New small group networks offer ministry leaders an opportunity for community
by Tobin Perry
LAKE FOREST, Calif. – It's ironic really. Those given the task of moving people into small groups in churches often have a lonely task. Those given the task of helping people develop meaningful, life-changing relationships must often do so in isolation. But times are changing. Thanks to a collection of Purpose Driven Small Group Ministry networks starting around the country, small group ministry leaders are now getting an opportunity to build community with other small group ministry leaders. 

The new networks sprung from Saddleback Church soon after it held its first-ever Purpose Driven Small Group Conference in February of 2007. 

Reid Smith, who served as executive pastor of Southlake Foresquare Church in West Linn, Ore., coordinated the network in the Northwest. Smith knows how lonely it can be for those in charge of promoting community within a church. He recalls that when he first started a small group ministry in the late 1990s there were very few resources out there to help.

"There were plenty of resources for small group leaders, but there wasn't much for churches trying to start a small group ministry," Smith said. That's when Smith decided that at some point he wanted to come alongside other pastors in the trenches of small group ministry. 

When Saddleback's small group pastor Steve Gladen asked him about coordinating a network in the Northwest, the idea seemed like an ideal fit. But Smith didn't just come to be a support, he came for ideas.

"It's great to be able to share like this," said Smith, who now serves as the community life pastor at Christ Church in Palm Beach, Fla. "What I've discovered is that what works one year to build momentum in small group ministry doesn't work the next year. So it's crucial to be able to get creative ideas from other ministry leaders."

Each regional network holds what's called a huddle, where small group ministry leaders from around the region are invited to a free gathering where they can meet, share ideas, and talk about what's going on in their ministries. Each huddle has a presenter who shares ideas on a topic. Then ministry leaders are encouraged to talk about the topic in small groups. They also get opportunities to talk about other topics that play a crucial part in their ministries. 

Then network participants are encouraged to do two things: invite others involved in small group ministry to the next huddle and keep the discussion going with people they've met at the last huddle.

John Grant, who helps to coordinate the network in the Southeast, points to a relationship he started with the other two coordinators. Both were pastors from different denominations. Grant says the relationship they've formed has been a tremendous help.

"It has been a joy to work together," said Grant, who serves as equipping minister at College Hills     Church of Christ in Lebanon, Tenn. "It's amazing how similar our churches are even though each has its own distinctive."

Grant has seen at least four benefits to the small group ministry network. First, it has been an opportunity to share ideas. Through the network, he has been introduced to numerous ideas that have been working successfully in other churches. Many of these ideas he says he never would have come across on his own.

Second, he finds the network encouraging. Grant says that he has been energized by the success stories of small group ministries at other churches. It has also been a place he can take his frustrations about parts of the ministry that are struggling.

Third, the network has introduced him to a variety of new resources. "There's no way you can read all    the new books," Grant said. "The network can be a good filter for good curriculum, websites, and reading material."

Finally, the network can be a place to meet friends who understand what you're dealing with in small group ministry. Pastors who participate in the network no longer have to lead alone. He points to a dozen one-on-one conversations he has had with ministry leaders through the network. None of them have developed into deep friendships yet, but he expects them to over time. 

The other churches in the network have particularly challenged Grant to develop small groups that    reach out to the unchurched in the community. "The churches in the network challenge me to challenge our group leaders to love lost people and not be satisfied with close-knit fellowship small groups,"     Grant said.
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Purpose Driven small group networks are developing across the country. For more information about networks in your area, contact Cheryl Shirman at cheryls@saddleback.net.
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