
American Idols group study guide           by Dawn Owens 

 

Session 4: The Cowboy Ethic 
 
RULES FOR THE ROAD:   
These studies are designed to be as user-friendly as possible so that you as a group 
leader will need only to download, browse through, possibly do some light 
preparations, and head to the study. In order to facilitate ease of use, cues are 
provided throughout the study to indicate:  

1. when you read aloud to the group (Bold text),  
2. when you ask questions to the group (bulleted italics), or  
3. when you have the group or individual group members read (Underline text).  

 
There is no “student guide” for the use of group members. Their primary tools will 
be the book, American Idols, their Bibles, and an occasional handout provided by 
you (provided in each group study). 
 
Please note also that the studies are set up with the assumption that some 
participants will not have read the American Idols chapter prior to doing the study. 
Therefore, there may be times that pieces of the text will need to be copied for 
them to follow along. 
 
PACKING YOUR BAGS: 

1. Make sure you bring a copy of American Idols with you to the study. 
2. Have Bibles available in case someone comes to the study without a Bible. 
3. Bring a few extra pens and paper for them to take notes as necessary. 

 
 
MEETING THE CAST:   
Begin by asking everyone to state his or her first and last name, and respond 
briefly to either one of the two following statements…  
 
• I think cowboys are cool because…. 
• I think cowboys aren’t cool because… 
 
Explain that you’ll go first so others have time to think (which also gives you the 
opportunity to show by example how briefly you expect others to respond), then 
proceed around the circle. 
 
After everyone has had a chance to respond, take a few moments to open this 
study in prayer. 
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REVIEW OF LAST WEEK’S EPISODE: 
In our last meeting we discussed the idol of Naturalism. 
 
• What is Naturalism? 
 
• How do we as Christians worship the idol of naturalism? 
 
• Does anyone want to share an example of how God changed your heart this week 

toward  the idol of naturalism? 
 
Recognizing that God needs to be a part of everything, in every detail, is part 
of recognizing His power and grace in our lives. Let’s consider that as we study 
our next chapter in American Idols.  
 
ROUND 1: 
Chapter 4, entitled “The Cowboy Ethic,” does not suggest ignoring our 
individuality, but recommends using who we are as individuals to serve and 
engage in a larger community. 
 

• What do you think is the meaning of community? 
 
• Is community important to you? Why or why not? 

 
• How do you define individualism? 

 
According to the author, there are four different “faces of individualism” 
(which he discusses on pages 47-52). Let’s review the areas suggested by the 
author in which we bow to the idol of individualism. Feel free to follow along in 
your books, starting on page 47 with “I’ve Gotta Be Me.” 
 
Have someone read the passage titled, “I’ve Gotta Be Me”. 
 

• Have you experienced this type of ideology in society today? 
 
• How would you answer the question, “Who are you?” 

 
On page 48, the author quotes Ralph C. Wood, a professor at Baylor 
University, to help us grasp what it means to live in community. Let’s first 
read that paragraph and then answer the next question.  
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Have someone read the paragraph on page 48, beginning with the words, “To be 
free…” 

 
• Do you agree with what Wood says? Why or why not?  
 

Now let’s go to the next face of individualism, “I don’t need anyone,” found on 
page 48.  

 
Have someone read the passage titled, “I Don’t Need Anyone.”  
 

• How do you think the author should have handled the situation with the 
woman from church? 

 
Have someone read the passage titled, “I Can Do it Myself.” 
 

• Can anyone share an example of a time you thought “I can do this myself” 
and realized later you really could have used some help? 

 
• What do you think God is trying to show us through the scripture verse, 

Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 (on page 51)? 
 
Have someone read the passage titled, “Mine! Mine! Mine!” 
 

• Name something in your life you take a “Mine! Mine! Mine!” attitude towards. 
Explain why. 

 
• How do you think the 21st century church can better emulate the Acts 4 

church? 
 

• Is there anything about the Acts 4 church that scares you? If so, what is 
it? 

 
After exploring the many faces of individualism, you may begin to realize there 
are areas of your life God has shown you that need to change. I encourage you 
to take some time today, tonight, tomorrow, or this week to pray as the 
author suggests on page 56, to be cleansed of your idol worship. 
 
 
 
 
ROUND 2:  
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As we have begun to learn, the opposite of individualism is community. Being a 
part of a greater community means recognizing those times you are in need of 
others as well as recognizing those times when others need you. 
 
Hand out a piece of paper to each group member. Ask if anyone needs a pen.  
 
I want you to pair up with someone in the group (it can be the person sitting 
beside you, but it doesn’t have to be). NOTE: If there is an odd number of 
people, allow one team of three.  
 
Select who in the group will go first in this exercise. That person should place 
his or her left hand on the other person’s paper, allowing that person to trace 
the hand. When the tracing is complete, the partners should switch, and the 
first person can trace the left hand of the other.  
 
On pages 56-59, the author explains five different ways to counter the idol of 
individualism in your life. You may want to review the text again later, but for 
now, let’s use the tracing of your hand to review the five ways to counter the 
idol of individualism in your life.  
 
The first way to counter the idol of individualism is commit to change. 
In order to make a commitment to change you need to “get hooked” to that 
change and get involved in the community around you. Your little finger makes a 
great hook. On your paper, write “Commit to change” in your little finger. Then 
I want you to look at the person you are partnered with and say “I commit to 
change the way I view community.” Now share a few ways you can do that and 
write them next to your little finger.  
 
Give the partners a minute to share their thoughts with one another and write them 
down. 
 
The second way to counter the idol of individualism is commit to membership. 
Through this commitment you should consider ways that you can deepen your 
involvement in your church and to the body of Christ. If you are not in a 
church, join one. If you are in a church, consider becoming a member of the 
church. If you are already a member but not involved, consider ways you can 
serve your congregation. This is a deeper commitment than the first 
commitment to change.  

When two people get married, part of the wedding ceremony is to 
signify their outward commitment to one another. They do this by placing a 
ring on the “ring finger” of their left hand. When you are making a 
commitment to a community, you have to become a member of that community. 
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On your paper, in the ring finger of your left hand write, “Commit to 
Membership.” After you have written the statement on your paper, look at 
your partner and say, “I commit to membership.” Offer some examples to each 
other of how you can commit to membership and write them down next to your 
ring finger.  
 
Give the partners a minute to share their thoughts with one another and write them 
down. 
 
The third way to counter the idol of individualism is to commit to a small group 
(that is, a group of people, very similar to the those you are currently involved 
with in doing this study, in which you can build a community of trust and 
accountability).  

Your middle finger is the tallest of all your fingers; it may not be the 
most important, but without it there would be a huge gap in your hand. Being 
part of a small group is similar. Although it may not be the most important 
aspect of your walk with the Lord, it does leave a huge gap in your life if you 
don’t have it. On your paper, in your middle finger, write “Commit to small 
group.” Then turn to the person you are partnered with and say, “I commit to 
small group.” Share examples with one another of how to commit to small group 
and write them down.  
 
Give the partners a minute to share their thoughts with one another and put them 
on their paper. 
 
The fourth way to counter the idol of individualism is to commit to intentional 
relationships. Accountability is the key quality for these relationships to be 
successful. Paul the Apostle exemplified this commitment quite well. For 
instance, you’ll need someone to be your “Paul;” someone older than you (either 
in age or spiritual maturity) whom you can learn from, be encouraged and 
challenged by in your walk with God, and someone who can hold you 
accountable. You’ll also need a “Barnabas,” a person you consider to be your 
peer, someone you connect with and can pray with weekly or monthly, who can 
hold you accountable in other ways. You’ll also need a “Timothy,” an individual 
to whom you can offer encouragement in their walk and build them up in their 
faith, whom you can hold accountable. 

Your index finger can be used for many things, but it is often used to 
point something out. In this case it is important for you to have intentional 
relationships in your life to point out your need for love. When you have a 
“Timothy, Barnabas, or Paul” in your life, you will not only be challenged by 
what they point out to you about your shortcomings; you will also be blessed by 
all the strengths they point out. On your paper, in the index finger, write “I 
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commit to intentional relationships.” Offer some examples to each other of how 
you will commit to intentional relationships.  
 
Give the partner a minute to share their thoughts with one another.  
 
The last way to counter the idol of individualism is to commit to expand your 
community. Expanding your community and your boundaries can be a scary yet 
exciting way to further your relationship with the Lord. As you reach out and 
connect with someone, your heart can be moved in a new way to serve that 
person, have compassion on them, or pray for them. 

Your thumb is the finger that makes the hand functional for everyday 
life. Have you ever tried to write without using your thumb? Pick something up 
without the use of your thumb? It’s much more difficult. Your thumb is most 
useful for grasping. To grasp this commitment, let’s stand up and get into a 
circle, use your thumb (and the rest of your hand) to grasp the hands of the 
people on the right and left of you.  
 
Stand outside of the circle. 
 
Look around you; this is just a small piece of your community. It didn’t take 
much to get to this place, only a willingness to grasp one another’s hands. 
Expanding this community won’t take much work at all.  
 
Take hold of the hands of the two people in front of you.   
 
All you need to do is let go of the hands you originally grasped to let a new 
set of hands in.  
 
As you say this part, pull apart their hands and grip their hands in yours. 
 
Great job, everyone. Now take your seats again and pick up the paper with the 
hand on it. Write in the thumb the words, “commit to expanding your 
community.” Tell your partner “I will commit to expanding my community.” 
Offer some examples to each other of how to commit to intentional 
relationships.  
 
Give the group thirty seconds to a minute to share their thoughts with one another.  
 
THE JUDGES REVIEW:  
As mentioned earlier, the Acts 4 church (specifically as depicted in Acts 4:32-
36) is a great example to us what it means to be part of a community.  
 



 

 

7 
 

Have someone read Acts 4:32-36. 
 

• What are some ways the people mentioned in this passage shared 
community? 

 
• What were some of the outcomes of them sharing in community? 

 
In contrast to the community mentioned here, let’s read 1 Corinthians 11:17-
34. 
 

• What are some ways the people mentioned in this passage were not sharing 
in community? 

 
• What were some of the outcomes of them not sharing in community? 

 
• Do you think it is important for the body of Christ to be unified? Why? 

 
• Do you think these scriptures verses encourage unity in the body of Christ? 

 
 
In John 17:20-25, Jesus prays for unity among believers of that time as well 
as those to come. Let’s go there to find out what Jesus is praying for them. 
 
Have someone read John 17:20-25. 
 

• In verse 23, what is Jesus’ prayer for the body of believers? 
 
• Why do you think Jesus prayed for unity? 

 
• Why do you think unity is important to Jesus? 

 
• How can you encourage that type of unity within your community of 

believers? 
 
In the verses we just read, Jesus said over and over again, “May they be one 
as I am one with you.” In order to build community we must be one with God; 
once we become one with God and give ourselves completely to God, it is then 
that we can truly serve and give to others. Let’s read 2 Corinthians 8 to see 
how the Apostle Paul was encouraging the Corinthians to do this. 
 
Have someone read 2 Corinthians 8. 
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• Can someone give a summary of what this chapter is saying to us today? 
 
• Are there any ministries, people, and/or organizations that you feel God is 

putting on your heart to serve as you read over this chapter? 
 

• Is there a way we can serve our community as a small group this week? 
 
THE VOTES ARE IN: 
The author has shown us through Scripture as well as through example what 
can happen when we live as individualists, unconcerned about the community 
around us. He has also explained how we can make changes in our lives to move 
from individualism to community.  
 

• What can you do to remind yourself to stay connected to a community not 
just physically, but mentally, emotionally, and spiritually as well? 

 
• How can you encourage others to do the same? 

 
COMMERCIAL BREAK:  
Lead the group in prayer, remembering to pray about the commitments you made 
tonight, as well as praying for God’s mercy and grace to fall on members as they 
recognize and cooperate with God to overcome the idol of individualism in their 
lives. 
 
PREVIEWS OF NEXT WEEK: 

 Next meeting’s time, date and location: 
 Assignment: read chapter 5 of American Idols. 

 
 
 
 


