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	Small Group Problem Solving

How to respond when people act up, act out, and ask tough questions.

By Bay Area Fellowship


Any time you bring together a group of people with different backgrounds, histories, and personalities, conflict and problems are almost inevitable. As a leader, you will need to deal with these issues both before and after they occur. This training is based on actual situations and personality types observed in small-group ministry.
Dealing with Criticism

The proper way to deal with criticism, backstabbing, or gossip, is clearly spelled out in Matthew 18:15–17. Let's look at how this Scripture can be used to deal with a common problem: criticism of the church and its leaders. As leader, you must deal with this problem before it gets out of hand. Use these talking points: 

· Acknowledge the person's problem or conflict with the church. However, as the group leader, express your total support of the vision and pastors of our church. Encourage the person to share their concerns with church leadership. 

· If an individual has a problem with a specific leader, you should be prepared to invoke Matthew 18:15–17 by asking the question, "Have you talked to him or her about this issue? Matthew 18 says you are to talk to them first before I can even discuss it with you." 

· If the person has followed Matthew 18 and gone directly to the person but nothing was resolved, then you're to take two or three others with you for the next conversation. However, even at this point this is still not now or ever an open discussion for the group meeting.

· The same procedure applies when the criticism is of other people in the church or in the group. 

Types of Disruptive Behavior

Disruptive people are those who, for a variety of reasons, want to make themselves the center of attention. These types can include:

· The person who is very lonely or completely alone. These people are usually great people. The problem is that the group is often the only thing they have in their lives, so they use it to talk about how unhappy they are. You may have to take this person aside and help them understand the impact they are having on the group. This can be a great time of personal and spiritual growth for this person. The group must stay positive and full of hope so lives can be changed.

· The people who just like to hear themselves speak. These people will overwhelm anyone who wants to talk and always have to top every story with one of their own. If you're not careful this person will be the only one talking every single week. People will grow weary of this and leave.

· The person who shows no respect for the rest of the group. This is the person who shows up late every week and disrupts the proceedings. This is selfish behavior and must be addressed. This is not a person whose schedule makes them late each week and comes in quietly and joins the group. Nor is this someone who is regularly on time but occasionally has disruptions come up. 

· The parents that allows their kids to run wild through the group. Each group must have some sort of childcare arrangement. Even with childcare, make sure parents know to help their children when needed in a way that allows the group to continue. 

· The person who will stay around for hours after everyone else leaves. Have a starting and ending time. Hold your ground and tell everyone from day one that you need their cooperation. 

God loves people and so should we. However, if these issues are not addressed and solved then the selfish or even legitimate needs of one person will destroy the needs of the rest of the group. 

How to Confront Disruptive Behavior

These issues must be confronted for the benefit of the entire group. Most people don't want a confrontation so when issues like this aren't dealt with, they just leave and look for another group. Keep these points in mind:

· How a message is delivered sometimes can be more important than the content. A message delivered in love can help someone change. A message delivered in judgment will always be rejected.

· Confronting someone on an issue that is hurting your group in not easy. However, for the health of the group, and to grow your leadership, you must do it. 

· People cannot change until they recognize that they need to. 

· People will not change unless they want to. If the message is valid and delivered in love then how they respond to it is not your responsibility.

· Successful groups are those that work together as a team. They support each other, love each other and, many times, have to confront each other. 

Answering Tough Questions

One of the greatest fears any new small-group leader has is being asked tough questions that they don't know the answers to. When that happens, remember: 

· No one has all the answers. 

· Saying, "I don't know" is okay. But follow with, "I'll do my best to find that out for next week." You will find that your people will respect you for that honesty.

· Don't give an answer if you don't know the answer, especially when it comes to the Bible. 

· Often leaders make honest mistakes and give a wrong answer. Be humble and admit you made a mistake. People will respect your humility and honesty. 

· When you get a tough question and don't know the answer, research it yourself and see if you can find the answer. This process will grow you as a leader. If you are struggling, consult your coach or pastor. 

· When you come up with the answer make sure you discuss it in the group so everyone can grow from the exercise. Talk about the process of finding the answer.

Group Conflict

Your group should look and feel like a community. Communities have all kinds of people from different backgrounds and personalities. When you bring a group like this together, you will eventually have some relational conflict. Here are ways to keep these tough issues from harming the group:
· Disagreements about biblical issues. Try to understand where someone comes from and why they feel the way they do about the issue. This may be one of those times when you have to say, "Let's get back to this next week" so you can be better prepared to address what the Bible says about the issue. Remember that if biblical scholars disagree on many issues, then people in your group will disagree from time to time as well. Trying to prove who is right is a waste of the group's time. In these situations, change the focus to what we all agree on: the basic message of salvation through Jesus. 

· Disagreements about what the group should be. Remember that you are called to lead this group. For you to be happy leading the group it must reflect who you are. If someone doesn't like the group as it is, then lovingly help them find a group that fits them better.

· Dealing with tough family problems and issues. Deal with these issues with love and care but be careful not to try to become a family counselor. Difficult issues usually require professional help. The group does not exist to counsel people through tough issues, it exists to love and support them while they're getting the professional help they need. 

· Dealing with relational issues in the group. Conflict in the group must be resolved in the group. Let tempers settle down, talk about it before the next group, then come back and discuss it openly in the next meeting. There are times when the conflict isn't resolved and people have to agree to disagree on the issue while remaining friends. Sometimes it's better to find resolution outside the group, then come to the group and talk about the resolution. 

As leaders, the best thing you can do is to establish healthy boundaries from the beginning. Make sure people do not come with an attitude of, "what can the group do for me." Instead, instill the principle that people are to come looking for what they can give to the group. 

—Adapted from the training manual of Bay Area Fellowship Church in Corpus Christi, Texas. Used with permission.

