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Group 100 Conference 
100 Fastest Growing Churches Group Conf. !

My friend, Lifeway small group wizard, Rick Howerton invited me to 
attend a small group conference July 28-30 being offered to the 100 
fastest growing churches in the United States.  I was accompanied by my 
gorgeous wife Vicki. 

We felt very privileged to attend because the conference featured 
an all-star cast of authors and small group experts including: 

• Steve Gladen, Saddleback Church 

• Bill Donahue, Trinity University Professor, Formerly of Willow 
Creek Association 

• Bill Willits, Northpoint Church 

• Ed Stetzer & Eric Geiger, Lifeway Research 

• Rick Howerton, Lifeway Small Groups Division 

Here’s some of the things that they shared. 

!
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The Changing Roles and Responsibilities 
of the Group Pastor in an Ever-Expanding 

Groups Ministry, by Bill Donahue !
When I started into Christian community I thought it would be easy 

but I realized then that community is 
where the person you least want to be 
with is. 

What does it mean to be a small 
group director? I am sharing both from 
my experience and the experiences of 
the churches I have worked with. 

The Changing Face of Group 
Life: From Movement to Value 

You are first of all a change 
agent. Here are some of the changes 
the group movement has experienced: 

• 1950’s: Small Group as nuclear family 

• 1960’s: Para-church focus on evangelism 

• 1970’s: Lyman Coleman – Sharing life/Mainline Church 

• 1980’s: Carl George/Ralph Neighbour – Change Strategy/
Reproduction 

• 1990’s: Larry Crabb – Spiritual Transformation/Recovery 

• 2000’s: Neighborhood/House Church – Place-based community 

• 2010’s: Post-Modern Movement 
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A New Kind of Ministry Requires a New Kind of 
Leadership 

There is such diversity of things you are supposed to do 
exceptionally well as a small group pastor: 

• Strategic Planner 

• Pastor to Leaders 

• Trainer/Equipper 

• Spiritual Formation Expert 

• Vision Crafter 

• Resource Manager 

• Budget Planner 

• HR/Staff Director 

• Leadership Team Member 

• Recruiter of Leaders/Members 

• Conflict Manager 

• Ministry Promoter 

• Event Planner 

• Team Builder 

• Systems Developer 

• Curriculum Writer 

• Campaign Director 
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• Theologian in Residence 

Where Does the Group Pastor Focus Energy & 
Expertise? 

Leading Self 

• Soul Care: Here are 7 warning signs that you need to take better 
care of your soul: 

1. Words without action: “I’ll be there.” “I’m praying for you.” 

2. Busyness without purpose 

3. Relationships without reciprocity - Are their people speaking 
life into you? 

4. Calendars without a sabbath 

5. Pastoral personality without self-examination 

6. Natural gift without spiritual power 

7. Great theology without a spirituality 

Check out these books: Resilient Ministry by Burns, and Replenish 
by Lance Witt 

• Self Knowledge 

• Role Clarity – Get clarity on this. Focus on what you do well. Get 
clear on what success is. Ask people: “A year from now, what 
would you be excited about my having accomplished?” Stay in 
conversation on this. 

Lead the Strategy 

• Vision and mission clarity 
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• Define success 

• Communication with Sr. Leadership 

Lead Your Team 

• Roles & responsibilities 

• Trust building 

• Build community 

Suggested Framework for Group Point Leaders 
!

Knowing who you are and where you are to focus frees you to excel. 

Point Leader 
Focus

Character 
What kind of 

person are you 
becoming?

Clarity 
What are we 

doing and why?

Community 
Who is on the 
team and how 
will we work 

together?

Transformational 
Leader

Identity – Getting a 
grip on who you 
are in Christ

Responsibility - 
What is my “yes” 
and what is my 
“no”?

Accountability - 
Who do I answer 
to? God, Peers

Transformational 
Strategy

Culture – You 
cannot change 
strategy without 
changing culture. 

Priorities – Getting 
a grip on who you 
are in Christ

Flexibility – The 
structure serves the 
people not people 
the structure. What 
works changes.

Transformational 
Groups & Team

Integrity – Is there 
a wholeness 
between values 
and strategy?

Productivity – Is 
there clarity on 
results?

Trust – The 
foundation of team
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A good book on church culture is Church Unique, by Will Mancini. 
You need clarity not only on “what?” but also “what first?” 

Your Emphasis as a Leader Depends on What Your 
Ministry Needs Now 

Your role needs to change depending on what your church is 
experiencing and what your people need. Here are different possible 
roles and the questions that need to be answered in relationship to each 
one: 

• Vision/Shaper – A question of communication. What are we trying 
to accomplish? What is the purpose of a group? What is the role 
of a leader? 

• Starter – Who is your team? 

• Builder – What is your structure? Putting the support systems in 
place. 

• Manager – Working with people and calendar and budgets 

• Revitalizer – Change management person. Pain management! 
What stage are people in? People go through the five stages of 
grief: Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression, Acceptance. 

• Multiplier – Leader development. This is what Dave Ferguson 
emphasizes so consistently. This is their core value. How do we 
multiply leadership at every level? 

• Pastor – Everyone wants to be pastored. None of the other stuff 
works without this role. How can I pastor those who report directly 
to me so that they can pastor others? 
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Discipleship in Context, by Michael Kelly !
We tend to focus on weekend services almost exclusively. Then we 

become event focused rather than discipleship focused. We at LifeWay 
help you write materials for your groups that synchronize your groups 
with your sermons and worship services. 

Our team becomes part of your team. We absorb your DNA and 
content. Then we become your lowest maintenance staff. Yet know one 
knows that we exist.  

We are starting a new online tool at smallgroup.com to help you 
create custom Bible study for their groups or individuals. Here is how it 
works. 

First, you create a church profile. Within that you can put your own 
terminology in it. For example, your group name (LifeGroups, Home 
Teams, etc.). You can outline the studies using your own group format 
and terms. 

We are giving all of you six free months of access to 
smallgroup.com. This is cost free. All you need to do is give us feedback. 
You are part of the beta group, if you want to be. If you did not get the 
email invitation, email me at michael.kelly@lifeway.com. 

Building a Team, by Bill Willits 
Introduction 
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I’ve had wonderful teams and team members. I have also made 
terrible decisions in both hiring and in appointing volunteers. Really the 

same principles apply to getting the right 
team members whether or not you are hiring 
or recruiting and appointing volunteer 
leaders. 

Your most important task is choosing the 
people who will partner with you. Who you 
choose will be more important than the 
model you use! Who you choose will 
determine the kind of leaders you attract 
both positively and negatively. 

Key Questions to Ask 
There are four key questions that need to be asked when building a 

team.  

1. What are you inviting people to join? Why does your ministry 
exist? You want to find people who share your “why.” Why does it 
matter? At our church, we say, “You can’t grow spiritually unless you 
are connected relationally.” We exist to connect people relationally so 
that they can grow spiritually. 

2. What kind of person are you looking for and what will he or 
she do? What is the profile of the role? Are you looking for a strong 
leader or someone who is more relational? What do you want the 
leader to do? You need a very simple job description for this. Maybe 
even one sentence. 
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3. What is the criteria that we will use to assess candidates? We 
use four C’s:  

• Character – Are they healthy? You are not looking for perfection 
but growing maturity. Are they self-aware? Are they comfortable in 
their own skin? 

• Competence – Do their wiring, personality, and strengths match 
the role? We use tools like Strengths-Finder and the Myers-Briggs 
with our volunteer leaders and PerfectMatch with our staff. Are they 
producers or abstract “ideators”? One mismatch is when someone 
has a teaching gift and wants to talk a lot as a small group leader. If 
you are clear you might be able to actually use this type of person as 
a group leader if you can get them to engage people in an interactive 
way.  

• “Everyone is a genius. But if you judge a fish on its ability to 
climb a tree it will spend its life thinking it’s stupid.” – Albert 
Einstein. 

• Do they have the “make-it-better” gene. You need some 
(but not too many!) people who have a healthy level of 
dissatisfaction. 

• Culture – You want leaders who share both your “yes” and your 
“no.” Our way is not necessarily the best way, but it is our way. We 
have a set of simple questions around this. 

• Chemistry – They have the “it” factor. You want people who 
leave a life-giving rift in their wake. You will enjoy them not just 
endure them. We sometimes underestimate the importance of 
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chemistry.  You need to work with people you like! Consider the 
“Caller ID Rule.” How would you feel if their name appears on your 
caller ID?  

4. What process will you employ? What is your system for 
connecting with prospects. Enlisting volunteers should be a team 
sport. Consider the drain and gain principle and ask others about a 
person, not just the individual themselves. Hiring should be an 
historical exercise. Ask people who they worked with before: “What 
did they do effortlessly?” “What did they struggle with?” “Would you 
hire them again?” Have a good hiring system that involves others and 
protects your DNA. Don’t short circuit the process for certain people. 

A couple of key principles:  

• Go slow and be patient. The pain of not filling a role is immensely 
less than a pain of filling it poorly. 

• The more strategic the role, the more deliberate the process. 

• For staff positions, promote from within if possible. “We would 
rather educate a leader we know is with us and motivated, than activate 
someone we don’t know who simply has education credentials.” 

• Be leery of rock stars. Ask a lot of questions of their previous 
organization. Ask the candidate if they are running from something or 
running to something. Just because someone is on third base, don’t 
assume they hit a triple! Perhaps others got them there. Just because 
they excelled where they were does not mean that they will do well in 
your context. 
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• Give clear expectations about next steps when you are hiring. 
Don’t string people along. Communicate the process at every point. 
Don’t prematurely make any decisions. Always debrief interviews with 
your team fully before extending an offer to anyone. I learned this 
lesson the hard way. 

• When you know you made a bad decision (whether with a staff or 
volunteer position), own it and free them quickly from their role. It’s the 
“Caiaphas Rule: sacrifice the one for the many.  

Remember: The people that you choose will be more important 
than any other element of your church or ministry. 

Panel Discussion !
Can you suggest a ratio of small group staff to members? 

Bill Willits: At NorthPoint we have 1 small group pastor for every 90 
groups, and 1 for every 80 women’s groups. Short term groups aren’t in 
those numbers because we resource them differently.  

Steve Gladen: We have one pastor for every 300 groups. Then we 
have volunteer coaches under that overseeing from one to 25 groups. A 
lot of this relates to how it works. We do have support staff alongside 
these pastors also. We give new groups more care than established 
groups. 

Bill Donahue: We at Willow Creek initially had one small group 
pastor for every 50 groups or 500 people. But then we realized that some 
people were in more than one group so there were fewer people than we 
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realized in 50 groups because of the duplicates. So we ended up with 
one pastor for every 60 groups. 

What are the keys to developing spiritual depth in groups? 

Bill D.: There are six questions to answer: What are you trying to 
produce? What is a disciple, a formed person?  This does not have to be 
complicated. Who is going to help them? What is the content or what you 
want them to grasp? What are the core practices you want them to try? 
What experiences do you want them to have? 

You need authenticity and trust. You need to balance content and 
discussion. 

Steve: You need tools that engage the people where you are. Do 
they fit your church and your community? Should components be online? 

Bill: A lot of development is for our leadership. We focus on three 
things: spiritual, relational, missional. There are certain classes and 
training that we offer only to our leaders. 

Steve: You need to be where people are. Today people are in front 
of four screens: their TV, desktop computer, tablet, and phone. They 
spend an incredible amount of time looking at these four screens. So we 
need to find a way to be there. So we are releasing an app for spiritual 
growth. 

Bill: We have a site groupleaders.com. We are putting training 
modules there for people to do. This is the age of TED talks. 

Steve: The average watch time for an online video is 2 minutes. 
Also, leaders don’t learn what they need in advance. They learn when 

Group 100 Conference, Page �13

http://groupleaders.com


Jim Egli

they hit a crisis so we need things that are easily accessible in terms of 
need when people are ready to learn. 

Bill W., could you explain the two key help roles you mentioned in 
establishing a healthy group ministry—a strategic leader and a relational 
leader? 

I needed people better on each of these fronts than I was. The 
relational person was at first a volunteer then we hired them. 

How do we move from a church with groups to a church of groups, 
when so much of the time and energy go to the weekend experience? 

Bill D.: Only experiences can change culture at that level. Things like 
retreats can move people into this. Or perhaps, an outsider can facilitate 
something. 

Take Oak Hill Bible Church, where Tony Evans is the senior pastor. 
Declaring small groups into existence by proclamation failed twice. Then 
we put key future leaders in turbo groups and finally it worked. They 
could only replicate what they had experienced. 

Steve: Rick Warren is in a small group and that makes all the 
difference. But that has not always been the case. It takes time. It has to 
start with you. Changing things is more like a political campaign than a 
military campaign. Things have to be more relational and grassroots. 

It is very difficult to change the culture in an established church. It 
takes time. 
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Bill D.: This is a “come with me” change. For example, one pivotal 
thing in a church is to invite key people to visit a small group. Get people 
into these events. Invite key leaders to go to a group with you. 

Bill W.: The weekend is not the enemy. This is a tension to manage, 
not a problem to solve. A great weekend experience is your friend! It’s 
where you get people to put into groups! Give your team and senior 
leaders terminology to highlight and emphasize the value of groups. For 
example, at our church we say: “Circles are better than rows.”  

What do we do if our senior pastor is not excited or talking a lot 
about small groups? 

Bill D.: That was kind of my situation at Willow Creek. Bill Hybels was 
not in a regular group. He had an evangelist cadre, but he brought small 
group values into his elder meeting, adding 45 minutes of group time 
into that context. You need a champion and Bill was that. If you don’t have 
a champion in your senior pastor, you will not get more than 30% of your 
people in groups. 

Steve: In evangelism we think of people in terms of the Engel scale. 
It’s helpful not to think in black and white terms. It is the same with the 
senior leader and their small group receptivity. You need to think, how 
can I influence them. What questions can I ask about discipleship? Who 
are the people that influence the senior leaders and how can I help them 
catch the vision? Help them see how groups advance what they are 
passionate about. You are moving them along a step at a time. 

Bill D.: If they don’t talk things up, will they let you talk them up, will 
they give you a platform? 
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What do you look for in coaches? 

Bill W.: We did a more traditional coaching system at first. We tried 
to simplify what we expected.  

But we found that the traditional model would not scale to what we 
wanted to do. Our coaches felt like they were ineffective. One third did a 
great job but two-thirds did not. So now we just do staff.  

When we clarified their responsibilities we realized that for us it 
would work for staff to do this. These people do lots of breakfasts with 
leaders, they interview apprentices. Some of them do leader meetings. 

Steve: When you hear “coach” you probably picture one person 
over x number of groups. But instead think about what the needs of the 
leaders are and how you can speak that into leaders in ways other than a 
simple coach or supervisor. 

For example, your curriculum could coach leaders if you are 
deliberate about it. Be careful not to get too locked down into one 
person expecting this person to carry the full role. Think through your 
supporting cast, your supporting system. 

Rick: Steve, tell us how you classify leaders to know how to coach 
them better? 

We have different ways to categorize leaders. Are they new or 
seasoned? Are they effective veterans or stubborn? We established 
simple metrics to help determine where people are. We paired leaders 
who worked better with and preferred different ratios of these categories. 
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Some coaches like working with new leaders. Others prefer season 
leaders. Some even like working with stubborn leaders. 

Bill W.: We used to have small group staff do 3 touches a year with 
all their group leaders, having them connect with them by doing things 
like taking them out for a meal or coffee. But now we have them do 2 with 
all leaders and the remaining time they give to the new leaders. We give 
them a guide for helping new leaders. 

Jesus did not do one-on-one coaching. Realize that not all coaching 
is one-on-one. 

How does group life need to change in this digital age? 

Steve: There are needs that transcend culture and are present 
around the world in all people. Everyone needs relationship. There are 
different methodologies, yes.  

Bill W.: We are turning over much of our leadership to this next 
generation. This is one of the key ways to connect with the next 
generation, put them in charge. 

Authenticity is pivotal for this next generation. They want the real.  

We created a wiki to give them just-in-time training, but it did not 
work. They pick up the phone. 

Bill D.: The younger generation wants group relationships more 
than my generation. Most children today are not born in traditional two-
parent families. They want a family and they want mentors, they want 
older people to invest in them. 
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Steve: The Bible is built on a family system not governmental 
system. People want family. 

Bill W.: You need to engage your seasoned, older Christians in 
investing in the younger people. 

Rick: LifeWay’s research shows that younger people desperately 
want relationship with older people. They want relationship and real 
community more than previous generations. 

Ministry Grid, by Barnabas Piper !
Ministry Grid is 3700 online training videos to help you equip your 

people. Its goal is to help you fulfill Ephesians 4. Most videos are 8-10 
minutes long.  

Only 25% of churches have any training plan. There are four 
reasons for this: lack of time, money, resources, and plans.  

We combine great training, godly leaders, and receptive people.  

This can be done online or through smartphone apps. They can get 
training anytime, anywhere. There is training for everything from parking 
to preaching. There are over 200 sessions on small groups. 70 of these 
are totally free.  

There are helpful sequences for different roles.  

Churches subscribe and you configure what you want to offer. That 
is what your people see. You can give people access to a wide variety of 
areas. It can have your colors and logo. Different areas of ministry can be 
given different codes.  
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There are also content filters. You can eliminate different areas or 
speakers. For example, if your church does not have Sunday school you 
could delete that area.  

There are sessions, courses, and tracks. As an administrator, you can 
see what people have consumed as individuals or as a group.  

This is very easy for the end user.  

There is tiered pricing. For a church under 50, it is $179.95 a year. 
For a church of more than 3000, it is $3599.95 a year.  

How do you implement this? Start with your most passionate 
ministry area. Then go from there, rolling it out to other areas. 

We offer weekly online training on how to start, use, and build it. 
There are also over 70 online videos.  

This is a LMS, a learning management system. You will get a code 
that will let you use it free for 50 people for 30 days.  

Modeling Christlikeness, by Claude King !
God has given us everything we need for life and godliness. (2 

Peter 1:3) 

Paul said:  

 For I decided that while I was with you I would forget 
everything except Jesus Christ, the one who was crucified.  I came 
to you in weakness—timid and trembling.  And my message and 
my preaching were very plain. Rather than using clever and 
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persuasive speeches, I relied only on the power of the Holy Spirit.  
I did this so you would trust not in human wisdom but in the 
power of God.  (1 Corinthians 2:3-5) 

What the world needs today is people whose lives demonstrate the 
power of the Holy Spirit. Paul said, “And you should imitate me, just as I 
imitate Christ.” (1 Corinthians 11:1) In effect he said, I’m going after Jesus, 
so just follow me and you’ll do great.  

Here are four principles for having this same impact: 

1. Go for entire consecration. God, says, “Be holy for I am holy.” Go 
after full sanctification. Jesus himself said in John 17, “I sanctify myself 
so that they also might be sanctified.” If you set apart your life for 
God, and turn away from things that distract you from that, your 
people can follow you in that. God has created a thirst in people for 
him. You must let Christ’s presence in your life be so pure and 
different than the world that people thirst for what they see in us. Live 
your life in a way that people can see Christ without the human 
distortions. 

2. Go after wholehearted love. Aim to help your people love God 
with all their heart, soul, mind and strength. That is the core of spiritual 
growth. An idol is anything that distracts us from whole-hearted love 
for God. 

3. Go after complete obedience. Does that sound impossible? 
Perhaps, but Jesus said: “Not everyone who calls out to me, ‘Lord! 
Lord!’ will enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Only those who actually do 
the will of my Father in heaven will enter.” (Matthew 7:21) The only 
type of obedience is total obedience. Samuel said to Saul, “Rebellion 
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is as sinful as witchcraft, and stubbornness as bad as worshiping 
idols.” (1 Samuel 15:23) We need to go after complete obedience. 

4. Go for full surrender. When you sacrifice something, you give it 
over totally. In Romans 12:1, Paul says: “And so, dear brothers and 
sisters, I plead with you to give your bodies to God because of all he 
has done for you. Let them be a living and holy sacrifice—the kind he 
will find acceptable. This is truly the way to worship him.” Homage 
means, “I will serve you no matter what. I will do whatever you say. I 
am willing to fight or even die for you.” People pledged themselves to 
Caesar that way, but Christians chose to make that promise to God. 

Right now in silence let’s offer ourselves anew to Christ.  

Heavenly Father, thank you for giving us all we need for life and 
godliness. So guide us to be examples and models of Christlikeness. We 
want to say like Paul, “Follow us as we follow Christ.” Transform our lives, 
our churches, and our cities. Move in mighty ways, we ask in Jesus’ name. 
Amen. 

Aligning Your Small Group Ministry and 
Your Church, by Steve Gladen !

We’ve also put lots of free resources at smallgroup.net/free. 

Where do you start? 
Alignment starts with you! 

In corporations they call this athletic performance where there is 
alignment in all areas—mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually. 
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There’s a reason why the primary qualification in scripture for 
leadership is family health.  

Don’t point to your senior leader as someone out of alignment. 
Alignment begins with your own life and ministry. Here are the key 
principles for that. 

1. Move slowly. It takes time to mature. Don’t try to make things 
happen fast all the time. 

2. Regularly check your motives and evaluate your heart. 

3. Steer clear of the numbers game. Bigger is not always better. 
Bigger churches have bigger messes. But healthier is always better. 
Don’t play the game of comparing your numbers to others. 

4. Do not criticize the past. No matter what or who went before 
you, bless it. You are building on and benefitting from those who went 
before us. 

5. Avoid the comparison trap. Just as a good parent does not 
compare their children to each other, so don’t do that in your ministry. 
Let’s say I have two Monee paintings here, an original and a copy. 
Which would you want? Originals are valuable. Copies are not. 

6. Get and focus on clear priorities. Work smarter not harder.  

7. Pace yourself. Get people around you that keep you balanced 
and healthy. Learn the powerful word “no” that forces you to look for 
others. Or, maybe you do not even need that program or event at 
your church. 
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8. Serve. Jesus said: “But among you it will be different. Whoever 
wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and whoever 
wants to be first among you must become your slave. For even the 
Son of Man came not to be served but to serve others and to give his 
life as a ransom for many.” (Matthew 20:26-28) 

9. Learn from everyone. 

10. Pursue contentment.  

Which of these ten principles do you need to heed right now? 
Prayerfully identify that now. 

Define Your Church’s Strategy, Success, and System 
Realize that my church has been working on this for 17 years. The 

same is true of our other speakers here. This takes time. Don’t think you 
can get this easily or quickly, but keep working on it. 

You can’t just copy us on this. You can just embrace our values or 
methology. You need to figure this out for your own church. 

A foundation question is: What is “church”? We believe that the 
Bible teaches that you need two contexts as we see in Acts 5:42: “And 
every day, in the Temple and from house to house, they continued to 
teach and preach this message: ‘Jesus is the Messiah.’” 

A funnel shows our strategy with people moving from the weekend 
experience at the top of the funnel through subsequent levels of growth 
and engagement: 
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Rick Warren is very good at defining success. We want the great 
commandment and the great commission in the heart of every group. 

What is discipleship? What are you trying to produce? Once you 
know what your end-in-mind is, then you can know how you fit your 
groups into it.  

Our church has five priorities that we 
want to include and balance. 

What does this look like in people’s 
lives. We emphasize three things: 1) weekend 
worship, where you get vision, values and 
Biblical teaching, 2) a group helping you 
grow, and 3) serving God in their area of 
passion. 

We don’t care which of those people enter in, we 
move them into the other two so that they are healthy and growing. 

!

What Context How

Establish Weekend Match message and worship to 
context

Explain Classes 101-501 Orientation, Biblical principles

Experience Groups Community, Accountability, 
Encouragement

Express Purpose Driven Life Health Assessment
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Understand Your Church’s Small Group History and 
Trigger Points 

Every church has rules that arose from points of pain. Some of them 
are inconsistent and dysfunctional. Don’t try to change them, but you 
must understand them to know how to move things forward. 

You can find these out by asking people history, both staff and their 
spouses. 

Realize that this is all relational. You must build equity. 

Understand the diffusion of innovation bell curve. 16% of the 
people will help you initiate a new change. Most of the people will take 
considerable time to move forward. That is okay. Don’t fight this. 

Get a prayer team and begin praying for responsiveness. Who is 
your prayer team? You should have at least five people. If you don’t have 
this, who can you recruit? Write down the names of your prayer team (or 
future prayer team) right now. 

Who are the responsive people? Who can you begin with? Within 
the 16%, there’s a 2% that are even more open. 

What do you want to accomplish? Get clarity on that. Don’t get 
distracted by problem solving. There are always many reasons why things 
won’t work. But don’t let that stop you from what God is calling you to do. 

The shepherd picks the next pasture, not the sheep. You as a pastor 
must lead the way. 

Understand what ensures alignment in your groups 
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You first of all need senior pastor and leadership buy in. In a 
marriage it’s so helpful to know your spouse’s love language. In the same 
way, you need to discover what is important to the senior pastor. You 
work for the senior pastor, they don’t work for you. You are there to help 
them accomplish their dream and calling. 

Earn the right to be heard. Know where to start. Begin your group 
ministry in the right place and let things grow from there. For example, 
maybe you begin with your young adults. 

Stories and stats motivate people. Who do you listen to: satisfied 
customers or used car salesmen? Stories help people say “yes” to groups. 

Guard against drift. What is pulling in other directions? Seek to get 
everyone together and moving in the same direction. 

The key characteristics of leaders is that they have followers. Some 
people are not leaders but want us to make them leaders. Instead, now 
we look for people who are leaders. If you have friends, you can start a 
group. How do we guide people, even if they are not yet believers?  

We have guard rails. We have training and curriculum that slowly 
move them forward into alignment. 

Which of these principles speak to you? What do you need to apply 
right now? Talk about it at your table right now. 

We are working on two free smartphone apps right now that any 
church can use: one for individual spiritual growth, one for groups. But it’s 
kind of like a free dog, nothing is free. You need to put your own content 
in it. We want these to be available by January. We have crawl, walk, run 
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levels in the different areas to meet people where they are and help them 
make their next steps. We are building accountability and relational 
dimensions into it.  

Whether you use our apps or not, think about how to engage them 
where they are, on their devices. 

Strategy for Equipping Group Leaders,  
by Bill Donahue 

Thoughts on Small Group Coaching 
Before we jump into leadership training, I want to say something 

about coaching. There is a continuum. On one end of the scale is 
developmental, where coaches are actively developing leaders. On the 
other end, it’s mere communication. Development takes a lot of support 
and the spans of care are small. Communication takes very little time and 
attention and has large spans of care. 

When you don’t have enough qualified mentors, you can have 
people doing peer coaching in pairs or triads. Sometimes in a small 
group of peers a leader emerges. 

You can have head coaches or coaches of coaches. These may be 
volunteers who have more time. They don’t have to be paid staff. 

If you have experienced group leaders who don’t need coaching, 
you need to use them and engage them at a higher level. Don’t just leave 
them alone. Have them help others. Use them as trainers or coaches.  

Another alternative is to get coaching teams who look together at a 
ministry area of groups and figure out what the needs are and how to 
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accomplish the task. So several coaches are relating to a larger number 
of groups and fulfilling different roles in relationship to them. 

There are lots of alternatives to consider or create. 

If the system seems like a management system rather than a 
support system it won’t work well. People will not respond well. They 
don’t want a boss. They need encouragement and support. 

1. Emphasize nurturing over mentoring. 

2. Emphasize shepherding more than leadership. We used to 
emphasize leadership in coaching more than shepherding and that 
was a mistake. 

3. Emphasize frequency of contact over impact. Trying to do high 
impact meetings for group leaders intimidated people. They can 
make a phone call, just sit with someone at a service, or talk to them in 
between services. 

4. Emphasize encouragement more than management. 

5. Emphasize that the role of coaching is more spiritual than 
organizational. 

I wrote a book Coaching Life-Changing Leaders that you might 
want to use. 

Training Leaders 
Training is different than teaching. When we are talking, we are not 

necessarily training. Training involved the heart, the head, and the hands. 
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The heart. Are you getting people praying together? Are you 
building vision? 

The hands. Are you imparting skills and building confidence and 
helping people develop strategy? 

Skill training cannot be done well online. Some things require 
practice and feedback. Delivery methods involve different things: 

You begin on the left side with new leaders and move to the right 
side. 

We did too many things on the left side as we got into it when we 
should have shifted to more on the job training and coaching. 

Support for Your Leaders 
Part of this is events. Why do they have to be in the room? They do 

not want to gather for information and announcements. This could have 
been done by email. 

What can happen best when we are together? What about retreats? 

How often do you do these and what should happen? When do we 
gather and why? Gatherings have to be amazing, they really need to work 

Self-Directed Coaching/Mentoring

Classroom On the Job
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for the people that come. You can tell if things are not going well 
because your leaders vote with their feet. 

Part of this is communication. The tools for this is changing so 
quickly. 

One thing we have done is bringing 10 to 20 of the leaders 
together over lunch. We would just give people two questions ahead of 
time and then let them give us feedback. 

Make email communication quick and meaningful so that people 
open them! 

!
!
!
!
!
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How are we equipping our leaders? 
Here’s a grid for you to use in your planning. 
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Here’s a tool to help you improve your training sessions. 

Group 100 Conference, Page �32



Jim Egli

We talk too much. We need to learn to build constructive activities 
that involve people into our training. We have to think through our goals 
and align things to that. Here’s an example. 
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It’s far more effective to have people role play confronting someone 
than to give a mere lecture on it. 

Training Tips & Insights 
1. Make every minute count. Don’t just blab.  

2. Under promise and over deliver. 

3. Focus on practice and learning NOT taking notes and listening. 

4. Spend only 25% teaching and use the balance of the time in 
practice, discussion, case studies, dialogue, etc. Work hard on 
designing the training so that they can work hard learning. 

5. Give them something to take home that they can use this week. 
For example, interview current experienced leaders about how they 
dealt with that leader and make that recording available for use after 
the training. 

6. Include fun and relationship-building time. 

7. Connect the skill with ministry wide and church wide values. For 
example, “We are teaching on confrontation because our church 
values truth telling and keeping short accounts.” 

8. Food! 

9. Pastor people, don’t just train them. 

10. Less is more! Avoid too much content, too much time, too much 
talking. I worked with one church that did 16 weeks of intense leader 
training with 90 leaders and got two groups out of it. Why? They 
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wanted a break after that “boot camp.” Give them the essentials. 
Enough to get going.  

Starting Points, by Philip Nations !
Each Group has a starting point. For example, diverse groups might 

be studying marriage but for different reasons. Some because they chose 
a book, others because they are studying Ephesians, others because of a 
sermon series. There are four types of starting points or buckets: 

1. Life 

2. Text 

3. Theology 

4. Your Church 

If people are more text based and like to do things more 
inductively, there is our Explore the Bible curriculum. 

About 70% of groups are more life issue driven. We have Bible 
Studies for Life. Here’s our focus for that: Connect the unconnected, 
strengthen families, disciple people with wisdom. We have put a lot of 
thought on how to do this in a helpful, comprehensive way. 

If people approach things more theologically, we have The Gospel 
Project. This keeps bringing people back to the Christ connection in the 
passage. 

Finally, for those groups following the sermon series, we have 
Discipleship in Context. This puts our team to work for you. We just need 
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36 hours to turn around your sermon topic and message, giving you 
great small group helps created just for you. 

We are here to help you and your church and resource you. 

Rick Howerton: These helps have been rethought and put into six 
week modules to make them workable for small groups. 

What You Can and Can’t Expect from Your 
Small Groups Ministry, by Bill Willits !
If you want to keep in touch with me, our website is 

insidenorthpoint.org and my email address is bill@northpoint.org. 

Introduction 
I love working with small groups. Small group pastors are heroes 

because they are true pastors. 

We are privileged to do what we do. We get to see people’s lives 
change. Recently we saw a person could come to Christ in a Starting 
Point group. 

At the same time, group life is messy. 

We are moving people from isolation to inclusion, from 
independence to interdependence, from embracing the values of culture 
to the values of scripture. 

It is the most challenging aspect of church life because it is so 
unpredictable.  
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I was on staff at 1st Baptist in Atlanta with Andy Stanley, we started a 
group because we needed relationship. I can’t remember what we 
studied but I remember that the relationships and support were life-
changing. We went through lots of struggles together. 

Our first group was good but our second and third groups were 
even better. We were experiencing group life at its finest. But our fourth 
group was not easy or enjoyable. There was not as much affinity and 
expectations conflicted. One person talked way too much. Two couples 
had struggling marriages. It seemed like the group from hell.  

Henri Nouwen says: “Community is the place where the person you 
least want to live with always lives.” 

Group started to seem like, one more thing to do. It was a burden. I 
was relieved when group got cancelled. 

Maybe your whole group ministry seems like this right now. 

Talk about it at your table: Have you ever been in a group that did 
not meet your expectations? Have you ever had someone tell you that 
groups don’t work? Have you ever personally wondered if small groups 
are a viable growth strategy? 

Unexpected Discoveries 
That rough group made me wonder if small groups were a good 

and scalable strategy for our church. I began asking lots of questions and 
talking to others. Here’s some of the things I learned: 

1. The need for community is universal. God created us for 
meaningful relationship. Life is better when we are connected to 
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others. “Two are better than one because they have a reward for their 
labor; and if they fall down they can help each other up.” (Ecclesiastes 
4:9) “Carry each others burdens and in this way you will fulfill the law 
of Christ.” (Galatians 6:2) The last year was very hard for us. We went 
through a variety of health and financial problems. We had to move 
nine times because our house had to be renovated to remove mold. 
But the body of Christ came around us giving us housing and gift 
cards and money. “As our lungs require air, so our souls require what 
only community provides.” - Larry Crabb 

2. Though the need for community is universal, there is a 
difference between what every person needs and what every group 
will provide. Not all groups experience community at the same level. 
There are four group contexts, as Joe Myers has pointed out: public, 
social, personal, and intimate. Public is what you experience as a 
sports fan. Social relationship is what you have with the people you 
interact regularly—at the bank, the store, and in church. Personal is the 
people you get close to and you feel like they are family. Intimate is 
with our raw and real friends. Jesus also worked on these four levels. 
Most small groups will be comprised of social and personal 
relationships.  But the deepest relationships come from intimate 
relationships. Crises make people go deep but you can’t manufacture 
that. 

3. Some groups are more pathways to community than 
destinations for community. So be careful of the vision that you cast. 
Sometimes you get close to people in the group but not the whole 
group.  
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4. Sometimes groups are more ministries than communities. 
Sometimes the focus of ministry is to us and at other times the 
ministry is through us. For example, people leading a divorce 
recovery group or a teen group are not going to receive as much as 
they give. But at times regular groups are also like that. 

God has a purpose for every group and everyone in your group. 

Recently a challenging couple joined our new small group. It was 
helpful for me. God, grew me. God used the group. During the year, her 
son killed her father. So at once, she lost two people so dear to her. We 
were there for her. 

Your leaders may not be experiencing community.  

Four Promises 
1. A group for most. 

2. Growth for many. People will always grow if they engage. 

3. A pathway for some. 

4. A ministry for all. God has uniquely gifted every person to help 
others. 

Groups are great, until the people show up! But God uses groups 
to do his work in and through us. 

!
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Budgeting for Ongoing Growth,  
by Steve Gladen !

What is the number one budgeting obstacle you are facing? 

You cannot fund to create momentum. But you can fund to maintain 
momentum. 

Become an Influencer 
Influence does not come from position. Everyone has it. God does 

not give you influence for your own benefit but for the benefit of others. 

The cause of influence is trust. It is driven by credibility. It is built 
over time. You cannot have great influence without sacrificing. The fastest 
way to build influence is likability. How do you build likability? By liking 
people. 

Understand the Terrain 
People give to vision not need. You need to be able to 

communicate your vision and to do it very quickly, very succinctly. 

You must connect your vision for groups to the core values of your 
church. 

Stories are motivators. That is why Jesus used stories. 

Understand that limitations generate creativity. Maybe you don’t 
need the budget that you think you need. Remember the movie Apollo 
13? They had to be very creative with what they had, but they got the job 
done. Hiring more and more staff is never the answer. 

Guard against a RUT (Robotic Unchallenged Thinking). 
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Think crawl-walk-run to get to your tipping point. Be patient but 
persistent. 

Give to get. Think of other ministries. Don’t just consider your own 
area. Give back unspent money to the overall church. 

Think Critically when Budgeting 
Ask the right questions: 

- Termination: What can we stop doing? 

- Combination: What can we mix together to make something 
new? This is how we created Celebrate Recovery. 

- Elimination: 

- What could we take out to make it simpler? 

- What barriers could we remove? (It might even cost money to 
eliminate barriers.) 

- What complexity do we get rid of to make it easier? 

- What can we do without? 

- Reincarnation: Is there something we need to bring back? 

- Coordination: How can we work together to do it faster, larger 
and cheaper? 

- Rejuvenation: Do we need to repurpose or revitalize something? 

- Illumination: How can I look at this problem in a new light? 
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- Fascination: How can we make something more attractive and 
appealing? Look at what  Disney has done with this.  

Thoughts on the Actual Budgeting 
1. Clearly define your mission and vision. Spend accordingly. 

2. Save money. You can then use this to serve and bless others 
who are hurting. 

3. Be generous. Think holistically. Think big for the kingdom. You 
do have to balance budgets. 

4. Make it possible for people to give online easily. You may think, 
what does this have to do with small groups? It helps you and 
everyone. You must have the best interests of the church in mind 
because we help one another. 

5. Teach discipleship. This involved challenging people with 3 T’s: 
Time, Tithing, Togetherness. Time with God. Giving to the church. 
These slay the giants of busyness, materialism, and isolation. 

6. Get leadership involved. There are three P’s to look at. How 
much goes to personnel, programs, and property? This will be 
different for different churches. 

7. Close down extraneous advertising costs. We have found that 
money spent on expensive advertising is often not effective. 

8. Less print and more email and social media. 
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9. Save money on your expenses through the passions of others. 
Can you use someone’s vacation home for a retreat? Can you use 
someone’s services instead of hiring for something to be done? 

10. Be blessed by volunteerism. Use volunteers. Encourage people 
to volunteer rather than seeking to be on staff. 

God, give your servants in this room your wisdom. Show them the 
terrain in their church. Help them ask the right questions and clarify their 
vision. Help them step out on faith and challenge others to step out in 
ways that honor you. We need wisdom for budgeting. We want your 
heart and your attitude. In Christ’s name. Amen. 

Q & A Time with Panel 
Ads/Promo 

- October 24-25 is the Regroup Conference at Northpoint. 

- Bill Donahue offers consultation and one day planning events. He 
will also do retreat and training events for small group leaders. 

Question & Answers 
How do you get pew sitters into groups? 

Steve: There were a lot of factors but the key thing was getting 
people to lead groups with their current friends.  

Bill W.: We emphasize organic but we also do events to help 
unconnected people connect with groups. It happens twice a year: in the 
fall and in January. We call it GroupLink. It helps people connect both 
geographically and in terms of affinity. We used to do this four times a 
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year but October and March don’t work. These events help a lot of 
unconnected people try a six week group. This especially helps men try 
groups. If you go to insidenorthpoint.org, you can see how our overall 
strategy works. As we said earlier, arm your senior leadership with terms 
and ideas that they can use. 

Do you have online groups? And, if so, how do these work? 

We started these with people in our online church. These groups 
are offered at all different times because of all the time zones around the 
world. At first, we tried to do this with a visual element. But people do not 
want that, they just wanted audio. 

We have also been having people gather others to watch the 
services online. So they are gathering others in their homes to do this. 

We have seen a lot of people come to Christ and people are 
engaging, including giving online. 

Bill W.: We also have a lot of people engaging online. We have 
learned that half of the audience also comes to our regular physical 
campuses. We tried online groups, giving it a lot of energy and some 
staff, but we could not get continuity or consistency, and this was 
deflating to the leaders. But services has a lot of involvement and 
significant giving. 

Bill D.: Willow Creek is experimenting with building community 
through a section of the auditorium. There are like 27 sections in the 
auditorium. There is also some affinity involved.  
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What percentage of the total budget does your small group 
department get? 

Bill D.: This is somewhat complicated. It involves events, training, 
and staff. So sometimes the lines are unclear. 

Bill W.: I don’t like the question. It is too simplistic. The percentage 
is not important. The important thing is strategy. We are in the 8-10% 
range at NorthPoint. We do not spend a lot of money on adult ministry 
facilities. We point that out. We are saving money on percentage. 

Steve: You can add all the square footage of your homes where you 
meet. And point out how you are saving money by getting ministry into 
homes. 

How much money do you invest in leaders? 

 Bill W.: We do one big event a year. We do one training event a 
year. We take people out to eat twice a year for a personal meeting. 
Personal hand-written notes are better than gift cards. We also pay for 
childcare for small groups. 

Steve: Train your team to learn what people’s important dates are to 
them. That is the days they should remember and send notes. It might be 
someone’s birthday or the anniversary of the day a family member died. 

Bill D.: Divide up costs. Don’t just pay for everything. Have them pay 
for their room at the retreat, or some of the books you want them to read. 

What guardrails do you have in place to protect your marriages? 
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Steve: I have a team that decide my travel schedule. It is up to my 
wife, my wife and my wife. She meets and determines whether I should 
do things or not. 

Bill D.: Make the decision ahead of time. Decide where you need 
your free spaces to be. 

Bill W.: We need to look at the rhythm of the church calendar. I take 
monthly dates and I do things with my family immediately before and 
after trips. I guard my evening times. Be sure to get counseling when you 
need it. Deal with things when they are small instead of waiting till they 
are big. 

Rick: Take five minutes to give these people your best advice. 

Bill D.: I once asked this question of Knute Larson, a professor at 
Trinity. He said: “I go home at 5pm and never miss my bike ride.” Find the 
thing that fills you (morally and ethically). Don’t feel guilty when you do 
replenishing things that aren’t necessarily “spiritual.” Another person told 
me that they read in the Gospels every day to keep in touch with Jesus. 

Bill W.: You are inundated with information right now. Go find the 
one nugget or two from this conference that you really needed. Go and 
focus on that. Stay connected to Jesus. That is the best thing that you can 
do for your ministry. That is the best thing that your leaders can do for 
their groups. It’s all about abiding in Jesus. Charles Stanley used to go to 
a convent for 3 days, but that would not work for you. Discover and do 
what works best for you. 
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Steve: Everyone of us gets filled up in different ways. Do that. And 
like Bill W. said, ask: “What is the one thing God is saying to you right 
now?” 

Transformational Discipleship,  
by Michael Kelly !

When asked, "How are you?" We consistently say, “Fine.” But James 
says in 5:13-16,  

Are any of you suffering hardships? You should pray. Are any 
of you happy? You should sing praises.  Are any of you sick? You 
should call for the elders of the church to come and pray over you, 
anointing you with oil in the name of the Lord.  Such a prayer 
offered in faith will heal the sick, and the Lord will make you well. 
And if you have committed any sins, you will be forgiven.  

Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so 
that you may be healed.  

This all assumes that people are not answering, “fine.” If we 
compare this to 1 John 1, we see that confession to God brings 
forgiveness and that confession to one another brings healing. 

Why does confession to each other bring healing? Because we are 
forgetful. 

At one point I was regularly speaking at Belmont University but I 
had to stop when our son got leukemia. But in seasons of pain, we have 
to go deep and grow. It makes you ask questions, “Does God really care? 
Is he really in control?” We forget things especially at times like these. 
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During that tough time our small group reached out and mowed 
our lawn, and brought us food, and helped us remember everything we 
were prone to forget in that time of suffering. It’s one thing to read about 
God’s goodness, it’s another thing to have it expressed to you by others. 

Sometimes we enter these times of pain because of what we did 
ourselves. At times like those we need reminders not of our sinfulness but 
of God’s graciousness. They remind us that we are God’s children and 
that his love for us has not changed at all. 

In 1 John 4:12, John says, “No one has ever seen God. But if we 
love each other, God lives in us, and his love is brought to full expression 
in us.” God becomes visible when we love each other. His love becomes 
tangible and real, reminding us of who God is and bringing his healing. 

Transformational Groups,  
by Ed Stetzer & Eric Geiger 

 

Eric: My wife and I are actively involved 
in a small group. Groups have changed our 
lives. They have walked us through the most 
difficult experiences of our lives. 

Your role as small group pastors is so 
important. It is one of the most difficult roles 
to fill. You play a very vital role. 

From Association to Participation 
A lot of times we associate with people 

but we have no relationship with those 
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people, like the people you are on a flight with. You are going through 
the same things with these people. 

But many people have this kind of experience at church. They are 
sitting next to them and hearing the same messages and singing the 
same songs but there is no relationship, only association. 

The NT word for real relationship is koinonia. In Acts 2:42 we read:  

All the believers devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching, and to fellowship, and to sharing in meals (including the 
Lord’s Supper), and to prayer. 

Likewise in Philippians 1:3-6, Paul writes: 

Every time I think of you, I give thanks to my God. Whenever 
I pray, I make my requests for all of you with joy, for you have been 
my partners in spreading the Good News about Christ from the 
time you first heard it until now. And I am certain that God, who 
began the good work within you, will continue his work until it is 
finally finished on the day when Christ Jesus returns.  

Think of the first believers in Philippi. They could not be more 
different: Lydia, the wealthy business woman, the demonized slave girl, 
and the jailer, the faithful civil servant. In Philippians 1 Paul says, “You guys 
are really different but you have something bigger that makes you one, 
that puts you in deep relationship with one another.” 

This is our goal, to move people from association to participation. 

Martin Seligaman did research on dogs. He would shock them in a 
cage. They would shock them, and at first they would yelp, but then they 
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would quit. Even when they opened the cage they would not respond. 
But then when they put another dog in the cage it would flee and the 
initial dog also left with them. This is what community does for us. It sets 
us free. 

Let him who is not in community beware of being alone.  
         - Bonhoeffer 

Our Research (Ed Stetzer) 
Ed: People in a group/class read the Bible and pray more regularly, 

confess sins more frequently, share the gospel more freely, give more 
generously, and serve more often than those not in a group. 

Never Attend Attend at Least 4 Times

I intentionally spend time with 
other believers in order to help 
them grow in faith

22% 63%

If I go several days without 
reading the Bible, I find myself 
unfulfilled

33% 66%

I intentionally make time in my 
schedule to fellowship and 
interact with other believers

34% 77%

Throughout the day I find 
myself thinking about biblical 
truths

45% 74%

If a person is sincerely seeking 
God, he/she can obtain eternal 
life through religions other than 
Christianity

71% 46%
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How do you move people from passively listening to actively living out 
God’s mission. We need to move people from sitting in rows to sitting in 
circles to get them provoking one another to love and good deeds. 

If you want people to actively live out the gospel, you want to move 
them into small groups. 

I lead a small group in my neighborhood. Six of the 12 people in 
my group came to Christ through our group and have been recently 
baptized. Our group multiplied and there is another group four houses 
down. I am living this. None of this would have happened if I had not 
been in community with one another. 

People are twice as likely to be engaged in the scriptures if they are 
involved in a small group. 

People must be in scripture to grow spiritually, this is what the 
research shows. To get them into scripture though, it helps to get them 
into small groups. 

How do people grow? They serve? How do you get them to serve? 
It helps tremendously to get them into groups. 

Spiritual matters do not tend to 
come up as a normal part of my 
daily conversations with other 
Christians

65% 37%

Never Attend Attend at Least 4 Times
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I tell people: “There is no ministry in this church more important 
than small groups.” 

You have to move people from proximity to community. Winston 
Churchill said, “No matter how brilliant the strategy, it is occasionally 
helpful to look at the results.” 

If your church is growing rapidly, it is more challenging to move 
people into groups because you have so many new people. 

To assess the health of your group, go to: http://tda.lifeway.com/ 

TDA lets you look at the health of your individual people as well as 
your individual groups. 

Know the Purpose of Your Groups 
Maybe it’s something like this: “Connection, Formation, Mission.” 

Believing in groups and being excited about them does not mean 
you have a strategy. 

Eric: The groups in our research that were most effective were 
crystal clear on the purpose of their group and how it fit into their church 
as a whole. 

What is primary in your groups? Do people know? Is it just 
connection? Is it formation? Is it mission? 

Match the leaders to the purpose of your group. Sometimes there is 
a disconnect between your goal for your groups, and certain leaders 
goals for their groups. For example, maybe someone wants a platform to 
speak for 45 minutes. 
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People Don’t Believe Groups are Important to Leaders 
Ed: The research shows that people don’t think small groups are 

important to the leaders of their church. 

3 Actions You Must Take 
Eric: How do people grow? If you have a 

Venn diagram with three circles intersecting in 
the middle. The overlapping point is the 
growth sweet spot. The three circles are truth, 
posture, and leaders. 

1. Launch new groups. This gets people into 
the right posture. 

2. Develop your leaders. Healthy groups are led by healthy 
leaders. 

3. Feed your people. Community must be built on scripture and 
on a foundation of discipleship. 

The Holy Cause and Effect 
And He personally gave some to be apostles, some 

prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, for the 
training of the saints in the work of the ministry, to build up the 
body of Christ… (Ephesians 4:11-12) 

Ed: In a rapidly growing church, you are always trying to catch up 
with your growth. In that situation you are thinking of how to take 
shortcuts. How can we get more groups? Maybe you promiscuously start 
new groups. 
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Do you have a way to grow people up? Is there a way that you have 
relationship with leaders. 

Remember: New groups connect more people than existing 
groups. 

Feed Your People 
People are much more concerned about what is said in the pulpit 

than what is happening in their small group. 

They agonize over what is preached but pay no attention to what is 
going on in their groups. You need to give a lot more energy to seeing 
that your groups are in sync with you. 

75% of group leaders want more direction from their church. 

Do You Have a Wise Study Plan? 
Eric: For a while “missional” was a buzzword, then “gospel.” Right 

now it’s “discipleship.” 

But that can mean a lot of different things. Groups must be part of 
that. 

Ed: You not only need groups but a plan for how to get people into 
groups.  

Eric: You can’t view discipleship separately than groups. They must 
go together. Let’s say that your groups aren’t going well and you want to 
scrap them and do discipleship. But shouldn’t you refocus your energy 
on groups and get discipleship going in that venue. 

!
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Question & Answer 
How do you decide the focus for your groups? Are you saying you 

need to pick one of the three to be primary? 

Eric: You need to look at your overall church to see what you lead 
with so that you know the focus and the leaders you require for that. 

Ed: You will have all three elements but what do you lead with. 
What is your key emphasis? 

We struggle with how much should be on campus or off campus? 
We don’t know what to emphasize? For example, Sunday morning groups 
move people out of children’s ministry? 

Eric: There are advantages to both venues. Assimilation is easier on 
campus but it requires more facility and parking. At the same time, home 
groups allow deeper community and less competition with serving roles. 

Ed: Have one group system with multiple locations. There are also 
different cultural issues to consider in different parts of the country. 

Can groups have multiple purposes? 

Ed: You are going to multiple purposes. At our church we say, “We 
are a church of small groups.” We lead with connection but we also want 
formation and mission. If you lead with formation and mission, you will 
get less people involved. 

What about small group coaching? Do you use paid or volunteers? 
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Ed: Think both/and not either/or. It’s okay to have paid coaches, but 
I need my staff using lay leaders but also engaged themselves with our 
leaders. 

Eric: Churches like Northpoint have moved to paid coaches. So 
when I was at a large church I struggled with this. My problem with paid 
coaches is it means there might be less of a leadership pipeline. 

Ed: Bill W., do you have an intermediate structure to form leaders. 

Bill W.: We offer classes to leaders as a way to form them. 

How do you move people from worship to groups? 

Ed: We talk about groups every Sunday. Then twice a year we have 
“LifeGroup Sunday.” We also have the small group leaders doing our 
visitor follow-up based on geographic proximity. 

The twice annual small group push is pivotal. We do this in the fall 
and the spring. 

Eric: It takes energy to keep groups central, especially in a growing 
church. 

Ed: What you celebrate you become. Keep celebrating groups. 

How do you maintain three emphases in your group ministry? 

Ed: We have one emphasis within the three purposes. We do have 
some groups that have a different emphasis than our LifeGroups. Bible 
Study groups and men’s groups, and a group that reaches out to the 
homeless. But the LifeGroups keep a clear focus. They are places that 
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experience community in a way that moves people into formation and 
mission. 

Closing & Conclusions !
The conference ended with a talk by Rick Howerton on his vision to 

see “a biblical small group within walking distance of every person on the 
planet making disciples that make disciples.” I, unfortunately, missed this 
talk because I had an opportunity to meet with Scott McConnell, Vice 
President of LifeWay Research, to discuss small group research during 
that same time slot, which was an incredible privilege. 

It was a great conference. I expected to learn a lot but came away 
with even more than I anticipated. Some key insights for me are: 

1. Be very clear. What is a small group? How do you see 
discipleship and spiritual growth working in your church? How do 
small group fit into that? Things must be clear in your mind? If they 
aren’t clear in your mind and that of your team, the definitely won’t be 
clear in your leaders and members minds. 

2. Get on the same page. Work hard to get on the same page with 
your senior pastor and your entire team. This is where it is important 
to work the hardest. What is the vision of the senior pastor? How can 
small groups advance that? How can you get increasing alignment? 

3. Articulate and share terminology that expresses the power of 
small groups. Find key phrases that your senior pastors and others 
can use to talk about what small groups are pivotal.  
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4. Be creative. Continue to learn, adjust, simplify, and improve your 
overall small group ministry to help what God wants to do in and 
through your groups to flow and grow. 

It was a wonderful privilege to learn from these wise and passionate 
small group practitioners. I’ll be revisiting my notes frequently in the 
weeks and months ahead. 
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