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Guidelines for 
facilitating A small group
The role of the facilitator or small group leader

• A facilitator isn‘t someone who is an expert or who has all the answers; a facilitator is 
someone who helps a group take a journey of discovery together. They do this by creating 
a safe environment that promotes a beneficial exchange of ideas, opinions and stories.

• One of the easiest ways to cultivate a climate of respect, trust and safety in a group is for 
the facilitator to be a role model that others can emulate. Demonstrate the values and 
guidelines for asking, listening and telling yourself, and you will help foster them in the 
group. You can find the guidelines for asking, listening and telling in the “Ask. Listen. Tell.” 
section of this resource.

• Facilitators don’t have to have all of the right answers. You don’t have to lead the perfect 
discussion every time. What you do need to do is to create a safe environment for people 
to freely share their thoughts — to help everyone feel valued and affirmed about the 
stories they‘ve shared.

Preparation for each session

• Feel free to use as many or as few of the sessions as appropriate for your group.

• If you feel that one session needs more time, feel free to run it over two sessions instead.

• Spend some time in prayer for the group.

• Before each session, read through the topic, including the “setting the scene”, Bible verses, 
and discussion questions.

• If you have time, watch the short video clip beforehand.

• Encourage people to bring their Bibles.

• Remind each person who is sharing their story that they are up next at least one day 
before the time.

• If you are unable to cover the stories of everyone in the group before the end of the Bible 
study, decide as a group how you‘d like to cover everyone‘s stories going forward.
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Facilitating the course

• Stick to the time guidelines as much as possible to ensure that group members get the 
maximum benefit from each session. Gently remind all members that sticking to the time 
allows for everyone to have their voices heard.

• A facilitator is not a teacher or preacher, but rather someone who helps everyone in the 
group participate as much as possible.

• If one or two people dominate discussions, thank them for their contributions, and then 
specifically ask the less vocal members of the group what they think.

• Create an environment where people feel free to express their opinions.

• Honest emotions such as anger are allowed, but respect should be the overarching value 
for everyone.

Dealing with uncomfortable stories

• Sometimes people share stories or have discussions that can bring up a range of emotions 
or tensions in the group. Before starting the Bible study, read the section on “Dealing with 
uncomfortable stories”.

• Should any tension or conflict arise within your group, remind everyone of the values of 
respect, understanding and trust. As a facilitator, you are not there to change anyone‘s 
mindset or minimise their views. You are there to create a safe space for honest sharing.

• Offer to spend further time in prayer with any individual who needs it, or else advise 
them to have a follow-up meeting with your pastor or priest, or any leader trained in 
counselling or conflict resolution.
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How each session works
Each session of the small group discussion has the following elements:

Setting the scene: a short summary that outlines the topic or value addressed 
in that session. The facilitator may read this summary out loud or adapt the 
language to suit your group.

Tell: one person from the group shares a summary of their life story (using the 
River of Life or another of the storytelling methods). 

For the first session, the facilitator shares his/her story to model the process. 

It is very likely that every group member will not have shared their story by 
the end of the Bible study series. In that case, decide as a group what time or 
opportunity will be afforded to everyone to share their stories in weeks to come.

Watch: short video stories of individuals who have a story that relates to the 
value or topic under discussion. Found on the DVD at the back of the book.

Ask. Listen. Tell: members of the group share aspects of their life stories 
through a series of questions prompted by the featured short video. 

If your group is bigger than 6 people, we recommend breaking up into smaller 
groups of 3-4 members so each person gets a chance to share.

Read: Bible reading or inspired prayer or passage related to the topic or value 
of the session.

Go beyond: an idea or challenge to take storytelling beyond your small group.
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Small group discussion

Session 1

The power of 
storytelling
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Session 1: the power of 
storytelling
Setting the scene (3 min)

Storytelling is by no means a new phenomenon in Christianity. The Bible is one long story 
of God‘s love for us, His people, and approximately 75% of the Bible is written in story form. 
When imparting spiritual truths, Jesus used stories (parables) more than anything else. In 
Matthew 13:34 we read: “Jesus spoke all these things to the crowd in parables; he did not 
say anything to them without using a parable.”

Stories have a way of connecting our minds, hearts, emotions and senses all at once. They 
have the power to connect us to each other and to bring healing. (Read more about the 
power of story on p. 12 of this resource.)

“An enemy is one whose story we have not heard,” said Gene Knudsen Hoffman, a peace 
activist.

In order to overcome racial tension, xenophobia, prejudice or anything else that divides us, 
we first need to get to know each other‘s stories. Sharing our stories in a respectful and trust-
filled manner creates the foundation for working together towards greater reconciliation.

The aim of What‘s your Story? is to build understanding, trust and reconciliation through 
personal storytelling.

First we‘ll share our stories and get to know each other better in a group where we already 
have existing relationships. And, from there, we can create a habit of getting to know the 
stories of those we interact with daily, especially those who are different to us.

Let‘s get started and begin building stronger relationships and a reconciled nation, one 
story at a time.
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Watch: What’s your story promo video (3 min)

What‘s your Story? is a Heartlines initiative that uses personal 
storytelling to build understanding and trust. Heartlines uses 
a simple framework through which we can share our stories: 
“Ask. Listen. Tell.”

Let‘s watch the What’s your Story? promo video, followed by 
The story of Rechelle, on the DVD at the back of the toolkit.

An exercise in telling: River of Life (15 min)

We‘ve watched someone share their story – now it‘s our turn to share our stories with one 
another.

There are many different ways to tell our stories. One method is called The River of Life, 
which allows us to tell our life stories in a creative, simple manner.

(Facilitator to read out loud the description of River of Life found on p. 30. Give everyone a large 
sheet of paper and some pens/coloured pens or crayons where possible, and read the description 
below to start off the exercise.)

We‘ll spend the next 15 minutes drawing our Rivers of Life.

Establishing our values (5 min)

For us to get the most out of a storytelling experience, there are certain values that we all 
need to agree to: love, respect, understanding, acceptance and trust. Without these we may 
end up hurting each other instead of building each other up.

Which other values would we like to adopt to create a safe space for storytelling in this 
group? (Facilitator can list any additional values or rules below and remind the group of them 
before each session.)

Values for creating a safe space:
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Session 1: (cont...)

Tell: Facilitator shares story (20 min)

(The facilitator kicks off by sharing his/her River of Life story. And also allocates who will 
share their story at the next session.)

After the facilitator has shared his/her story, you may want to affirm the person in one of 
the following ways:

• Say an encouraging word or something that inspired you from their story.

• Say a short prayer, thanking God for the person‘s life and asking for His direction over 
some of the areas of challenge they may have shared.

• Write an encouraging word or blessing on a page for the person to take home.

Read (5 min)

Hebrews 10:24-25 Good News Translation
24 Let us be concerned for one another, to help one another to show love and to do good. 
25 Let us not give up the habit of meeting together, as some are doing. Instead, let us 
encourage one another all the more, since you see that the Day of the Lord is coming 
nearer. 

The Prayer of Saint Francis

O Divine Master,

grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled, as to console;

to be understood, as to understand;

to be loved, as to love.

For it is in giving that we receive.

It is in pardoning that we are pardoned,

and it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life.
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Go beyond

Why not do the River of Life exercise with members in your family? It would be interesting 
to do it with different generations (grandparents, parents and grandkids) and get your kids 
to hear the life stories of their elders.

We are also reminded to complete our Rivers of Life to share over the next few weeks. Next 
session we‘ll have (insert name) sharing their story.

Close session in prayer.
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Small group discussion

Session 2

LOVE



page 12  /  What's your story

Session 2: LOVE
Setting the scene (2 min)

God loves us so much that he sent Jesus to be our Saviour so that we could live forever 
in relationship with God. God wants the amazing gift of love that he has given us to flow 
through us into the lives of other people and enrich our relationships.

As we continue our storytelling journey, today we are reminded of the power of love in 
breaking down barriers. For Christians, love is where it all begins – and love is not optional. 
We are encouraged by the model of love set for us by our Saviour.

Today‘s session and video story is about what happens in the absence of love. Love is the 
greatest gift we can give to the people in our lives, especially to those who are different to us.

But first we‘ll have (name of person) sharing their story with us.

Tell: Member shares story (20 min)

(The group member elected in the previous session shares his / her story.)

After the individual has shared his/her story, you may want to affirm the person in one of 
the following ways:

• Say an encouraging word or something that inspired you from their story.

• Say a short prayer, thanking God for the person‘s life and asking for His direction over 
some of the areas of challenge they may have shared.

• Write an encouraging word or blessing on a page for the person to take home.

Watch: The story of Gosiame and Derek (6 min)

Gosiame and Derek are two men from very different walks of 
life. But they find a connection through a tumultuous period 
in South‘s Africa‘s history. 

Let‘s watch The story of Gosiame & Derek on the DVD at the 
back of the toolkit. 
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Ask. Listen. Tell (20 min)

Having watched their story, we‘ll now take turns sharing more of our own stories through a 
series of questions. We‘ll do these in smaller groups of 3-4 people to give everyone a chance 
to share. Try to allocate the time as fairly as possible so nobody dominates the conversation.

We are all reminded about our values for creating a safe space to share!

Questions

1. “I hated White people. I hated them.” 

This was an honest, raw admission by Gosiame. Have you ever had a negative encounter 
with someone of a different race, culture or people group? What happened? How did you 
feel about it? What did it leave you believing about people from that group or culture?

2. “In the 70s there’s no doubt that I felt that White people were more capable than 
Black people – I’d been indoctrinated into that thinking.” – Derek 

While growing up, were there ways in which you were “indoctrinated” by your family, peers, 
community or society to believe negative things about other individuals or groups? How 
did those views affect how you felt about the people in question? When and how did you 
come to realise that those views weren‘t necessarily true?

3. Through getting to know each other’s stories, Gosiame and Derek have been able 
to form a friendship, despite the divisions of their past. 

Are there any individuals or groups of people that you still find it difficult to show love to in 
South Africa today? In which ways do you feel encouraged by Derek and Gosiame‘s story?
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Session 2: (cont...)

Read (3 min)

Mark 12:28-31 New International Version
28 One of the teachers of the law came and heard them debating. Noticing that Jesus had 
given them a good answer, he asked him, “Of all the commandments, which is the most 
important?”
29 “The most important one,” answered Jesus, “is this:  ‘Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the 
Lord is one. 30 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your mind and with all your strength.‘ 31 The second is this: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.‘ 
There is no commandment greater than these.”

John 13:34-35 New International Version
“A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 
another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”

Let‘s spend some time quietly reflecting on how these scriptures challenge us to do things 
differently in our everyday encounters with the people around us. Let‘s also pray for 
Christians to lead the way in living out the value of love in order to rebuild our nation.

Go beyond

Think of one simple thing you can do to show love to someone who is different to you this 
week. It could be as simple as asking them their name and where they come from, or as 
bold as inviting them out for a cup of coffee or a meal.

Close session in prayer.
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Small group discussion

Session 3

UNDERSTANDING
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Session 3: understanding
Setting the scene (2 min)

We all have different backgrounds and life experiences, and often we see the world in 
different ways. A lot of the disagreements, tensions and prejudices we have about each 
other stem from a lack of understanding.

Understanding means putting yourself in another person‘s shoes and trying to make sense 
of their reality. Today‘s topic and video story challenges us to step out of our comfort zone 
in the name of understanding.

But first we‘ll have (name of person) sharing their story with us.

Tell: Member shares story (20 min)

(The group member elected in the previous session shares his / her story.)

After the individual has shared his/her story, you may want to affirm the person in one of 
the following ways:

• Say an encouraging word or something that inspired you from their story.

• Say a short prayer, thanking God for the person‘s life and asking for His direction over 
some of the areas of challenge they may have shared.

• Write an encouraging word or blessing on a page for the person to take home.

Watch: The story of Brandon & Yanelisa (4 min)

Brandon and Yanelisa are friends who come from very 
different backgrounds: one of them is a white, English young 
man; the other a black, Xhosa young man. Brandon decides 
to do something out of his context in order to understand his 
friend better.

Let’s watch The story of Brandon & Yanelisa.
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Ask. Listen. Tell (20 min)

Having watched their story, we‘ll now take turns sharing more of our own stories through a 
series of questions. We‘ll do these in smaller groups of 3-4 people to give everyone a chance 
to share. Try to allocate the time as fairly as possible so nobody dominates the conversation.

We are all reminded about our values for creating a safe space to share!

Questions

1. “There’s just such a lack of understanding that causes most of the problems.” – 
Brandon

Have there been times in your life when you‘ve felt misunderstood? What was the 
misunderstanding about? What do you wish you could have changed about the experience?

2. “The best way of making someone understand your culture is making them go 
through your culture.” – Yanelisa

Have there been instances in your life where you have done something to embrace a 
culture different to your own – e.g. attended a wedding or funeral outside your culture, 
learnt a different language, etc? How was the experience and how did it feel going through 
it? What did you learn about yourself and others through the process?

3. “If more white people could understand the Xhosa culture, there wouldn’t be such 
a gap between races.” - Brandon 

Are there certain individuals or groups (at work, school, campus, etc.) you find it challenging 
to understand or get along with? What are some of the things you‘d like to understand 
better about them?

In which simple ways could you get to know or understand them better?
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Session 3: (cont...)

Read (3 min)

1 Corinthians 9:19-23 Good News Translation
20 While working with the Jews, I live like a Jew in order to win them; and even though I 
myself am not subject to the Law of Moses, I live as though I were when working with those 
who are, in order to win them. 21 In the same way, when working with Gentiles, I live like a 
Gentile, outside the Jewish Law, in order to win Gentiles. This does not mean that I don’t 
obey God’s law; I am really under Christ’s law. 22 Among the weak in faith I become weak like 
one of them, in order to win them. So I become all things to all people, that I may save some 
of them by whatever means are possible.

Let‘s spend some time quietly reflecting on what this scripture means for us today, at a 
practical level. How do we “become all things to all people” in order to draw them closer to 
God? Let‘s pray for the value of understanding to grow stronger in our churches and in the 
lives of all Christians.

Go beyond

Share a meal with a colleague or friend of a different culture, ideally eating the type of food 
you wouldn‘t normally eat. Get to know their story as you share the meal.

Close session in prayer.
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Small group discussion

Session 4

acceptance 
& respect
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Session 4: acceptance & 
RESPECT
Setting the scene (2 min)

Differences bring variety and make life interesting. But sometimes differences can feel 
like a threat and be a source of misunderstanding and conflict. The result is that we have 
preconceived ideas about certain people and tend to avoid them.

In this session we reflect on how acceptance and respect can challenge those preconceived 
ideas and encourage us to get to know people‘s stories.

To get us started, (insert name) will share their story with us.

Tell: Member shares story (20 min)

(The group member elected in the previous session shares his / her story.)

After the individual has shared his/her story, you may want to affirm the person in one of 
the following ways:

• Say an encouraging word or something that inspired you from their story.

• Say a short prayer, thanking God for the person‘s life and asking for His direction over 
some of the areas of challenge they may have shared.

• Write an encouraging word or blessing on a page for the person to take home.

Watch: The story of Cherry (5 min)

Growing up in Congo, Brazzaville, Cherry was encouraged 
as a youngster to stand in solidarity with South Africans 
suffering under apartheid. When he finally arrived in SA 
many years later, he unfortunately did not see this solidarity 
reciprocated.

Let‘s watch The story of Cherry.
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Ask. Listen. Tell (20 min)

Having watched their story, we‘ll now take turns sharing more of our own stories through a 
series of questions. We‘ll do these in smaller groups of 3-4 people to give everyone a chance 
to share. Try to allocate the time as fairly as possible so nobody dominates the conversation.

We are all reminded about our values for creating a safe space to share!

Questions

1. “My neighbour thought I was a drug dealer … They didn’t know the real person 
that I was so they were afraid of me, the same way I was afraid of them.” – Cherry 

Have you ever had an experience of someone having preconceived ideas about you (or 
your family, your peer group, etc)? What was it and how did/do you feel knowing they 
thought or believed those things? Have you been able to help change those wrong ideas – 
if so, how did you manage to do that?

2. “People didn’t know actually how the other African countries stood (against) the 
apartheid. It’s about sharing our experiences and stories – listen and search, and 
don’t assume. I am not the one who has come to steal; I’m the one brother who stood 
with them and I am still here with them.” – Cherry 

Many South Africans hold negative ideas about foreign nationals from other African 
countries. Have you experienced that in your own life? To what extent does hearing Cherry‘s 
story affect some of the preconceived ideas you may have of other foreign nationals?

3. “Which world will my daughter be facing if the change cannot be made now: will 
she be recognised as a South African or will she still be looked at as a foreigner?” – 
Cherry 

Has there ever been a time in your life when you felt like an outsider but someone took a 
risk and welcomed you or embraced you? In which ways did they accept you and make 
you feel welcome? In which ways could you do likewise in accepting those considered 
“foreigners” around you?
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Session 4: (cont...)

Read (3 min)

Ephesians 2:12-14  New International Version
12 … remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship 
in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in 
the world. 13 But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near 
by the blood of Christ.
14 For he himself is our peace, who has made the two groups one and has destroyed the 
barrier, the dividing wall of hostility.

Galatians 3:28  New International Version
There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus.

These scriptures remind us that our heavenly Father has accepted all of us, regardless of our 
backgrounds or which family or culture we were born into. Let us pray that the values of 
acceptance and respect become embedded in our families, churches and nation.

Go beyond

Ask someone who speaks a different language how to say, “Hello, how are you?” in their 
language. Make an effort to greet them in that manner next time you see them.

Close session in prayer.
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Small group discussion

Session 5

Forgiveness
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Session 5: forgiveness
Setting the scene (3 min)

Over the past four sessions, we‘ve spent time getting to know each other‘s stories and 
getting to share our story with others. A range of emotions and differing views have been 
expressed, and new insights have been gained. We have been challenged to love, to 
understand, accept and respect.

As we wrap up our What‘s your Story? journey today, we are reminded that rebuilding trust 
in our nation is not a once-off process. The most powerful way for us build trust is to make 
a habit of getting to know and understand those around us.

In this session we‘ll reflect on our storytelling journey and also be challenged by the value 
of forgiveness. We‘ll then partake in communion together as a group.

But first we‘ll allow one more opportunity for sharing our stories.

Tell: Member shares story (20-40 min)

(Note to leader: If there are any members who have not yet had an opportunity to share their 
story, they may do so in this session. If you have more than two people who still need to share, 
you may consider either breaking into smaller groups and sharing within those groups, or 
setting up another opportunity for them to share their stories.

After the individual has shared his/her story, you may want to affirm the person in the same way 
you have previously affirmed others (an encouraging word or scripture, prayer, etc.).
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Ask. Listen. Tell (10 min)

We‘ve been on a journey of asking, listening to and telling one another our stories and, as a 
result, have discovered some new things about others – and maybe even about ourselves. 
Here are some questions to wrap up our last session on personal storytelling.

Questions

1. What was your experience of telling your story and listening to the stories of others? 
Are there any new perspectives or insights that have resulted? Any new values you’d 
like to make a part of your life as a result of this process?

2. In which ways can we take the power of storytelling beyond this group, as individuals 
and as a group?

Read (2 min)

In this passage, Peter has just had a vision where the Lord commands him to eat something 
he considers unclean. This is his response:

Acts 10  New International Version
14 “No, Lord! I will not!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything that is not pure and ‘clean.‘ 
“ 15 The voice spoke to him a second time. It said, “Do not say anything is not pure that God 
has made ‘clean.‘ “
34 Then Peter began to speak. “I now realise how true it is that God treats everyone the 
same,” he said. 35 “He accepts people from every nation. He accepts anyone who has respect 
for him and does what is right. 36 You know the message God sent to the people of Israel. It 
is the good news of peace through Jesus Christ. He is Lord of all.”
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Session 5: (cont...)

Sharing communion (20-30 min)

(Note to leader: Spend time before the session setting up the communion elements – bread, 
grape juice, etc. If possible, print a copy of the Communion reflections below for each member, 
or put it up where everyone is able to see them.

You may want to play some background worship music or encourage people to find a place 
they can sit and reflect on their own. Once people have spent some time in quiet reflection, draw 
the group back together and end off the session with the Lord‘s prayer below.)

In light of this scripture, let us spend some time in quiet prayer, meditation and repentance. 
Here are a few reflections for this time: 

Communion reflections

• Are there people in my family, community, school, work or in this nation, that I have 
thought of or treated as “unclean” – or perhaps rejected or ill-treated? (Spend time in 
repentance about anyone or any situation God may bring to mind.)

• In which ways do I need to live out forgiveness to this person/people? What practical 
steps do I need to take to show my repentance is sincere?

• In light of this scripture, and other encouragement from the Bible, what do I believe is 
God‘s story about South Africa?

• In which ways is God calling me to be part of writing that story?
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The Lord’s Prayer [New King James Version]

Our Father in heaven,
Hallowed be Your name.
Your kingdom come.
Your will be done
On earth as it is in heaven.
Give us this day our daily bread.
And forgive us our debts,
As we forgive our debtors.
And do not lead us into temptation,
But deliver us from the evil one.
For Yours is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever.
Amen. 

Go beyond

If you‘d like to continue being part of the storytelling revolution, check out 
www.whatsyourstory.online for more ideas on how to take storytelling into your family, 
workplace, school, campus or community.
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Notes
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