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“Spiritual Companioning for Ministry” is a course I recently taught for the first time for a
colleague when she took a well-deserved sabbatical. She shared her syllabus and course plan
with me and told me that she usually taught it to about 12 students which worked well for the
topic. A couple of weeks ahead of the semester, I realized that I was going to have to make
some major changes fast; close to 40 students had registered. The class involves a lot of
sharing, often around intense topics, in order to become skilled in responding to the issues that
surface when companioning others on their spiritual journey. I needed to design a way for so
many students to have the ability to engage the texts as well  as form a confidential and
trusting learning community for the many discussions of this course.

The key was to build effective small groups, which we called learning teams. Because Catholic
Theological Union has students from around the world we used part of the first class to divide
students into learning teams that allowed for diverse voices in each group. During that first
class, we also discussed small group dynamics and the learning teams were invited to develop
“ground rules” or covenants they wanted to keep with one another. (Examples of covenant
points include confidentiality, cell phone use, planned facilitators etc.) The learning teams soon
became the cornerstone of the class. They provided a rich framework for practical experience
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and integration of course material.

Community within each learning team was fostered in a number of ways:

The classroom was rearranged so that each learning team had a table to sit around.1.
Tables were spaced so that intimate conversations could take place and other groups
were not too close. This physical arrangement set the tone for the atmosphere I was
hoping to foster in the class.
Each session included discussions within learning teams. Discussion prompts might have2.
been for groups of two or three or discussions for six, but students were always in
discussions with someone from their learning team. This allowed for a mix in the types of
discussion but kept discussions within the learning teams to build relationships
throughout the semester.
Each class began with a reading assessment where learning teams would discuss the3.
readings and work through an assignment of questions or activities about the readings.
This encouraged each student to stay on top of the readings, as their small group would
expect their participation in these weekly conversations.
Students completed “noticing journals” on our online D2L course management system.4.
They were asked to post brief responses to prompts such as “Discuss a time this week
you talked with someone about prayer” or “Discuss a time this week you noticed
someone talking about or discerning a decision.” These posts would be read and
responded to by learning team members online. One of the gifts of the online discussions
was that students who were more hesitant to participate in the larger class setting had
an easier time participating in the online forum.

Throughout the semester, the worksheets on the readings, the noticing prompts, and in class
discussions were more involved. Students engaged one another on progressively deeper levels.
I spent less time engaging them in a large group but floated around the room checking in on
their discussions, answering questions, and making notes for the next class’ lecture based on
what I was noticing in the teams. During the semester, several students experienced serious
illness or a death of a beloved family member. The learning teams provided an intimate hands-
on forum for spiritually companioning one another in a way that the larger classroom could not
have handled.

On the last day, I brought in “talking pieces” that represented various discussions from the
semester and invited students to “end well.” Learning teams were encouraged to select a
talking piece and give each person in their group a challenge, a commendation, and a blessing.
The learning teams took their time with this session; some continued well beyond the allotted
class time. The sharing was deeply emotional and confirmed that learning teams within a large
class provided the framework that modeled and built companionship in a profound way.
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