of the soul, implying that the sacred can be realized by following simple guidebooks or formulas, and they often substitute powerful unstated norms of behavior, focusing especially on the value of being a group member and on achieving happiness as part of one’s spirituality, for the formalized creeds and theological ideals of the past. The group is often able to define what is right or wrong, encouraging members to pay attention to their feelings, but also evoking these feelings and helping members to interpret them in certain ways. Thus, the movement makes faith more relevant but also risks turning belief into something that people can manipulate for their own selfish purposes. 

Understanding the small-group movement therefore requires us to examine it closely by subjecting it to critical scrutiny from the inside while viewing it from the outside as well. Its dramatic growth in recent decades can only be explained by considering the social context in which it has arisen. The movement’s potential to alter our conceptions of ourselves cannot be understood apart from what we know about American culture at the end of the twentieth century. Ours is a highly fluid society. Many of us lead anonymous lives. We no longer live in the same neighborhoods all our lives or retain close ties with our kin. The small-group movement clearly is rooted in the breakdown of these traditional support structures and in our continuing desire for community. We want others with whom we can share our journeys. Its appeal extends even beyond this desire, tapping into our quest for the sacred itself. But how? And why? How are these desires being met? Why have small groups become the way of meeting them? And with what consequences? 

Providing people with a stronger sense of community has been a key aim of the small-group movement from its inception. There is a widespread assumption that community is sputtering to an undignified halt, leaving many people stranded and alone. Families are breaking down. Neighbors have become churlish or indifferent. The solution is thus to start intentional groups of like-minded individuals who can regain a sense of community. Small groups are doing a better job than many of their critics would like to think. The communities they create are seldom frail. People feel cared for. They help one another. They share their intimate problems. They identify with their groups and participate regularly over extended periods of time. Why they do so is important to understand, especially because some groups generate bonds of attachment better than others. 

But in another sense small groups may not be fostering community as effectively as many of their proponents would like. Some small groups merely provide occasions for individuals to focus on themselves in the presence of others. The social contract binding members together asserts only the weakest of obligations. Come if you have time. Talk if you feel like it. Respect everyone’s opinion. Never criticize. Leave quietly if you become dissatisfied. Families would never survive by following these operating norms. Close-knit communities in the past did not, either. But small groups, as we know them, are a phenomenon of the late twentieth century. There are good reasons for the way they are structured. They reflect the fluidity of our lives by allowing us to bond easily but to break our attachments with equivalent ease. If we fail to understand these reasons, we can easily view small groups as something other than what they are. We can imagine that they really substitute for families, neighborhoods, and broader community attachments that may demand lifelong commitments, when, in fact, they do not. 

The quest for spirituality is the other objective that has animated much of the small-group movement. A majority of all small-group members say they joined because they wanted to deepen their faith. Nearly two-thirds of all small groups have some connection to churches or synagogues. Many have been initiated by clergy. Many devote their meetings to studying the Bible or to discussing other religious texts. Most include prayer. Embarking on a spiritual journey is a common theme among members. Some would argue that this trend is indicative simply of thirst in the human heart for a relationship with God. But why now? Why has the small-group movement become the vehicle for expressing this desire? Why not churches? Or religious television? Or individual devotional readings and meditation? 

The standard answer is that the churches have become weak. People want to know God but find no guidance when they attend religious services. The small-group movement is thus a way of revitalizing American religion, stemming the tide of secularity, and drawing the faithful back to God before the churches slide into oblivion. But the standard answer is wrong on two counts. The small-group movement is flourishing in American society, not because the churches are weak, but because they are strong. People do not join groups simply because their hearts tell them to. They join because groups are available, because they have direct exposure to these groups, and because someone encourages them to attend. Groups are available because churches and synagogues sponsor them. Members of the clergy initiate them as part of an explicit plan for the future of their church or synagogue. They enlist leaders, create mechanisms for recruiting members, purchase study guides, and provide meeting space. In this sense, the small-group movement is an extension of the role that organized religion has always played in American society. 

The standard view is also wrong, though, in suggesting that small groups are stemming the tide of secularity. To be sure, they encourage people to pray and to think about spiritual truths. Nevertheless, they do little to increase the biblical knowledge of their members. Most of them do not assert the value of denominational traditions or pay much attention to the distinctive theological arguments that have identified different variants of Christianity or Judaism in the past. Indeed, many of the groups encourage faith to be subjective and pragmatic. A person may feel that his or her faith has been deepened, but in what way is largely in the eye of the beholder. Biblical truths may be more meaningful, but the reason is that they calm anxiety and help one make it through the day. The deity of small groups is a God of love, comfort, order, and security. Gone is the God of judgment, wrath, justice, mystery, and punishment. Gone are concerns about the forces of evil. Missing from most groups even is a distinct interest in heaven and hell, except for the small heavens and hells that people experience in their everyday lives. 

Indeed, it does not overstate the case to suggest that the small-group movement is currently playing a major role in adapting American religion to the main currents of secular culture that have surfaced at the end of the twentieth century. Secularity is misunderstood if it is assumed to be a force that prevents people from being spiritual at all. It is more aptly conceived as an orientation that encourages a safe, domesticated version of the sacred. From a secular perspective, a divine being is one who is there for our own gratification, like a house pet, rather than one who demands obedience from us, is too powerful or mysterious for us to understand, or who challenges us to a life of service. When spirituality has been tamed, it can accommodate the demands of a secular society. People can go about their daily business without having to alter their lives very much because they are interested in spirituality. Secular spirituality can even be put to good use, making people more effective in their careers, better lovers, and more responsible citizens. This is the kind of spirituality being nurtured in many small groups today.

The small-group movement is thus the latest in a series of cultural realignments. At the start of the eighteenth century, American religion underwent its first period of realignment. The state churches that colonists imported from Europe were disestablished. Denominational pluralism, later protected by a constitutional separation between church and state, was the result. During the nineteenth century a second major realignment took place. The hegemony of a few Protestant denominations was undermined. Faith became more democratic and more thoroughly American. New denominations proliferated, congregational autonomy and diversity were strengthened, and Catholics and Jews gained a place alongside Protestants. Now, at the end of the twentieth century, denominational structures are waning considerably. Increasing numbers of people have switched from tradition to tradition to tradition. Clergy are under increased pressures to compete with other congregations for members. And the basis of competition has altered significantly, from doctrinal or liturgical distinctions to programmatic appeals. Small groups provide greater variety and allow greater freedom in selecting the religion of one’s choice than ever before. They make faith more fluid, championing change itself, and creating modular communities that can be established and disbanded with relative ease. 

But this discussion is simply a preview. The assertions I have made in these opening pages need substantiation. We need to understand more clearly what kinds of people have become involved in small groups. Are the participants a distinct category of the American population—differing from others in their personal backgrounds, interests, and needs—or are they much like everyone else? We need to examine the varieties of these groups and their connections with religious organizations. Certainly a local prayer group must be sharply distinguished from a meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. Yet we must consider carefully how the two are similar as well. Even the fact of diversity is important for us to consider. How is it possible for the small-group movement to contain such diversity? What does this tell us about American society? We also need to consider how community is fostered and how spirituality is nurtured. We must listen carefully to what those in small groups have discovered there and pay special attention to the caring they have received, the spiritual insights they have gained, and the group processes by which these deeply personal transformations have been effected. Only then can we turn to the question of whether small groups are also transforming American culture.


THE SMALL GROUPS RESEARCH PROJECT

To accomplish these tasks I undertook a national research project on small groups and spirituality, and its results form the core of this book. As a first step in the project, I invited approximately a dozen religious leaders and scholars with knowledge of small groups to participate in a working conference to help me identify the central issues needing to be addressed. This conference, hosted by the George H. Gallup International Institute in Princeton and funded by a grant from the Lilly Endowment, generated a rich menu of researchable questions and tentative insights. Following the conference, we conducted a preliminary survey of the American public, interviewed a number of clergy, and thoroughly reviewed the published literature. Then, with a major research grant from the Lilly Endowment to the Gallup Institute, I launched a three-year project that included both an extensive opinion survey of the American public and in-depth case studies and personal interviews with more than a hundred members of a dozen selected groups in various parts of the country. 

The conclusions presented in this book, therefore, are based on two kinds of primary evidence. The national survey screened a representative sample of the American public to identify persons who were currently involved in any small group that met regularly and provided caring and support for its members. This procedure yielded approximately 1,000 people who were asked a long list of questions about the nature of their group, why they became involved, what its activities were, how well they liked it, and what they had received from it. For comparative purposes, we also surveyed more than 900 people to find out why they had not become involved in a small group. The second kind of evidence is qualitative. With the assistance of more than a dozen fellow researchers, I collected information from people who were deeply involved in small groups; we asked them to tell their stories in their own words and observed the groups in which they were involved firsthand. We also interviewed a number of men and women who have risen to national prominence as leaders of the small-group movement, spoke to pastors and community representatives (who were sometimes critical of the movement), and collected huge stacks of study guides, directories, newsletters, and bibliographies. (Methodological detail is presented in the appendix.) 

Given the vast numbers of people involved, it is not surprising that numerous books already have been written about small groups. Rummage through any library and you will find short books telling how to run a group, how to be a good group member, how to live a more successful life by getting involved in groups, and how to make your business or church more successful by starting up a small-group program. Most of these books offer practical advice gleaned from their authors’ experiences in leading a group. Some speak candidly of pitfalls to avoid. A great number draw general principles from the Bible and counsel their readers that their groups will be successful if they only follow these principles. Most speak glowingly of the work small groups are already accomplishing and of the tremendous mission they can fulfill. With few exceptions, however, these books are not based on systematic evidence. They reflect their authors’ views and personal experience, but do not provide any way of knowing how representative these views may be. They also suffer from being written at such close ideological proximity to the movement itself. Some are quite honest in discussing the shortcomings of small groups. But the overwhelming majority are written by small-group advocates. They see enormous potential in the movement, but fail to consider it in relation to broader questions about what is happening in American society as a whole. 

The aim of this book thus is to present a more sober assessment of small groups than is currently available in the literature on this phenomenon. I adopt this stance, not from mean-mindedness, but because it is time our hopes and opinions were informed by some knowledge of how these groups actually work. Many of the groups work remarkably well, providing their members with personal support and encouraging them to think, more than they might otherwise, about spiritual issues; others do not work as well, failing either to retain their members’ interest or to encourage open discussions of personal needs. What makes the difference? Many of the groups that work, moreover, do so for reasons other than the ones found printed in the handy do-it-yourself manuals. Thus, we need to consider some hard evidence about groups and, on the basis of that evidence, to confront some difficult issues that must be raised if we want small groups to be better understood and better utilized in the formation of spirituality and the cultivation of community. 

The survey and in-depth interviews in combination provide a strong basis for accomplishing this task. The survey makes it possible to provide, for the first time, a reasonable estimate of the number of people in the United States who presently are involved in small groups or who have been involved at some time previously in their lives. It permits us to determine which kinds of groups are currently most popular, and it allows us to make comparisons among the members of these various kinds of groups. Because nearly all the members we surveyed were able to give knowledgeable information about their groups, their answers allow us to compare an unbiased sample of nearly a thousand small groups located all across the United States. The present data is thus a considerable improvement over research studies in the past that have tried to draw conclusions by comparing only a few small groups in one or two geographic areas. Indeed, with the help of advanced statistical techniques, we can systematically examine why some groups function better along various dimensions than others and what best differentiates members who are satisfied with their groups from members who are dissatisfied; we can also control for other differences among types of groups or types of members. Using the same procedures, we can also assess not only how often members report receiving care and encouragement but which kinds of members are most likely to benefit from such care and encouragement. Similarly, we can see how many members feel their lives have been deeply influenced—psychologically and spiritually—by their groups and what specific group activities have been most instrumental in effecting these changes. The qualitative evidence permits us to interpret the conclusions suggested by the survey in greater detail. We can see more clearly what specific individuals gained from their participation and, by having observed small groups directly, we can show how the interaction developed. 

In the chapters that follow, I report what group members told us in their own words and summarize the vast amount of statistical data provided by the survey (details of which have been reserved for the appendix). It is important, however, for readers to understand my interpretive framework as well. I did not bring a preconceived theory to bear on the process of collecting and interpreting the evidence. I have, however, developed some guiding arguments in the course of the research itself. These arguments bear heavily on the questions of community, spirituality, and cultural change to which I have already alluded. It will be helpful to outline each of these arguments briefly before we turn to a consideration of the small-group movement itself. 


THE ISSUE OF COMMUNITY

My argument about community is that small groups are both providing community and changing our understanding of what community is. In view of all the criticisms that have depicted Americans as a society of lonely, self-interested individualists suffering from isolation, disrupted families, a lack of friends, difficulty in establishing intimate relationships, and the demeaning anonymity of large-scale institutions, the small-group movement poses a rather different picture of our society. The large number of people who are involved in small groups, the depth of their involvement, the extent of their caring for each other, and even the degree to which they reach out to others in the wider community all suggest that the social fabric has not unraveled nearly to the extent that many critics have suggested. In short, small groups are a significant feature of what holds our society together. And their prevalence means that society does have mechanisms to hold it together. Small groups draw individuals out of themselves, pull them out of their isolated personal lives, and put them in the presence of others where they can share their needs and concerns, make friends, and become linked to wider social networks. Small groups provide a way of transcending our most self-centered interests; they temper our individualism and our culturally induced desire to be totally independent of one another. The attachments that develop among the members of small groups demonstrate clearly that we are not a society of rugged individualists who wish to go it entirely alone but, rather, that we are a communal people who, even amidst the dislocating tendencies of our society, are capable of banding together in bonds of mutual support. 

Nevertheless, we must also understand that the kind of community generated by small groups is clearly different from that which has characterized families, neighborhoods, ethnic groups, and tribes throughout most of human history. We can see how different these two forms of community are if we pause for a moment to consider a few of the contrasts. Small groups are in one sense similar to families because both tend to consist of relatively few people who interact intimately and shape each other’s primary identities. As families have come to embrace fewer people in these ways, either because of divorce and fewer children or because of geographic dislocations among extended family members, small groups may be functioning as surrogate sources of intimacy and primary identity. Yet it is also important to recognize that small groups differ from families in several basic ways. The members of small groups are seldom related to each other biologically. They thus do not share the imagined heritage, destiny, or physical traits and personality characteristics that unite individuals who are related by blood. Most families are also economic units that bear legal responsibilities for their members’ shelter, clothing, education, and medical support, and these economic responsibilities generally extend over long periods of time, usually for at least several generations. Small groups clearly do not function as families in this respect. Their members seldom incur any financial obligations on behalf of other members or the group as a whole. Neighborhoods, ethnic groups, and tribes differ from small groups in other important ways. The community provided in these settings generally has an important physical dimension. People live in the same area, see each other informally in the course of their everyday lives, and identify themselves with the help of certain buildings, streets, parks, culinary customs, or distinctive clothing. The social unit is primary in the sense that an individual can live in only one neighborhood or be a member of only one tribe. There is also a sense of inevitability about such identities. Adults may have chosen their neighborhoods, but throughout much of history they chose to remain in the community of their birth, and their ethnic or tribal identity was ascribed to them, rather than being chosen at all. Small groups are, by comparison, far less associated with physical proximity and decidedly more purposive, intentional, and voluntaristic. 

When people say they are finding community in a small group, and even when they describe their group as a family, therefore, they mean something quite different from the connotations that words like “community” or “family” have had in the past. Whether they recognize it or not, their sense of community now means something over which they have a great deal of control. They have chosen to join one particular group, rather than any of dozens they might also have been exposed to, and they may be involved in more than one, certainly if their involvement over a lifetime is considered. Moreover, their dependence on the group is far more likely to involve emotional care than physical or economic support, and this care may be given quite sporadically. Certainly the encouragement received in a group can be powerful, but it is still limited to an evening a week, compared with the continuous by-play that takes place among families who share the same dwelling. Members’ obligations to each other and to the group as a whole also are likely to carry a distinct meaning. Participants seldom incur serious financial responsibilities in order to sustain the group. They may donate a share of their time to it over an extended period of time, but they can also extricate themselves from the group with relative ease. 

These characteristics of community are, of course, increasingly typical in other sectors of modern society as well. Members of families choose to leave each other with greater frequency now than at any time in the past—filing for divorce or moving away from parents and siblings—and dual-career couples may feel less economic responsibility to each other than in earlier times. Geographic mobility makes neighborhoods more a matter of choice than birth. Ethnic identities gradually erode as a result of intermarriage, mobility, and norms of cultural pluralism, so that an individual’s identity can be more a function of what he or she chooses to emphasize. Religious affiliation has become more voluntaristic. Clubs, community associations, and jobs have also encouraged individuals to be more purposive in creating their own networks. 

If small groups reflect wider changes in the definition of community, they also reinforce these tendencies. They do so because their members are exposed not only to networks of care and support in these groups but to an ideology or set of beliefs that emphasizes the value of certain kinds of relationships rather than others. Emotional support is emphasized far more than physical or monetary support. In many groups, for example, it is acceptable to lean on other members for encouragement or a kind word, but individuals are expected to be rigorously independent when it comes to taking care of themselves medically or financially. Emotional support is defined to mean encouragement rather than criticism or guidance. The group tells its members they are okay, but refrains from offering constructive advice. Serious or long-term emotional difficulties are unlikely to be dealt with in most small groups at all. Tolerance of diversity is another norm championed in the ideology of most small groups. Caring for someone is more likely to be defined by this norm as not criticizing them rather than as trying to help them come to a different understanding. Choosing a group on the basis of what one can get out of it is another such norm. Members are, to turn a familiar statement on its head, more likely to ask what the group can do for them than what they can do for the group. 

Community, then, becomes more intentional as a result of the small-group movement. People recognize the differences between their groups and their families, neighborhoods, and churches. Yet their involvement in small groups also influences how they think about these other settings and what aspects of community they value. It becomes entirely possible to think of oneself as an intensely communal, caring person by virtue of being in a group. Yet the group itself may function more as a place where each individual comes to think about himself or herself than where genuine concern about others triumphs over individual needs. Even to suggest that individual personal needs should be put in a secondary place runs against the ideology of many groups. When community becomes intentional, other concerns also necessarily become more important. Members of the same tribe may gripe about one another, but know they must work out their differences because they have little choice but to live with each other. Small-group members are more likely to recognize that they can move on to another group. Rather than confronting fellow members with their complaints, it is easier to exit the system entirely. At the same time, intentionality also places an added burden on group members. While they are still part of the group, they cannot so easily blame fate of birth for bringing them there. They have to decide whether they really want to be involved, listen to their feelings for cues, and worry about whether they are getting enough to make the time worthwhile. It is thus not surprising that groups have come to champion the importance of paying attention to one’s feelings. The problems reinforced by group involvement are the same ones that groups aim to resolve. 

These considerations are terribly important because the basic fabric of society depends on how individuals structure their relationships with one another. This is not to say that economic wherewithal or political arrangements are unimportant. But community always lies at the intersection of individual needs and institutional structures. If small groups are altering the ways in which we conceive of community, their impact may well be greater than even their most deeply involved members may realize. The changes at the individual level may seem overwhelmingly positive. Person X says that she has been cared for, encouraged, given a better self-concept, and strengthened to make it through the day. That result is all to the good. But in the process we must also be mindful of what she is not saying or be aware that these needs would not have occurred to people in many other social circumstances. She is not saying, for example, that she plans to devote her life to this group. She is not saying that she will alter her career plans for the group. She may make small sacrifices for other group members, but if she finds the group burdensome or unfulfilling, she may extricate herself. And, in talking about how she can share her innermost feelings with these strangers and feel supported by them, she is saying something that her grandmother would have found difficult to understand.

Thus, we must adjust our perspective of the small-group movement and ask why it is defining community the way it is. We must not expect more of it than it can provide. The movement may help us adapt to the emotional pressures of living in a diverse, individualistic society, but it cannot truly replace the traditional communities that we have lost. Instead, small groups enable us to pry ourselves loose from such moorings. We would perhaps find them constraining anyway, getting in the way of our career aspirations and our changing personal interests. Small groups make it possible for us to survive, even as market pressures, jobs, and disrupted personal relationships make greater demands on our lives. They help us adapt to these pressures, but, for most of us, do not fundamentally shield us or cause us to lead our lives in a different way. To their credit, they provide us with small, portable sources of interpersonal support. Their weakness lies in their inability to forge the more enduring bonds that many of us would like or to strongly resist the fragmenting forces in our society. 


THE SEARCH FOR THE SACRED

My argument about small groups and spirituality is similar to the one I have just suggested about community. By their own accounts at least, members of small groups frequently joined because they were interested in deepening their spirituality, and many of them say this quest has been fulfilled. Their faith has become a more important part of their lives, and they have found others with whom they can pray and share their spiritual interests. I would go so far as to say that the small-group movement cannot be understood except in relation to the deep yearning for the sacred that characterizes much of the American public. To be sure, this generalization does not apply to some individuals and types of groups. But a great deal of the momentum for the movement as a whole comes from the fact that people are interested in spirituality, on the one hand, and from the availability of vast resources from religious organizations, on the other hand. Small groups have been championed by many religious leaders as a way of revitalizing their congregations. And there is evidence that small groups do encourage people to become more actively involved in their congregations. Yet the more important fact, in my view, is that small groups are also redefining how Americans think about the sacred. 

We can imagine at the outset why this redefinition might be occurring if we remember that there is often a close connection between how people understand their relationships with each other and how they approach God or some other conception of the sacred. I do not mean, of course, that the one necessarily serves as an exact template for the other. But societies organized around the authority of kings and lords, for example, are more likely to employ figures of kingship and lordship in metaphoric ways when they try to speak about God than societies organized in different ways. Similarly, religious traditions in which an intimate, emotion-laden relationship with God is valued are quite likely to emphasize the importance of intimacy in human relationships as well. At present, therefore, it would not be surprising to find that small groups oriented toward the intentional cultivation of caring relationships might also be especially interested in helping individuals cultivate such relationships with the divine as well. 

It is, however, the intentionality of these relationships that is worth considering, not whether they emphasize caring. In many cultures it would be unthinkable to engage in activities with the explicit purpose of discovering the sacred. Divine providence, grace, and the inscrutability of God would be emphasized instead. God would seek out the individual, like Yahweh capturing Moses’s attention through the burning bush. But it would be less likely for the individual to set out to find God—and certainly unthinkable that deep spirituality could be found by following a set of prespecified guidelines or steps. Such quests are, of course, quite common in American culture, and they have been throughout our nation’s history. Prayer and the reading of sacred texts, for example, are prescribed ways of drawing closer to God. Nevertheless, the small-group movement elevates the degree to which such activities are planned, calculated, and coordinated. 

Most small groups that have anything to do with spirituality do not simply let the sacred emerge as a byproduct of their time together. Instead, they prescribe activities for growing closer to the sacred. Books are studied and prayers are recited, sometimes in unison, and generally according to a formula indicating what is appropriate to think about and to say. Study guides spell out a sequence of steps that people can follow in order to find God or to know the will of God. The notion of discipline becomes more important because seekers are supposed to exercise control over their time, thoughts, and, increasingly, even their feelings as they embark on the quest for God. Being disciplined in one’s spiritual life is regarded as a good thing, just as being disciplined about one’s health habits, weight, physical exercise, mental health, and use of time is a good thing. The sacred comes to be associated with the process or activities by which it is pursued. The object after which one seeks may remain somewhat mysterious or intangible, but group members know clearly that they are on the right track because they are following a rational set of procedures. 

The sacred is also being redefined by the small-group movement’s emphasis on achieving practical results for everyday living. The image of a spiritual journey might suggest that seekers are on their way to the promised land—perhaps the heavenly realm that believers enter after death or perhaps a millennial kingdom that will eventually replace the present world. The dominant impulse in the small-group movement, however, is to emphasize the joys of the journey itself. Seekers often have no idea where they are headed, only that they are on the road. Thus, the important principle is to cope with life as fully as possible from day to day. The signs of spiritual growth follow naturally from this logic. The signs of the sacred are all pragmatic. They reveal themselves in feelings of peace, happiness, and a good self-image. The sacred, above all, works. It helps people get along better on the job, behave better with their families, and feel better about themselves. 

Coping more effectively with everyday life is, of course, a desirable aim. But the contemporary redefinition of spirituality falls short on two counts. All too often it serves more to comfort people—allowing them to feel better about things as they are and helping them to be happy—than to challenge them to move significantly beyond their present situation, especially if such movement involves definite sacrifices or discomforts. Rather than encouraging people to seek higher goals, it can inoculate them against taking the risks that may be necessary for true growth. A small group helps its members adapt to the demands of everyday life rather than providing a sense of transcendence that casts a new perspective on everyday life. It also makes the individual the measure of all things. At one time, theologians argued that the chief purpose of humankind was to glorify God. Now it would seem that the logic has been reversed: the chief purpose of God is to glorify humankind. Spirituality no longer is true or good because it meets absolute standards of truth or goodness but because it helps us get along. We are the judge of its worth. If it helps us find a vacant parking space, we know that our spirituality is on the right track. If it leads us into the wilderness, calling on us to face dangers we would rather not deal with, then it is a form of spirituality we are unlikely to choose. To be sure, there are significant exceptions to these patterns. Small groups sometimes challenge their members to undertake painful processes of spiritual growth. But the more common pattern seems to be a kind of faith that focuses heavily on feelings and on getting along rather than encouraging worshipful obedience to or reverence toward a transcendent God. 

Pragmatism of this kind is so common in American culture that it may seem good to consider the sacred in this way. But pragmatism is also a way of escaping the difficulties of defining absolute truth in an age of relativism. A small group may combine a dozen people from a dozen different religious backgrounds. They very likely will be unable to agree on specific religious doctrines or theological arguments. What they can agree on is that God helped them through the day. And yet, being helped may be so personal and subjective that nobody could prove or disprove whether it happened or not. Rather than struggling hard to determine what truth may be or trying to learn how it has been understood throughout the centuries, therefore, they simply take a live-and-let-live attitude toward each others’ opinions. 

The most general way in which small groups are redefining the sacred, therefore, is by replacing explicit creeds and doctrines with implicit norms devised by the group. Throughout the centuries, religious bodies have devoted much of their energy to hammering out doctrinal statements. They have sent representatives to church councils to debate the wording of creeds, and they have formed organizational structures around varying concepts of ecclesiastical authority. Making things explicit incurred huge costs, to be sure, including much sectarian strife and even religious wars, but believers assumed that it was important to know specifically what was right and what was wrong. The small-group movement is changing all of that. Group members still have a sense of the importance of knowing what is right or wrong, but their groups seldom study religious history or formal theological statements. Rather, they discuss small portions of religious texts with an eye toward discovering how these texts apply to their personal lives. Personal testimonies carry enormous weight in such discussions, but these stories are also subject to group norms. These norms include implicit assumptions about whether one can be instructed directly by God, whether it is important to read the Bible to receive wisdom, what the role of intuition is, and how prayer should be understood. 

Implicit norms vary widely from one group to the next. What makes them so powerful in all cases, however, is the fact that they remain implicit. Because they are unacknowledged, these norms cannot be directly challenged. Someone who feels uncomfortable for having violated a group norm is likely to leave and join a different group. Otherwise people simply do what seems comfortable within the context of their own group. The process can be like the blind leading the blind. In other cases, old-timers define what is appropriate for people to believe and say. And in a few cases, strong leaders are able to exercise virtually unlimited control over their groups. 

In a very real sense, then, the group can become a manifestation of the sacred. Its members feel power within the group. They feel closer to God when they are gathered than when they are apart. They are sure the deity approves of the way they meet. They may be less sure that people can find God apart from the group. The group then encourages people to think about spirituality, but in the process it channels their thinking so that only some ideas about the sacred are acceptable. Spirituality becomes a matter of sincere seeking and of helping each other, all the while respecting whatever idiosyncratic notions of the sacred one’s peers may develop. Moreover, God becomes a relational deity who somehow needs to be triune in order to have heavenly companionship. 

If such a redefinition of the sacred is taking place as a result of the small-group movement, it is surely important to understand how people in small groups are thinking about spirituality and how they are pursuing it. The sacred is, of course, central to religious organizations. Insofar as many religious organizations are actively promoting small groups in hopes of drawing people into greater religious involvement, these organizations may find themselves paying an unexpected cost. The groups they are sponsoring may be promoting a new, pragmatic definition of the sacred even as they encourage people to become more interested in their spiritual development. There may be wider consequences, too. One of the hopes that many religious leaders attach to the rediscovery of the sacred is that other values will be strengthened as well—a commitment to family, for example, or a greater desire for peace and justice. Some of these values may, indeed, be reinforced by the small-group movement. Yet the means of attaining them may be the most important single message being reinforced. Indeed, the great variety of small groups competing with one another may result in so many different values being nurtured that the overall effect is difficult to discern. But if all groups are encouraging their members to believe that they can only find God by discussing the sacred with others, that this process must involve the application of rational techniques, such as studying the Bible one verse at a time or expanding the group by one new member every six months, and that practical personal consequences are the litmus test of true spiritual development, then these implicit norms may be the big winners overall. 


SOCIETY IN TRANSITION

America at the end of the twentieth century is fundamentally a society in transition. We are acutely aware that the technological developments of the past century have had profound effects on the way we live. We know we cannot retreat to the life of small towns, farms, and national isolation. It is far from clear what kind of society we will have in the next century. One thing is clear, however: the search for community and for the sacred will continue to characterize the American people. These quests will animate our values and the ways in which we relate to our friends and neighbors. But values and personal relationships will have to be selected in an increasingly uncertain world. There will be a greater array of options from which to choose and fewer authoritative grounds on which to make these decisions. Discretion will have to be exercised in an increasing number of situations, and it will be necessary for decisions to be revocable, so that different courses of action can be pursued. Sensing this fact, individuals will invest less of their energy in large-scale institutions and expect less of these institutions. Such entities will still be called upon to govern and to deal with broad issues affecting the entire society, such as providing for national security or protecting the environment through legislation. They will, however, be considered restrictive if they try to impinge too closely on the day-to-day activities of the individual. For these activities, we will look increasingly to social units of more modest proportions, such as informal networks of colleagues in the work place, classes that meet for a few months to transmit new skills, and task groups designed to solve short-term problems. The small-group movement will be an important part of these developments. 

It should be evident by now that this book does not simply describe the small-group movement; it also views broader changes in American culture through the lens of the movement. My argument about cultural change is that the small-group movement has been successful because it fits so well with trends already at work in American society, and that its success will, in turn, further these trends. This argument runs against the grain of standard ways of thinking about the movement. The common view is that small groups are successful because they fill needs otherwise unmet in contemporary society; these needs include emotional support, friendship, and ways to develop spiritually. By filling such needs, the small-group movement is seen to be stemming the tide. I do not deny that many individuals who participate in small groups feel that their groups are meeting such needs. The data show that group members do feel this way. But the mistake is to infer then that small groups are fundamentally at odds with larger societal trends and are working mainly to counter them. It makes more sense, in my view, to see that small groups are helping people adapt to these trends. 

I do not flesh out this argument in detail here because it receives careful attention in all of the chapters that follow. To illustrate the main point, however, let us consider the simple fact that small groups are enormously diverse. Indeed, they are diverse in at least three important ways. There is wide variation among different types of groups. For example, Bible studies, twelve-step groups, and book discussion groups may all provide caring and support and yet do so for people with very different interests. Within particular types, there is also wide variety: for example, Bible studies for teenagers, for young single people, for married couples with children, and for retired people. And then, within most particular groups, there is likely to be a highly varied membership: perhaps people of different ages, from different religious backgrounds, and with different political views. Later, we consider evidence showing the range and limits of this variety more precisely. But for now the question is: So what? What do we make of this fact? 

The variety evident among small groups is, in my view, indicative of how the movement has adapted to a larger development in American society. I have already reviewed some of the ways in which traditional forms of community are changing. Geographic mobility uproots families from neighborhoods and kin. Occupational mobility exposes them to values and interests different from those of their parents. Intermarriage transcends ethnic and religious lines. If spirituality is one of the driving forces behind small groups, we might ask why churches and synagogues are unable to supply the vehicles in which to pursue spirituality. But the strength of churches and synagogues has depended on the stability of these traditional forms of community. People were Presbyterians or Catholics or Jews because their parents were and because previous generations had emigrated from certain countries and settled near particular ethnic groups. Once the distinctive reasons for being Presbyterian or Catholic or Jewish erode, then churches and synagogues have no special hold over the quest for the sacred. That is, people may still pursue spirituality by attending religious services (we know that they do), but the resources and appeals of organizations sponsoring these services may diminish. 

But smaller groups have an enormous advantage in adapting to a more fluid social environment. They require virtually no resources, other than the time their members devote to them each week, so they can start with relative ease and disband just as easily. The hidden resources that help them grow, such as trained leadership, meeting space, or study guides, moreover, can readily be obtained from churches and synagogues, at least if most of these groups purport to foster the same kind of spirituality taught in the churches and synagogues and, therefore, encourage people to return to these organizations. In addition, there are likely to be pockets of like-minded people who can populate a group that requires only twenty members to operate, whereas the same might not be true if two hundred members were required. Besides, someone interested in slightly different issues can simply start another group. In short, small, relatively fluid, low-budget groups have an adaptive advantage in a heterogeneous environment such as the contemporary United States. The success of the movement is thus partly attributable to this adaptive advantage, not simply to whether individual members’ needs are being met. 

To end the discussion at this point would be to suggest that small groups are driven by larger social forces over which they have little control. The truth of the matter is more complex. Individual group leaders play a very active role in identifying a particular niche in which a new group can form, and the group plays an active role in meeting the needs of those who attend. Otherwise, the group is likely to disband. On a larger scale, however, the environment does exercise a strong influence over the aggregate behavior of many groups. Still, at this level, it is also appropriate to say that the small-group movement reinforces cultural developments, rather than simply adapting to them. We can see how this may be the case by taking our considerations of diversity a step further. 

The availability of hundreds of thousands of small, highly diverse groups permits American society to loosen itself from its traditional moorings and become even more mobile and fluid. People can move to new communities more easily because they know they can join support groups there; they can shift their religious affiliation to a new denomination for the same reason; or they can enter a new line of work, withstand the trauma of leaving a spouse, or become interested in a new political cause. This point perhaps can be seen more clearly by imagining a hypothetical situation in which no such groups existed. Under such conditions, individuals might become so distraught at the prospect of living their lives in lonely isolation that they would cling more tightly to their families of origin or to their local neighborhoods. Were that not possible, they might increasingly turn to government agencies to protect their neighborhoods or to provide them with mental health programs or to guide economic development in a way that would encourage corporations to take better care of their employees. Indeed, Germany or Japan might provide the models for such a society. The fact that small groups exist on a large scale, therefore, means that American society can move ahead without adopting some of these alternative patterns. 

In short, the small-group movement has taken familiar organizational forms and adapted them to new social conditions. Voluntary associations have long been a favored way of meeting needs in the United States rather than depending on government programs or trying to create traditions that were not strong here in the first place. Small groups carry on the voluntaristic emphasis. They also adapt it to meet new challenges, such as helping individuals cope with addictions, helping them find spirituality when large religious organizations fail to do so, or rebuilding their personal identities after families and other primary groups have become inadequate to the task. Many small groups help to maintain the social equilibrium. They extend trends that are already under way, but do not set forth visions of a better world that would radically transform the way things are. And in extending these trends, small groups may also contribute to some of the problems inherent in such developments. Rather than putting the brakes on marital dissolution, for example, they may make it easier for spouses to separate and remarry, or they may even make it possible for employers to put greater pressures on working women because there will be support groups to pick up the pieces. 

When I say that the small-group movement is effecting a quiet revolution in American society, therefore, I mean that it is adding fuel to the fires of cultural change that have already been lit. The small-group movement may be providing community for people who feel the loss of personal ties and it may be nurturing spirituality in an otherwise secular context. But it is not succeeding simply by filling these gaps. It is succeeding less because it is bucking the system than because it is going with the flow. It does not offer a form of community that can be gained only at great social or personal cost. Instead, it provides a kind of social interaction that busy, rootless people can grasp without making significant adjustments in their lifestyles. It allows bonding to remain temporary. It also provides a form of spirituality that is thoroughly adaptable to the complex, pluralistic world in which we live. We need not cling to traditional ethnic communities or religious traditions. Indeed, it is no longer essential even to know very much about the claims of these traditions. Rather, we can find spirituality that is suitably rational or sufficiently well-thought-out to seem legitimate in a fairly well-educated society and yet have no fear that this spirituality will do much to upset our daily routines. 

If small groups are the glue holding together American society (as some argue), they are then a social solvent as well. They provide a way out of the traditional attachments that formerly may have bound people tightly to their communities. Former Mennonites who have grown weary of church customs and moved to urban areas can leave the fold more comfortably, not having to become pure secularists or isolated individualists, by joining a prayer fellowship in their neighborhood. Adult children who have fled the dysfunctional families of their youth can get along without kin networks by spending time each week attending a twelve-step group. The solvent helps people slip away from previous forms of social organization. At the same time, it facilitates the enormous adjustments required. Group members are, indeed, making a journey, quite literally into the unknown. It helps to share the journey. And it helps to focus on the process itself. This is why technique, talk, storytelling, and group support become so important. 

None of these observations should be construed to suggest that the small-group movement is in any way failing its members. Social institutions seldom do much more than help populations adjust to a changing environment. They solve day-to-day problems and work with envisioned realities, but do not change reality as fundamentally as visionary leaders would like to think. The individual who finds God is no less blessed; the person who recovers from an addiction is no less important. But from a broader perspective, the same forces that have created these needs are at work in shaping the groups that help respond to them.


A CRITICAL JUNCTURE

Having summarized some of the broader arguments of the book, let me hasten to say that I have written it primarily for the interested reader who cares to understand better what is happening in American society at the end of the twentieth century—whether that reader is currently involved in a small group, a leader, thinking about joining one, concerned about small groups’ possible ill-effects, or simply curious about them. The small-group movement is at least as important to understand as the political system or the economy. Those who are involved in small groups often claim that these groups have influenced how they think about political and economic issues; for example, raising their interest in questions of peace and social justice, or, in the case of conservative religious groups, generating ire about abortion and gay rights. These members also know that there is far more to group life than these issues. The people with whom they relate form a primary means of identity. The fact that members are able to tell stories about their lives makes these groups far more significant to participants than the fact that they are a Republican or a Democrat. In the telling of personal stories, members gradually become a different people, individuals whose identities depend in subtle ways on the feedback given by other members. Those who are not in groups can well imagine the importance of such processes. Many of these people have been in groups in the past, have participated in informal networks that functioned in the same ways, or at least have experienced families, classes, and work groups that served as primary sources of identification. 

In my view, the small-group movement is now at a critical juncture in its development. To date, despite the various criticisms I have already raised, its social effects have been largely beneficial. The movement has provided caring and support for millions of Americans who were suffering from addictions, personal crises, loneliness, and self-doubt and has helped them rebuild their lives. It has been a source of vitality for many religious organizations by providing reasons for people to join these organizations and to start thinking about their spiritual journeys. The movement has skillfully deployed its resources to reach virtually all segments of the population. It probably has exacerbated some of the problems associated with individualism in American society at the same time that it has tried to encourage people to care more deeply for others. To be sure, there are some worrisome signs concerning the ways in which it is redefining community and spirituality, but the movement’s failings reflect more on broader trends in our society than on the movement itself. In responding to social and personal needs, the movement has been able to grow enormously. Consequently, it is now poised to exercise even greater influence on American society in the next decade than it has in the past two decades. The resources are there: models have been developed, leaders have been trained, national networks have been established, and millions of satisfied participants are ready to enlist their friends and neighbors. What it will do with these resources is thus an important question for its members and leaders to consider. 

The movement stands at an important crossroads in its history, a turning point requiring it to choose which of two directions it will go. It can continue on its present course. Or it can attempt to move to a higher level of interpersonal and spiritual quality. Given its success over the past two decades, it can easily maintain the same course. It can draw millions of participants by making them feel good about themselves and by encouraging them to develop a domesticated, pragmatic form of spirituality. By helping people feel comfortable, it can perhaps even expand its numbers. The other option will require it to focus less on numerical success and more on the quality of its offerings. Besides comforting its members, the movement may find itself challenging them at deeper levels—to make more serious commitments to others who are in need, to serve the wider community, and to stand in worshipful, obedient awe of the sacred itself. 

Many of the movement’s leaders, both locally and nationally, recognize that this crossroads has been reached. One of the leaders we interviewed put it especially well: “What worked for us in the 1970s and 1980s isn’t going to work in the 1990s and beyond. We have to evolve and be attentive to the social context.” Some want to see an ever more diverse variety of support groups established. Some are hoping to harness the movement for political ends. Others are promoting it as a way to make big churches grow bigger. The movement’s successes have made many converts. Religious organizations that once scorned the idea of small groups are now championing them as the wave of the future. But the movement has also generated opponents. Social observers, as I have indicated, worry that it may be contributing to a narcissistic obsession with the self rather than encouraging greater concern for others. Clergy sometimes express fear that small groups are turning people into conformists who simply follow the latest spiritual fads rather than being interested in the accumulated wisdom of religious traditions. Some members of the clergy fear that their own authority is being undermined by small groups. And, among proponents and opponents alike, there is often a sense that hard, evaluative questions must be asked. The movement is too powerful—and its potential too great—for these questions not to be addressed. Thus, the time is ripe to seek a better understanding of small groups. We will want to listen to what members themselves have to say, but first we must set the stage more carefully by tracing the roots from which the movement has arisen and by establishing more precisely how it is currently situated in the American population.



PART ONE


[image: Image]
 THE DIMENSIONS OF THE MOVEMENT
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 THE QUEST FOR COMMUNITY
 Social and Cultural Contexts of the Small-Group Movement


From whence does the small-group movement originate? Why has it arisen at this particular moment in history? To answer these questions we must turn directly to the role of spirituality in American culture, to the quest for community, and to the complex interplay between the two. It is in this vortex that the small-group movement has emerged and acquired its distinctive appeal. The movement is a response both to the intense yearning for the sacred that characterizes the American people and to the breakdown of communities, neighborhoods, families, and other sources of personal support. As people try to rediscover the sacred, they are led to ask questions about community. And as they seek community, they are led to ask questions about the sacred. Both quests are propelling their interest in small, intimate groups. The current strength of the movement is thus a function of the fact that it arises from two prevailing characteristics of American society. The fragmented lives that many of us lead provide an incentive to seek community in support groups. But the religious traditions that are so much a part of American culture legitimate this quest by telling us that community is important, and, indeed, by leading us to believe that community is also the way to find spirituality and transcendence. A brief examination of these two features of our society will help us understand the forces currently propelling the small-group movement.


YEARNING FOR THE SPIRITUAL

The contemporary quest for the sacred is not new. Americans always have been intense seekers of spirituality. The first settlers prayed for divine guidance and beseeched God to bless their journey to the New World. Subsequent generations found spirituality to be as essential to their lives as the bread they ate. They read the Bible, prayed, and sought God’s blessings as they planted their crops, bore their children, experienced the joy of living, and faced illness and death.1 They pursued the sacred in their private—and vastly differing—ways, for the spiritual then, as now, was a matter of individual conscience. 

But this personal faith was only part of the story: Americans have always expressed their religious convictions in communities as well as individually. The Puritans may have sought spirituality deep within their own souls, but they were a communal people who met regularly in corporate acts of worship. The pioneers who journeyed westward were known for their rugged individualism, yet they planted churches everywhere they went. As the nation grew, popular piety grew apace, fostered by Methodist class meetings and Baptist Bible studies.2 People may have been converted individually in the revival meetings that swept through farming areas and cities alike, but they started fellowship groups, attended ladies’ aid societies, and swelled the ranks of Sunday school classes.3

Spirituality went hand in hand with group life for historic, theological, and practical reasons. The historic reason was that personal piety had been expressed in this way for as long as anyone could remember. Even the earliest Christians met in groups, forming churches in their homes and subjecting their interests in spirituality to the authority of their fellow believers.4 The theological reason was that Christianity encouraged believers to come together and form bonds of love and fellowship like those taught by their Lord. The practical reason was that believers found they needed one another for support. Without the affirmation of others, their faith was weakened. 

We are still a deeply spiritual people. Despite all the material progress that was supposed to take our minds off God, and despite all the scientific advancement that was going to undermine our faith that God even existed, most Americans continue to express a need in one way or another for spirituality in their lives. Some people realize this need when they struggle to understand themselves and feel drawn to the spiritual insights of poets and religious writers. Many people see it when they are caught up in anxiety and find comfort in uttering a prayer. Others may be drawn to the spiritual by the beauty of nature or by the cry of a newborn baby. 

Opinion surveys show just how widespread the search for spirituality is in our society. In a recent study, 79 percent of the American public said they think about their relation to God “a lot” or “a fair amount” of the time. In the same study, 82 percent gave the same answers to questions about how much they think about the basic meaning and value of their life. And 68 percent said they think this much about developing their faith. In this study, as in other studies, only about one person in twenty seemed to consider the sacred unimportant.5

Other evidence demonstrates that the search for spirituality is more than a casual response to the latest public opinion pollster. As a nation, we purchase more Bibles per capita than in any other industrialized society. The market for religious and devotional books is a billion-dollar-a-year industry. So is religious television. Virtually everyone claims to believe in God, and the vast majority pray to this God regularly.6 Philosophers who once were content to write that life had no inherent meaning are now devoting increasing attention to questions about the meaning and purpose of human existence. Hundreds of thousands of college students flock each year to courses in religious studies departments.7 Meditation appears to be at an all-time high. Even political figures and business leaders claim to seek divine guidance in making important decisions. 


THE LOSS OF COMMUNITY?

This interest in spirituality is, in many ways, like that of our ancestors. But the deep ties with community that sustained people in their faith and in their lives over the centuries, argue many social observers, may now be on the verge of collapse.8 The villages and farming communities where most people lived at the start of the twentieth century have become virtually extinct. A century ago, nearly three-quarters of the American population lived in small towns and in rural areas. Today, fewer than one-quarter reside in these locales. Nationally, the vast majority of people live in metropolitan areas. If the South is excluded, these areas now include more than 80 percent of the population. The composition of urban areas has also changed dramatically over the past century. At one time, urban neighborhoods—reinforced by a common ethnic heritage, language, customs, local shops, and schools—provided community, but these, too, mostly have been lost. People now live anonymous lives in suburban housing developments or in high-rise apartment buildings. Instead of feeling a common bond with our neighbors, we fear them.9

To be sure, the situation has not become as bad as some gloomy forecasts predicted. In the 1950s, when television first became popular, many commentators worried that Americans would simply retreat into their living rooms, watch sitcoms with abandon, and never come out again. Harvard sociologist David Riesman, in his widely read book The Lonely Crowd, envisioned a society in which people were thrown together in shallow ways, but had neither the courage to be themselves nor the desire to share intimately with anyone else.10 Others predicted the rise of widespread mental illness because people would be isolated and have no friends. Most of these forecasts have failed to come true. People do not sit at home watching television all the time (although they spend an enormous amount of time doing so). They still go to work, make sure their children go to school, and find time on weekends to attend ball games and go shopping. People have not become nameless faces in the crowd. Instincts to blend into the herd notwithstanding, people still jealously guard their individuality, and often do so by cherishing their family heritage, their ethnic identity, and their national origins.11 Instead of being entirely isolated, most people still have close friends, and many of these friends live in the same community.12

But genuine community entails more than simply having friends with the same zip code. We may know some of our neighbors well enough to wave as they whiz by on their way to work in the morning. We may stop to chat once in awhile or take them pumpkin bread at Christmas as a neighborly gesture. We may even consider them our friends. It is more doubtful that we have ever discussed our most cherished values with these neighbors. It is equally doubtful that these neighbors can help us recover from addictions or dysfunctional family backgrounds or that they can help mentor us when we are uncertain about the core of our identity. The same may be true of the people we know at church. Sitting together in the pews on Sunday morning, we may feel that there is much in common among us. But do we know that? Skeptics, at least, ask: Have we ever opened up to these people by admitting our fears, discussing our deepest anxieties, or sharing our most basic dreams and aspirations?

In other ways, personal experience in contemporary society often leads us to see evidence all around us of the breakdown of community. The smile and “hello” that used to greet us at the grocery store have been replaced by the pallid face of an automaton who busily passes our items across a bar-code scanner. Work was once a place where people did the same things, knew the same skills, and shared a common destiny. Now the boss may be miles away, linked to us by satellite and computer networks, and our coworkers may have become our most bitter competitors. If we are lucky, we may have some close friends at work—after all, we spend an increasing share of our waking hours in the workplace. But we also know that the hectic pace of everyday life makes it harder to keep up with our friends, and we know that the large-scale institutions that make up our society do not make the quest for community any easier. Faced with impersonality, bureaucratic red tape, and incessant competition, we may be sorely tempted to launch a full-scale retreat from public life. 

Social observers worry that we may be making these conditions worse, rather than better, by retreating more and more into our private lives. Individualism, they remind us, once meant being responsible for ourselves and our neighbors. But we have replaced this traditional concept with a more radical individualism that looks out for number one at the expense of everyone else.13 In the 1970s this radical individualism came to be associated with the Me Generation, as people struggled to find themselves and turned inward. This period was followed by the Decade of Greed: failing to find anything deep within themselves, people seemed to give up and merely opted for the chance to collect as many toys for themselves as they could before dying. 

Most people, however, seem to believe at some level that this selfcentered individualism is no way to live. They may not have the security of a tight-knit neighborhood, but they want it. They may not enjoy the comfort of a warm family, but they wish they could. They value their individual freedom, but go through life feeling lonely. They desire intimacy and wonder how to find it. They cling to the conviction that they have close friends who care about them, but they frequently feel distant from these friends. They worry what would happen if they were truly in need.14 Wanting community, and not being able to find it, they turn to other solutions, some of which become their worst enemies. 

In the case of Betty, the young woman at the Alcoholics Anonymous group mentioned in the last chapter, the intense loneliness in her first year away from home at college led her to drink. For a time she was able to tell herself that she would never be lonely again. The bottle would always be her friend. Others tell themselves the same thing about their work. As long as they can stay head-over-heels in love with their projects, they will never need anyone else. 

Religious leaders, sensing the dysfunctional behavior and pain that come when people lack the care and support they need, increasingly are pointing out how desperately the American public needs to rediscover community. As the rector of a church populated mostly by busy suburban professionals lamented recently, “What community we used to enjoy has slowly been taken away as people are off commuting to work in another city, and the children are all in different school districts, and the whole family is following a different schedule.” Even the church, he felt, was being undermined by these centrifugal forces. “Before, you already knew people from your neighborhood, and therefore you would know them in church. But now we have to reinvent ways to get [community] back.” 

Rebuilding community, then, is the challenge, at least according to many religious leaders and social observers alike. For each of us, as individuals, can we find the caring and supportive communities we so deeply desire, and can these communities nurture us on our spiritual journeys in the ways they have done in the past? Or must people of our time go the distance alone, facing the ultimate questions of their existence in the lonely solitude of their hearts? And for us, as community and religious leaders or simply as responsible citizens, can we reinvent ways to find community? Or must we see our society driven ever more by the fragmenting forces of the marketplace, the mass media, and the impersonal demands of bureaucratic organizations? Certainly, this yearning for community is one of the significant forces behind the recent rise of the small-group movement. 


THE TURN INWARD

The lack of community may be serious in its own right, but it is even more serious when we consider how closely spirituality has always been linked to community. Indeed, many observers wonder if spirituality can survive the challenges of our society if it is not connected again in some meaningful way with the power and support of caring communities. Spirituality, they fear, will retreat so far inside the individual that it may never come out again. And if it does not, is it really spirituality?

Even to suggest this possibility is likely to arouse some disagreement. Isn’t spirituality, after all, fundamentally a matter of the heart? Mustn’t it be the individual who seeks the sacred, explores the mysteries of life, and comes up with answers that are uniquely and individually satisfactory? How genuine can a conviction be if it doesn’t touch the inner being of the individual? 

We can answer all these questions in a way that upholds the value of the individual and of a deep inner spirituality. And yet we can still ask whether spirituality is becoming such a private affair in our time that it loses much of its power. We can certainly question a spirituality that fails to result in any love of neighbor. We can also ask how well a purely inward spirituality may function for the individual as a person. Doesn’t that person still need encouragement to engage in this inner quest? Aren’t there times when people run into dead ends in their search for spirituality and need to talk about it with others? Isn’t the connection between spirituality and basic human needs likely to be closer when intimacy and caring are part of a person’s experience? And isn’t it likely that his or her spirituality will be enriched by the chance to express it in public or to see it acted out and reaffirmed by trusted loved ones? 

Certainly it is unnecessary to look far to find strong statements about the inherent connections between a commitment to healthy, caring communities and spirituality. Philosopher Robert Fuller, reviewing the recent literature in a number of academic disciplines, concludes: “Wholeness or fulfillment is … necessarily a collective rather than a personal issue. In the complex web of life, individuality is important, but never final.”15 In a similar vein, Gordon Kaufman asserts, “Life itself has a structure of interdependence, and unless human living and thinking and working can become increasingly oriented accordingly, and we learn to subordinate our particular interests and desires as individuals and communities … to this wider loyalty to on-going life—both human and other—we shall certainly all perish.”16

The possibility that spirituality is becoming a victim of the loss of community was suggested some years ago in Thomas Luckmann’s book The Invisible Religion.17 Luckmann argued that fundamental religious convictions and world views in modern societies are increasingly separated from our dominant institutions—namely, the political and economic institutions that govern so much of our lives. As a result, spirituality is becoming more a matter of personal choice and private belief. But, he asked, can these choices ever carry the weight once associated with the God of heaven whose existence was independent of ours? Don’t we need to live in community with others in order to see that the hand of God is not simply a figment of our imaginations?18

In a more recent book, some anecdotal evidence of how much religious faith may have retreated into the inner life is provided by Robert N. Bellah and his coauthors in their widely read volume Habits of the Heart.19 They interviewed a woman named Sheila who had invented her own religion and named it after herself (Sheilaism). This woman, they argued, represents only the latest of a long history of pietists in our society who have looked inside themselves to find evidence of the divine. What is different, they suggest, is that this woman’s faith is contained entirely inside herself. It is not an inner light planted in her conscience by a transcendent God, but an inner strength that comes from knowing herself and resolving to be good. Faith of this kind, said Bellah and his coauthors, “involves a kind of radical individualism that tends to elevate the self to a cosmic principle.”20

Certainly a person’s faith must be personal, a matter of conviction, a belief that is part of that person’s fundamental outlook on life. When we say that religious beliefs are personal and private, though, we may ignore the importance of their public dimension. Throughout history, men and women of faith have declared their convictions in public, taken a stand on what they believed to be right, and sometimes given their lives for those convictions. In our society, it has become much more common to believe that people should keep their religious convictions to themselves lest they offend someone by speaking out. Even among devout believers, a norm of polite civility that turns every absolute truth into a matter of personal opinion seems to prevail.21

It is also partially correct to say that personal spirituality does not depend on being involved in any religious organization. The prevalence of this view first became evident in a 1978 survey in which 78 percent of the American public agreed that “a person can be a good Christian or Jew if he or she doesn’t attend church or synagogue.” Ten years later, a follow-up study found that an equally high proportion (76 percent) still held this view.22

For the last few years of his life, my grandfather lived in a nursing home in a different town from the one where he had gone to church all his life. He was a man of deep faith, and this faith remained central to his life until his death, even though he was unable to be part of a religious community. He was living proof of the validity of the statement asked about in the poll. Some of the men who were held as hostages in the Middle East during the 1980s kept themselves going through the long days and nights of their captivity by cultivating their relationship with God. They were able to do so despite being thousands of miles away from the religious organizations with which they were formally affiliated. Our culture, however, has taken this partial truth and extended it. Millions of Americans claim to believe in God and say spirituality is important among their values, but they do not belong to any religious community and do not participate in the services of any religious organization. In the survey just cited, 80 percent of the public agreed that “an individual should arrive at his or her own religious beliefs independent of any churches or synagogues.” 

Many people in our society have turned inward to find God because they have become disillusioned with the clergy and the churches. People of faith have always recognized the dangers of pledging too much unthinking loyalty to religious authorities. The Protestant Reformation, for example, asserted explicitly that people should be their own priests rather than thinking that the clergy had more direct access to God than they did. It also criticized the established church for being badly out of step with the times, if not morally and spiritually corrupt. These attitudes have reappeared in new guise in our own culture in recent decades. At an earlier time, clergy were regarded with respect for having heard a special call from God and having devoted their lives to that calling, including gaining extensive knowledge of the scriptures and of theology. In our time, though, many clergy are uncertain of their calling, and their authority seems fairly ordinary compared with the vast knowledge commanded by other professionals, such as scientists and physicians.23 The church has become but one among many ways in which people can pursue their spirituality. If they disagree with the church’s position on issue X, they can merely stay home, watch a religious program on television, read an inspirational book, or meditate to their favorite devotional tape. 

Observers of American religion also believe the turn inward has been encouraged by the pluralism and relativism so widely evident in our culture. With a thousand and one different denominations to choose from, it has been easy for many people to conclude that all churches must be alike. Just going to one that you like is the important criterion. But it is an easy step from there, once you become dissatisfied at that church, to say that it doesn’t make much difference whether you attend at all. The important goal is to believe something firmly and to behave yourself when you are around other people whose views are different. As evidence, one survey found that more than half the American public (57 percent) agreed that “it doesn’t matter what church a person attends—one church is as good as another.”24
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