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Chapter 17
Small Group Ministries 


Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil.  For if they fall, one will lift up the other, but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have another to help.  (Ecclesiastes 4:9-10)   

 
“In small groups we can create the climate and nurture the trust in which a deep giving of ourselves can happen.”  Elizabeth O’Connor, Servant Leaders, Servant Structures. 

Christianity is a relational religion, not individualistic.  The most effective means of establishing loving Christian relationships within congregations is through small group ministries guided by a trained mentor.  The mutually reinforcing interaction of the group together with the supportive guidance and leadership of the mentor make a highly productive combination.  And the returns are not only in Christian growth but in member retention.  Two of the major reasons why people are inactive church members or leave altogether are their inability to assimilate and feelings of rejection, both mightily countered by small group ministries. 

Development of successful small groups is highly dependent on the time pastors spend teaching and equipping the laity for this self ministry.  And a substantial commitment it may be indeed.  But the returns are great, for the multiplying effect of this instruction extends the leadership and skills of the pastorate to the resultant lay leaders and through them to the vast majority of the congregation.  The congregation eventually takes major responsibility for their own self nurturing as well as outward evangelism.  Pastors can have no more pivotal and central role than initiating and supporting such cells as the fundamental church unit.

Definitions

Some definitions are in immediate order.  By small group we mean 7 to 15 individuals gathered, in this instance, specifically and exclusively to interact and support each other in spiritual growth and love for one another. They have no other competition, no assigned mission other than to share their collective wisdom and ministry experiences.  This freedom gained in centered personal focus is distinct; in complete opposition to the numerous service responsibilities assigned to essentially all other church organizations which are not included in the small group entity defined here. 

As a Christian ministry, the group is presided over and served, in this instance, by an appointed mentor entrusted to care for and counsel group members, individually and collectively, as children of God.  “Christian mentoring is a dynamic, intentional relationship of trust in which one person enables another to maximize the grace of God in their life and service.” (John Mallison)  Mallison continues, “Good mentoring involves bonding, connectedness, rapport, mateship, affinity, things in common and genuine concern.”  We can see from these descriptions the inclusiveness and demanding nature of mentoring.  But when shared within a group the process is both reinforced as well as divided, making individual responsibilities acceptable and counterbalanced by accrued personal returns.  

While mentoring is important, it is not the essence here.  The keystone is the group itself, providing incredible care and nurturing of each member, allowing individuals to become family.  In his seminal work Dancing with Dinosaurs, William Easum, another strong advocate of small groups, describes their purpose this way.
Small-group ministries…build people, not churches.  Their internal-care networks take incredibly good care of people.  Newcomers are invited into small groups composed of people of similar background, need, or mission.  The people become “bonded” to one another, instead of merely joining the church.  Helping people discover a relationship with Christ and one another is the mission of these communities.  Instead of focusing on programming and structural matters, leaders equip laity to become servants in caring networks.

Only in this Christ-centered intimacy can people establish deep, honest relationships and lasting commitments toward one another.  And extending over all is the strengthening power and guidance of the Holy Spirit. 
Role of Small Groups


In summary, the central purpose of small group ministries is to assist each individual in developing their relationship to God, and to provide Christian fellowship and support through a shared ministry of empathy, love, and response.  Small groups provide: 

● a means of listening to God and responding to his will.  This first vertical dimension means that the group gathers in the name of Jesus, centering its attention on prayer, biblical reflection, and Christian fellowship.  

● a place where people are welcomed, cared for, and nurtured by one another through God’s saving grace and thereby renewed for ministry.  People are the agenda; joining together and sharing are the means; spiritual growth and Christian friendship are the goals.  Newcomers and strangers are always welcome without qualification. (Leaving one chair empty serves as a poignant reminder of the evangelism mission.)

● a forum for healing.   Bringing into a right spirit is fostered by trust and bonding. 

● an alternative opportunity for involvement through personal interaction as distinct from more traditional worship and service means.  Small groups provide a unique personal vehicle for discovering individual spiritual gifts.  They must, however, always remain integral parts of the church community as a whole, never acting in isolation or in competition.

● a safe setting where no one is judged and confidentiality is expected.


● a trained guiding mentor to focus group interaction and counsel individuals.  The presence of a number of mentors relieves pastors of this duty allowing them to focus on mentor training.  Numerous texts on small group ministry are available as suitable training guides.
 

The mentoring task itself may be structured in various degrees and dimensions.  Group affiliations are generally most effective, but one-on-one is preferred by many and is particularly suitable to small congregations.  The common shared experiences within the group create bonds, shared goals, and reinforcement, often more powerful than possible between two individuals.  And there is the multiplying effectiveness of administering to a group rather than a single person.  From a content standpoint, most mentors favor a fairly structured, systematic approach rather than casual informality.  
Small Group Formation  


The formation of the congregation into small groups can be a very large undertaking indeed.  A congregation of 500 organized in 12-member groups, for example, would require 40 or more leaders!  To obtain such a commitment requires strong pastoral support, deliberate leader selection, and mentor training.  The whole endeavor can be facilitated by observing these fundamentals:   

● Small group ministry is based on the premise that every congregation member will benefit by such an alliance, thus all must be invited and their personal involvement strongly encouraged.  Reluctant participants may have to be repeatedly contacted.  But first one must learn why an individual is hesitant and relieve these concerns before issuing additional invitations, and then in the most kindly, supportive, manner, without judgment. Special attention must also be given new congregation members, for if they don’t soon make friends their attendance is in jeopardy.  The church should never let anyone fall through the cracks; let people know they are missed and cared about.  Love is unconditional.

● Small group ministries are always sensitive to established church structures and programs.  Formation of the distinct small groups advocated here are as additions, not subtractions, from existing program arrangements.  However, small groups can and often become the fundamental church unit, the central focus of the staff in leading and training its leaders.   


● We recommend a heterogeneous mix of members within each group to provide the breadth and depth of experience from which all will benefit.  Plus it’s very democratic.  In few other instances is such membership latitude possible for most church alignments are for specific purposes attracting similarly oriented individuals.


While favoring newly arranged groupings, we recognize the likelihood that some individuals will prefer to enter into mentored fellowship within their existing alignments, e.g., choir or Sunday school class.    In other instances, shared interests, age, family status, home location, or other distinct identification or uniting focus may naturally draw people together.  Members can, in fact, be polled regarding their grouping preferences.
  

While the church should be flexible in such structuring, customized grouping is not the objective here; building new unfettered relationships is.  The mission responsibilities of most existing organizations invariably overrule any attempted small group focus, and there is always the risk of inherited friction and cliquishness within long-standing arrangements.  It is better to start with a clean slate. 

● Group membership must be dynamic rather than static, i.e., continually reconstituted by exchanging members, perhaps every two years, on a first-in, first-out basis.  This refreshment renews and stimulates the group in exciting fashion.  
Small Group Dynamics  

Let us be concerned with one another, to help one another to show love and do good.  Let us not give up the habit of meeting together, as some are doing.  Instead, let us encourage one another, all the more since you see that the Day of the Lord is coming near.  (Hebrews 10:24:25)  

Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil.  For if they fall, one will lift up the other, but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have another to help.  (Ecclesiastes 4:9-10)    

We have three entries heregroup members, God’s Holy Spirit, and leader-mentor.  A group has its own dynamics, each individual feeding from and at the same time serving others in a mutual exchange of expressed needs and supportive response.  No one should feel alone, rather surrounded instead by the koinonia of Christian brotherhood.  And, as with any such gathering, the most important of all ingredients, God’s Holy Spirit, is always present to guide and encourage.  Lastly, the group activities are organized and overseen by a trained lay mentor, selected from the congregation.
Group Ambiance     

Small groups, especially those bonded in Christian fellowship, have great potential for gaining a number of distinct virtues that make such an assembly especially advantageous.  The ambiance sought is characterized by a sense of: 

● unity, accord, and harmony that invariably establishes a close, caring relationship among members unobtainable by any other organizational unit.  In large measure, public worship is a corporate activity.  Small groups, in contrast, are personal, intimate in nature, a fertile environment for personal bonding. 

● trust, followed by openness, honesty, and sharing.  Listening and showing genuine compassion leads to trust and then closeness.  The emotional tone should be one of mutual respect, without fear of rejection, a totally non-threatening environment.  Only under these supportive conditions will members be willing to express their doubts, fears, and failures.    

● joy, warmth, and well-being.  The joy of Christian fellowship is unmatched and perfected in small groups.  “To associate with other like-minded people in small, purposeful groups is for the great majority of men and women a source of profound psychological satisfaction.” Aldous Huxley (1894-1963), British author.

● a relaxed pace.  Groups are inherently unhurried, an advantage for those seeking refuge and refreshment.  Slowing down allows God to work, refocusing our attention away from the shallow and temporal.  We must be still to listen to what God has to say.  


● permanency and commitment.  A church group, however loosely structured and volatile, should be considered a permanent church entity.  This reliability is the foundation on which all the lasting benefits depend.  
Required Leadership  

Iron sharpens iron, and one person sharpens the wits of another. (Proverbs 27:17)   

“Jesus Christ is the real and decisive agent in Christian mentoring.  Jesus’ mentoring prototype is not merely a static blueprint of days past; it is operational as a formative power through the Holy Spirit today.”
 


For small groups to work, the congregation must be willing to accept leadership and pastoral care from among their own.  Lay mentoring should be viewed as a sacred responsibility of great value to others as they grow in Christ, and as a rich reward in seeing this maturing process.  


In selecting mentors, one must first choose individuals who live Christ-centered lives, loving Jesus with all their heart, striving to continuously perfect themselves through his grace. “…apart from me you can do nothing.” (John 15:4)  Then prospective mentors must possess that gift that underlies all Christian relationships, unconditional love.  All else is subordinated and derived from these treasured possessions.  


So we choose first as mentors good disciples who attentively care for others.  Then the other personal qualities soughtfriendliness, joyfulness, resourcefulness, experienceare either already in place or can be developed.  In summary, the essential qualities sought in all mentors are:


● Christ-centered (to love and search for Jesus Christ).


● Friendly (to enjoy being with others and putting them at ease).


● Caring and constructive attitude (to appreciate the value in everyone 



and desire to listen and help).


● Experience and depth (to relate to and understand the conditions of 



others).

● Integrity (to be open, honest, and trustworthy).


● Energetic (to have the inner drive and resourcefulness to see the


 mission through).
Mentor Training  

To the exceptional attributes above, we add the additional element of training to create the final qualified mentor product.  At least a day or so of initial instruction is generally required, with periodic updates, often of even greater value, as members share their experiences. (See footnote 4 for suitable training texts).  The success of small groups will also greatly depend on the clergy being willing to devote themselves to this training plus seeking outside expertise. 

Responsibilities and Means of Mentoring   

…let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.  Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another… (Hebrews 10:24, 25)    


The above scripture admonishing us to “spur one another on” sums up the responsibilities and means of group mentoring.  It implies, as John Mallison notes, “…calling forth, summoning, inviting, prodding, urging, earnestly appealing to, inspiring to act.” 
Mentoring Duties  

The mentor’s basic responsibility is that of assisting all to build each other up in Christ by means of group interactions.  Mallison defines the collective effort as “…a supportive team spirit whereby members can encourage and learn from one another from their collective wisdom and ministry experiences.” 


To this end the basic mentor duties include those listed below.  (The closely related means whereby certain of these responsibilities are performed are reported in the succeeding “Tools of Effective Mentoring.”) 

● Initiate and maintain contact with group members and their families between meetings and throughout the year, always being supportive and encouraging them as individuals and members of the group.  Be especially attentive to inactive members by personal caring contacts with emphasis on listening and encouraging, never lecturing.  Discover how the church can better meet their needs.  Never give up on any member. 


● With counsel from group members, determine when, where, and how often to meet.  Meeting times and locations must be convenient; for example, immediately after the Sunday church service may be the opportune time for most. 

● Guide group meetings.  See following “Tools of Effective Mentoring.”

● Evaluate meeting dynamics and seek improvement.

● Respond to special needs by being available to group members for private discourse and counsel.  Be accessible, but encourage advance scheduling.  Often a simple phone call is sufficient to maintain the necessary contact.  

● Keep informed and abreast of available resources such as printed material and other media, seminars, and personal contacts that may assist members in their spiritual development.


● Identify and nurture talents and emerging leaders within the group.  The intent here is to help individuals discover how they may do the work of ministry that best fits his or her gifts.  These interests are then cultivated and employed in the most suitable manner whether within or outside existing programs.  Note, in particular, that interest shown in evangelism should be especially nurtured as laity are often the most effective emissaries in the mission field.  

● Respond to possible exclusivity within groups, patterns of isolation, and self-proclaimed “group think.”  Group members should never become comfortable with their theology, rather always challenged to do God’s bidding.  The mentor must help members navigate around these pitfalls and also recognize when member rotation is in order.


 ● Facilitate learning by asking good questions, encouraging self-examination, exploring options, working through issues, and setting goals.  Mentor training should include familiarization with relevant Scripture and identification of references. 

● Model what is taught, showing others by example, albeit imperfect.  As described by Mallison, “We significantly enrich the learning process by who we are (our attitudes, values, and behavior), by what we say (our conviction and commitment) and what we do (a living demonstration of the gospel).” 

The above responsibilities most often extend beyond the capabilities of any single mentor.  Thus the overall care, supervision, and evaluation of small group operations requires a team of leaders consisting of the individual group mentors, overall small group director, church pastors, and assigned congregational leaders.  This team is responsible for overseeing the small group program, continuous review of group dynamics, and implementation of improvements. “Are the groups working?”  “What lessons have been learned that should be introduced in future training?”  Running a congregation of small groups is a major undertaking, perhaps the most encompassing activity of all church operations.

Personal Temperament and Style  

The group mentor is the embodiment of versatility, being at once spiritual guide, coach, counselor, teacher, sponsor, and model.  A caring response is interwoven in all, blurring the distinctions and moderating the specific expertise required.  The insightful mentor will intuitively recognize which approach to adopt in a given situation.  More often than not, simple encouragementan arm around the shoulder, a word of hope or praiseis the most valued response that can be provided.  
  
Mentoring “style” is the distinctive features which characterize an individual’s mentoring behavior.  Here we basically seek sensitivity, gentleness, and a reassuring nature not unlike a loving parent.  Yet the style must always treat everyone as equals, all group members being children of God, beneficiaries of his grace.  Thus the most important element of the mentor’s “style” is that of conveying the equal importance of all.

Tools of Effective Mentoring   

The mentor’s task is to seek openness and honesty among all, a willingness to share our doubts, fears and failures, as well as our joys and successes, and to do this through interactive constructive discourse in Christ’s blessed presence.  Believing in this mission, we strive to see each other through the eyes of Jesus. 

 
The specific means whereby the mentor seeks to cultivate this community include:

1. Engaging God’s guidance and strength through prayer, Bible study, and quiet reflection together.  We know that all good comes from God so begin in petitioning prayer and end in thanksgiving prayer.  Mentors must also pray privately beforehand for wisdom and grace.  With regard to Scripture, a number of sources can be of great assistance in identifying subject-related passages based on a few key topic words.  See, for example, the ncccusa.org website.

2. Focusing on specific topics to get at real issues and needs and obtain some depth.  Choose important, interesting, and productive topics to gain and then hold attention.
  However, the group’s initial conversation may naturally lead to a substantive focus without leader intervention.  Once comfortable, members will often initiate topics, seeking answers to their own problems, even if concealed by apparent personal disassociation.  The mentor’s task in all such instances is simply to encourage as constructive a dialog as possible. 


3. Listening attentively to truly understand.  Mentors must seek first to discern and understand what group members are really trying to say.  This requires undivided attention and concentrated, nonjudgmental reception.  Empathetic listening is the most important instrument in the mentor’s toolbox. 
It requires concentrated nonjudgmental focus on the other person, an orientation few possess naturally.  Thus mentors must be taught the selfless means of true listening through dedicated attention, feedback to confirm reception, encouragement, requested clarification, occasional questions, and responsive eye contact and body language.  

4. Encouraging participants to secure a positive, constructive outcome.  “Encouragement is love expressed.” (John Mallison)  Encourage all to be open and honest with each other, to share their faith, and to apply Scripture to their lives.  Motivate by honest interest and questions.  Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.  (lst Thessalonians 5:11)

5. Seeking to build durable, friendly supportive associations.  Be relative easygoing in your relationships to one another, no harsh words or criticism.  


6. Observing certain precautionary rules and boundaries such as keeping confidences, avoiding favoritism and excess intimacy, and respecting individual rights.


7. Providing teaching and counsel.  The mentor assists in developing disciples through sound instruction based on God’s word.  Guidance within the group and among members is also involved.  The messages are well knownGod is the source of all true love; God is merciful, full of grace; God is faithful and ever-present; God is all-knowing and all-powerful.  It would be well for pastors to assist in preparing mentors by providing a brief catechism of instruction on the nature of God and his saving grace, the ever-present and healing power of the Holy Spirit, the responsibilities of being a Christian, and other elements of belief and precepts.
Special Needs Response  

In this last section we illustrate how the church directs attention to the special needs of various groups.  Three examples are addressedyouth and young adults, singles, and individuals facing life crises.
Youth and Young Adults

In an increasingly secular society where the traditional two-parent family and social pressure for religious affiliation are declining, it is becoming increasingly more difficult for churches to retain their young people.  Teenagers have so many opportunities and are often so busy that churches need special programs to attract and keep them.  Once off to college there are no guarantees they will ever return.  

But other factors are positive.  People turn to God in time of momentous changes and adolescents are no different.  Religion is becoming important in many teenagers’ lives and the accrued returns are significant in terms of both their mental and physical well-being.
  Congregations are thus obligated to enlarge their traditional family perspective to include young people as the new, great crusade.
  

It is most important for churches to establish a real sense of community for their young members, one of nurturing fellowship and productive involvement. The isolation and misunderstandings between generations must be surmounted by a concerted effort to build companionship and trust.  In addition, the natural divisions among young people themselveshigh school youth, college-age (generally 19-24), and older young adultsrequire distinct identification and response. 


Secondly, youth want to be where the action is, doing, not just sitting and listening.  They are searching for meaning in life through spiritual experiences rather than through doctrine, instruction, or a particular denomination.  Thus real life ventures are the underlying catalyst.  Fortunately, a host of vehicles are available ranging from traditional youth choir to rock band, from classroom to mission trips,
 and from self-assessment to community service.  

It is best to approach these activities in terms of the contemporary values and images appreciated by youth, i.e., through the mechanisms of personalized agendas, personal friendships, informal conversation, altruistic response, and popular music and movies.  We must speak the language of youth.    
Singles  

The aim of the church in ministering to single men and women (usually of post-college age) is essentially that of providing a safe friendly meeting ground, encouraging friendships and possibly matchmaking leading to fulfilled lives.  It is the very nature of being single that warrants special attention, the possible loneliness, fear, lack of self-confidence, and poor self-esteem, which must be overcome by counsel and programs.  Also, fate has little to do with securing friends or finding someone to marry.  The church can respond to the dynamics involved as with all human needs with great effectiveness.  There is no more attractive place for singles than the Christian church.  But a special ministry and concerted effort must be established, one that genuinely helps people to meet, enjoy each others company, and possibly to eventually marry.
 

One of the problems, of course, is the usual age differences typically involved, ranging from college youth to mature adults, so many separate groups may be required.  And the congregation’s traditional “family first” mentality must be overcome.  
Those in Need of Special Care

The “Stephen Ministry” and similar entities provide one-to-one Christian care to individuals facing life challenges and difficulties.  This care and encouragement allows God to work within the afflicted bringing comfort and rest.  


Stephen lay “ministers” are trained in nonjudgmental listening, understanding personal feelings, praying for and with care receivers, and working through their crisis or difficult period.  Attention is frequently directed to ministering to the divorced, hospitalized, bereaved, and aging.  It is understood that the focus is on loving care rather than advice or counsel.  One of the difficulties involved is that of overcoming the reluctance of many to ask for help.  Outward expressions of the love and care available and the assurance of confidentiality is always a necessary part of the ministry.        






    � This chapter on group mentoring is largely dependent on John Mallison, Mentoring to Develop Disciples and Leaders (Lidcombe, NSW, Australia, Scripture Union, 1998), 206 pp.  Mallison’s focus is primarily on one-on-one mentoring adapted here to a group application.  Readers are strongly encouraged to read his excellent and comprehensive treatise on this important means of Christian caring for one another. 


    � Pastors and laity who are more concerned with control and power than helping people help themselves will likely find the small group model threatening.  Great care and sensitivity should be part of any transitional movement.   


    � William Easum, Dancing with Dinosaurs: Ministry in a Hostile & Hurting World (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 1993), p. 60.  See especially Chapter 5, “The Demise of the Program-Based Church” which details Easum’s rigorous emphasis on replacing program orientation with small group emphasis, and realigning pastoral responsibilities from personal caring and recruiting to equipping the laity to do so.


    � Numerous resources are available to assist in the formation and conduct of small groups.  See, for example: 	George S. Johnson, David Mayer, and Nancy Vogel, Starting Small Groupsand Keeping Them Going (Minneapolis, Augsburg Fortress, 1995), 144 pp., Jeffrey Arnold, The Big Book on Small Groups (Downers Grove, IL, InterVarsity, 1992), 264 pp., Robert Wuthnow, Sharing the Journey, Support Groups and America’s Quest for Community (New York, Free Press, 1994), 450 pp., and Neal F. McBride, How to Lead Small Groups (Colorado Springs, Navpress, 1990), 118 pp.   


    � The range of various types of church groups is extensive.  Groupings are typically based on intent, e.g., task responsibility, support and recovery, issue study, spiritual growth, prayer, individual nurturing, and fellowship.  In addition to these functional or mission focuses, congregational groups may also be organized by such secular factors as geography, age, special interests (music, social issues, book review, gardening, etc.), parents of young children, and similar centering affinities.


    � John Mallison, Mentoring,  p. 39.


    � Engaging subject matter for group discussion includes: how to pray, systematic Bible reading, church attendance, personal time management, attitude toward money, family harmony, coping with stress, resolving conflicts, how to be a friend, building self-confidence, setting personal priorities.    


    � Nathan Frambach, “A Larger Vision,” The Lutheran, April, 2001, p. 34.


    � A commission convened by Dartmouth Medical School studied years of research on children and concluded that young people who are religious are better off in significant ways from their peers.  They are less likely than nonbelievers to smoke and drink and more likely to eat well; less likely to commit crime and more likely to wear seat belts; less likely to be depressed and more likely to be satisfied with their families and school.   


    � Henry Brinton, pastor of Calvary Presbyterian Church in Alexandria, Virginia, reports the widespread popularity of summer youth mission projects across the country.  “Teenagers spend a week in the summer building houses in Mexico, working with children in West Virginia or cleaning up flood damage in North Carolinafocusing more on Christian action than on Christian doctrine.” 


    � See Ellen Varughese, The Freedom to Marry─Seven Dynamic Steps to Marriage Readiness (Joy Press).
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