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Discussion Guidelines with Commentary 
by Jerrie Barber 

Amos 3:3 

 

Many discussions, classes, and especially meetings where 

there is conflict break up and/or become unproductive.  It may be 

that the leader(s) did not know the value of guidelines. 

 Amos asked, “Can two walk together, unless they are 

agreed?” (Amos 3:3).  We don’t have to agree on everything.  But 

if we are going to travel together from Nashville, Tennessee, to St. 

Louis, Missouri, we must agree on some things:  What time will 

we leave?  What kind of transportation will we take?  Who will 

drive?  The clothes we wear and the food we eat along the way can 

be individual choice, but we must agree on the basics of the trip. 

 Often “family rules” are unconscious, unspoken, but 

understood.  That means we rarely think about the rules, usually don’t discuss them, but 

people pay a price when they disobey them.  It is my observation that it is better to have 

our rules conscious, spoken, and understood.  Then we can evaluate them and change 

them if that would be helpful to the group:  family, congregation, work group, or sports 

team. 

 I use a form of these guidelines any time I am leading a group:  counseling, 

workshop, auditorium Bible class, preachers’ workshop stress session, congregation 

“Family Meeting,” or conflict resolution.  Many conflicts arise because we are playing by 

different rules. 

 I will discuss the ideas behind the guidelines.  James Jones introduced these 

concepts to me.  I watched him in counseling sessions, classes, and leadership 

workshops.  It was amazing how stress went down when I knew the boundaries.  It was 

safe when I played by the rules and believed that others would do the same or be held 

accountable for not doing so. 

  

Jerrie Barber and John Parker 



 These guidelines need to be negotiated – not commanded.  Simply reading them 

to a group will not get buy-in.  I like to discuss them and talk about why they contribute 

to group health.  I take about ten minutes with a group where most of the people are 

familiar.  I take about 1½ hours in doing a Saturday church meeting during a conflict 

intervention workshop. 

 

1. May I be the leader of this group? 

 I need the group’s permission because I only lead those who give me permission 

to be the leader.  I may have the authority.  My name may be on the brochure or church 

letterhead as preacher, elder, or Bible class teacher.  But if the group doesn’t give me 

permission to be the leader, I will not lead.  How much authority does Jesus have 

(Matthew 28:18)?  How many people is He leading?  Jesus is only leading those who 

give Him permission to be their leader.  Many are invited, but only those who desire take 

the water of life (Revelation 22:17).  He wanted Jerusalem to follow Him in protection.  

But they were not willing (Matthew 22:37).  I don’t have the authority of Jesus.  I will not 

be the leader if the group doesn’t give me permission. 

 

2. Will we start on time (WWVB; www.time.gov, +, - 15 seconds)? 

 We penalize those who come on time when we wait for late-comers.  Often the 

question is not whether we will start on time but when is it time.  I us a radio controlled 

watch and clocks.  They are synchronized by the National Institute of Standards and 

Technology radio station WWVB in Ft. Collins, Colorado. 

 

3. Will we quit on time? 

 Especially in a workshop setting, this helps the group learn to operate within 

limits, boundaries.  That is the way the world operates.  It is a good practice since it 

respects everyone’s time. 

 

4. Will we speak one at a time? 1 Corinthians 14:27-33 

 If we are working as a group, I show disrespect to the group in general and to the 

person speaking in particular when I begin a private conversation with my neighbor.  If it 

relates to the group, it should be shared with the group.  If it doesn’t relate to the group, it 

can be held until a break. 

 This has been the most difficult rule for me to enforce as a leader.  I have been 

leading the Third Monday Workshop stress session made up of preachers, elders, youth 

ministers, and other interested Christians in the Nashville, Tennessee, area since the fall 

of 1989.  Three times I have come to the group to suggest that we agree to dispense with 

this guideline because it is violated so often.  It is embarrassing for me to call to account 

preachers and elders who are older than I am and have more education than I have for 

talking when they have agreed not to talk.  But each time the group has assured me that it 

is important to the group process.  We still have the guideline and it seems that it has 

been observed better for several months. 

 

5. Will we talk where others can hear or will we speak softly and in small groups 

where others will not know what is being said? 

 This is a follow-up on the previous guideline.  Unauthorized sub-grouping will 



destroy the group.  It drains energy and attention when some obviously do not think the 

person who is speaking has anything as valuable to say as what they are saying. 

 

6. Will each person speak for himself or herself or will we speak for others such as 

“they,” “them,” “everybody,” and for God as well? 

 How many times have you heard, “A lot of people are upset;” “Several are 

unhappy with the preacher”?  When asked for names, the reply often is, “Well I can’t tell 

you who they are, but there’s a bunch.”  I like to have the guideline, I’ll speak for me, 

you speak for you, and let God speak for God.  Unless you have been elected to the 

House of Representatives or the Senate, you do not have permission to represent anyone 

in this group except yourself.  I don’t know who the “several” are.  I don’t know how 

many are in a “bunch.”  I would be interested in knowing what you think.  I will value 

what you say. 

 

7. Will we have a right to all our feelings:  the painful as well as the pleasant? 

 Some people are convinced that there are good feeling and bad feelings.  I think 

there are pleasant feeling and painful feelings.  But it is my understanding that all our 

emotions are given to us by God and are good for us.  I need to be responsible how I act 

on my emotions, but they are all helpful.  I usually mention the four “feeling groups”:  

mad, sad, glad, scared. 

 We can be sad.  We have tissues.  If Jesus can cry (John 11:35), I can cry.  We 

can be scared and talk about that.  We have a right to be angry.  Jesus was angry (Mark 

3:5).  Therefore, it must not be sinful.  Paul said to be angry and not sin (Ephesians 4:26).  

You have a right to be angry.  You have a right to be angry with me.  You can talk about 

being angry with me.  However, you do not have a right to hit me or tear up the furniture.  

There is a difference in what we feel and what we do with out feelings.  We can be glad 

and laugh.  There is a qualification on that which is included in the next guideline. 

 

8. Do you want to have a rule that we will not make fun of what people say in this 

group? 

 We can laugh with people but not at people.  How can we know if we are 

laughing with or laughing at?  The first test is to see if the other person is laughing.  I 

cannot laugh with someone who is not laughing.  But I may need to ask the person being 

discussed if it feels like we are laughing with him or at him.  Solomon said, “Sorrow may 

hide behind laughter, and happiness may end in sorrow (Proverbs 14:13, The 

Contemporary English Version).  This brings us to the next rule. 

 

9. May I, as a leader, have a right to interrupt? 

 If I have any question, I will ask the person who is the focus of the laughter, 

“Does it feel like we are laughing with you or at you?”.  Several years ago, I was leading 

a group.  After an elder’s wife had made a comment, someone said, “That’s the way 

Yankees are.”  The group laughed.  I asked her, “Does it feel like we are laughing with 

you or at you?”.  She replied:  “We have been living here fourteen years and worshiping 

with this congregation.  We have taught Bible classes.  We have been involved in the 

work.  It would really feel good to be just a Christian, a member of this church and not a 

“Yankee Christian.”  We learned a lesson that night. 



 

10. Will we have a right to disagree with each other? 

 In several decades of leading groups, I have always gained permission for 

disagreement in the group.  I’ve always said that if I ever get a group where we can’t 

disagree, I want to talk first because I like my opinions better any those of anyone else.  

But I wouldn’t learn very much. 

 

11. Will we settle group business in the group or will we get in small groups 

afterwards and talk about each other? 

 Polarizing begins to take place when we start talking about each other instead of 

to each other.  If it is group business, it needs to be addressed in the group. 

 

12. Do we want to have a rule of confidentiality: 

a. What we say here stays here? 

 This is essential if we are to develop a trusting group.  Many people assume that 

elders, preachers, and other leaders will keep confidences.  This is where people are often 

hurt.  Assuming is not good communication.  Too often Christians don’t keep personal 

matters confidential.  I like to talk about it.  What does it mean “What we say here stays 

here”?  What if we discuss the weather or read John 3:16 in the group?  Can we not take 

that out of the group?  In our staff meetings at Berry’s Chapel, we developed the “church 

bulletin rule”:  if we talk about something in a staff meeting that we would print in the 

church bulletin, we can talk about it out of the group.  If we wouldn’t print it in the 

bulletin, we won’t carry it out of the meeting.  If there is any question, it is best to check 

with the person or people to whom the information belongs. 

 

b. Will I take care of myself, telling the group only what I trust them to 

keep? 

 After we have established this rule, I encourage new members to doubt that as 

long as they need to doubt it.  Anyone can say what we have just said, “What we say here 

stays here.”  I believe that faith grows through “creative doubt.”  Creative doubt is doubt 

that asks questions and sincerely wants to know the truth.  It is my observation that it 

took about two years in our Third Monday Workshop to establish trust in the group 

where we could talk about serious, personal issues.  After establishing that trust in the 

core group, new members do not seem to diminish the readiness of group members to 

discuss what they need to discuss.  Since August of 1988, I don’t know of a matter 

getting out of the group.  That’s powerful!  That’s encouraging to have that kind of 

support group. 

 

13. If what I say offends or hurts you, will you tell me or will you talk about me to 

others? 

 This is a powerful commitment!  Think how assuring it would be if we didn’t 

have to wonder how we were coming across to others. 

 

14. If, after a group session is over, you realize that you didn’t get finished, will you 

bring the matter back to the group and work it out? 

 This reminds us that we deal with group business in the group. 



 

15. May we be humble instead of arrogant?  That is, if we don’t know what someone 

is thinking or feeling, will we ask or will we assume that we know what they are 

thinking or feeling? Matthew 5:3; 1 Corinthians 2:11 

 One of my mistakes in communication is attempting to mind-read.  I think I know 

what you are thinking and act on that assumption.  The only problem is that I don’t know 

what you are thinking unless you tell me.  The best policy is to ask. 

 

16. May others respond to what we say? 

 Do I have to have the last word or would it be helpful to get feedback? 

 

17. When we ask a question, will we be willing to tell why we want to know the 

answer? 

 I may want to know why someone is asking questions.  What are you going to do 

with the information?  Why are you interested? 

 

18. May a person decide to quit talking when they choose? 

 In most groups, I do not require people to talk.  Some people learn better with 

their mouths open and others learn better with their mouths closed.  Each person can 

decide which works best for them without pressure. 

 

19. Will we attend all sessions?  If we must be absent, will we tell the group why? 

 It is a matter of courtesy to be responsible to a group (class, elder’s meeting, 

committee meeting).  It takes group energy away from group process when a member is 

late or absent without explanation.  “I wonder if they are sick, had an accident, forgot, or 

don’t care about our work?”  This can be eliminated by a call or e-mail:  “I will be fifteen 

minutes late,” or “I am sick and will be unable to be at tonight’s meeting.” 

 

20. Will we agree to not talk about group business during breaks? 

 This guideline is especially helpful in groups that are learning experiences in how 

groups work.  If we talk about group business during breaks, we deprive the rest of the 

group from our thoughts and ourselves of the wisdom of the rest of the group.  If the 

meeting is dealing with conflict, it is easier to choose sides and plot destruction by 

subdividing and talking about others during breaks of ten minutes or two days. 

 

21. Are we aware that some of these rules will probably be broken?  What will we 

learn about ourselves and leadership when they are broken? 

a. By us? 

b. By others? 

 Can we ask and answer the question, “What did you learn from that”?  These 

guidelines form boundaries that are sometimes difficult to remember and/or difficult to 

keep.  When we hold ourselves and others accountable to do what we agreed to do, it can 

be helpful.  If a guideline is not helpful, it can be changed.  Self-reporting is especially 

commendable and an opportunity to teach and give others permission to analyze 

themselves in the group process. 

 



22. Will we agree to try to apply these Biblical principles to ourselves before we try 

to “fix” other people who are in this group or people who are not here? Psalm 

139:23,24; 1 Corinthians 9:27; 2 Corinthians 13:5; 2 Corinthians 10:12 

 This may be one of the most difficult.  I often say it is hard to keep everyone in 

the room during a class or group session.  I want to jump out the window and bring in a 

friend or an enemy who needs to hear this more than I do.  “I wish John and Mary were 

here.  They really need to hear this.  Those folks down the street need this.”  I call this the 

“me first” principle of Bible study.  The first question I need to ask when studying God’s 

word or implementing principles that I am learning is, “How does this apply to me?”. 

 

23. May we bring up “old business” if we need to clarify or discuss something 

further? 

 Sometimes a comment is countered by, “We’ve already talked about that.”  If a 

person isn’t finished with an issue, it may need to be discussed again. 

 

24. May we have permission to make additional rules, if needed, to help this group be 

more effective? 

 This list is not exhaustive.  Some discussions need fewer guidelines, some more. 

 In some meetings that involved anticipated conflict, we had the “no shouting” 

rule.  As the facilitator I have been told that previous meetings had ended in a shouting 

match which was hurtful.  It was suggested that I call people to account when they were 

getting too loud.  I decided not to get into the middle of that group’s conflict.  What we 

negotiated was that when three people held up their hands when a person was getting 

louder and louder, I would report to the speaker, “Three people in the group think you 

getting louder than is helpful for this discussion.”  That helps the group be responsible for 

itself and keeps me out of the middle of a conflict that doesn’t belong to me. 

 In some meetings, we have had the “Why are you leaving?” rule.  When I was 

informed that this group’s meetings often end in people leaving mad, we worked out the 

agreement that if people left, they would tell why.  This kept people from assuming that 

people were leaving angry or letting them know that they were angry and possibly why. 

 

25. Would you be willing to tell what you like about this group process, what is 

helpful and what is not helpful, and in this way give suggestions for improving 

future discussions? 

 This can be one of the most helpful guidelines for the leader as well as for the rest 

of the group.  If the leader is serious and honest, he or she can model a learning attitude 

that encourages growth.  I like criticism!  When anyone loves me enough to tell me how I 

can improve, that person is doing me a favor.  If you find salmonella in my refrigerator 

and tell me about it, you are not hurting me.  You are helping me.  For a one hour 

presentation on criticism, you can get my CD, “How to Accept, Invite, and Enjoy 

Criticism”:  Criticism CD . 

 

 When I am leading a meeting, I have the choice of the Amos rule, “Can two walk 

together, unless they are agreed?” (Amos 3:3), or the Judges rule, “In those days there 

was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25).  

Which rule I choose can make a great difference in the effectiveness of the discussion. 

http://www.barberclippings.com/23914.html


 

 

For just the list of guidelines:  Discussion Guidelines . 

 

 

Mustard Seeds from Favorite Books, Jerrie Barber 

 

J. D. Tant – Texas Preacher, by Yater Tant, Copyright 1958 by 

The Gospel Guardian Company. 

 

This is a book I read in a short time and have reread 

portions of it many times when I was tempted to get the 

“whines” because of the “tough life of a preacher.”  I usually 

was back to gratitude after a few of the following “mustard 

seeds:” 

 

The congregation at Nugent invited Tant to return the 

next year for another meeting.  He declined (with a statement he 

used more than once in turning down return engagements with dead churches) saying, 

“No, thank you; I never like to view the corpse but once” (page 356). 

 

 “I saw the change coming years ago.  My calls for meetings were getting fewer; I 

took the pains to enquire at many places where I went, and found that many of these 

churches had letters from two to four of our leading preachers wanting to arrange 

meetings. 

 “After I have spent thirty years studying to learn what and how to preach, before I 

will become a beggar to my brethren and beg them to let me hold their meeting, I’ll shave 

the hair off the top of my head and sit on buzzard eggs for the rest of my life for a 

living!” (page 358). 

 

“To my mind it seems funny, when you get sick, to send for a doctor to give you 

some “trial doses” of medicine to see whether or not you want him to practice on you; or, 

if you get in trouble, to get a lawyer to give you a “trial case” or two to see if you want to 

employ him.  Yet I do not know of a church wanting a preacher which does not send for 

him to preach a “trial sermon” (page 360). 

 

 “Held one meeting at Bear Creek, Ala. with ten baptized and two restored.  Don’t 

think I ever found a congregation so little in accord with the word of God as Bear Creek.  

Envy, malice, evil speaking, evil surmising, adultery, whiskey drinking, no love, and 

neglect of worship, seemed to be the order of the day.  No laying by in store upon the 

first day of the week, as God ordained, was once thought of among them.  As a result 

they were unprepared to support the meeting, and failed by half to fulfill God’s command 

to support the preaching of the gospel. 

 “Some of my brethren think it no wrong to call a man 600 miles from home to 

hold them a twelve to twenty day meeting, and then declare they would like to support 

him, but do not have the money.  At the same time they are buying their tobacco on mule 

credit, for if they are not responsible for their debts, they will put a mortgage on their 
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mules to buy their tobacco.  At the same time these brethren seem to think they are doing 

God’s will and will get to heaven.  For such I have no hope” (page 389). 

 

 On August 13 Tant sent in the report of another meeting: 

 “I have just closed a fine meeting at Mount Moriah, eight miles south of Camden.  

We have a good church house there, but all the members had quit the Lord and gone to 

working for the devil.  They had quit the worship of God.  Fourteen came back and 

confessed their wrongs, one was baptized, and seven were withdrawn from.  They paid 

me eighty cents a day for the meeting above actual cost to me in going. 

 “This little country church invited Tant to return and help them in a meeting next 

year.  He told them he would not do so unless they were willing to support him.  They 

said they felt like they could not pay what they would like to, as there were “Just a bunch 

of poor farmers.”  Tant made them a proposition: 

 “I will come back next year on this condition:  there are twenty-five or thirty 

families of you farmers here.  If each family will set aside one baby pig out of the next 

litter of pigs born on your farm, and will give that pig the slop from your kitchen until I 

come back next year, I’ll come in a truck and take those thirty pigs back home with me, 

and that will be all the pay I’ll accept for the meeting.” 

 There was a fast bit of calculation with a stubby pencil and a piece of paper by 

some of the brethren, then one of them said: 

 “Brother Tant, thirty full grown hogs, at market price, would be five times as 

much as this church has ever paid for a gospel meeting.” 

 “Before God, brethren,” Tant replied, “if you aren’t willing even to give the slop 

off your kitchen tables to support the gospel of Christ, then you can keep your slop and 

go to hell with it, and I’ll go back home to Tennessee” (pages 408, 409). 

 

 “I find that there are three stages in all religious movements; The first is the 

fighting stage, when people are few and humble, and lean on God for support.  At that 

stage they all fight and try to overthrow the teachings of men, as the Jews did as recorded 

in Deut. 7. 

 “The second stage is the stage of greatness; we become strong and respected and 

want fine houses and big schools like the sects around us.  The Jews reached that stage 

when they rejected God and wanted a king, to be like other people. 

 “The third stage is the age of compromise, when we don’t want the differences 

between the church of Christ and the denominations debated, for fear we will hurt 

somebody’s feelings.  I fear the church of Christ is in the third stage today, and will be 

followed by spiritual death if some change does not come.” (Gospel Advocate, Jan. 5, 

1928) (page 413). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Smile of the Month 

 
 A relatively young man was brought before the court for selling 

pills that he claimed gave eternal youth.  The judge asked, “Does he have 

a prior record?” 

 The court attorney answered, “Yes you Honor.  According to 

police records he has been arrested four other times for this same fraud.  

He was arrested in 1794, 1856, 1928, and 1983” (Pure Living, January 

21, 2008). 

 

 

Barber Clippings 

 

Our big project in Eddyville has been a self-study.  Our people filled out a fifteen-page 

questionnaire about themselves, the congregation, worship, and what they wanted in a 

preacher.  The results were compiled and returned to the members.  We had a discussion 

at our Family Meeting Sunday night.  The elders are now considering preachers who 

would like to consider and be considered as the next preacher here.  If you, or someone 

you know, are interested in knowing more about the opportunities in Lyon county 

Kentucky, please contact the elders here:  Eddyville Elders .  I can say, after ten months 

in Eddyville, that the encouragement from the elders and members here has been 

excellent.  This will be a good place for someone that God has prepared for this 

opportunity. 

 

A committee has done a good job assemblying an “Introduction to Eddyville” packet for 

those who seriously consider this work. 

 

Our leadership class continues to go well with good participation form both our 

leadership and young men as well.  I will be teaching this class at the Beattie Road 

church of Christ in Albany, Georgia, March 12-15.  The brethren there are inviting others 

to participate.  To learn more go to:  Leadership Workshop .  We need those interested to 

contact Beattie Road.  Special books will be prepared for each participant. 

 

Jerrie Barber 

jerrie@barberclippings.com 

www.barberclippings.com 

http://barberclippings.blogspot.com/ 

(615) 356-8371 

P. O. Box 630 

Eddyville, Kentucky  42038 

Church phone:  270-388-7948 

Cell phone:  615-584-0512 
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John Parker 
 

I am currently teaching about the classic British hymns on Wednesday nights at the 

Granny White church and in a freshman composition class at Lipscomb. The stories of 

such composers as Isaac Watts and Charles Wesley reinforce the quality and meaning of 

their great hymns. 

 

I will be speaking at Granny White on March 9. 

 

John H. Parker 

Johnparker22@aol.com 

www.interimcofc.com 

(615) 373-4462 
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