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Reflections on our progress and intentions (and some positive assumptions)… 9 months in
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 ‘One of my images of a peaceful world; a society that might work like a pot-luck supper, where everyone contributes and everyone receives, and where a diversity of offerings is essential. (Just imagine a pot-luck to which everyone brought potato salad!). In such a world there would be no one who could not contribute their work and care – and no one who could not count on receiving nourishment and fellowship.’  (Ursula Franklin)












Our community is diverse in its membership
“Diversity is the one true thing we all have in common. Celebrate it every day.” (Unknown)
For a thriving community, we require ‘a diversity of offerings’. For us all to feel accepted, we need not to feel that there is a majority ‘normal’ and that we fit within or outwith that norm. For us all to feel accepted, we need to feel that we stand as a group of individuals, each one unique and different, no one ‘normal’, and that we are all the better for it. 

When starting up our community circle, I found partners in various (and diverse) equalities groups; for example, CORE (Community Organisation for Race Equality), Edinburgh Interfaith Association, Lothian Recovery Network, LGBT Youth. I invited each of these organisations to come to our first meeting, so long as they could bring some people from the community which they represent. I came along with some of the disabled citizens I work with, people I know who would be a welcoming presence at our early meetings and who might benefit from making some new connections too. I was determined that our first meeting would demonstrate how we mean to go on; a broad representation of the communities in Edinburgh coming together to connect. 

Now we are growing, and as the main ‘recruiter’ of members I pay close attention to the membership and how diverse we remain. So far it is working well; several of us identify with a disability, and we are of different faiths, ages, sexualities, and ethnic backgrounds. I recently leafleted the lovely big houses around Inverleith Park; it would be easy to think that people who (probably) have plenty of money don’t need us or won’t want to contribute. But we believe that everyone needs meaningful connections, and that everyone has something to offer. I noticed we were becoming predominantly ‘white’ as our membership increased; I strengthened our relationship with CORE. I try to ensure we have a good balance of members with and without disabilities or other labels. We celebrate our diversity therefore balance is important; we want to be especially welcoming to people who frequently experience exclusion but we don’t want to become a segregated or ‘special’ group. 

At each of our meetings the benefits of our diversity are apparent in the food we receive from one another, the different life experiences that people share, the offers people make and the varied interpretations of the topics we discuss. We are always learning from whoever is in the room.
Our community is welcoming
“To salute with kindness, as a newcomer; to receive and entertain hospitably and cheerfully; as, to welcome a visitor; to welcome a new idea.” (Dictionary definition of ‘welcome’).
We seek a community which is warm and welcoming, where we feel we belong and where we do our very best to enable others to achieve an equal sense of belonging. We want to feel proud of the welcome we give. We want people to return after their first meeting with us looking forward to the ‘welcome back’ that they can feel sure they will receive. 
At our first meeting we went into discussion groups and agreed what we wanted the community circle to feel like. This is what we came up with:
· “Friendship, warmth, a safe atmosphere, confidential, encouragement, support, understanding, communication
· Unity, diversity, commonality
· Making people feel welcome, hospitality
· Excitement, inspiration
· Respectful, equal, non-judgemental, openness
· Led by the participants, capacity-building, confidence, value of you as a person (not about your job), independence
· Community-building, expanding, willing to grow”

At our second meeting we discussed ‘what makes a really good welcome?’:

· “Use the word ‘welcome’ when people arrive, especially if it’s their first time with us
· A couple of us will wait near the door to welcome people
· A sign on the door saying ‘Community Circle’
· Smile!
· Firm and friendly handshake
· Good (friendly) eye contact
· When we meet someone at the door, we will introduce them to people (so they don’t have to be ‘brave’ and introduce themselves
· Shows that you are pleased to see people… even tell them that you are pleased to see them!
· Offer people a drink or some food
· Share ‘personal’ things (stuff about our lives) so that it feels like a safe and friendly environment
· When people come back a second time, let them know you remember them and the things they have told you about themselves”

It was intentional that I facilitated these discussions; I wanted the circle members to own the philosophy of the group and the idea that we care about giving a good welcome. The structure of our conversation was also intentional: describe a really good welcome you once had – what did people say or do to make you feel that way? And from that conversation we drew up the ‘checklist’ above so that each one of us could take responsibility for giving a good welcome, based on our collective experiences. 
At each meeting, I notice circle members employing these ‘welcome tools’. Our checklist is not followed to the letter, but I see members making room at the table for people as they arrive, offering food, smiling, introducing themselves. I see circle members paying attention to one another in a way that I don’t often see happening between people elsewhere. 
We are a democracy
“As I would not be a slave, so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy”. (Abraham Lincoln)
From our very first meeting, we stated that the circle is “owned by the members”. This is not the kind of community activity where there should be a ‘leader’ and ‘participants’.  We are all circle members, and there is intended equity in our participation (I participate as Linda who lives in Ratho, not Linda who works at EDG). Members were invited to become ‘co-owners’ of the circle if they would agree to the following rule: 
We have a commitment to diversity, respect, and acceptance.  If someone comes to the group and we find it difficult to accept them, then we have to recognise that as a problem we need to solve together (i.e. it is not the new member’s problem); we want to welcome everyone into our circle.  
For the first 9 months of our circle’s existence, I have endeavoured to offer frequent and varied opportunities for circle members to make decisions and facilitate part (or indeed all!) of our meetings. I am still learning how to ensure the members feel enough ownership and safety to ‘steer the ship’. My aspiration is that I could miss a meeting and be confident that the group would lead the process themselves, and this is what I am working towards. I have written up the process, with graphics, and this is displayed during the meeting. I am intentional in inviting another circle member to read aloud our purpose (also written up with graphics) at the start of each meeting. I recently invited one member to lead us through the process of the whole meeting, whilst I supported another member to graphically record the meeting. (Both members did a brilliant job!) One of my recent ‘offers’ was to hold a graphics session so circle members can feel confident in taking this role during meetings. 
I am very mindful of the progress we make as regards co-ownership. If there is still hesitation for other members to facilitate, I will offer some skills-building workshops in facilitation and group work. I don’t wish to present the facilitation of the circle as a daunting or ‘highly skilled’ task so I am intentionally holding off on that offer until I am sure it is required. I think there is promise that a few circle members will take the reigns…
We acknowledge and value each member’s contributions
"I look forward to the day when we welcome, celebrate and support gifts - ordinary and unusual - so that our world will become a friendlier and more prosperous community of communities." (Judith Snow)
When a person brings something to our circle, we notice and celebrate what they have brought. It may be food for our meal, an extra special effort to get to the meeting, a listening ear, a warm smile, a ‘want’ which enables another of us to help out, or a generous offer. We expect and delight in the diversity of contributions which accompany our members. 
The need to contribute is now widely recognised as a key aspect of inclusion and citizenship. Many people experience marginalisation due to the very fact that they are not expected to possess ‘gifts’, never mind share them with the wider community. We think this is wrong. Everyone has gifts; in fact most everyone is abundant with gifts. Our communities are impoverished when we fail to include some people’s contributions into the ‘pot’ of community assets. And citizens are impoverished when they are underestimated and viewed as ‘recipients’ rather than contributing community-members. 
Our community circle is a place where we explicitly state, “we believe that everyone can contribute and everyone needs a hand sometimes… we are sure you will put a lot in and get a lot out [of the circle]”. The format of the meeting intentionally invites exchange, contribution, and reciprocal support. This strengthens our sense of connectedness, community, as well as an individual and collective self-esteem.
We are interconnected
“I have thought so many times to come back to the meetings but [my new baby] keeps me occupied most of the time! … I have been reading the minutes and circle activities …It’s just amazing to see new friends (I have yet to meet!) and that we have been meeting regularly every month with bursting supply of ideas and passion towards our circle.” (Fa’eza – a founding circle member)
I have witnessed some wonderful connections forming and strengthening during our meetings. Some of these connections are simple and practical; others are unexpected and inspiring. One member offers another a lift home after each meeting. A Personal Assistant notices the gifts his employer has to offer, and facilitates him giving copies of CDs from his extensive music collection to other circle members. One of our founding members (who is now on ‘maternity leave’ from the circle) sends a cake she has baked as an offer to the circle, even though she can’t make it to the meeting. In response, another circle member – who joined after the new mum last attended – offers her baby clothes which her own daughter has out-grown (though the two members have yet to meet). 
People come to meetings on their own and make new connections and friends. Others attend with their spouse, parent, child, friend, or with the person who supports them. Parents bring their children and the young people make friends. Members build connections beyond the meetings, based on shared interests or concerns. One member is forging connections with others who share his interest in playing pool, and outings to the pool hall are being planned. 
By eating together, we feel like family. By sharing what is ‘new and good’, we share and celebrate the things that make us happy. By stating wants or needs, we build trust and allow people ‘in’. By making offers, we show that we care about one another and that we want to enhance one another’s lives. Whatever our discussion, we share our opinions, passions and concerns. By finishing with ‘appreciations’, we let people know what it is we value, like, or love about them.
The circle format is like a very bright - yet flattering - light. It allows us to see one another clearly, particularly highlighting our greatest assets – our gifts, dreams, vulnerabilities, and passions.
We look forwards…
The vision for the circle is that it can be pretty much self-sustaining, as members take on more of the roles and duties that I currently see to. The transition is in progress already. The food contributions that people bring are reducing the amount I need to cook. Members are attentive to one another’s needs without the need for me to interfere. More and more members are easy and familiar with the process that we follow, and some are happy to facilitate part (or all) the session or to come up with topics for discussion. As of our last meeting, I no longer fear being ill on the second Tuesday of the month! (In fact, I wonder if we might be approaching a point where I should back-off further, reluctant as I would be to miss even one meeting). 
I have never occupied a community space that feels so special to me. Frequently I feel like I might become overcome by emotion during a meeting; the warmth and generosity between people is inspiring. In truth, I can’t believe I am lucky enough for this to be part of my job…
Linda Keys, November 2010





Many of the ideas and intentions were learned (prior to establishing our circle) by discussing the work of Beyond Welfare, Iowa, with Lois Smidt. Many thanks to Lois and her fellow circle members sharing their wisdom, and for blazing the trail.

