TRANSITIONING TO SMALL GROUPS 
(Or becoming a church “OF” Small Groups- refer to Chart)
New Life successfully made the transition to a small group system not because of being lucky or smart. The ministry successfully navigated the change because it sought God and God’s will at every step in the process. The leadership team didn’t have a carefully thought out plan ahead of time. That would have been nice. The leadership team did invest a tremendous amount of energy and enthusiasm into the whole process. The ministry also had a very stable leadership foundation that could make changes of this magnitude. The following recommendations follow the acrostic “S.M.A.L.L. G.R.O.U.P.S.” and have been prepared by the author. 

Scriptural Foundations:
This is without a doubt the first step. The best place to go to receive God’s vision is to go to God. One of the primary ways a person goes to God is to go to His Word. The author’s recommendation is to study the passages that I’ve outlined in this project that relate to accomplishing the Great Commission, the Great Commandment and the New Commandment and reach your own conclusions about what type of disciple making system is going to produce, “spiritually mature zealots who are able to reproduce.”

The other place to go to receive God’s vision for your ministry is to wait silently before the Lord in prayer. Jesus was very clear about the nature of prayer when he said the following, “But when you pray go into your inner room, and when you shut the door, pray to your  Father who is in secret and your Father who sees in secret will reward you” (Matt. 6:6). 

Make sure the Sr. Pastor is in the lead position:
It has been the author’s experience, as an associate Pastor for the entire ministry experience (almost twenty years), that without the Senior Pastor’s full support AND involvement any significant ministry is doomed to mediocrity. It really is foolish to undertake a significant ministry shift or change without the Senior Pastor being fully on board. 

One story illustrates this well, the author remembers coming back from a small group conference in 1999 and boldly proclaiming to Dave Earley (New Life’s Senior Pastor) that, “I resign from being the Small Group Pastor.” The point on that day was to communicate that this small group pastor did not want to be in a position where he would be perceived as being the chief proponent of the small group ministry. It is this author’s firm belief that it is incumbent upon the Senior Pastor to be in the lead position. Ultimately, he is given the responsibility to “shepherd the flock of God among you” (1 Peter 5:2). It is this author’s opinion that the greater responsibility for discipling and shepherding the flock will be on his shoulders when we stand before God and give an account for the flock that the Chief Shepherd has entrusted to our care (refer to Hebrews 13:17). 

In addition, it is also the author’s observation that the person doing the feeding, usually the Senior Pastor, is also the person with the greatest amount of influence on the individual member of the church.  When the Senior Pastor speaks, people listen. John Maxwell calls this, “The Law of E.F. Hutton.”
 The main reason for this is simple, this is the person who on a weekly basis breaks the bread of life to the members and they regularly experience God speaking to them through his ministry. He is God’s spokesperson for the hour. As a result, when the Pastor speaks about small groups or really about any subject, the members will more often than not listen to the instructions and directions from God’s under shepherd. It is also particularly powerful when the Senior Pastor can fit in regular message mentions of a small group story or a small group victory to illustrate and punch a point in the sermon. The small group Pastor can have a definite role and impact in the effective organization and running of the ministry, but the Senior Pastor must be the primary force and cheerleader for the ministry. 

Adopt a model that fits who and where you are:

Gene Getz has said that “Christian theology must be done in the context of the local church.”
 What he means by that is this: ultimately the implications, ramifications and applications of the Scripture must be grasped by a group of believers in a local church. For local church leaders it means that you had better take into consideration, before adopting any approach or methodology, what is your ministry history, location and context. For instance, if I was a Pastor, say in Birmingham Alabama, (or some other city in the South where Sunday School has been the one and only method of disciple making) I would think twice about adopting a “new fangled” small group approach to ministry. The Apostle Paul put it this way,

To the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might win Jews; to those under the Law, as under the Law, though not being under the Law, that I might win those who are under the Law; to those who are without the law, as without law, though not being without th e law of God but under the law of Christ, that I might win those who are without the law. To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak; I have become all things to all men, that I may by all means save some (1 Cor. 9:20-23). 
When the author accepted the position to teach at Liberty Baptist Theological Seminary, he also received an invitation from Dr. Jerry Falwell to become the Discipleship Pastor of Thomas Road Baptist Church. On one particular conversation the author had with Dr. Falwell, the question came up, “What about small groups? Are you proposing that we have small groups here at Thomas Road?” This pastor’s response was this, “I haven’t been here long enough to determine whether or not small groups is a good fit for the church, so we will have to wait and see.” The author has since proposed a small group/ cell strategy, but it is a strategy that does so without abandoning the adult Sunday School structure. 

Another factor to take into consideration in this particular situation, was that the church was recently given almost 900,000 square feet of meeting space (February of 2004; the former Ericsson building). Adopting a model to whom and where you are is important here, because Thomas Road has almost limitless meeting rooms for adults to meet on Sunday morning. Again, it didn’t make much sense to this author to do away with the medium sized group (Sunday School) and go to a total small group transition even though there is a strong belief in the efficacy of a small group to produce leaders and disciples. So the solution was to keep the medium sized group and then to subdivide each Adult Bible Community (Sunday School class) into gender specific growth and accountability groups. Our goal in five years time is to have 100 ABCs and 1,000 cell groups coming from within the ABCs (10 per ABC). If a ministry transitions to a small group strategy that ministry must adopt a model that fits who and where you are!

Leader Recruiting and Training:

Dr. Jerry Falwell has said many times, “Everything rises and falls on leadership.” That phrase is patently true. It is particularly true in regard to transitioning to a small group system. The Pastors or the Church leaders in the local church must do everything in their power to seek out and find those people who have leadership capability and then they must train them to be as effective as they can be. 

It starts with a “holy discomfort” of having people sit week after week in your church and not grow and develop into all that they can be. A small group system forces us to view many people as potential leaders. Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12 are good passages to study and understand that God desires all the gifts in the body to be functioning. This means that church leaders, must develop systems both at the macro level and micro level that will encourage and enable many people to get involved in the Great Commission. This does not mean that only member’s with the gift of teaching can be involved in leading small groups. People with the spiritual gift of “helps” make excellent small group leaders. People with the gift of mercy make excellent small group leaders. In fact, with the exception of the ‘prophet’ just about every spiritual gift enables a person to effectively lead a small group. Prophets tend to be a bit too scratchy for most small group members. 

The training should not be so difficult or long that the average church member would be intimidated. The Jesus method of leadership training works well here: teach them a little bit then send them out. When they come back, teach them some more. New Life developed New Life 460 and New Life 462 to effectively train the leaders.

Launch the new ministry:

The word launch means, “to slide (a new vessel) into the water/ to set in operation or on some course; start something new; to plunge into.”
 “Sliding your new vessel” (small groups) into the water takes quite a bit of nerve. Are there holes in the vessel? Is it sea worthy? What if it doesn’t float? Maybe these are some of the emotions you may experience as you launch the new small group ministry transition; just the same you must push the new vessel out into the water and see what happens. At a moment in time you must begin. It could be a fall kickoff event where your first 5 or 6 groups begin. It could be a sermon series where you teach on the Biblical value of being in groups and then you launch your new baby.  It could be that you bring in a nationally known speaker or small group leader to launch the new groups for you. Perhaps you may begin with a deacon’s meeting where you do a presentation and then allow time for question and answer. Eventually though, after the prayer, study and planning you will launch the new ministry out into the deep waters. 

There will be leaks along the way, but if you have done your homework and if you patch the leaks as you go, in no time at all, you will be sailing to new and exciting vistas. Believe this, once you begin to see the new positive results you will wonder why you didn’t launch out sooner. 

Grow the quantity and the quality of groups:

There are two q’s that every small group pastor and leader needs to pay attention to and they are quantity and quality. A person may ask which one is more important, Quantity or Quality? The answer? They are both equally important. Initially, during the launch phase it is very important that you grow the quantity of groups so that the new ministry can develop some natural momentum. Promote, recruit, frontload, encourage, beg, cajole do whatever it takes to get new people involved in small groups. 

Later on, it is important to develop substantial quality because people will only attend a poorly led group for so long. This is why good small group leaders are so important. If a leader stops doing the little things well (calling, contacting, inviting, mentoring) then the group is in trouble, because “people don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.”
 

Reward the right behavior:

Mark Twain once said, “I can live up two months on a good compliment.”
 This is true for most people. Yet the natural tendency is to consistently harp on the wrong things we see in people or in their small group. One way to compliment right behavior is during your quarterly small group rally. The author would review the monthly reports and ask coaches about who was doing a good job and then this small group pastor would highlight the person or the group during the rally time. As the author talked glowingly about the person or groups if you paid attention you could literally see appreciation flowing into the person or group. Everybody else in the room would take note of the positive behavior and they would be encouraged and emboldened to do likewise. Showing appreciation in a small group transition strategy is invaluable. 

Over communicate:

People like to feel like they are a part of what is going on. If you don’t communicate effectively people will grow suspicious of you and your ministry. Here are a few communication ideas. 

1. Preach a series on small groups

2. Create a small group newsletter for members and leaders

3. Send emails every week to small group leaders

4. Periodically feed the Sr. Pastor great stories about small groups so that he can do a “message mention” 

5. Teach a lesson in the new member’s class on the importance of getting connected to a small group 

6. Send basic phone tree reminders to your leaders 

7. Have a running monthly column in the main newsletter for the church. 

Most small group ministries suffer from under communication. The problem with under communication is that it kills enthusiasm and momentum. As a leader of a small group system you must do whatever is necessary to get the word out about what is going on. Again, “people are down on what they are not up on.” 

Utilize and develop Coaches:

The Coaching system that you develop is the key to the effective functioning of a small group strategy. 
 Without a coaching system, small groups will decline and could even cause problems. Your coaches are the key to a successful long-term small group ministry. Championship teams have great coaches. If you look at professional championship team they are usually led by coaches who know how to get the job done. In most situations successful coaches are ex-players. This leads the author to believe that in a small group system you coaches need to at least led a group successfully and hopefully they have even multiplied their group several times. You should not select and use coaches who have not successfully led small groups. 

Further, small groups by their very nature are de-centralized and usually meet off campus. This opens the door for lots of issues. Your coaches had better be getting around to see what is happening in your groups. Coaches make sure that groups and group leaders are on track with the overall vision and mission of the church. They also protect the church from doctrinal error and divisive issues if they are functioning. If you are not developing and using coaches you are not going to have powerful long-term groups.  They are essential to having good groups. 

Pray

Prayer must be the central component in a small group strategy. Prayer must be the central strategy in any church work, because even though I have heard it a thousand times and said it a hundred times it is still true, “Nothing of eternal significance is ever accomplished apart from prayer.”
 In this author’s opinion there are two levels where prayer must be pervasive:

1. The Small Group Pastor and leadership team praying for workers/ laborers to be sent into the ministry. Jesus said, “Beseech the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His harvest” (Matt. 9:38). If a church is not specifically praying for new leaders, that church will not discover them. God wants a leader and a ministry to pray according to His will (1 John 5:14-5) and He wants us to pray specifically. The small group Pastor must be praying for new leaders. 

2. The small group leader must be praying at least an hour a day for their flock and their needs. Studies have been done that reveal the groups that successfully multiply are the groups in which the leader is praying an hour a day.
 Small group leaders need to set the P.A.C.E. for the members in their group. That is, they need to pray daily for the members, promote accountability, contact regularly and be an example of a growing Christian. First in this list is prayer. 

The small group pastor and leader can always tell when a small group leader is praying. That leader and that group is going to be reporting answers to prayer, the group is going to be growing, potential leaders are being mentored and the group is exciting. God is answering prayer!

See God expand your vision:

If you have followed the suggestions from the author one of the results that you will experience is that God will increase and expand your vision. At New Life when they began seeing God develop small group leaders and groups began multiplying then we were able to believe that we could perhaps, not only birth new small groups but maybe we could birth new churches. As a result of this progression and development we were able to trust God for bigger and better things. In the future it is my hope and desire that every church will come to the place in their vision and mission to become not just a “mega” church but a “mothering” church. 

This case study is about that very process and the author was and is grateful that the Lord of the harvest saw fit for this servant to be a part of the process. My hope and prayer is that the strategy we implemented and the lessons we learned will benefit the kingdom in some measure. Specifically that this project will aid and assist churches in the fulfillment of the Great Commission, the Great Commandment and the New Commandment!
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