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This is the stage where you'll be tempted to continue to do things the way you've always 

done them-even when it doesn't make sense to do so. Or you'll recognize that you can't 

keep doing things the same way, and you'll be tempted to over-systematize everything. 

 

Management Structure 

It's a rare volunteer who can effectively run a groups ministry at this size. Even a part-time 

staff member (or one with multiple hats) may have trouble effectively leading unless small 

groups are his or her main focus. At this stage, it's likely you'll have a full -time staff 

member and possibly even be looking to hire a second paid team member. That person 

might be an assistant or an assistant group pastor/director. The person that you bring on 

will be largely dictated by your own strengths and weaknesses. Do you need someone 

who can keep you organized and manage all of the details, or do you need a partner in 

ministry, someone who can share the pastoral workload? 

 
You're also going to need a robust coaching system. Hopefully the system you designed in 

the small stage can carry you most of the way through this phase. Your role becomes 

more and more about caring for and investing directly in the coaches than the leaders. 

 
You'll also start to lose your ability to be aware of what your leaders are doing, so you'll 

need to have a more formal group registration and management process. At this stage 

you may want to use a database system, but you might also consider doing something a 

bit less formal. Database systems often take more time than you think, so it's a good idea 

to delay using these until necessary. When National Community Church's group ministry 

was this size, we had a simple email form that our leaders could respond to, and that 

proved really effective. 
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Point Leader 

During this stage there's a big shift in the strengths needed to lead the ministry.  

Relationships will always be key, but this is the stage where there's a lot of system-building going 

on, an increasing amount of data to manage, and a good chance that, at least in the first half of 

this stage, the ministry leader will be the only staff person working on groups. Consequently, the 

two characteristics most needed are strategic and organized. 

 
No longer is it just about recruiting and caring for people. Instead, it's about building systems 

that will scale. The point leader must implement systems that empower others to do these tasks. 

 
And now that things are a bit bigger, there are more details to keep track of, meaning that the 

point leader-assuming he or she doesn't have an assistant-needs to make sure those things 

don't fall through the cracks. Because when they do, it's not "details" that are falling through, it's 

people-like the guest interested in small groups who never got connected. 

 

Other Considerations 

During this phase you must make sure that your vision is nailed down. You may still be refining 

and tweaking it, but by the time this phase is drawing to a close, you need to have a laser focus. 
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don't wait for a decline or even a plateau in productivity. They make a shift in the midst of 
 

 

ro 

success-they jump the curve. This is, perhaps, the hardest type of change to make.  

 
Making Change Too Late 

Let's say you've launched a small-group ministry at a church of around 1,200 people. You 

started with 15 groups, and in 6 months doubled to 30. You know that you can effectively 

coach only about 50 leaders, so before your next launch you raise up three coaches to 

help share the load. 

 
Suddenly, you're just a bit less accessible to your leaders than you were before. You've not 

only asked some leaders to contact their coaches before coming to you, you now have 

more administrative responsibilities as you run a system. Plus, you're spending a large 

amount of time investing in those three coaches, and you're focused on identifying three 

more. 

 
You had been expecting the number of groups to double again at your next launch, but 

things fell a bit short of expectations. You only hit 50 groups instead of the 60 you had 

been wanting. A few leaders dropped out because they were frustrated with being 

coached by someone else, and a few of the leaders you were coaching dropped out 

because you didn't have the time for them that you had previously. 

 
Despite the setback, you keep plugging away, coaching your leaders, building systems, 

recruiting leaders, and looking for new coaches. 

 
By the time you're ready for your fourth launch, you've got 6 coaches in place, each taking 

on 12 leaders. That's good, because you now have 100 groups lined up and need all the 

help you can get. 

 
Are you beginning to see the impact of being a leader who jumps the curve?  
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Proactive Change 

What would have happened if you hadn't raised up those coaches? You'd have hit your 60 

groups on your third launch, but you wouldn't have been able to effectively care for them. 

 
If you'd waited to raise up coaches at that point, it would be too late for some of your 

leaders. They wouldn't be getting the care they wanted, and you'd lose them. Plus, you'd 

have less capacity to care for leaders as you try to invest in a coaching system, so you'd 

have to take on less, which means you would have to launch less groups. Because you 

didn't jump the curve, you'd be struggling by your third launch, and who knows what 

you'd have for your fourth launch. 

 
No one wants to make a change when things are thriving. You've probably heard the 

axiom: If it ain't broke, don't fix it. While people are always resistant to change, they're 

especially resistant when there's no felt need for change. 

http://www.smallgroups.com/


SmallGroups.com © 2016 Christianity Today page 33 

0 
""'I 

But that's where we as leaders come in. We need to look not only at where we are now 
 

 

ro 

and how things are going, but also into the future. We need to see what's coming next 

and make proactive changes that will result in continued growth. We need to have the 

courage to jump the curve. 

 
-Will Johnston is an editorial advisor for SmallGroups.com and the former Small Group 

Catalyst for National Community Church in Washington, D.C.; copyright 20 76 by Christianity 

Today. 

 

Discuss 
1. Do you tend to make change too early or too late? Why? 

2. What might your ministry need in the next 6-12 months? 

3. How might you prepare now for those future needs? 
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the needs of each individual leader" three months after that? Your leaders will disengage. 

Why would they invest in something that won't be around in a few months? 

 
I've found two years to be a good rule of thumb for making major changes. If you've 

implemented a new system, give it at least two years before trashing it in favor of 

something else. Of course, that doesn't mean that you don't make incremental changes as 

you go. You always want to be tweaking and tuning things to make them better. 

 
You also want to be aware of the season your church is in. If summer is your slowest time 

for small groups, you might not want to implement a change when a lot of your leaders 

won't actively engage with what's going on. On the other hand, it may be the perfect time 

to make a change so that you can fine-tune it on a smaller number of groups before your 

big push in the fall. 

 
Let's say your lead pastor has just planned a huge initiative to launch a second site for 

your church in six months. You may want to hold off on moving from semester -based 

groups to year-long groups until after that initiative. Your congregation will already be on 

communication overload. 
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Ministry Timing 

Often the current status of the ministry will necessitate a change, specifically as you're 

growing. Most coaching systems will be healthy somewhere in a range. The initial system 

you build may be good for 10-30 groups. Your next one may work for 20-80, the one after 

that could effectively support 40-120, and the one after that 80-200. 

 
Remember, you want to jump the curve, so if you have 10-30 groups, you'll want to know 

where you're headed next and start making that change at 20-25 groups so that your 

growth is never limited by an inadequate system. And if that next system is good for 20- 

80 groups, you'll want to start thinking through what's next when you're in the 40-45 

groups range and then actually make that jump when you're somewhere between 60-80 

groups. 

 
The same is true if you're considering a system that will best engage your congregation. 

Maybe you implemented Bible study groups at a smaller church where most attenders 

had been around awhile. Now, though, the church is starting to grow and you realize you 

need to move to campaigns to most effectively get newcomers involved. As our ministries 

and churches shift and change, it's time to make a change to our structure. You never 

want to top a system out and let an inadequate system be the reason your ministry can't 

grow. 

 
"Oops, I Screwed Up" Timing 

Sometimes the best-laid plans don't work out. That coaching system that sounded great 

on paper in your discussions? Well, it was only great in theory. In those cases, a change is 

forced by the realities of the situation. The current system is untenable and you have to 

figure out how to fix it or scrap it. 
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