
Alma United Church
Focus Groups
Many are the plans in a man's heart, but it is the Lord's purpose that prevails. ~ Proverbs 19:21
We humans keep brainstorming options and plans, but Gods purpose prevails.            (same verse, taken from The Message)
Objectives:

· To unveil God’s plan for Alma United.

· To determine the Strengths and Weaknesses within Alma UC.

· To determine the Opportunities and Threats within Alma UC.
· To gather information for the JNAC Survey

· To build a sense of community and belonging within various demographic groupings.
Time:

1 – 1.5 hours

Equipment:
recipe cards, flipchart paper, markers & masking tape, post it notes, pencils and pens, focus group outline, demographic update sheet
Preparation:  set up flipchart paper, print agenda on flipchart paper, if you wish have Christian music playing as people come in, refreshments and cookies, pray for God to guide your leadership
Agenda:  (printed on flipchart paper)
· As people arrive, invite them to complete the demographic update sheet.  (5 min.)
· Opening Prayer (2 min.)
· Introductions…to focus group and each other  (15 min.)
· Time to SWOT!!  (and not flies!!) (1 hour – 15 minutes per section s-w-o-t)
· Next Steps  (5 min.)
· Closing Prayer (3 min.)
Format:

· Demographic Update Sheet – Welcome people as they arrive and ask them to fill out the Demographic Update Sheet.  Before they go home, please collect these completed forms.
· Opening Prayer  









Dear God, we pray that you will be with us as we gather together.  We pray that Your intentions for the future of Alma United will become clear to us as we seek to understand Your will.   We know that sometimes Your ways are not our ways and neither are Your thoughts our thoughts, so we search in earnest to discern Your plans for Your church – Alma United.  We know that when You are with us and in us, You can do immeasurably more than what we could ever dare to ask or hope.  We pray that this time of fellowship will bring nourishment to our souls even as we search for answers.  In Jesus name we pray.  Amen
· Introductions…to focus group
· Thank everyone for attending and help uncover the direction God wants for Alma United.  Information gathered from all the focus groups will help the Joint Needs Assessment Committee (JNAC) prepare a congregational survey – which in turn will help determine future direction recommendations for our congregation.  This information will be key to matching our needs with those of our future Minister. 

· Share the agenda posted on the flipchart paper.

· Tell everyone that what is said during the focus group will be kept confidential and there will be no names attached to opinions recorded.  The personal data collected at the beginning, will be submitted separately.

· Read the devotional below – taken from Prime Time With God (Aug 26, 2005)

Friday, August 26, 2005

by Os Hillman

Many are the plans in a man's heart, but it is the Lord's purpose that prevails. ~ Proverbs 19:21 
Have you ever heard of someone who spent years of preparation for one vocation only to end up doing something completely different? Perhaps this could be said of you. Quite often we have in our minds what we believe we want to do only to have a course correction. Often the course correction comes through a major crisis that forces us into an area that we would never have considered.

Such was the case for Samuel Morse. Born in 1791, Morse grew up desiring to be an artist, and he eventually became very talented and internationally known. However, it was difficult to make a living as an artist in America during that time. A series of crises further complicated his vocational desire when his wife died; then his mother and father also died soon after. He went to Europe to paint and reflect on his life. On his return trip aboard a ship, he was captivated by discussions at dinner about new experiments in electromagnetism. During that important occasion, Morse made the following comment, "If the presence of electricity can be made visible in any part of the circuit, I see no reason why intelligence may not be transmitted by electricity." In the face of many difficulties and disappointments, he determinedly perfected a new invention, and, in 1837, applied for a patent that became what we know today as the telegraph. He also created Morse code. It was only later, after many more setbacks and disappointments, that his projects received funding.

Samuel Morse later commented, "The only gleam of hope, and I cannot underrate it, is from confidence in God. When I look upward it calms any apprehension for the future, and I seem to hear a voice saying: 'If I clothe the lilies of the field, shall I not also clothe you?' Here is my strong confidence, and I will wait patiently for the direction of Providence." Morse went on to create several other inventions and can be recognized today as the father of faxes, modems, e-mail, the internet and other electronic communication. ["Glimpses," Issue #99 (Worcester, Pennsylvania: Christian History Institute, 1998).]

God's plans may not always seem to follow our natural inclination. Perhaps God has you taking a path that may not lead to His ultimate destination for you. Trust in the Lord, lean not on your own understanding, acknowledge Him in all you do, and He shall direct your path (see Prov. 3:5-6).

And so we look to God to lead our thoughts and discussions tonight (this afternoon).

· Introduction to each other (and ice breaker)

Work in partners – not your spouse.  Discuss with your partner, a lasting memory you have of a church you attended (visitor or member – worship service or other activtity)
Introduce your partner with this information.

Leader write ideas as they are spoken on a separate piece of paper.

· SWOT –Strengths & Weakness:  
1) Each person is given a package of post-it notes.  Work individually and answer the following question:

· What do we do well at Alma United? (Strengths)
2) (3 min.)  Think of as many things that you can that Alma United Church does well. Print your ideas on the post it notes.   Put one idea PER POST IT NOTE.  You have 3 minutes.
3) Divide the group into two (separating the spouses), and share your post it notes with this group.
4) (5 min.)  Combine all the ones that are the same.  You have 5 minutes.
5) (7 min.)  Have each group then share their answers.  Record on flipchart paper without repeating what another group has already said.  

· Go through the same process with the following questions:

· What could Alma United improve on? (Weakness)
1. (3 min.) Work individually and answer the question.

2. Put one idea per post it note.

3. (5 min.)  Share your notes with the small group.

4. Combine all like answers.

5. (7 min.)  Each group share answers – record on flipchart paper without repeating what another group has already said.
· Opportunities & Threats:
1) (5 min.)  In two groups, brainstorm the following question & record on flipchart paper in the small group
· What opportunities should Alma United pursue?  (Opportunities)  
An opportunity is a blessing of time and circumstance which is uniquely ours!
2) (10 min.)  With the whole group, quickly read over the information on the flipchart that refers to Opportunities.

3) With the entire group – ask this question:

· What roadblocks interfere with Alma United Church well being?  (Threats)  
A threat is any circumstance that slows down or halts forward movement.
4) (1 min.)  Give a minute for each person to write one road block on a post-it note

5) (14 min.)  Then go around the room and hear from everyone, recording on flipchart paper.  (NOTE:  Keep the ideas flowing.  People will naturally want to get into problem solving.  God has a lot of work ahead for us – if we do it all in this focus group, then what will we do)

Next Steps:  (hand out information sheet to each couple)
NOTE:  These are the timelines set out by the Joint Needs Assessment Committee (JNAC).  Baring any changes in this timeline that God is aware of and we are not, we hope to follow these times as closely as possible.
· September 

· JNAC will gather information from focus groups and create a congregational survey
· October 

· Survey will be distributed to all members and adherents of Alma United

· Survey collected 
· Information from the survey tabulated

· JNAC will write a report with recommendations

· JNAC will present report to Official Board.

· November

· Official Board will present report to Alma UC members and adherents at a congregational meeting  (watch for date to be announced soon!!)

· Waterloo Presbytery will consider the report and make a decision

· January 2006

· Dependent on the recommendations in the report, and acceptance at each level of these recommendations, the next phase in our search for a new minister will begin.

Closing Prayer:  Ask if there are any prayer requests from anyone.   Either you, or someone else who is comfortable praying impromptu will close with prayer.







