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	How to Use This Resource
Take a quick peek here to maximize the content in this 
training download.




Whether you've been leading your small-group ministry for a while or you're starting a brand-new one, creating a compelling vision is challenging. You're passionate about the ministry, but how do you get others to buy in? This resource will not only help you understand the important aspects of a compelling vision, but also help you create one or modify your current one.
Create Your Vision
This section includes insightful articles that will help you understand what goes into a compelling vision. Learn how to make your vision match your church, create a sense of urgency, and identify felt needs in your church that small groups help meet. Don't miss Bill Search's article, "Create a Realistic Vision," to ensure that you're not shooting yourself in the foot. He'll show you how to make your vision match your church and your senior pastor's vision. When you're finished working through this section, be sure to use "Assess Your Ministry's Vision" on page 15 to take a hard look at your current vision or to create your ministry's vision.
Share Your Vision
Once you understand your vision, you'll need to implement it, and a big part of that is communicating it to leaders and your congregation. Will Johnston explains how to successfully ask people to be part of your ministry on page 17, and Ben Reed explains how to communicate in clear and creative ways on page 20. Then, for a clear and realistic view of how people buy in, read "Understand Buy In" on page 22. It may guard you from frustration later on—or encourage you if you've already been experiencing frustration.
 —Amy Jackson is Managing Editor of SmallGroups.com.
Need more material or training on another small-groups ministry topic? See our website at www.SmallGroups.com.
To contact the editors:

E-mail
SmallGroups@christianitytoday.com
Mail
SmallGroups.com, Christianity Today




465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188
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	Why Small Groups?
Brush up on the reason for small-group ministry.
By Carolyn Taketa


Churches use all sorts of names for small groups—life groups, growth groups, home groups, cell groups. They also use various models, numerous strategies for connection, various plans for assimilation, and church-specific vision and goals for their group ministries. Yet all would agree that small groups are a means to an end, not an end in and of themselves. Small groups exist as a way for people to engage in biblical community that helps them become more like Jesus in every area of their lives. The following are a few key biblical foundations, ministry purposes, and benefits of small groups.

Biblical Basis for Small Groups

God himself is in a community of three persons in one—the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—who exist in perfect unity. So it is not surprising that from the beginning, God created us to be in community with one another. Genesis 2:18 states: "It is not good for man to be alone." This passage is often used in the context of marriage, but it also speaks to our fundamental need to connect with others in the human community. What is striking about this statement is that God makes it before the Fall. There's no sin yet and no disobedience; man is in perfect intimacy with God. And yet, God declares that man is alone and that it is not good. Dr. Gilbert Bilezikian points out: 

Community is deeply grounded in the nature of God. It flows from who God is. Because he is community, he creates community. It is his gift of himself to humans. Therefore, the making of community may not be regarded as an optional decision for Christians. It is a compelling and irrevocable necessity, a binding divine mandate for all believers at all times.

When Jesus' ministry began, he called 12 disciples to be his primary relational and ministry community. Did Jesus need this motley crew to help him? Not really. But Jesus chose to love them, teach them, and pour himself into relationships with them, thereby creating the first "small group." 

The apostles continued Jesus' model and formed a community of believers who loved God and loved one another. Despite incredible persecutions and against all odds, this rag tag group of Jesus-followers launched small communities (i.e. church) that proclaimed the gospel and changed the world forever.

Purpose of Small Groups

When we look at the early church we get a picture of small communities of people who followed Jesus together. The Book of Acts, especially Acts 2:42–47, gives us a great picture of the early church and the components of biblical community, which encompassed both the temple courts and house to house. 
These believers engaged in life together through teaching, fellowship, communion, prayer, miracles, radical generosity, and corporate worship. They spent time together eating, learning, celebrating, proclaiming the Good News, and supporting each other. In addition, the 50-plus "one another" verses in the New Testament flesh out other aspects of this community. For example, it was a place where people loved, forgave, served, bore burdens, encouraged, exhorted, prayed, equipped, spoke truth in love, confessed sins, and treated each other as precious members of one body.

God never intended for us to live the Christian life alone. How can we apply these "one another" references unless we are in intentional, close relationships with each other? God calls us to love, not in an abstract or superficial way, but in a deep, face to face, life-on-life, transformative way—which is difficult and inevitably messy. 

In our modern culture, small groups are often viewed merely as a program or a fellowship ministry within the church. But for the New Testament church, it was a way of life, encompassing every area of their lives. Their relationships with one another were critical to their pursuit of Jesus, their growth in Christ, and their witness to the Good News. It would be impossible to experience biblical community apart from spiritually significant, intentional relationships with other believers. Relational structures like small groups, therefore, are an integral part of "being" the church and not just "doing" church.  
 

Character Change Happens Best in the Context of Community

The consumer mentality rampant in our culture has permeated our understanding of community. We focus on what we are going to get out of church or small group rather than what God is going to do in us and through us because of our relationships within community. We need each other to help us know the truth about who we are, who God is, and how we can live in light of those truths. Like iron sharpening iron, the relationships we form within our small communities can become a tool for God to use in our character transformation. Dr. Bilezikian writes:

It is in small groups that people can get close enough to know each other, to care and share, to challenge and support, to confide and confess, to forgive and be forgiven, to laugh and weep together, to be accountable to each other, to watch over each other and to grow together. Personal growth does not happen in isolation. It is the result of interactive relationships. Small groups are God's gift to foster changes in character and spiritual growth.

We live in an increasingly fragmented and disconnected world. Though social media and other technology have made our world seemingly more connected, people have fewer genuine friends than ever before. It feels scary and threatening to allow ourselves to be known or to invest in knowing someone else at a deep level. It is much easier and more convenient to stay on the surface. Yet when we take the risk of being authentic with a small group of people, we can experience God's grace and love coming through others, which leads to freedom and transformation.

John Ortberg writes: "God uses people to form people. That is why what happens between you and another person is never merely human-to-human interaction—the Spirit longs to be powerfully at work in every encounter." So the goal of small groups is to create environments where Spirit-driven, life-giving experiences can flourish. While the type of group or study can help promote a positive environment, the real things that promote a healthy environment for flourishing are prayer, support, service, confession, worship, accountability, conflict resolution, social gatherings, and simply doing life together. Regardless of the specific guidelines a church may have in their small-group ministry, its objective ultimately is to help people engage in relationships that help them become more like Christ. Spend time building an environment that allows true relationships to flourish.
Small Groups Are on a Mission Beyond Themselves

The Great Commission in Matthew 28:19–20 mandates that every follower of Christ is on mission to "go and make disciples of all nations." Jesus gave this instruction to all his followers, both as individuals and as the body of Christ. We, as a small group and as a church, bear collective witness to the good news of Jesus Christ.

One of Jesus' final instructions to his disciples is found in John 13:34–35: "A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another." Note that Jesus did not say people will know we are Christians by how many churches we build, how many Bible studies we complete, how many prayers we say, or how many people come to our church. The litmus test is clear: people will know we are Christ-followers when we love each other the way Jesus does.

Theologian Francis Schaeffer asserted, "Our relationship with each other is the criterion the world uses to judge whether our message is truthful—Christian community is the final apologetic." Our non-believing friends, family, co-workers, and neighbors are watching and deciding on the validity of the gospel message. We need others to help us live lives worthy of God's calling so that people will see the power of God's love in and through us.

Ultimately, small groups are a way of living out our purpose, both as individuals and as a collective group of believers—to be the church. We share a common foundation of faith and God has called us to live out the implications of that faith in a relational community, in the context that we call a small group.

—Carolyn Taketa is Small Groups Director at Calvary Community Church in Westlake Village, California; copyright 2012 by Christianity Today.

Discuss

1. How clear is your understanding of the biblical basis for small-group ministry?

2. How familiar are you with the "one another" commands that lay out a vision for biblical community?

3. What especially appeals to you about living life together with a small group of people?
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	Create a Realistic Vision
Take your church’s context, culture, and history into account.
By Bill Search


Not too long ago, a friend of mine told me excitedly about his trip to Real Life Christian Church in Idaho. He’d read a book about how Jim Putman conducts his small-group ministry, and had signed up for a week-long program at the church to find out more. He was enthralled and full of ideas on how to change his church with small groups into a thriving, disciple-making church of small groups. I poured cold water on his passion as I openly questioned why he would torture himself in such a way.

To be clear, I love Putman’s book, his passion, and his church. But my friend’s church was very different, and it had a different leader with a different set of skills. As the adult education pastor of a large church, my friend had little power to implement Putman’s vision. He could certainly craft a handful of disciple-making groups that reflected Putman’s ideas, but he wouldn’t be able to do so churchwide.

Several years prior, I witnessed (and challenged) another friend who had fallen in love with Randy Frazee’s fascinating neighborhood model of group life. However, his church wasn’t set up to implement a neighborhood approach, and it wasn’t long before my friend had to find a new church to serve.

These situations also remind me of a married woman I counseled some years ago. The strong, silent man she fell in love with was having a hard time communicating his emotions. She wanted to know how to help him become a better communicator. I gave her some advice but ultimately warned her she wasn’t going to make progress changing her husband’s personality. She’d better learn to love the man she married as he was and figure out how to navigate his personality if she wanted a long, happy marriage. 

Learn to Be Realistic

Here’s the deal: Unless you’re the senior pastor, you may have influence, but you’ll have little power to completely alter the DNA of your church ministry. For 15 years I served as a small-group and education pastor in two very large churches. I watched group trends come and go and I watched idealistic small-group pastor friends ebb and flow with frustration.

If you’re implementing a small-group ministry, you’d better have a clear grasp on the overall philosophy of ministry of your church. The group ministry in most churches is a subset of the overall church culture. If your church is an outreach-oriented church your groups will be very outwardly focused. If your church is highly relational, the groups will take a social tone. Neither of these are necessarily bad things, but you’ll need to understand them so you can work within your church’s culture. For instance, if your church loves fellowship, a Putman-style disciple-making group structure probably won’t work well.

Most pastors are idealists. We enter ministry knowing that without God’s blessing we are fighting a lost cause. We dream of thriving, passionate Christians who will sacrifice anything for the Jesus they love. But that idealism is sometimes misdirected. Like Don Quixote, there are occasions when we fight the wrong battle. We don’t just fight for the gospel—there are times we fight for a philosophy of ministry or a way of doing group life. In those cases we can attack our own church leadership if they don’t share our vision. 

Determine Your Church’s Context

In order to grow a healthy ministry (and keep your job), I recommend you think like a missionary by examining your context and implementing appropriate steps. Get a feel for the context of your church to understand what small-group structures might work. Consider these questions when examining your context:

1. What is the ministry heritage of my church? Historically, how have people gotten involved and grown spiritually in your church (by classes, groups, seminars, sermons)?

2. What does my senior pastor like? If he or she has a passion, you’re wise to tap into that. You’ll get more sermon mentions, support, and budget considerations if the senior pastor is on board from the start.

3. What does my senior pastor dislike? Most senior pastors I know have an opinion on what helps (and what doesn’t help) a person grow spiritually. If you are advocating a system he or she doesn’t support, you’re heading for deep frustration.

4. What does your church need? Do people need deeper relationship? More Bible knowledge? Better connection with God? Even more, what do the people in your church feel they need? If you try to scratch an itch no one knows they have, you won’t get very far.

Choose an Appropriate Model

Once you’ve examined your context, implement an appropriate group vision and model for your church. My first church was a church of small groups. If you’ve read Simple Church by Rainer and Geiger you know the type of church I started in. My second church was a mammoth church with small groups. It was basically the exact opposite of Simple Church. And I loved both churches and had fun (and frustration) in both churches. These small-group models worked because they matched the context of their respective churches. Get started by implementing these steps:

Familiarize yourself with the principles behind small groups. Books like Small Groups on Purpose by Steve Gladden and my book Simple Small Groups discuss groups from a principle level. You can apply these principles regardless of your small-group model.

Research and understand different small-group models. Many types of groups can work regardless of your specific model or context. Support and recovery groups (even if you only have one), Bible study groups, Fellowship Groups, newcomer groups, short-term groups, special-focus groups, and Alpha evangelism groups all can work in any model. Each of these bypasses the need for whole-church involvement. Use the Small Group Models resource on SmallGroups.com for a great intro into several types.
Consider churchwide strategies. If you and your senior leadership feel your context lends itself to whole-church model, explore different models. Systems that require vision casting from the platform, focus from leadership, and budgetary resources won’t work unless it’s driven by senior leadership.

Choose a vision and model that fit your context. You might be in love with Ralph Neighbor’s cell group system, but if you’re in a Bible Study Fellowship type of church you’d better adjust your expectations to fit your church.

Communicate with your senior leadership. Confirm that your vision for group life is congruent with your senior pastor’s vision and the vision of the church as a whole. If it’s not, you have three choices: alter yours, convince the leadership yours is the best, or look for another job. Any other option will result in the third choice.

Disciple your leaders. Whatever vision you decide on, focus 75 percent of your efforts on developing and discipling your leaders. Take a cue from all the great parachurch organizations: They change the world one leader at a time. So work with your core group of leaders and help them implement the vision.

Small-group models and trends will come and go, and it can be informative to read up on the newest ideas. Whatever you do, keep your church’s context in mind, and choose and implement a vision that works in your context. When you do that, you’ll be happier and you’ll see growth in your ministry.

—Bill Search is author of Simple Small Groups and the Senior Pastor at Rolling Hills Christian church in El Dorado Hills, California; copyright 2013 by Christianity Today.
Discuss

1. How well do you understand your church’s context and culture? What can you do to understand it further?

2. How well do you understand your senior pastor’s vision for the church and for the small-group ministry?

3. Which small-group models and types of small groups especially appeal to you? Why?
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	Choose a Small-Group Structure
Whether you're examining a current structure or starting from scratch, begin here.
By Maegan Stout


A few years ago, we blew up our small-group system. We knew the current structure at National Community Church in Washington, D.C. wasn't working, and we needed our Zone Leaders' help figuring out what would work. As their name indicates, Zone Leaders were volunteers responsible for the small groups within their respective areas. Some were geographically based, while others were based on type of group—like men's groups. Zone leaders did it all: trained leaders, helped leaders smooth out ugly situations in their groups, and made sure leaders registered their groups on time. But when Paul told us to be all things to all people, I don't think he had small-group registration in mind. The truth is, our Zone Leaders had specific gifts and wiring, and asking them to wear every hat didn't maximize their potential or honor their passions. 

We called this endeavor "Operation KaBoom" because the old system was completely demolished. The way we train leaders, coach and care for leaders, and organize the logistics of small groups altered drastically. Operation KaBoom allowed us to take a hard look at our existing structure and decide what should stay and what should change. We certainly haven't discovered a perfect system, or even perfected our current system. But I'd like to share some practical principles we discovered in the process of creating a new structure.

Ask Good Questions

Before you do anything, answer some critical questions. Hudson Taylor, an English missionary to China, said, "Do not have your concert first, and then tune your instrument afterwards. Begin the day with the Word of God in prayer, and get first of all into harmony with him." The same applies to small-group ministry. It would be a huge mistake to figure out a structure before understanding God's thoughts on community. 

Here are some important questions to ask: 

· Why does your church do groups?

· How does group life fit into the big picture of your church?

· Why are you personally doing groups? How did God call you to this ministry? 

· What is your philosophy on community and discipleship?

· What is the purpose you hope groups will fulfill?

Spend time searching the Scriptures. Become intimately aware of what Jesus says about community. Pray a lot. Not only will it set you up to articulate your vision for group life well, but it will also set a firm foundation for ministry. Make sure you are rooted in the right place and your convictions on discipleship are biblical. 

Other helpful questions:

· What role does/will your lead pastor play in group life?

· How does/will small-group ministry interact with other ministries in the church?

· How much of the congregation will be involved in groups?

· How do you plan to grow the small-group ministry?

From there, be able to articulate your vision in 10 minutes, in 2 minutes, and in 1 line. You will share your vision all the time, so you'll need to know how to share it quickly and succinctly. Understandably, you may get tired of sharing the vision repeatedly. Consider the purpose Jesus gives to biblical community, though. In John 17, Christ prayed we would experience community the way he experiences community with the Father. He said that the world would know that he is real by the love his disciples have for one another. That's true community. So even if you get tired of sharing your vision over and over, your vision is worth repeating.

Consider Important Factors
Group life happens in real life. Familiarize yourself with major small-group models, but don't copy and paste. Your model should be as unique as your community. Decide what kinds of groups you'll have based on the demographics, natural rhythms, and culture of your church.

Demographics

Demographics really matter. Consider the age and marital status of the people in your congregation, whether parents would like their children involved, and if your church is in a large city or a small town. You would structure things differently for a large number of college students than you would for a church of older, married couples.

Rhythms

Here in D.C. most of the city revolves around the congressional and the university calendars. It makes sense for our group life to be on a semester system, too, so we're following the natural rhythms of our city. What are the rhythms of your community?  

Culture

One aspect we've always had is the Free Market system. This system is based around the belief that groups should emerge organically from the needs of the community and the gifts and passions of the leaders. D.C is full of inspired and ambitious 20- and 30-year-olds. The best way to incorporate them into the life of the church is to come alongside them and empower the calling God has placed on their lives. What is your culture like? How do people need to grow? What are the defining factors that set the tone for your community?

Invest in Leaders

As a trainer on our discipleship team, I spend most of my time and resources investing in leaders. I am a big believer that if the group leaders are healthy, their groups will be, too. Two big questions we asked during Operation KaBoom were how we should train leaders and how we should care for leaders.
Training
Training is the practical skill development of small-group leadership. It teaches leaders how to lead well and can encompass everything from why it's important to have food at group meetings to how to handle difficult situations. Training is like an instruction guide for building biblical community in the small-group environment. When developing training, think through content and how to strategically deliver the message. 

At NCC, we organize training into four categories:

· Leadership 101. This training is what new leaders need to know their first semester of leadership. We actually embed the new leader application into Leadership 101. Online training allows us to ask pointed questions and gauge how the material is processed.

· Situational Training. Let's be honest: we can teach how to navigate a group crisis at any time, but it only sinks in when a leader is actually struggling with one. One leader at NCC had a group member develop MS, a group member's father pass away, and another member confess to living with her boyfriend . . . all in the same semester. While the leader was faithfully attending training events, there was certain information she needed "on demand."
· Leadership Modules. These are ongoing modules that help leaders lead themselves well and grow in the character and ways of God. Typically, these modules are reviewed online and later discussed in the context of a one-on-one coaching relationship.

· Leadership Retreat and Leadership Summits. Live training events to cast vision and honor leaders are imperative to the culture of our church. These events are strategic opportunities to invest in leaders by commissioning and empowering them corporately.

Coaching

While training equips the head with helpful material, coaching cares for the heart of the leader. Each leader is assigned a coach at NCC, and coaching is required during a new leader's first semester of leadership (then leaders can choose whether to continue with a coach). The big question our coaches ask is "how are you doing, really?" Coaches act as a guide for both group and personal growth. The role of a coach at NCC is not to give advice or answer questions, but to ask the right questions and listen well. How you'll care for your leaders is one of the most important questions you need to ask when developing a small-group structure.

Group Logistics
One advantage to structuring groups based on rhythm is that it provides strategic opportunities to promote group life to the congregation. We spend a lot of time and money creating a professional grade directory to advertise groups. One semester, however, we decided it was a waste of money. We just put groups online and slapped them on a sheet of paper that was placed at the Connection Table at weekend services. Our leaders couldn't be more disappointed. It was as if we'd let them down personally. In taking away the directory, we unintentionally diminished their role in the life of the church. The directory ascribed significance to groups and affirmation to the leader.
Your Leadership

Leading yourself well is the most important part of authentic leadership. Paul's call to those who followed him was "follow me as I follow Christ." If we're going to make that kind of claim, we had better be leaders worth following. Here are three tips that will help you lead yourself well.

Have a Team

Bottom line: you can't teach community alone. Model by example. You'll need key influencers in your church, people who have a perspective that challenges you, people who are natural networkers, and people with something to teach you. And you'll also need a few people you just really like. Sanity checks and laughter are worth a spot on the roster.

Have an Apprentice

Community isn't discipleship until we pass it on. Paul says to Timothy, "You have heard me teach things that have been confirmed by many reliable witnesses. Now teach these truths to other trustworthy people who will be able to pass them on to others" (2 Timothy 2:2, NLT). Passing discipleship on is the strategic plan of Christ (Matthew 28:19–20). Make sure you are apprenticing someone as well as encouraging all your coaches and leaders to be apprenticing someone.

Disciple People, Not Programs

Ultimately, God is not going to hold you accountable for how well you implemented a program. Systems don't make disciple-makers; people do. Leadership comes with a responsibility toward the people we disciple. And this means being willing to blow up a system that isn't working—even if you created it. Our role as leaders and pastors of group life is to create environments for people to grow in their faith and experience Christ in the context of community. Be willing to "KaBoom" when necessary.

—Maegan Stout trains small-group leaders at National Community Church in Washington, D.C. Copyright 2012 by Christianity Today.
Discuss:

1. What demographics, rhythms, and cultural factors do you need to consider?

2. In what ways will you invest in your leaders? What kinds of training will you pursue?
3. How can you improve your own leadership based on the three tips above?
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	Creating and Casting a Compelling Vision
Solving problems and building urgency are key.
By Carter Moss


Vision-casting is a powerful tool. It allows you to articulate where you're going and what it will require from your team to get there. When it's done right, clear ministry vision can attract, inspire, and compel people to do things they never thought possible to see the vision carried out.

First, you need to know your vision for your small-group ministry. Do you have one? Can you clearly articulate it? Do you have an elevator speech—a concise, clear way of explaining your vision in a matter of minutes? Is it compelling? Does it address urgent needs? Once you know the vision, then you need to make sure all the leaders (and eventually everyone in the ministry) knows it, lives it, and can articulate it to others.

Create Your Vision
First you need to make sure that you have a clear vision, and I love the model that Andy Stanley laid out in his classic book Visioneering. He says there are three main components of any great vision:

Problem + Solution + Urgency = Great Vision

Identify the Problem

First, what is the problem you are trying to solve? Maybe it's one or more of these challenges:

· People at our church don't seem to know anyone very well or have any deep relationships with others in the church.

· People at our church need to be discipled, and we need something that will build off of the weekend service.

· We need something other than weekend services that people can invite their friends and neighbors to.

· We want our people to live missionally, but we know it's much more effective when people do it with others.

· People at our church need support and care through their life challenges, and it's too much for our staff to handle on our own.

Show the Solution

These are all problems that small groups can help solve. Once you define the problem or problems you'd like your small groups to address, you can articulate how small groups serve as the solution. Here at Community Christian Church, we have always shared our vision as three main values, each of which solves a specific problem:

· Connect the Unconnected: Provide a place for people to build relationships and experience authentic community

· Develop 3C Christ-Followers: Provide a place for discipleship and life change to happen outside of weekend services

· Reproduce Groups and Leaders: Provide a place to apprentice and release leaders who can start new groups—or even new campuses and churches

Then later, we added a fourth value because we had another important problem to solve:

· Groups on Mission: Provide a place for people to live missionally in their daily lives, supporting one another as fellow missionaries

Explain the Urgency

Once you know your problems and solutions, you'll have a great vision. And it's easy to stop there. But it's still not a compelling vision that draws people into it. It would be easy for people to say, "That's a great idea; we should do that! Someday we'll get around to it." That's why I love Stanley's final piece of a compelling vision—the urgency. 

This is where you answer the question "Why is it so important that we do this now?" and "What's at stake if we don't do this?" People can be inspired, but not moved to action. What moves them from "awareness" to "action" is this sense of urgency. Communicate why your vision is needed now and why you need each of your leaders.

At COMMUNITY, I've thought through the reason for urgency like this: 

If we don't help people get connected now, we won't retain them. They won't have any strong relational ties. They'll continue to go through life and their spiritual journey alone, instead of how God intended it be lived—in community.

If we don't disciple people now, we're just warehousing people. They won't engage in spiritual practices. They won't grow in generosity or become the kind of husbands, wives, fathers, mothers, workers, citizens, etc. that God wants them to be. They won't be living out their faith. And that's dangerous for them, for us, and for the world.

If we don't keep producing leaders and multiplying groups, we won't have enough groups to care for all the new people that come to our church. Our groups will get stagnant and inward-focused and too full to be healthy. We'll plateau. And God may not entrust us with more people to care for.

If we don't get people to live on mission, then we'll only reach Christians. And we'll end up missing out on the very mission Jesus sent us to accomplish—helping people find their way back to him.

See that? It's urgency. Let's face it. You and I are both busy enough already. We're forced to choose how we'll spend our time, how we'll rearrange our schedules to make everything fit. And if the vision isn't compelling, if it's not urgent, then we'll simply cheer from a distance. Urgency, though, compels us to action and involvment.

Cast Your Vision

Once you have the vision and can articulate it clearly, you need to help everyone on your team—and eventually in your church—catch it. This requires a lot more than one meeting where you gather everyone together and talk, though that can be an important step. Plus, you'll need to continually cast the vision because, as the old saying goes, "Vision leaks." Many experienced leaders would even say "Vision leaks every 30 days." 


But the good news is that helping others own the vision is possible. It just takes consistent, creative, compelling communication about your vision. 

Keep Your Message Consistent

First, be consistent in communicating your vision. This means don't do it just once a year at an annual leadership meeting. And don't change the vision every time people hear it. Communicate the same vision consistently. One rule of thumb is that once you feel like you've talked about it until you're sick of it and "blue in the face," talk about it just a little bit more. 


At COMMUNITY, to combat vision leaking every 30 days, we keep our Leadership Community gatherings a high value. Monthly, we gather all of our coaches, leaders, and apprentices, and we focus on skills training and vision. We're constantly reminding them of the vision—why we do what we do, what our strategy is, and why it's all so urgent. 

Outside of our monthly Leadership Community gatherings, we value coaching and ask coaches to meet consistently with their leaders, which helps the vision get transferred in a one-on-one environment. As we plan our weekend message series, we are also very intentional to ensure that we have multiple messages and even entire series that are focused on small groups. In between weekend messages, Leadership Community gatherings, and one-on-one meetings, we've also organized our own small-group conferences and invited all our leaders. Together, these practices provide some consistency in communication.

Communicate Creatively

Second, get creative with communicating your vision. If a vision seems like it's fun and has momentum, people will want to get behind it. We've done everything from creating T-shirts about small groups to refrigerator magnets to Legos with a note about getting connected. We also hold small group fairs in our lobby where groups get to communicate in their own creative ways. 

And communicating your vision doesn't always require that you use words. Find a simple diagram or picture that speaks to it. When we wanted to communicate our vision for groups getting on mission, we used a simple diagram that showed three arrows moving around to create a circle, with the simple-yet-memorable phrases "See It ( Get It ( Do It" in between each one. It expressed that we wanted our groups to see missional living, to really get it, and then get involved by doing it. 

Engage People with Stories

Finally, involve story-telling in communicating your vision. Stories engage people emotionally rather than just intellectually, and the stories we tell as a church communicate what we value. You don't tell stories about the things you don't care about. So share current and personal stories. Don't rely on the story that's from a while back, or share another person's story secondhand. Get as many people involved as possible. 

We encourage our teaching pastors to share stories of their own personal group experiences in their weekend messages. We include small-group stories on our website, in our weekly churchwide e-mails, and in our weekend service programs. Stories might be the most under-utilized and under-rated tool at your disposal. Stories engage people and compel them to action. And if you don't feel like you have any great small-group stories to tell, that's great motivation and built-in accountability for your leaders to be creating stories and communicating them to you.

Is Your Vision Sneezable?

Any message that we want to catch on in our churches needs to be clear and transferable. I love how author Alan Hirsch describes this. He talks about making the gospel "sneezable"—that the message is so simple that people easily sneeze and transfer it to others. Is your vision sneezable? Most of us suffer from a vision that's either too generic or too complicated, and either way it ends up being hard to understand, and even harder to transfer to other people. But a clear, compelling vision that's consistently communicated can change the world. And it can change your small-group ministry. So get started!

—Carter Moss is small-group champion and a campus pastor for Community Christian Church in Chicagoland; copyright by Christianity Today 2013.

Discuss:

1. What problems do you see in your church that small groups can help solve?

2. How might you explain the urgency of joining small groups? Why should people join in now?
3. In what creative ways might you communicate your vision to your leaders? To your congregation? To others outside the church?
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	Determine How You’ll Serve Leaders
Five things small-group leaders need from you
By Michael C. Mack


Whether you’ll directly work with leaders or have a coaching structure, your leaders will need ongoing support. Part of your vision should address how leaders will be equipped and supported. Here’s a simple acrostic to help you remember exactly what they need: SERVE.

Support

Leaders need prayer support and to know they're being cared for. As a small-group minister, I made sure our leaders had coaches who prayed for them daily and were always available for any kind of support needed—by phone, e-mail, or in person. I trained our coaches to serve their leaders.

Encouragement

Leaders need lots of encouragement to keep going, no matter what. We scheduled luncheons throughout the city several times a year just to encourage leaders in their ministry. But encouragement is a lot more than lunch. I've found that, no matter how many leaders we have in our ministry, I must work very hard at developing and sustaining relationships with them.

Resources

Leaders need us to provide good resources. That means curriculum, of course, but it also means a variety of other resources that will help them with other parts of leading like facilitating discussion, asking good icebreaker questions, and handling tricky situations. There are many ways to make resources available to leaders, such as linking to them on your website. Whatever you do, make it easy for leaders to get them.

Validation

Leaders need to know they are valued. Validate their ministry by celebrating things big and small. Don't just focus on attendance, either. Recognize how you see group members taking next steps, how leaders are investing in others, and how leaders prepare for meetings. Plus, let them know how you see them growing. Value your leaders not just for what they do but who they are. Get used to saying "thank you" a lot.

Equipping

Leaders need good training, both before they begin and as they lead. Be sure to provide both in creative and dynamic ways. When hosting training events, provide food and childcare. Make it convenient for leaders. Remember: you're there to serve them.

—Michael C. Mack is founder of SmallGroups.com, small-group ministry trainer, and author of several books including Small Group Vital Signs; used with permission from the author.
Discuss:

1. Who will work closely with leaders: you, a coach, or someone else?

2. How will you provide training, resources, and other equipping for leaders?
3. How can you celebrate, affirm, and encourage leaders, especially at the beginning of a new ministry or vision?
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	Assess Your Ministry’s Vision
Use what you’ve learned to take a hard look at your vision.
Compiled by the editors of SmallGroups.com


After reading the articles in this section, take time to assess the vision for your small-group ministry. Evaluate whether you’ve done your background work—even if you’ve been using your current vision for a while. Then take a hard look at your vision and determine what is missing and what can be clearer and more congruent with your church’s culture and context.
Background Work

Rate yourself in each category by placing an X in the appropriate column, 1 meaning not at all, and 5 meaning fully prepared.

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	I have a thorough understanding of the biblical basis for small groups.
	
	
	
	
	

	I firmly believe that small groups can bring about life change.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have positive and winsome stories to share of my own small-group experiences.
	
	
	
	
	

	I am passionate about the power of small groups.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have thoroughly researched my church’s context and culture.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have researched different small-group models and types of small groups.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have surveyed people in the congregation and church leaders on what our people need.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have talked with my senior pastor (and other senior leadership if applicable) to determine his or her vision for the church and how the small-group ministry fits into that vision.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have looked into the history of our church and determined the ways most of our people learn and communicate.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have identified one or more problems in our congregation that small groups will seek to solve.
	
	
	
	
	


Assess Your Vision

Your vision for small-group ministry includes your model or structure for the ministry, the types of groups you will have, how leaders will be chosen or found, how leaders are trained, and how your ministry will grow. Write out your vision and pray over it. Ask God to show you whether each aspect of your vision lines up with your church’s context and culture, your senior pastor’s vision for the church, and the needs of your people. Then rate your vision using the statements below.

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	I have chosen a small-group model that I feel passionate about.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have chosen a small-group model that fits our church’s context and culture.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have chosen how to communicate to and train leaders based on our church’s context and culture.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have determined how the small-group ministry will grow, and this plan is based on our church’s context and culture.
	
	
	
	
	

	I can communicate my vision in a concise, compelling way.
	
	
	
	
	

	I have communicated my vision—including the model, communication plan, and growth plan—to my senior pastor and other senior leaders and they are on board.
	
	
	
	
	


Evaluate Your Results
What aspects of my vision still need work? How can I make these aspects clear and congruent with our church? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
Who can I ask to help me as I finalize this vision?
_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

How have these articles and this evaluation shed light on my current vision in a way that helps me understand why our groups haven’t been working?
________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________

Identify Wins

Once you understand your vision, you’ll need to identify what it looks like to accomplish your vision. For instance, if part of your vision is that leaders will apprentice new leaders as a way to multiply and grow your ministry, a win might be that all of your leaders have identified an apprentice. A longer-term win might be that each of your leaders is releasing an apprentice into leadership each year. Or, if part of your vision is creating a coaching structure, an early win might be identifying a coach early on to apprentice. List at least three wins you’d like to see in each of the time frames below. They might deal with finding volunteers, communicating your vision, training leaders, or starting new groups, among other things.

The first three months

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

Six to nine months from now
_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

By the end of the first year

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________
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	Make the Ask
Communicate your vision to leaders by answering who, what, why, and how.
By Will Johnston


One key I’ve learned in ministry is that if there's anything you need, you have to ask. Take for instance, our need for a new men’s ministry. If your church is anything like mine—or like most American churches—you have a lot more women than men in your congregation. I believe the only thing that's going to fix the problem is discipleship. It's going to take godly men investing in other men, helping them follow Jesus. 

So last fall I started a men's small-group initiative at my church called Act Like Jesus. Our vision is to build a movement of men centered on the person of Jesus that will revolutionize the city of Washington, D.C. It's an ambitious goal, and we have a very long way to go. But at least we got started—because that almost didn't happen. 

A few months ago, I sent an e-mail to a few guys and asked if they'd like to be part of this initiative. After a week I had only one "yes." A person or two said, "no," and most didn't respond. I decided that I wasn't going to try to force something if there wasn't much interest.

But a few days later, I decided to give it one more try. It was a long shot: I'd need to line up leaders for at least four groups, preferably more, by the next day. I picked up the phone and started calling the same group of guys I had e-mailed. I cast vision and made the ask.

The first six guys I called said "yes."

We now have six men's groups for Act Like Jesus that get together to study the Scriptures, hold each other accountable, and serve the community. It's a small beginning. None of us are doing these things as well as we could or should. And there are 4.5 million people in the D.C. area, so we're going to need a lot more groups.

But I learned an important lesson through the experience: If you want someone to get involved, you need to ask. And in order to ask, you'll need to clarify exactly what you’re asking ahead of time by thinking through who, what, why, and how. 

Who?

When I ask small-group leaders if anyone in their group is a potential leader, I often get the response, "I asked the group if anyone is interested in leading, and no one said anything." Sometimes the blanket ask is an okay approach, but you run the risk of the unqualified volunteering (the people you don't want to volunteer), and the qualified not volunteering (because they're too shy or humble). 

To get people involved, you'll need to identify the people you most want on your team and ask them to step up. Tell them that you want them on your team, not just that you need someone. Then tell them specifically what it is about their character, skills, or experience that you value. Challenging people to do something and letting them know that you believe they can pull it off is empowering and exciting. It calls people out and helps them see their own potential.

I'm thankful for the people who have challenged me. I preached my first sermon when I was in high school. It was Easter Sunday, and the youth group was responsible for putting on our early morning sunrise service. I was chosen to preach. After service, our senior pastor came up to me and told me that I had a knack for preaching and asked if I wanted to do it again sometime.

Did I want to? Of course! I was on top of the world because someone I trusted and respected had told me I was good at it. This was the guy who got up and spoke every week, and he thought I could fill in. I'd certainly do that!

What?

I've been told that when North Point Community Church in Atlanta recruits volunteers for their ministries, Andy Stanley puts a slide on the screen with the slots that need to be filled. His congregation knows exactly what needs to be done. They aren't just volunteering for any generic job—they're signing up to serve in a specific way: as a small-group leader in children's ministry, a greeter on Sunday morning, a drummer, or a parking lot attendant. They know where the holes are and what they're being asked to do.

This is an area I'm growing in. E-mail is my primary method of communication with our small-group leaders. With more than 200 leaders spread across 6 campuses, I don't have them all in one room very often. So near the end of each of our small-group semesters, all of our leaders get a few e-mails from me that essentially say, "The deadline to register a small group is Friday, May 23. Be sure to sign up your group by then."

That hits the low-hanging fruit. If a leader is particularly motivated or interested, they do it. I'd say we get about 80 percent of our groups this way. But our congregation can't make do with only the first 80 percent. We need the last 20 percent, too. Without them, people in our congregation go unconnected and undiscipled.

But that last 20 percent isn't going to sign up just because I send an e-mail asking them to. They're too busy. Or leading doesn't seem that important. Or they've gotten involved with a different group. Or they don't know what type of group they'd want to lead.

To get that last 20 percent, I have to tell them exactly what I want them to do. Our activity groups are a great example. Over the summer we're doing some activity groups to connect those inside and outside the church in a safe context with the ultimate goal of introducing them to Jesus. When considering who might lead an activity group, I thought of my friend Phill. He's one of our small-group leaders. In fact, this spring he led a group I was part of. Although Phill loves to play golf, I don't know that he'd ever thought of leading a golf small group. All I had to do was ask. After just a few e-mails, he was all signed up and ready to go.

Why?

Here's what I wrote when I initially e-mailed the guys I wanted to lead groups for Act Like Jesus:

I am putting together a men's seminar and series of small groups on the topic of discipleship this fall, and I am looking for some guys to lead the groups. Your small-group leader said that he thought you would be a good candidate to lead one of them, and I wanted to reach out to see if you had any interest. If so, I'd love to talk with you more about it.

That pretty much failed. And I have a good idea why. When asking someone to serve in ministry, we have to explain why it's important, why it's different than other things happening at your church, and why they should say no to other things in their life in order to say yes to this new opportunity. In other words, you have to cast a clear and compelling vision. It doesn't matter whether you're recruiting volunteers for an individual event or trying to find someone to run an entire ministry, you need to explain why it's worth their blood, sweat, and tears.

I didn't cast the vision very well in that initial e-mail. Who really cares about getting a bunch of men in a room? So when I made those follow-up calls, I explained my vision: why I wanted to start these men's groups, and why I believed that men discipling men was what we needed in order to see more men actively serving Jesus. When I explained the vision, these men stepped up.

How?

A few years ago we launched a summer initiative where we had all of our groups study the same curriculum and serve the community. This was a big step for a church with a free-market small-group model where our leaders are used to choosing their own curriculum. 

At our annual leadership retreat in January, we announced what we were planning for the summer. We had nearly all of our leaders in one place. It's a high-energy environment, and people truly enjoy being there. It seemed like the perfect place to roll out a big campaign. 

Talk about a tactical error.

We spent years casting a vision for and building a free-market system. Then without warning, we stood up and said we were going to do something completely different. I learned through that experience that in order to get people involved, you have to use a medium that matches your message. In other words, make sure that your communication tool fits the message you are trying to communicate.

While the idea for our summer initiative was a good one—and in the end it worked out pretty well—we realized later that we should have gotten buy in from our key leaders before announcing it from the platform. Functionally, these leaders didn't need to know what was going on before we made the announcement, but we needed to connect with them on the basis of our relationships and vision.

So the next time I wanted to make a big push, this time to get a greater percentage of our congregation involved in groups, I sat down with around 20 of our high-capacity leaders—those whom we really trust and have influence on others in our church—to ask what they thought. Nearly all of them thought it was a good idea. But I didn't just tell them what we were doing. We sat with them in a more intimate setting and asked for their opinion.

When I e-mailed the guys about the Act Like Jesus initiative, those e-mails sat for a week with no action. When I picked up the phone, we talked it out right then and there. It was a much better tool for the type of ask I was making.

When you want someone to get involved, ask yourself whether this request is best made through a verbal announcement, an e-mail, a telephone call, a social media message, or a face-to-face meeting. To choose the right medium, consider these questions: 

· How big is what I'm asking? Is this a simple request or do I want a big commitment? The bigger the commitment, the more personal the communication needs to be.

· How much buy in does the person already have? Are they sold out to the vision, or do I need to convince them of its importance. E-mail is a great tool for communication. It's a poor tool for vision casting

· What is my level of relationship with the person I'm asking? If I know someone well, I may not need to meet with them to make a fairly significant request. If I've never met them before, I might need a telephone call or face-to-face interaction to make even a small request.

· How important is it that this person be involved? If I just need someone to volunteer, I can e-mail a hundred people and take the first one who responds. If I need someone with a specific skillset, gift mix, set of relationships, or experience, I'll probably want to meet in person.

When you want to get someone involved, consider who, what, why, and how. Choose the right communication tool and then make the ask by letting people know exactly what you want, why their participation is especially valued, and why it's so important.

—Will Johnston is the Small Group Catalyst for National Community Church in Washington, D.C.; copyright 2013 by Christianity Today.

Discuss:

1. What roles do you need to fill? What are the responsibilities of those roles?

2. Who do you want on your team? Why? What role do you want them to play?

How might you ask these people to join you? What methods of communication will work best for each person?
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	Casting 20/20 Vision for Your Leaders
Effectively communicate your vision for small-group ministry

By Ben Reed


There are so many ways to communicate today. Each day we have one-on-one and phone conversations, attend group presentations, read e-mails and texts, browse and respond to our Facebook and Twitter feeds, read blogs, receive letters and flyers, hear company jingles and product details, and more. And with all that communication, things get confused, twisted, and misunderstood all too frequently. It's no wonder our leaders have a hard time understanding our vision for small-group ministry.

But, I don't think the answer is to return to simpler communications like wood carvings. If communication is taking a step forward, then we should be taking a step with it, right? We should be communicating where those we lead are communicating. If we want our message to be heard, we've got to go where people are already communicating. Isn't that what Paul did, contending for Christ in the Areopagus (Acts 17:16–34)? Paul also sent letters to those he was addressing and met with people in person. He used the communication methods of his day. 

Likewise, we have to be open to using the communication methods of our day. However, we have to be careful not to get overwhelmed by all the methods. It is too easy to feel overwhelmed and resign ourselves to using only one communication method that we're comfortable with. Have you found yourself saying things like this?

We send out _____. That's how we communicate with leaders. If they don't communicate that way, that's their problem.

We utilize _____. That's the only way we can effectively get the word out to the amount of leaders we have.

I like to use _____, so that's what I use. 

_____ is popular right now, so that's what we're using.
That popular church down the road uses _____, so we use it too.
If so, you might be stuck in a communication rut. When we're communicating our vision for small-group ministry, we have a message that needs to get in the hands of small-group leaders and small-group members. It should be our goal to translate the message so that it gets into the maximum number of hands. Don't let pride or laziness get in the way of phenomenal communication.
Seven Ideas for Communicating Your Vision

Ready to maximize your communication? Here are a few ideas on ways you can improve:
Craft Your Message Well
If you can't clearly and concisely articulate your vision, then others won't be able to either. If you're asked, "What's the mission of your small-group ministry?" and you can't answer them in one sentence, you'll create confusion. Write your message as clearly and concisely as you can. Then you'll always be ready to answer the question in a clear, compelling way. You might even make it part of your e-mail signature.

Communicate in Multiple Venues

Don't be content with communicating in only one way. Catch more people by communicating through Facebook, Twitter, a church blog, e-mail, snail mail, drama, announcements at weekend services, and more. Vary your methods and you'll be sure to get your message across.

Communicate Multiple Times

Communicate your vision so well and so often that others can articulate it as well or even better than you can. Equip those you're leading to communicate well. Model clear, effective communication, and turn leaders loose to effectively communicate with their teams. 
Cast Your Vision at Every Training Event
From new leader trainings to times when you bring in guest speakers, make vision casting a regular part of the information that leaders will hear. Have your coaches integrate it into their huddles with small-group leaders. Begin to view every meeting you have with group leaders as an opportunity to drive home the mission.
Have Your Lead Pastor Cast Your Vision at Weekend Services

If the congregation doesn't hear the mission of group life from their pastor, they may never think it's of high importance. If the only time they hear it from is you, that's not enough. Ask your pastor to occasionally work illustrations from small-group experience into the sermon. It'll make a huge difference.

Say It until Others Turn Blue Saying It

It's easy to grow tired and frustrated with saying the same thing over and over again. If you've crafted your message well, you've found an easy, catchy, short way of articulating your mission and vision. You'll say it so often that you'll get tired of saying it. And you'll begin to assume that everybody is as tired of hearing it as you are. But your standard of measure shouldn't be how tired you have grown of hearing the vision. Your standard of measure is how well those you're leading can articulate the vision. You should repeat it so often that those you're leading can articulate it even better than you can.

Utilize Social Media

The only thing that social media costs you is a bit of your time. Whether you start a blog, update your Facebook status, or send out a tweet, it's all free. Don't overlook this potential avenue for casting vision. Facebook and Twitter force you to speak your vision succinctly. Blogs allow you to flesh out your thoughts so that others can internalize and personalize the DNA of your small-group ministry.

Here are some examples of how you could use social media to cast vision:

1. Update your status with a Scripture reference focused on the value of community.

2. Update your status with a link to a blog post or article about small groups.

3. Write a blog post about how you landed on your mission and vision statement.

4. Write a blog post expounding on a Scripture passage you find exceptionally helpful for small-group leaders.

5. Write a blog post with some practical ways people can start small groups in their homes and emphasize your mission and vision.

If group leaders catch the mission and vision of your small-group ministry, they'll become raving fans who propagate it to those they're leading. This means you can have a church full of people who have fully bought in to the vision of small groups in your local church. Now that's some forward momentum!

—Ben Reed is the pastor of community groups at Long Hollow Baptist Church; copyright 2012 by Christianity Today.

Discuss

1. Are you stuck in a communication rut? How did you get there? How can you get yourself out?

2. How well are your small-group leaders able to articulate the vision? How can you ensure that you are speaking about your vision so often that your leaders are turning blue in the face from saying it?

3. How can you craft your message in a way that is easy to understand and remember?
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	Understand Buy In
Capitalize on the stages of adoption.
By Amy Jackson


A few years ago, I had the privilege of starting a new small-group ministry from the ground up. A small church hired me to bring my knowledge of small groups and start a brand-new program. There were no small groups meeting at the time, although there were a few Sunday school classes and a women's ministry that met regularly. I brought immense energy and excitement to my new role. I had been changed by small groups, and I was eager for the people in this church to experience them, too. 

I immediately started three small groups: a young married group, a weeknight inductive Bible study of Ephesians, and a study on authentic community during the Sunday school hour. What I learned very quickly was that most people had no idea what a small group was. Instead, they came to the group with expectations of things they'd experienced in the past that didn't quite hit the mark: intense prayer groups, social clubs, and Sunday school classes. Their expectations weren't met, and I found myself having to explain over and over again what a small group was, how it was different from other ministries, and why it was beneficial. 

On the other hand, there were a few people who immediately caught the vision. They were at every meeting, ready and willing to dive in and invest in others. They sent me cards of encouragement, and they told me stories of how their small group had changed their thinking and actions. Despite these encouraging few, my eager excitement was dashed pretty quickly. I couldn't understand why so few people were excited about small groups like I was.

The Stages of Adoption
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Then I learned about the stages of people adopting new ideas, and I was introduced to the chart below (statistics from Diffusion of Innovations). Innovators are adventurers and risk takers, and they're the first to get behind your ministry. They're the ones who have your back from the beginning and want to see you succeed just as much as you want to. Innovators may become small-group leaders and coaches in your ministry. However, only a few—2.5 percent of your congregation—will get behind you this early on. 

Early Adopters are guided by respect for you and what you're trying to do. They are the opinion leaders in the church, and they tend to adopt fairly early, but want to see clear plans and examples. They will be the members of your first small groups.

Early Majority adopters will choose very deliberately—and it will be later on. Not only will they want to see the plan and purpose behind your ministry, but also they will want to hear stories from people in the small groups. They'll want some proof that small groups are working. When this group of people get on board, you'll have half of the church behind you—and your groups will see lots of growth. 

When the stories of small-group success start circulating—and they will because half of your church is involved—the Late Majority will be willing to join in. They will be skeptical from the beginning and will want to see a good chunk of the church in small groups before they join. Their backing will send your ministry into a time of significant growth.

The last group is the Laggards. It's a hard truth to bear, but 16 percent of your congregation will not support your ministry. They will be the very last to join in . . . and they may never want to. Unfortunately, these are the people many small-group directors focus on—myself included. I spent a lot of time and energy trying to explain why small groups were beneficial to this group. Eventually, I had to make the decision to pray for them and trust that God would bring them around if and when he wanted to. I then shifted my focus to those who were already behind me and those who would become the Early Adopters and the Early Majority.

I learned that as I focused on those who already had buy in and those who were close to buy in, the ministry grew more slowly than I'd originally hoped, but it also grew much stronger. The people in the ministry had full buy in, and their experiences helped convince others at the right time. And while I desired quick growth, I realized that healthy growth was a much better goal.

Do What You Can and Wait Upon God

It's difficult to wait for others to catch the vision that is so blatantly obvious to you. It's tiring to explain your vision over and over again to people. It's trying to stand up for your ministry when you feel you're standing alone. It's frustrating to keep fighting when you don't get the support you desire—especially from the church leadership. 

But hang in there. Set yourself up for success by making a clear plan that takes into account the culture and structure of your church. Do your research on small-group ministry models and best practices. Surround yourself regularly with the Innovators in your church so you'll be mutually encouraged. Find a group of close friends who can serve as a safe place—people who may or may not be involved in your church but who care deeply about you outside of your role. Be humble and willing to listen and learn from other people and ministries in the church. Try and try again. Prepare a brief statement about the purpose and importance of small groups that you can share on a second's notice. Have hard conversations with those who criticize you and actually listen to what they have to say. Don't take shortcuts. Be patient—change takes time, and it will take time for people to buy in. Keep your passion for small groups alive: go to conferences, read books, and train yourself with helpful resources. Write down why you love small groups and how small groups have changed your life, and keep it somewhere close so you can refer back to it when you're discouraged. Above all, go daily to God, clinging to the truth that he is able to do immeasurably more than all we could ask or imagine (Ephesians 3:20).
—Amy Jackson is the Managing Editor of SmallGroups.com and has served as a small-group leader, coach, and director; copyright 2012 by Christianity Today.

Discuss

1. On which group of adopters do you spend the most time and energy? Why? Do you need to change this approach?

2. Have you identified your Innovators? How can you spend time investing in them and empowering them to lead? Who are your Early Adopters? How can you invite them to be more involved?

3. How do you feel about the Laggards in your congregation? Do you need to bring your feelings and attitudes before God?
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	Further Exploration

Websites and books to help you create and communicate a compelling vision for your ministry


SmallGroups.com. We specialize in equipping churches and small-group leaders to make disciples and strengthen community.

· Casting a Vision for Small Groups (Practical Ministry Skills)

· Creative Leader Training (Practical Ministry Skills)

· Improving Communication for Effective Small-Group Ministry (Practical Ministry Skills)

· Making a Case for Small Groups (Practical Ministry Skills)

· Market Your Small-Group Ministry (Practical Ministry Skills)
BuildingChurchLeaders.com. A website with practical training tools for various church leadership roles.
LeadershipJournal.net. A website offering practical advice and articles for church leaders.
GiftedforLeadership.com. A website ministering to women leaders. 

Building a Life-Changing Small Group Ministry by Bill Donahue and Russ Robinson. Gain guidance for making strategic decisions that will establish, develop, and grow a thriving ministry (Zondervan, 2012; ISBN 978-0310331261).

Making Small Groups Work by Henry Cloud and John Townsend. This is a one-stop small-group leader's guide for gatherings of all sorts (Zondervan, 2003; ISBN 978-0310250289).
Simple Small Groups by Bill Search. Learn three principles all small groups should hold to—regardless of small-group model (Baker, 2008; ISBN 978-0801071539).
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