
	

Becoming Spiritually Formed Communities 
“The future of the church is being formed by a basic concept: Our chief purpose is to birth, 

nurture, and multiply communities of disciples and seekers engaged in spiritual formation and 

compassionate ministry and action.” – Steve Veazey, A Time to Act! 

 
What is a Spiritually Formed Community?  
The simplest definition of a spiritually formed community is a group of disciples who desire to be 

shaped by the Spirit, who gather with the clear intention of growing in relationship with themselves, 

others, and God by engaging in spiritual formation in a community context.  A spiritually formed 

community emphasizes relationship over activity, support of each other over agenda, and listening over 

talking.  In other words, a spiritually formed community is characterized by its quality of spiritual 

friendship and companionship as it supports its members on their individual and collective spiritual 

journeys; it is characterized by the quality of its being more than what it does as its members seek a 

deeper relationship with God. 

 

Spiritual	Formation	in	the	Context	of	Community	
Seeking to engage in spiritual formation in the context of community has been a central part of 

Christianity since Jesus first called his disciples.  Jesus modeled for us a community of thirteen intimate 

friends who ate, worked, talked, learned, traveled, healed, wept, laughed, and lived together for the 

better part of three years.  The lives of Jesus’ disciples were shaped by their experiences with him and 

one another.  Their life together incorporated many formative practices including: small, intimate group 

brought together by the Spirit’s call; integration of spirituality and service; mentoring and support in 

learning a way of life, a life pattern; quality of being and relationship as priority over power and place; 

spiritual practices like prayer, work, spiritual friendship, learning, simplicity, generosity, inclusive 

community, ministries of reconciliation, healing, and justice; presence to God, one another, and God’s 

people. 

 

Community is built into our heart and DNA as a faith movement.  Although walking our spiritual 

journeys is indeed a uniquely individual path, we find support in community.  Our culture is often 

characterized as being individualistic even though we were built for community.  Seeking 

transformation through spiritual formation as a small group or community is not just the model Jesus 

provided for his followers, but is in fact who we are called to become (D&C 164:9b). 



	

 

Foundations of Spiritually Formed Communities 
I t  cannot be overemphasized that a  spir itual ly  formed community is  more about the 

intention and qual ity  of  the community when it  gathers rather than what it  does.  

Growing in our relationship with God can be a very vulnerable experience even as it is a rich one.  It is 

essential to create an open and trusting environment with each other.  To that end here are some 

helpful resources for laying the foundations of a spiritually formed community 

 

Circle	of	Trust	Touchstones	
The Center for Courage and Renewal has created a wonderful document called Circle of Trust 

Touchstones for use in small community work.  You have this document as a separate handout.  It is an 

excellent tool to help lay a solid foundation for your community.  Become familiar with it and always 

have it at the ready to review. 

 

Good	Listening	
Listening is at the core of all spiritual formation whether it’s to each other or to God.  We have worked a 

lot on developing good listening skills.  Bring those to your community.  You can also refer to the 

Listening Lens resource. 

 

Spiritually	Formed	Communities	DO	NOT…	
It can be helpful to remind ourselves what spiritually formed communities do not do when they gather.  

Spiritually formed communities DO NOT… 

• Fix – Problem solving might make us feel better, but it does not assist in the other’s growth.  

Trust the Spirit to be at work in the lives of each member. 

• Proselytize – Avoid any tendency to convince another to follow a particular path.  Be 

comfortable with sharing only from your own experience and being open to others choosing 

their own spiritual path. 

• Control – May of us want to fill silence with conversation and dominate the discussion.  Be 

comfortable with silence, letting the Spirit move, and practicing presence to the community. 

 
 
Small Community Ministry 
There are many different ways a spiritually formed community can look and express itself.  But one form 

that can be most natural for us is to meet in small communities or groups.  Pursuing the spiritual life in 

small groups is part of our heritage.  The church began as a small group of six.  Some of our 

congregations are small groups or communities.  We are a church of small to medium sized 



	

congregations.  We know how to do “small.”  Are we being cal led to know how to be and do 

small  even better and capital ize on a strength usual ly  seen as a  weakness?    

 

The benefits of small community ministry include… 

• Small communities are natural settings for friendship and healing relationships. 

• Jesus modeled his life of ministry in a small community of trusted friends. 

• Small communities are formative places, learning places, and heart and spirit places. 

• Community of Christ is made up of many small congregations and support communities.  We 

are naturally skilled at being in relationship in small communities. 

 

Gathering	as	a	Small,	Spiritually	Formed	Community	
The rest of this document outlines a model for gathering as a small community who intentionally seeks 

to engage in spiritual formation.  This is a model based from the church’s Covenant Discipleship Group 

model as expressed in Shaped By the Spirit, but the elements described below are typical of any group 

engaging in spiritual formation.  As you experiment with becoming a spiritually formed community, see 

what works and what doesn’t for your group.  Do not feel limited to just these elements.  Gather when 

it is most appropriate for your group.  All of this is about being open to how God is moving in you. 

 

When you gather as a  smal l  community it  is  important to keep these key pr inciples in  

mind.  

• Foundations of  Spir itual ly  Formed Communit ies – Review the Circ le  of  Trust  

Touchstones,  be good l isteners,  and recal l  what this  is  NOT about.  

• Spir itual  Formation – Remember that your intention for gathering is  to engage 

in spir itual  formation.   This  is  not a  study group, discussion group, or  

fe l lowship group (a lthough those things wi l l  happen!).   Spir itual  pract ice is  at  

the heart  of  why you are gathering. 

• Size – L imit  group s ize to no more than 8.   You may need to have mult ip le  or 

smal ler  groups.  

• Simplic ity  and Depth – Do not overcomplicate your gathering.   This  is  about 

making room for God and support ing each other.  

• Location – You may gather wherever the group decides to gather;  a  church 

bui ld ing,  someone’s  home, a  park,  or  wherever e lse the community can be 

present to God and each other free from distract ion.  

• Frequency – It  is  recommended that you gather at  least  once a month i f  

part ic ipants feel  drawn to this  type of  formational  experience.  

 



	

Gathering a Spiritually Formed Community 
Because spiritually formed communities are relational support groups, they should not be rigidly 

structured or made to fit a class format.  Be open to the Spirit’s movement in the community.  However, 

if they are also to form our spirituality and deepen our discipleship, a certain amount of structure is 

helpful.  The following elements and practices will allow the group to experience spiritual formation in a 

supportive environment.  Suggested timed frames are optional as a guide for group process. 

 

GATHERING	AND	GREETING	–	3	to	5	minutes	
It is good to start by celebrating the coming together of the group.  A brief agreed-on ritual or signal will 

draw people together and focus their attention on their purpose for gathering.  Consider one or more of 

the following ideas for beginning each gathering. 

• Ring a chime and light a candle at the center of the group. 

• Play or sing a song or hymn chosen by the group as their gathering song. 

• Share a greeting word, phrase, or action such as passing the peace. 

 

CENTERING	–	5	to	7	minutes	
A spiritually formed community is with God and one another.  Each meeting should begin by centering 

on God as the One who loves and shapes us.  A variety of prayer forms can be used, but it is 

recommended that the group spend the time in silent prayer at the start of each session.  This receptive 

way of prayer helps quiet people’s bodies and minds through focused attention on God’s presence.  At 

the end of the centering time, someone may offer a simple, “Amen.” 

• Breath Prayer – Have participants focus on the simple in and out of their breath as the Source of 

all life. 

• Centering Prayer – If participants are familiar with Centering Prayer, they can engage in this 

silent method. 

	
SHARING	AND	CHECKING	IN	–	15-20	minutes	
Community members are invited to share stories and experiences of their spiritual journeys since the 

last meeting.  The intent of this activity is for individuals to talk openly about healing, growth, struggle, 

call, and to be heard and supported by a community of spiritual friends and fellow disciples.  The role of 

those listening is to be God’s compassionate presence rather than to advise or critique other.  While 

remaining conscious of the time (3 minutes or so per person), everyone who wishes to speak should 

have opportunity.  Consider the questions below to focus the time of sharing 

• How do you come to this gathering; feelings, emotions, etc.? 

• How have you experienced God’s presence since we last met? 

• What freeing insight or event surprised you this week? 



	

• Where and how did you find yourself living out an aspect of your spirituality or discipleship in 

daily life? 

• What happened as you practiced the spiritual discipline we learned in our last gathering? 

• Share a quick experience of engaging in an act of healing, kindness, justice, generosity, etc.  

What happened? 

• What has felt discouraging, difficult, or overwhelming in your journey this week?  What or who 

helped your make it through? 

• What kind of support do you most need from the group at this time? 

 

DEEPENING:	ENGAGING	IN	SPIRITUAL	PRACTICE	–	30	minutes	
This is the heart of the gathering, engaging in a spiritual practice and a new dimension of the spiritual 

life that grows us in our discipleship and relationship with God.  After a particular practice is explained 

and information given, the group will “practice the practice” together.  There are any number of 

spiritual practices the group can engage in.  It is best if the group agrees to one before the gathering 

after the intention of the group has been discovered.  Choose a practice that best aligns with the 

group’s intention for gathering.  Some practices and their intentions are listed below.  Remember to 

keep in mind the spiritual diversity of the community.  You may want to choose different practices at 

each gathering to meet your diverse spiritual types.  Resources are available on other practices if 

needed; don’t be afraid to ask! 

• Centering Prayer – praying with silence (see handout) 

• Lectio Divina – praying with the scriptures (see handout) 

• Holding in the Light (intercessory prayer) – praying for others (see handout) 

• Labyrinth Walking 

• Body Prayers 

• Mindfulness 

• The Prayer of Examen 

• The Jesus Prayer 

• Journaling 

• Circles of Blessing 

• Loving Kindness meditation 

 

DISCERNING	&	PROCESSING	–	10	minutes	
Discerning is the junction point between the inner and outer life of the disciple.  Discernment helps us 

integrate what we experience together and opens us to God’s movement in our lives.  We listen for the 

active, compassionate responses God call us to in our families, congregations, and communities.  The 

wholeness we see in the life of Jesus invites us to this inward-outward flow.  We go into the center and 



	

open ourselves to God’s presence so we can go out into God’s world as members of a healing 

community.  In this place of listening and openness, we begin to hear our own lives, gifts, and callings 

more clearly and deeply.  We open ourselves to the outer spiritual disciples of service, sharing, 

generosity, witnessing, hospitality, and justice making.  In the discernment process we take a few 

minutes to ponder, integrate the messages and insights we have received, and make ourselves available 

to God’s movement in our lives.  Community members can respond as they desire.  Not everyone needs 

to share, and if no discernable insight was received, that’s also completely fine.  This is NOT about 

having correct answers.  It is simply a time to share anything anyone wants to share that came up during 

the time of practice.  

• Consider, what is God’s invitation to me in this moment in my life?  How can I respond? 

• Who is God calling me to love, help, serve, befriend, or be present to? 

• What witness of hope and good news can I share in my daily life? 

• Where and how is God calling me to live out my discipleship? 

• What acts of healing, justice, or kindness am I call to pursue in the immediate future? 

 

BLESSING	–	3	to	5	minutes	
Close your time together with a prayer of blessing on the group and the discipleship responses to which 

they feel called.  The blessing prayer can be done in a number of ways.  Here are some suggestions. 

• A verbal prayer by a different person each time. 

• Circle prayer statements of blessing by all who want to participate.  

• Each person offers brief silent or verbal prayers for the person sitting on her/his right or left. 

• Blessing statements written on small cards or slips of paper for each person.   

• Reading a poem or other sacred text such a hymn. 

• Sing a song. 
 

Companions On The Journey 
Spiritual formation is a lifelong process that is never “finished.”  We are always seeking our deepest, 
truest self, where God dwells in us at the most intimate level.  It is a blessing to do this in community.  

Many people hunger for the kind of relational spiritual growth that can take place in these 
communities.  The emphasis should always be on offering healing support and compassionate 
acceptance to all who choose to attend.   

 
Seeking to become a spiritually formed community can be transformational for us as well as our larger 
communities as we begin to see how God is moving in our lives as well as ahead of us.  Only then will 

we be able to fully respond to God’s invitation to create the Peaceable Kingdom.   


