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GROUPOLOGY: Connecting @ Calvary

Calvary Church is “Communities Connecting to God and Others”

We connect people to God and each other by growing formative, caring, and missional
communities.

These communities provide:

A safe place to Explore faith

Supportive relationships for Launching your faith journey

Partnerships for spiritual growth

Opportunities to Serve others

Encouragement to Engage the world around you with Jesus’ mission

We call these communities, LIFEgroups. 
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GROUPOLOGY: Why Community?

God Exists in Relationship as a Unity with Diversity

• The Trinity was active in creation

God spoke creation into existence.  He spoke the light; he spoke the land; he
spoke the sun, moon, and stars.  Everything that is, was spoken into reality by
God.  According to Genesis 1, while God spoke creation into being, the Spirit
hovered over creation; overseeing and empowering the creative work of the Son. 

Colossians 1 says of Jesus, “for by him all things were created.”  If the Father
was the writer and the Spirit was the producer, the Son was the actor in the
drama of creation.  Whatever the Father spoke, the Son created.  Whatever the
Son created, the Spirit empowered. 

Creation is the story of one God, as three persons, acting in perfect unity.  The
result was very good.

• The Trinity was active in Jesus’ earthly ministry

The Father sent the Son.  The Spirit enabled the Son.  The Son gave His life to
right the wrong and bring healing to creation.  At the end of His time on earth,
Jesus prayed, “I have brought you glory on earth by completing the work you
gave me to do.”

• The Trinity is active in God’s re-creation of people

Jesus’ work made it possible for us to be the “new creation”.  Just like the first
creation, God the Father spoke that we would be made new.  God the Son paid
the sin-debt to make us new.  God the Spirit empowers us to be made new.

• The Trinity was active in the birth of the church

Jesus prayed for His new creation in John 17.  He said, “I pray also for those who
will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just
as you are in me and I am in you.”  He wanted us to “be one.”  Jesus told his
followers that the mark which would define them would be their love for one
another.  He commanded them to love one another. 

This was a new command to them. They picked it up and ran with it. It became
the foundational teaching of the church in its earliest days.  When the apostles
wrote letters to other churches, they often included ideas on how to love one
another. They wrote “be devoted to one another”, “serve one another”, “accept
one another”, “build one another up” and many, many more.  The first church was
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GROUPOLOGY: Why Community (cont.)

built on relationships.

We want to “be one” like the Father, Son and Spirit.  We want the mark of our
church to be our love for one another.  We want to be a church built on
relationships.  We exist to connect people to God and others, but we do that as
communities. 

We call these communities LIFEgroups.
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GROUPOLOGY: How Does Community Happen?

Calvary's philosophy for launching community can be best described through the
metaphor of the greenhouse. However, to understand the greenhouse, you must first
take a moment to consider the garage and the meadow. 

Imagine a typical garage.  Likely it is a highly organized place.  Most garages have
shelves, cabinets, and other storage areas.  A garage is a place where a lot of different
things can happen because it is well organized.  In addition to housing cars, most
garages also serve as work spaces.  Often they are a place for auto repairs or
woodworking.  A properly functioning garage provides plenty of space to efficiently
accomplish several tasks. 

Most garages look the same.  They typically have a square or rectangular shape,
concrete floors, unfinished walls, and a large door.  Because they are designed to be
functional, not artistic, little variety exists from garage to garage. 

Garages are a place to accomplish tasks, not to grow things.  If something is growing in
your garage, you likely have a problem. 

Now imagine a meadow.  Nothing in a meadow is organized. This lack of control allows
anything and everything to grow in a meadow.  Meadows are completely random and
completely disorganized.  A meadow is not a place where tasks are accomplished.  A
meadow is a place you go when you have nothing to do. 

Meadows are inviting places because of the incredible variety of growing plants.  Even
weeds contribute to the appeal of a meadow.  The lack of organization and efficiency in
the meadow help contribute to the wide variety of growth.  The primary thing that
happens in a meadow is growth.  No systems exist, there are no processes; just wild,
uncontrolled growth. 

Small group programs at many churches resemble garages.  Some small group
programs resemble meadows. 

"Garage Churches" organize their small groups from the top-down.  Most decisions are
made by staff.  A great deal of what happens in groups and ministries happens via
dictation.  Systems and policies are put in place to ensure high efficiency.  Usually,
every group follows the same specific plan.  The church developes a pattern, and every
group is expected to squeeze into the pattern.  Little or not room exists for creativity. 
Typically, organizational productivity takes precedent over personal growth.  Victories
are usually measured by accomplishment of the church goals and increased attendance
or giving, rather than by personal life change. 

"Meadow Churches" allow everyone to do what is right in their own eyes.  Most
decisions are made by individuals with little or no consideration as to how they might
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GROUPOLOGY: How Does Community Happen (cont.)

impact others.  No one makes an effort to give direction or oversee any groups or
ministries.  No "big picture" plans or goals exist.  Different groups regularly engage in
"turf wars" because no one has a shared vision for the direction of the church.  Every
group makes their own plan.  Each group is given the freedom to evaluate itself, make
plans, and study material which is effective for the current needs of the group.  Personal
growth is given precedent over organizational productivity.  The larger goals of the
group take backseat to the growth and development of each person and group. 
Numbers and statistics are not nearly as important as personal and group stories. 

Both the garage church and the meadow church have aspects that are desirable. 
However, both models also have clear weaknesses.  We are trying to develop a ministry
model at Calvary that builds on the strengths of both models and minimizes the
weaknesses of each model.  We call this hybrid the "greenhouse" model.  Our primary
objective is to "provide the minimum structure necessary to allow for maximum growth." 

We want people to grow, groups to grow, Calvary to grow, and the Kingdom of God to
grow.  We believe this will happen as we release as much responsibility and freedom to
people and groups as possible.  Therefore, we will try to provide the organization and
structure necessary to allow for this growth without being overbearing and smothering
people's and group's uniqueness.  The most significant element of this "minimum
structure" is our desire that every group engage in a balance of formative, caring, and
missional activities.

Our goal is for communities to form through "organic multiplication" rather than
"organizational recruiting".  Basically, we want people to join groups because they want
to, not just because we ask them to.  LIFEgroups (our name for community) are usually
composed of 8-12 individuals or 5-8 couples who gather formally and informally on a
regular basis.   However, LIFEgroups can be any size as long as their structure can
support a balance of formative, caring, and missional activities.

Using the organic analogy, the ideal process for LIFEgroup formation might look like
this:

• Germination.  A group of people decide they would like to partner together for
spiritual growth.  They determine together to launch a new LIFEgroup.

• Formation.  Having determined how they plan to be formative, caring, and
missional together; they invite a few people to join them.  At a given time, they
launch their group.

• Invitation.  Once the group is moving, they are careful to not lose sight of the
ongoing need to expand their relationships to include others in the group.  Living
missionally will mean people are regularly being invited to and added to the
group.
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GROUPOLOGY: How Does Community Happen? (cont.)

• Growth.  As the members of the group develop formative, caring, and missional
relationships with one another, they will begin to grow spiritually to become more
Christ-like in their thoughts, words, and actions.

This is just a short overview of the process.  Many of the details will be fleshed out later
in this book.  Of course, some people will always desire to be placed into a group, either
because they have no existing relational connections, or because their personality lends
itself to such a process.  For those people, we provide a guide to all our existing
LIFEgroups, so they can find the group that is the best fit for them.
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GROUPOLOGY: LIFEgroups

What is a LIFEgroup?

A LIFEgroup is a collection of individuals committed to sharing their lives with one
another for the glory of God.

A Collection of Individuals
Within every LIFEGroup the many become one. However, the uniqueness of each
individual is not sacrificed. Rather, the gifts and abilities of each individual are embraced
and utilized as building blocks crucial for the development of the group. 

Sharing Their Lives with One Another
A sense of community that parallels the expectations placed on the church in the New
Testament cannot be developed simply by meeting together once per week. Effective
LIFEGroups develop relationships among their members by engaging in the activities of
life together. Groups celebrate victories with one another and rally around each other in
difficult times. Sharing life is the desired conduit by which care for all Calvary’s people is
provided.

For the Glory of God
The ultimate goal of every LIFEGroup is to see every member formed to the imageof
Christ.  Therefore, everything the group undertakes should enable each of its members
to better represent the values and mission of God. 
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GROUPOLOGY: LIFEgroups

How Jesus' Three Commands Drive our LIFEgroups

One of the highest values at Calvary is the authority of Scripture.  What we do with our
LIFEgroups must be guided by the instructions given to us by Scripture.  Some of the
clearest teachings in the Bible are the commands given to us by Jesus.  Every church
should get its “marching orders” from these commands.

Mark 12

Mark 12 gives the account of an Old Testament scholar who inquired of Jesus which
was the greatest command.  Jesus’ answer was two-fold.  He identified loving God as
the most important command.  He then identified a second similar command which was
to be followed, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”  Jesus taught that these two
commands were the foundation for all others. 

Jesus’ Command to Love God
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind
and with all your strength.” (Mark 12:30)
 
Loving God requires knowing God. The best possible way to know him better is to
approach him side by side with others who want to know and love him. Together, as we
understand His heart, we can push each other to enact His will. 

Why have LIFEGroups? To love God by knowing Him and living for Him 

Jesus’ Command to Love Our Neighbor
“Love your neighbor as yourself.” (Mark 12:31)

When Jesus was asked who our neighbor is, he told a story that identified “neighbor” as
anyone we come into contact with. Therefore, as followers of Christ, we are called to
lovingly influence everyone with whom we come into contact. Our relationships within
the church should inspire and equip us to pursue these influencing relationships.

Why have LIFEGroups? To enable followers of Christ to lovingly influence their
neighbors
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GROUPOLOGY: LIFEgroups

John 13

John 13 tells the story of Jesus’ last meal with his disciples before his death.  During
this meal, he told the disciples he had a “new” command for them.  He said they were to
“love one another”.  This is more than just a restatement of His “love your neighbor”
command.  This was a third command that held great significance for the future church.
 
When Jesus told his disciples to love their neighbor, he used the term “neighbor” as a
universal expression meaning everyone.  By using the term “one another”, He was
indicating a scope which was limited to specific group of people.  The only people
present when Jesus gave this command were His loyal followers.  The only disciple who
was not a true follower (Judas) had just left the meal.  While the second command (love
your neighbor) was a timeless principle, originating in the Mosaic law; this command
was a new one, given to help launch the new church. 

The role of the church is to enable Jesus’ followers to obey Jesus’ commands.  This
means that every church should exist to help people love God, love those around them, 
and love the other followers of Christ.

Jesus’ Command to Love One Another
“Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another.” (John 13:34)

Throughout the New Testament are several encouragements that characterize they
type of relationship believers should have with one another. These are called, “The One
Another Commands”. They are best characterized by the “one another” that appears
more often than any other, “Love One Another.

Why have LIFEGroups? To develop loving relationships with others who are
followers of Christ

We've identified three simple words to help us remember our commitment to these three
commands:

Groups that love God by knowing Him and living for Him are FORMATIVE. 

Groups that develop loving relationships with others who are follwers of Christ are
CARING. 

Groups that enable followers of Christ to lovingly influence their neighbors are
MISSIONAL.
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GROUPOLOGY: LIFEgroups

Acts 2:42-47

Acts 2:42-47 gives us a vivid picture of how Jesus’ first followers lived this out.  Four key
words help us understand how Calvary is living out these relationships, particularly
through LIFEgroups:

“devoted” (vs. 42) – Being part of the church is a crucially important element of a
person’s life; LIFEgroups allow someone to be devoted to relationships rather than
programs or meeting times. 

“everyone” (vs. 43) – No one was sitting on the sidelines of the Acts 2 church. 
Because of their size, LIFEgroups provide an environment in which everyone can
actively participate. 

“together” (vs. 44) – Lone Rangers were not an option in Acts 2.  Individualism was
non-existent; LIFEgroups are formed on the idea that Christians should be living life
together with other Christians, not alone. 

“every day” (vs. 46) – Acts 2 believers were Christians seven days a week.  There
were no “Sunday-only” believers; LIFEgroups emphasize the importance of Christianity
beyond the regular Sunday gatherings.
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GROUPOLOGY: LIFEgroups

Additional Study About These Concepts: 

Study more about relationships in the early church:
Acts 2:42-47 
Acts 4:32-37 
Acts 5:12-16 
Acts 6:1-7 

Study more about Jesus' BIG THREE commands:
Matthew 22:34-40 
Mark 12:28-34 
Luke 10:25-37 
John 13:31-35; 15:9-17 
1 John 3:11-24 

Study more about the "one another" commands:
Romans 12:10,16; 13:8; 14:13; 15:7,14; 16:16 
1 Corinthians 1:10; 16:20 
2 Corinthians 13:12 
Galatians 5:13 
Ephesians 4:2,32; 5:19,21 
Colossians 3:13,16 
1 Thessalonians 5:11 
Hebrews 3:13; 10:24,25 
James 4:11 
1 Peter 1:22; 3:8; 4:9; 5:5; 5:14 
1 John 1:7; 3:11; 3:23; 4:7,11,12 
2 John 5 

Study more about the mission of Jesus:
Matthew 25:31-46 
Matthew 28:16-20 
Acts 1:4-11 
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BOOK TWO: LIFEGROUP FOUNDATIONS
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LIFEGROUP FOUNDATIONS: Driver Qualifications

A LIFEGroup Driver should be:

� Committed: A LIFEGroup driver should be committed to the mission of Calvary to
connect people to God and each other.

� Submitted: A good leader must be a good follower. The members of the group
will look to the leader to demonstrate the proper attitude toward authority in the
church. 

� Of proven character: A group leader must demonstrate the fruit of the spirit in his
or her own life in order to lead others in spiritual growth. Group members should
be able to trust that their leaders are living exemplary Christian lives.

� Having a love for people: A true leader is always motivated to lead by love for the
people under his or her care. A leader that corrects, reproves, and teaches out of
love will be listened to and respected. 

� Trained: Every Driver should have a strong understanding of how LIFEGroups
function and how the fit into the big picture at Calvary. Regular training helps
ensure that church leaders and LIFEGroup leaders are moving toward the same
goal. 

� Consistent in spiritual disciplines: Being a group leader can be a very demanding
role. Consistent spiritual discipline will give you needed strength while
demonstrating a life lived with God to those in your group.  

� Generous: A LIFEGroup Driver will encounter many different kinds of needs. The
leader must be willing to give of his or her time, money and resources with kind
and generous attitude.

� Able to lead:  Just because someone has the desire to lead doesn't mean they
have gift. God has given everyone different gifts for building up His church. Make
sure leadership is one of your gifts if you desire to drive a LIFEGroup. 
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LIFEGROUP FOUNDATIONS: Driver Expectations

Endorse the core doctrines of Calvary Church as your own.

• The Bible is God's trustworthy message

• Jesus is the only way of salvation

• The whole world needs to hear God's message

Extend pastoral ministry to the members of your group.

• Pray for Them

• Contact Them

• Celebrate with Them

Establish Formative, Caring, and Missional patterns of group life

• Study and apply the Bible together

• Pray together, spend time together, and invest in one another

• Serve and engage together

Enable group members to invest their gifts in the life of the group

• Take a team approach (1 Cor. 12 -- body of Christ)

• Delegate tasks whenever possible

• Regularly affirm gifts

Equip yourself to be a consistently improving group driver.

• The Cove

• Creative-Community

• LIFE Support Groups

• LIFEgroup Summits
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LIFEGROUP FOUNDATIONS: Overseeing a Group

Part Three focuses on specific activities and ideas LIFEgroup Drivers can implement as
they work through the process of launching and sustaining a LIFEgroup, as well as
perhaps eventually birthing a new LIFEgroup.

Below is a short summary of the four tasks which comprise a LIFEGroup Driver's "job
description".

Extending Pastoral Care
Mark Mullery wrote the following in Why Small Groups?:

It is God's design that every pastor identify and train trustworthy men who fear
God, investing them with real authority and responsibility to extend the pastoral
ministry of the church.  As Moses learned (and New Testament examples show
the same), this is done most effectively through small groups.  Small groups
serve a local church immeasurably by bringing each member into ongoing
relationships with trained and gifted small-group leaders who can serve and
equip them in many ways.  In this manner, the pastors are better able to
concentrate on the ministry of God's Word and equipping others for ministry.

Our hope at Calvary is that over time our LIFEgroups will become the conduit through
which every person in our church is discipled and cared for.  To accomplish that goal,
we want to become progressively better at passing off the role of pastoral care to our
LIFEgroup Drivers as they demonstrate their own capabilities.

Launching a Group
Section Three of this book is entirely devoted to launching a new LIFEgroup.  Included
in that discussion are ideas for:

• Recruiting and Developing Your Launch Team 

• Inviting New Members 

• Preparing for your first meeting 

• Launching your first four weeks as a group 
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LIFEGROUP FOUNDATIONS: Overseeing a Group (cont.)

Driving a Group
Getting a group off the ground is just the first step of a LIFEgroup's life.  Sustaining a
LIFEgroup requires a great deal of preparation and effort.  Section Four deals with
many ideas which will better equip you to maintain and grow your group over time. 
Included are details about:

• Identifying and utilizing the giftedness of group members 

• How to plan and run your regular meetings 

• Setting up service (missional) projects 

• Encouraging members to share their faith 

• Selecting topics for study 

• Setting up social gatherings 
 

Navigating Difficulty
Every group runs into difficulties at some point.  The group’s driver needs to help the
group work through these issues.  The following pages contain some ideas to help you
think through some of the hurdles every group faces, and how you will prepare to get
over those group-life hurdles.
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BOOK THREE: LIFEGROUP RESOURCES
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LIFEGROUP RESOURCES: Launch Groups

What is a LAUNCH group?
A LAUNCH group is a special six-week LIFEgroup designed to help people get a small
taste of biblical community.  LAUNCH groups meet six times to discuss a predetermined
topic, often based around a video teaching.  Each LAUNCH group will complete their six
weeks with a "Service Party".  Following their initial six weeks, each LAUNCH group has
the opportunity to continue meeting together if they choose.  A LAUNCH group may or
may not become a long-term LIFEgroup.

Why LAUNCH groups?
LAUNCH groups are designed to enable people to more easily take the next step in the
spiritual journey.  Because we want to help people connect to God and others, our
desire to assist people in partnering with other believers for spiritual growth.  For those
who are nervous or hesitant about partnering, LAUNCH groups provide a "try before
you buy" opportunity to connect. 

Who will lead these LAUNCH groups?
Ideally, each LAUNCH group will be driven by a team of 2-4 people.  Team leadership is
much more effective and far less intensive than individual leadership.  Team leadership
is also much closer to the biblical model of church leadership.  We refer to our leaders
as "drivers" because we consider them as fellow journeyers on the road together with
their group.

What is expected of a LAUNCH group driver team?
LAUNCH group drivers have four simple responsibilities:

• Contact potential group members and invite them to the initial meeting

• Prepare for each of the six weekly meetings

• Contact group members who miss a meeting

• Communicate to Pastor David the "Service Party" your group has chosen

How will LAUNCH group drivers contact and invite potential group members?
Every driver will receive a list naming each of the people who has signed up (on
Connection Sunday) to participate in their LAUNCH group.  They simply need to contact
each person and let them know when and where their first meeting will be.  Drivers are
also welcome to invite any friends or contacts they may have to their first group
meeting.

How much preparation is is required for weekly meetings?
Very little preparation is required for LAUNCH group meetings.  Each driver team will be
given a six week curriculum package which includes a video for each week, a
discussion guide for each week, and special study materials.  To prepare, one of the
drivers simply needs to review the discussion questions ahead of time.  Watching the
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video and reading the study materials are helpful and encouraged, but not absolutely 
essential.

LIFEGROUP RESOURCES: Launch Groups

What is a "Service Party?"
A "Service Party" is a missional activity each LAUNCH group will participate in so they
have a taste of serving together.  Some possible projects might be helping at a soup
kitchen, volunteering at Hope's Outlet, handing out food from a Gleaner's truck, or doing
projects at someone's home.  Pastor David will work with drivers and their groups to
help them select the best possible Service Party.

What will LAUNCH groups do at the end of six weeks?
At the end of the fourth week's meeting, the one of the drivers will remind the group that
they have only two weeks left to meet together, and that they will spend time the
following week talking about their future together.  During the fifth week, the group will
discuss whether or not they would like to commit to another series of meetings
together.  During their sixth meeting, the group will decide how many (if any) of the
group would like to meet for another six week series.  If enough group members are
interested in continuing, the drivers and Pastor David will set up a second discussion
series for the group to pursue.

How can I learn more about LAUNCH groups?
To learn more about LAUNCH groups, or if you are interested in being part of a
LAUNCH group driver team, please contact Pastor David:
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LIFEGROUP RESOURCES: Launching A Group

Developing Relationships
The following activities are all designed to help people deepen their relationships.  You
can choose on or all of them to use in your group time.  These activities can also be
used in week two or beyond!

Glad You Asked 
Building relationships is a goal of every small group. This requires sharing at increasing
levels of intimacy. Mixer questions are one way to encourage this, not just in the early
stages of getting acquainted, but throughout the group’s life cycle. Most small-group
leaders pour considerable time and effort into writing Bible study discussion questions,
but rarely give much thought to mixers. I suggest writing a variety of mixer questions for
each of the following categories.

• History Giving: How did your family celebrate Christmas when you were in grade

school?

• Personal values: Describe three characteristics for an ideal friend.

• Future dreams: What would you like to be doing in five years?

• Affirmation: What are two of your strongest skills?

• Current events: Tell us three things that happened to you today.

After writing several questions for each category, consider several different formats for
sharing. You might divide your group into pairs or threesomes. You might separate men
from women. You can write different questions on slips of paper, then have each group
member draw one and answer it in front of the whole group. As you try different formats
you will learn which works best with your small group. Just take into account your time
limit, the level of intimacy in the group, and whether you want to help others bond with
only a few or with the whole group.

Courtesy of: David Gschwend, Pastor of South Hills Community Church in San Jose, California 
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LIFEGROUP RESOURCES: Launching A Group

Breaking Small Group Ice
The first minutes of small-group meetings are vital. Good icebreakers can cut away
social barriers and promote open sharing throughout the rest of the meeting. Some of
our most successful icebreakers have been to ask every person to complete one of the
following statements:

• If I knew I couldn’t fail, I’d try…

• One lesson I’ve learned the hard way is…

• Some of the best advice I was given is…

• One unfulfilled dream of mine is…

• You would know me better if you knew that I …

• More than anything, I would like to be remembered as a person who…

• If I could have a five minute face-to-face meeting with Jesus Christ, I would talk

about…

• Given one day to do anything I’d like, with no economic constraints, I would

choose
to…

Courtesy of: Glenn T. Murphy, Minister of Discipleship and Outreach, Millington Baptist Church, Millington, New
Jersey

Eight Week of Icebreakers
Come September, many groups resume meeting after a summer break. Often there are
new members among the old. Or perhaps all your group members are new to each
other. Here are eight weeks worth of icebreaker questions to help you get better
acquainted.

1. What is the scariest thing you ever had to do? In retrospect, are you glad you did it or
do you have regrets?
2. What was the last thing you saw someone do that really impressed you? Explain.
3. What did you wear to your last costume party?
4. If you had to eat the same food for dinner for an entire week, what would it be?
5. What was your favorite book (or story) when you were a child? What did you like
about it?
6. What is your favorite room in your home? Why?
7. What ability do you wish you had that you don’t? Why?
8. If money was no object, where would you like to have a vacation home? 
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LIFEGROUP RESOURCES: Launching A Group

Fostering Fun
The following activity, designed to strengthen group relationships, will work equally well
for Sunday school classes, small groups, or retreats.

1. Divide your group into teams of three or four people.
2. Give each team a bucket of tinker toys, Legos, or building blocks, and tell them to
construct something that represents their team. They have 10 minutes to finish their
“team masterpiece.”
3. Have each team explain their creation and answer the following questions:

• What did you learn from this experience?

• What can we learn about each other by doing something fun together?

• How does having fun affect newcomers to the group.

• What other activities could foster fun in the group?
4. Lead in a closing prayer something like this: “Thank You for fun, Lord. Thanks for
laughter, the best medicine. Thank You for making our hearts merrier and our
relationships stronger. We pray that our fun activities would bring glory to You, and
maybe even a giggle or two. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Courtesy of Clark Cothern, Adrian, Michigan
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LIFEGROUP RESOURCES: Launching A Group

Discussing Your Purpose
A portion of your first meeting together should be spent talking about what it means to
be a formative, caring, and missional group.  While you and your launch team should
determine how best to structure this discussion, the following information can be a
“cheat sheet” for you as you guide this important part of your first meeting.

The Three Purposes for LIFEGroups at Calvary:

Formative.  Providing a vehicle through which the Holy Spirit can form believers into
the image of Christ.
Caring.  Creating relationships among the people at Calvary so that each person’s
needs (physical, emotional, spiritual and relational) are met.
Missional.  Inspiring the people of Calvary to minister to one another, love the world,
and lead their neighbors to faith in Christ.
 
Three Key Questions for LIFEGroups to Ask:

• How am I (Are we) more like Jesus today(this week) than I was (we were)
yesterday(last week)?

• What needs are here tonight that I (we) can meet?

• How have I (we) made the world a better place? 

Practical Suggestions for formative, caring, and missional activities for
LIFEGroups 

• Shared Worship

• Bible Study Together

• Praise Times Together

• Prayer Times Together 

• Praying for One Another

• Mentoring One Another 

• Shared Experiences

• Telling Stories

• Working on Projects

• Field Trips

• Retreats

• Vacations

• Missions Trips 

• Shared Resources

• Meeting Needs

• Assisting with Projects

• Providing Meals

• Caring for Children
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LIFEGROUP RESOURCES: Launching A Group

Lyman Coleman (the founder of Serendipity Small Group Ministry) says:

• To focus on Bible Study only will lead to scholasticism.

• To focus on Care only will lead to narcissism—navel gazers

• To focus on Mission only will lead to burn out.
 

Henry Cloud and John Townsend (in Making Small Groups Work)say:

As you design your small group, you will want to explore a second issue by
yourself and with people who have experience in these matters. It is the issue
of balancing process versus structure, sometimes referred to as experience
versus truth…Small groups incorporate two threads that intertwine throughout
meeting times: truth/structure and process experience.
 

Consider the spectrum below. Where on this spectrum would you like your group to fall?
Why? What will a group at that point look like?

ALL APPLICATION/NO STUDY     ALL STUDY/NO APPLICATION 

The goal tonight is not to make any decisions, the group should simply talk
through some of the options and think through the potential issues. 

The following are some questions to think through while discussing your group’s
objectives:

• How do you want group members to be different at the end of a year together?

• How do you want group members to be different at the end of each week
together?

• How do you want Calvary to be different as a result of your group’s existence?

• How do you want the world to be different as a result of your group’s existence?

• What characteristics best define the people in our group?

• What are the most pressing needs in our group?
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Spiritual Formation Survey
We have developed a short survey designed to help people evaluate themselves
spiritually.  This survey is “self-graded” and can be completed in one group meeting.
You cannot pass or fail this survey, you can only learn something about yourself.  This
survey is not designed for people to compare their results with each other, it is a self-
evaluation.  The only thing it will tell you is what areas of spiritual growth you consider to
be strengths and weaknesses in your own life.

These surveys are available at the Cove or by contacting Pastor David.

Once the members of your group have completed the survey, you can use the results to
discuss what topics your group might want to study.

Below are the questions used in the survey, followed by the discussion questions you
can work through as a group once you’ve completed the survey.

Spiritual Formation Survey Questions:

• I feel that I can worship God in a variety of places using a variety of means.

• I regularly thank God for what he is doing in my life.

• I am rarely angry.

• When I hear about people in need, I immediately start thinking of ways I can
help.

• I believe salvation has nothing to do with what I have done, and has everything to
do with what Christ has done.

• I usually am able to help people in need without being judgmental toward them.

• I have a strong desire to know God better.

• I often ask people how I can pray for them.

• I know what things are tempting to me and I seek to avoid them.

• I seek for ways to end oppression of other people.

• I believe that it is impossible to have a relationship with God without faith in
Jesus Christ.

• I generally seek to resolve conflict.

• I feel loved by God.

• I regularly study the Bible so that I can know God better.

• I try to always use words that are uplifting.

• I regularly think about those who are worse off than me.

• I believe that I will have eternal life.

• I do not seek revenge with my words or my actions.

• I enjoy giving God credit for everything good that I have.

• I memorize Scripture.

• I do not have addictions.
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• I spend time doing volunteer work in the community.

• I believe that all people are sinful and deserve eternity in hell.

• Other people’s shortcomings don’t bother me.

• I believe the Holy Spirit assists me in understanding the truth about God.

• Spending time with other believers is one of my highest priorities.

• I don’t mind lending money to people who may not pay me back.

• I believe that the gods of other religions do not really exist.

• I find it easy to be happy most of the time.

• I purposely build relationships with people, hoping that I can tell them about
Christ.

• I believe every word of the Bible was inspired by the Holy Spirit.

• I try to use my unique abilities to help at the church.

• I often give up my time to help other people.

• I believe that Jesus was an actual person who lived on the earth without sinning.

• I don’t mind when people correct me.

• I have occasionally helped people begin a relationship with God through faith in
Jesus Christ.

• I believe that the Bible is without error in everything it teaches.

• I talk openly and honestly with someone else about my spiritual progress.

• I treat all my possessions as if they are actually God’s and I am just a caretaker.

• I believe the Holy Spirit indwells every person who places their faith in Jesus
Christ.

• I am comfortable when God doesn’t answer my prayers right away.

• I pray regularly for people to come to faith in Jesus Christ.

• I believe the Bible should be the highest authority in people’s lives.

• I intentionally have relationships with people who can help me grow spiritually.

• I don’t mind working hard if it helps someone else out.

• I believe God loves everyone.

• I don’t beat myself up when I make a mistake.

• I look for opportunities to invite people to church.

Discussion Questions Following the Survey:

Take time to contemplate the results of this survey.  Even though this is a very simple
tool (and certainly not completely conclusive), it may have highlighted some significant
areas of life where you need some extra work.

Which of the twelve areas seem to be your strong points?  Why do you think that is?

Which of the twelve areas do you really want to work on in the coming weeks?

What things do you think you can do to begin developing these areas?
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Try to take some time to develop a “spiritual formation plan” for yourself in the coming
days.  Find ways to build on your strengths and improve your weaknesses.

If you feel comfortable sharing these things, it might be helpful to share some of your
thoughts with your group.  They may have good suggestions for you, and they may be
willing to help keep you accountable to your plan.  If nothing else, they will pray for you
as you embark on this exciting journey!

You can get copies of the spiritual formation survey for your group on Sundays
in the Cove or by contacting the church.
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Choosing a Study Topic
Most groups spend a large amount of their time studying or discussing a particular topic
or Bible passage.  While your launch team can make determinations ahead of time
regarding the focus of the group’s focus, you can also allow the group to make that
decision.  A good time to have this group discussion is after the spiritual formation
survey has been completed.

The Cove has a large amount of small group curriculum.  Feel free to stop by on a
Sunday or during the week to browse the potential study topics for your group.

Process for Choosing a Study

1. Discuss potential study formats and topics with either your LIFEGroup.

• Possible Study Topics
o Individual Books of the Bible

o Strengthening your relationship with God

o Connecting to one another

o Discovering giftedness

o Sharing your faith

o Christian Worldview

o Applying Sunday’s sermon

• Possible Study Formats
o Video-based Curriculum

o Video-based Curriculum with Homework

o Discussion Guide

o Discussion Guide with Homework

o Book Study

o Leader Driven Study (no guide, the discussion leader creates the material

himself) 

2. Determine which study you desire to do.

3. If appropriate, determine whether or not all members of your group can cover the
financial
costs required for your chosen study.

4. Notify the church of your decision. If you need help, someone will assist you in
securing the necessary resources to begin your study. 
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Growing a Formative, Caring, and Missional Group

The following pages contain several ideas, suggestions, tools, and resources to enable
you to sustain and grow your group using a balance of formative, caring, and missional
activities.

The Cove is also full of resources to assist you in this effort.
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Creating A Dashboard for Your LIFEgroup

We use dashboards to "measure". We check our speed, our oil, our fuel, our RPMs and
more with the dashboard. Below are a couple of "measurements" you can use to
evaluate your LIFEGroup. Glancing at the dashboard every so often is a great way to
keep your group from "breaking down".

In a formative LIFEGroup, members:

• are opening themselves to the work of the Holy Spirit, and thereby exhibiting
increasing evidence of the fruit of the Spirit.

In a caring LIFEGroup, members:

• have their physical, spiritual, emotional, and spiritual needs met by those with
whom they are sharing their life.

• are using their gifts and abilities to care for one another and contribute to the
body of Calvary and the Kingdom of God

In a missional LIFEGroup, members:
• work together to relieve the suffering of those they know and those around them

• encourage one another to regularly share their faith and invite others into
relationship with God

Your dashboard will be even more effective if you take time as a group to identify
specific group and individual goals by which to measure each of the above values.

Over time, your attention to your group’s dashboard will help you track your group’s
growth and regression.  You will also have a better idea of where you should focus your
efforts and attention to help the group continue positive growth.
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30/90 Basic Bible Study Steps
(for use with www.blueletterbible.com)

LIFEGroup Drivers who create their own Bible studies for the group should practice
proper Bible study methods. In order to help create the best possible studies for
LIFEGroups, Drivers are provided with two Bible study resources. Learning and Living
God's Word: How to Study the Bible is a work book designed to teach people the
methods needed study the Bible on their own. In addition Drivers are provided with the
30/90 guide and worksheet which when used with the methods from Learning and
Living will help the practiced student learn 90 percent of in the information needed in 30
minutes.

Study the Passage 

STEP ONE:
Choose your passage.

On-Line Tool: Blue Letter Bible (www.blueletterbible.com)

STEP TWO:
Read a summary of the book

Blue Letter Bible
Click “Study Tools”
Scroll down and choose:
“The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia” or
“ESV Introductions to the Books of the Bible”

STEP THREE:
Locate your passage within and outline and observe the literary structure.

Blue Letter Bible
Click “Study Tools”
Scroll down and choose:
“The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia” 

STEP FOUR:
Use language tools and concordance to clarify important or difficult themes and words.

Blue Letter Bible
Enter your passage in the “search box”. (use KJV)
Click on [C] for Concordances
Click on [D] for Dictionaries

STEP FIVE:
Check your work

Blue Letter Bible
Enter your passage in the “search box”. (use KJV)
Click on [L] for a drop-down list of commentaries.
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Synthesize the Passage:

Answer these three questions:
What question is being asked?
How is this question being   answered?
What were the people expected to do as a result of reading this passage?

Create a one sentence synthesis of the answers to these questions.

Apply the Passage:

1. List differences and similarities between the original audience and your LIFEGroup.
2. Restate the synthesis sentence in terms appropriate for your LIFEGroup?
3. Ask, “What are we supposed to do as a result of the passage?”
4. Make a SMART Application

Specific
Measurable
Attainable

Reasonable
Time-determined 

5. Discuss and set goals together as a group.  Pray and hold one another accountable 
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Four Questions to Ask When Preparing A Bible Study
this is an article by Eric C. Puff, reprinted from Discipleship Journal.

Every time I prepare a Bible lesson, I use these four questions, asked from the per-
spective of my students. taken in order, they form a logical structure for teaching and
discussion.

1. Why is this important to me?
To give students a reason to pay attention and to spark their desire for biblical truth, I try
to highlight a troubling life experience, an area of confusion, or a nagging question they
have. For instance, when teaching on Phil. 4:6-9 -- where Paul teaches the Philippians
how to handle anxiety -- I might say, "Life can rob our joy and peace. What restores it?"

2. What do I need to know?
Next, I lead a discussion on the content and meaning of Scripture. The goal is to show
students what the Bible says about God, life, and the world. In teaching Phil. 4:6-9, I
might outline the following steps to peace: Pray about your anxieties. think about good
things. Practice what you've learned.

3. How could this change my life?
A good lesson allows students to consider how a truth from Scripture might apply to
modern-day contexts. Discussion should focus on practical, real-life possibilities. In
teaching Phil.4:6-9, I might ask the group to list some things we should think about less
and some things we should think about more.

4. What steps will I take this week?
It is one thing for students to discuss how they might change their lives; it is another
thing from them to do it. During this part of the lesson, I encourage students to commit
to practice -- in their homes, schools, and workplaces -- the biblical principles I've
presented. Discussion should focus on personal application. In a lesson on Phil. 4:6-9, I
might ask students to write one thing they will think about less and one thing they will
think about more in the coming week.
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Ten Commandments for Leading Discussions

Discussions can be the primary method by which spiritual formation happens in
LIFEgroups.  Becoming a good discussion leader takes time and practice.  Use the
following hints to work on your abilities leading discussion.

1. Prepare “good” questions prior to the meeting

Have you ever been part of a discussion that went absolutely no where? One of the most important tasks
a small group leader needs to execute is GOOD PREPARATION. If your group is going to engage in a
good discussion, that will ONLY HAPPEN if you are willing to take the time beforehand to prepare good
questions.

If you really want to have a good discussion you must do the following three activities:

1) Plan. Set aside ample time for preparation. This time will include prayer, study, contemplation, and
writing so 15 minutes before your group meeting is probably not enough. You need to set a time, block it
off on your calendar, and honor that commitment to yourself.

2) Pray. There really isn't any reason to do anything if you aren't relying on God to make it successful; so
if you really want to give your discussion the best shot, pray.

3) Prepare. You've set aside time and you've prayed it up, so now you are ready to prepare. I would re-
commend the following order of events for your prep time (although everyone will do it a little different).

• Study. Whether you're studying a biblical passage, reading a book, following a guide, or watching
a video; take the time to make yourself familiar with the material. You should know it better than
anyone else.

• Contemplate. Think about where the people in your group are at in their lives. What are they
struggling with? What are they celebrating? How is their family? their job? Is anyone in crisis?
Consider how the material you are looking at is relevant to their lives.

• Write. Don't just develop a bunch of questions which serve only to increase your member's know-
ledge about the material. Craft a discussion experience which will lead your group on a journey
which impacts their hearts, minds, souls, and strength.

Some of the other "Discussion Suggestions" will help you as you create these questions, but as a starter,
here are some simple suggestions for putting questions together:

• Ask open ended questions. Questions that can be answered with "yes" or "no" will kill the con-
versation quickly.

• "How" and "why" questions typically promote good discussion.

• "When have you..." and "How do you feel about..." are usually a solid way to start a question.

• More questions are better than fewer, as you can always delete them based on the course of the
conversation.
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2. Create a climate of acceptance

No good discussion can happen unless the right climate or environment has first been cultivated.
Just as a farmer’s job begins long before he puts seeds into the ground, a group leader’s job begins long
before the first discussion question is asked. 

No farmer walks out of his house one morning and just decides to throw some seeds on the ground. He
knows if he hasn’t spent sufficient time preparing the ground, the seeds will have little or no chance to
grow. Before he ever plants the seeds, the farmer spends time clearing the land, installing irrigation, re-
moving weeds and plants, and cultivating the soil. When preparation is done properly, the seed will have
the best possible chance to grow.

Giving your group’s discussion the best possible chance to be effective requires the leader to spend time
creating an accepting environment. People’s ability to open themselves or close themselves is often de-
pendent on whether or not they feel accepted. Someone who feels unwanted will typically withdraw, clam
up, and eventually disappear. An effective group discussion will only happen when each group member
feels valued, desired, and welcomed.

As the leader, you need to be able not only to cultivate this accepting environment, but also to evaluate
the existing environment to notice whether or not people feel welcome. Observing group member’s
level of involvement and body language is an easy way to identify whether or not people feel accepted.
Some simple questions to ask yourself are:

• How often are people contributing to the discussion? If someone is never contributing, they may
not feel accepted by the group. If they are fully engaged, they likely feel very accepted.

• Has anyone demonstrated a drastic change in group involvement? When someone who has nev-
er engaged suddenly begins engaging, you have probably succeeded in creating a accepting en-
vironment. The reverse is also true. If someone has consistently participated in group discussions
and suddenly is withdrawn, you probably should inquire as to why.

• Are people leaning in or backing out? When someone sits back with their arms folded protectively
over their chest, they may be demonstrating that they don't feel welcome. When people lean to-
ward each other, they are exhibiting the type of vulnerability which is a result of feeling valued,
welcomed, and accepted.

Creating a climate of acceptance happens every time you contact each group member. Each interac-
tion with a person is an opportunity for you to express to them their value to and to the group. As your
personal interactions build confidence into people, they will intern contribute a "welcomness" to the rest of
the group, increasing the "acceptance climate." Here are some simple ways to help people feel accep-
ted:

• Regularly remind them of specific ways they make the group better.

• Seek opportunities to interact with them apart from group time.

• Remember birthdays and milestone days.

• Celebrate their accomplishments.

• Follow up on their prayer requests.

• Send random encouraging notes or emails.

• Contact them when they've missed a group gathering.

• Invite them to participate in informal "life-sharing" activities.
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3. Actively listen to each person

I remember a story we used to read when I was a child that highlighted the difference between listening
and hearing. A child regularly heard her parents instructions, but didn't really listen. As a result, she con-
tinually disobeyed, and ended being confronted about her poor listening habits.

In a LIFEgroup setting, it is easy to hear what everyone is saying, but to not really listen. Nothing
can kill a discussion faster than not really listening to what others are saying, and nothing will promote
discussion more than people's realization that they are really being listened to.

You have probably many times found yourself in a conversation in which you were nodding your head
and maintaining eye contact the whole time your counter-part spoke, but really all you heard was, "blah,
blah, blah." The problem is: when it is your turn to speak, you'll likely fumble and bumble trying to make
sense, because you really have no idea how to respond.

Sometimes we fail to listen because we are distracted. 
Sometimes we fail to listen because we are confused. 
Sometimes we fail to listen because we are thinking of what we want to say next.
Sometimes we are thinking about how to respond to a previous statement. 
Sometimes we don't listen simply because we don't care. 

Likely, there are other reasons as well why we don't listen.

Active listening requires us to not just hear and process the words and thoughts being communicated by
others, but also to follow up with questions and statements designed to bring clarity. If I am successfully
leading a discussion, I must ensure that not only is everyone heard, but that they are understood. I
can accomplish this by being an "active listener."

Here are some simple ways to be an active listener:

• Follow up with a question.

• Follow up by restating their point in your own words.

• Follow up by summarizing their point.

• Ask the person to clarify part of their statement which might have been confusing.

• Restate a specific phrase or sentence, and add your opinion.

As with many other skills, active listening is a skill which needs to be developed over time. The best
way to become better is to intentionally remind yourself before every group meeting that you are going to
make an effort to be a more active listener. After each meeting, evaluate yourself.

Websites with advise on being a good listener:

• http://www.personadev.com/2008/02/09/10-tips-to-be-a-better-listener/  

• http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/HE361  

• http://www.communication-skills-4confidence.com/active-listening.html  
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4. Affirm all legitimate expressions of opinion from your group members

A subtle different exists between agreeing with every opinion and affirming every opinion. 

Agreeing with someone's opinion means you are confirming that they are right in their assertion. While
you will often have opportunities to agree with members of your group, you should not always agree.
Group members will certainly occasionally make suggestions or verbalize opinions which are out of line
with Scripture. On those occasions, you will do great harm to the person as well as the other group mem-
bers if you agree. It's always okay to disagree.

Affirming someone's opinion simply means you are communicating your gratitude for their willingness to
share. Regardless of whether or not an opinion is "right", the person sharing it has chosen to be some-
what vulnerable. Affirming their choice to participate is crucial to keeping a discussion rolling and cultivat-
ing a welcoming atmosphere.

Even if you disagree, you can affirm a person's contribution. Some simple statements you can make are:

• Thanks for sharing that...

• I appreciate your input...

• Good thoughts...

• I can tell you've thought about this...

If you need to correct or redirect something, you can always follow your affirmation with an "and" or an
"or". These are simple words which can transition into an opportunity for you to share a different opinion
or Scripture's perspective.

One last thing to consider. It's important that everyone in the group share this value. All group members
should work to affirm one another. Take the time to discuss with your group the difference between
affirmation and agreement. Encourage them to agree as often as possible, but to always affirm one
another.
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5. “Peel the Onion” with questions

Have you ever peeled an onion? You probably cried while you did. The point of this suggestion is NOT to
make your group members cry with the questions you ask.

As you peel each layer of an onion, you discover that another layer can be peeled off until you get to the
very heart of the onion. People are like onions. Typically, when asked a personal questions, the first an-
swer they give will not fully reflect their heart. Likely, it will be an answer that barely scratches the sur-
face of who they are. That answer needs to be peeled by asking another question.

Asking follow-up questions is a learned skill. The more you practice, the better you will become at peeling
people's onions. Begin by committing yourself to the habit of always asking at least one follow-up ques-
tion. If you have no idea what to ask, you can always restate the person's answer in your own
words and ask them if that is what they are saying. More often than not, a person will respond by cla-
rifying their own answer a little more.

Here are some other ideas to help you ask follow-up questions:

• Three topics people usually like to talk about are their experiences, their opinions, and their ex-
pectations. Try to craft questions designed to unpack these concepts.

• Choose one word or phrase in the person's first answer, and ask them to explain it a little more.

• Ask if they can give an example of their answer.

• Play "devil's advocate" by asking a "What if...?" question.

Check out the following examples to see how you might put these ideas to use:

Driver: Bob, How do you feel about Jesus' answer to the pharisees in this passage?
Bob: I think maybe he was a little too harsh on them.
Driver: Hmm. In your experience, are their times when it is okay to be "harsh" or is it always wrong?

Driver: Bob, How do you feel about Jesus' answer to the pharisees in this passage?
Bob: I think maybe he was a little too harsh on them.
Driver: Okay. Explain to us what you mean by "harsh".

Driver: Bob, How do you feel about Jesus' answer to the pharisees in this passage?
Bob: I think maybe he was a little too harsh on them.
Driver: Oh. Do you think you could give us an example of how Jesus might have been less harsh?

Driver: Bob, How do you feel about Jesus' answer to the pharisees in this passage?
Bob: I think maybe he was a little too harsh on them.
Driver: Hmm. Well, what if Jesus had been less harsh? Do you think his message would have gotten
through?

You can see that each of these examples will move the discussion along and give Bob a chance to dig
a little deeper into his opinion, perhaps helping him to consider if maybe he has a wrong view of Jesus.

Remember, peeling the onion isn't always easy, but the more you do it, the easier it will be. Use the
tips and examples above at first to get you going, and as you develop your skills you'll find you'll develop
your own style of "peeling the onion".
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6. Be careful about taking sides in a “debate”

Be careful not to "take sides" in a debate.

From time to time in your group discussions, you will happen upon a controversial topic which
launches your group into a debate. Particularly, I'm thinking of the type of "disputable" issues
like those addressed by Paul in Romans 14.

As your group discusses the issues, you will very likely have an opinion; but it is important that
you wait for the right time and use the right methods to share your thoughts. As a group leader,
there is always the potential that some in the group may be hesitant to voice their opinion if they
feel it is contrary to your position. Your first responsibility is to nurture an environment which
allows everyone the opportunity to share their thoughts.

Often our greatest growth comes when we are confronted with opposing viewpoints. We are
then given the chance to reconsider the validity of our opinions and either make a change or
gain a deeper understanding and appreciation for our position. Good small group debates can
be the best possible place for this questioning and reconsidering to happen.

To foster this kind of debate, think of yourself as a moderator, not a participant. The time will
likely come when you can share your opinion, but work hard first to ensure the right
environment. Here are some simple ideas to be a good debate moderator:

1. Make sure everyone understands each other. Listen closely to see if group members
are misunderstanding one another. If you need to, spend the time rephrasing and
restating each person's ideas so everyone knows what everyone else is saying.

2. Give everyone a chance to participate. Don't let one person dominate the
conversation, and offer opportunities to people to give their thoughts. Watch body
language to see if someone might be considering speaking, then give them some
encouragement.

3. Ask questions to clarify positions. Give people a chance to be clear about what they
are saying by asking clarifying questions.

4. Don't shut down the debate by making "final statements". If you give the impression
that your position is the only appropriate position, you'll rob the group members of their
opportunity to sharpen themselves through debate and consideration.

Finally, as the group leader, you do have the last word. Use it wisely. At the end of a good
debate, take the time to affirm everyone for their involvement and then give your final thoughts.
If you feel an important point needs to be made, take the necessary time to make it. If you feel
that people need to go and consider each other's ideas, encourage them to do so. Make sure
no one has hurt feelings or is upset, try to quickly summarize the main points of the debate, and
if you need to give a short thought about the Bible's position on the topic.

Ultimately, it is up to you to create a good environment for your group to have formative
debates, but it is also up to you to be be certain the debates are productive, not destructive. Be
careful to work hard toward these goals. 
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7. Allow for humor and rabbit trails

When I was a youth pastor, the students used to call me the king of rabbit trails. They
knew that whenever I taught, there was a chance I would end up "off-topic" following
some rabbit trail that had come up. I would just say to them, "remember, every trail
leads somewhere."

One of the greatest fears many small group leaders have is that their group will
regularly be derailed by "rabbit trails" and they'll never accomplish their goals. While
leaders should be careful to not get needlessly sidetracked too often, I'd like to suggest
that some value can be found in rabbit trails. Rabbit trails can be a great way for a
group to develop its own identity, as well as for group members to vocalize what is
really happening in their life in that moment. One of the surest signs your group is
engaged in healthy rabbit trails, is emotion, loud and raucous humor or sometimes
painful and intense tears.

In fact, I'm going to offer three reasons why every group should allow itself to get
sidetracked from time to time.

1. Group Trumps Me.

Just because I think something is important, doesn't necessarily mean the rest of the
group shares my opinion. In fact, what is important to me might be completely
insignificant to the rest of my group. When I am leading a discussion, and find myself
continuously pulled in another direction by the group's contributions; it might mean that
I've mis-diagnosed what is important to the group. When my group is naturally drifting in
one direction, I need to be willing to allow the group's direction to take priority over mine.

2. Life Trumps Agenda.

Along the same lines, when I set an agenda for a group meeting, I do without having
complete knowledge of the life situations of each member of the group. God may very
well have an agenda for our time together that is revealed in the celebrations,
contemplations, or lamentations brought on by the group members lives. When a family
finds themselves on the verge of relational or financial breakdown, my agenda to talk
about the lapsarian debate needs to take a back-seat. Often a rabbit trail may be a sign
to me that my agenda is out of touch with the group's life.

3. Community Trumps Organization.

I may have big plans to develop community through the use of some organized
activities. But when a group is actively racing down different rabbit trails together, this is
a wonderful sign that community has developed and is developing. My organized outline
is a useful tool, but will not be nearly effective as allowing a group's sense and feel of
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community to evolve on it's own. It is always more important that group members
develop relationships and grow spiritually with each other than for the group as a whole
to accomplish organizational goals.

Having said all that, if a group is on a different rabbit trail every week, and never
accomplishes anything as a result, you need to reign in the rabbits and take a little
control. As in most of life, finding a healthy balance is the key. As you strive to have a
healthy group environment which allows for humor and rabbit trails, here are some
ideas to utilize in trying to capitalize on the rabbit trails your group takes:

• Listen for and affirm wisdom whenever it is spoken by group members
• Try to discern what life circumstances have brought about this rabbit trail, and

seek to bring good counsel to that situation
• Avoid one person dominating with their own agenda
• Without being awkward, find a way to tie the rabbit trail back to the meeting's

stated purpose
• Ask if people have any Scripture that might be applicable to the discussion

(provide some yourself as well)
• If appropriate, stop mid-rabbit trail for prayer
• Use your time at the end to suggest a few lessons which can be learned

Ultimately, the key is for you to know your group. Know how far your rabbit trails should
go and how often you should take them. Seek a balance between your agenda and your
group's life!
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8.     Don’t be afraid of silence  

When leading a discussion, few things are more awkward and sometime discouraging
than a prolonged silence. When you ask an open-ended question, and no one jumps in
to answer; the temptation is to fill the silence with your own thoughts. However, if you
aren't willing to live with silence, you'll slowly create a culture in your group which is
unfriendly to discussion.

Silence is a sign that people are thinking. As a group leader, you've had an opportunity
to look at your discussion questions ahead of time, and likely you've thought through
your own answers  to those questions.  In many  group settings,  the group members
haven't had that opportunity. The first time they hear the question, they may want to
take a few moments to process their answer before speaking out loud. Allowing your
group to sit in silence for a few moments will, over time, allow your group to have more
robust and thoughtful discussions. James 1:19 encourages us to be “slow to speak.”
Allowing your group to be silent occasionally, encourages them to be thoughtful with
their words.

When you as a question and no one answers quickly, here are some simple tools for
dealing with the silence:

• Smile. If you don't look stressed about the silence, your group won't feel undue
pressure to answer before they are ready. Look around the group, make eye
contact with those who look at you, and continue smiling.

• Acknowledge the silence. After a little while, it's okay to say something without
answering the question. You can easily say something like, “I guess you guys are
really thinking about this one” or “Take your time, I know that means you'll have
better answers”. Simple statements like this help your group to know it's okay to
have silence, but helps to relieve some of the awkwardness.

• Volunteer to go first. If you are certain that the silence is not going to be broken,
as a last resort, you can volunteer to give your answer. However, it is important
to remind the group that  you don't  want to be the one always  answering the
questions first. Asking the group a question such as, “Do you guys mind if I get
us  started?”  is an easy  way to do  this,  but  following the  question  with,  “But
someone else will  need to go first  next  time” helps the group know that  you
desire participation.

Remember, good discussion depends on building a culture of acceptance and inclusion.
Every time a group leader breaks into the silence by speaking first, they reinforce the
idea that  group members  don't  need  to  participate.  By  allowing silence to motivate
thoughtful answers, you'll create a culture of openness and honesty; and you'll promote
great discussions.
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9. Avoid discussion KILLERS

The Big Ideas for Small Groups (cccsmallgroups.typepad.com) blog has identified these
different types of people who can derail your discussion. At the end are several
questions. Take the time to share how you would handle these in the comments. This
can be beneficial for everyone.

Monopolizing Mike: Mike talks from the moment he enters the room until the moment
he leaves. He shares the same stories over and over whether they are relevant to the
subject of group time or not. When Mike begins to talk, the group settles in for the long
haul and appears bored and restless, and often the energy is drained from the
discussion time.

Shy Sherry: Sherry seldom shares in small group time. She has trouble looking people
in the eye when she does talk. She attends group regularly, but the group members
know very little about her, because she has not opened up in group time. It is easy to
forget that she is even there.

Expert Ed: Ed is an expert on every topic, especially the Bible. When the group
discusses any topic, Ed always chimes in with the “right” answer. Once Ed shares his
thoughts or opinions, the rest of the group is reluctant to share because Ed is clearly
always right. Ed begins his sentences with statements like … “Clearly, the Bible is
saying ______.”

Annie the Advice Giver: Annie knows what everyone should do, and is looking for
opportunities to share her advice. Often when a group member shares a struggle, Annie
will immediately say, “you SHOULD ______.” Although Annie desires to be helpful her
advice is usually unsolicited and simplistic.

Put Down Patty: Patty criticizes people in group and out of group, especially her
husband. As soon as he says something in group, Patty will say, “that is ridiculous!” He
feels embarrassed and then it is a long time before he opens up and shares again.

Crisis Chris: Chris is always in crises. He comes to group looking sad and lonely and
as soon as someone reaches out to him he shares his most current crises. He gets
upset when the people of the group don’t help enough or in the right way. No matter
what attempts they make, the group cannot seem to do right by Chris.

What kinds of things would you do while facilitating this group? What preventative
measures could you put into place that would help the facilitation of a group with a
difficult personality? 
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10. Be a facilitator, not an expert

Telling people the answers to their questions is a good way to exchange information.
Usually, however, this kind of transfer doesn't lead to life change.  While some people
will make changes in their lives after hearing truth, most people will not change unless
they have discovered the truth for themselves.

Helping your group members discover truth for themselves requires more work, and
better preparation; however, over time you will see a far greater impact in your group's
spiritual growth if you are willing to shepherd people along, rather than just tell them
where to go.

An expert is someone who knows the answers and quickly shares them.  If you've done
your homework and are well-prepared, you'll always be able to be an expert.  Your
group doesn't need an expert, though.  They need a leader who will bring them along.

Facilitating means taking the time to discern where your group members are spiritually,
determining where God wants them to be, and identifying the steps it will require to
move them there.  To successfully facilitate a group, you must be willing to be patient in
discussion times; to allow the discussion to sometimes go where you'd not take it; and
to constantly be looking for opportunities to build into people's lives based on what they
are saying to you.

Use these simple steps to become a better facilitator:

• Pray.  Spend time before every group gathering praying for the members of your
group.  Pray specifically for their needs, and for their desire to grow.

• Listen. Pay attention not just to the words people are saying, but to what they are
communicating about what is going on in their lives.  Sometimes people speak
the loudest in the things they don't say.  If you're always thinking about what
you're going to say next, you'll be an expert; but you won't facilitate growth.

• Ask questions.  Questions help you clarify what someone else is saying to you,
but the right questions will help them clarify what God is saying to them.  If you
really want to learn how to use questions to facilitate life change, spend some
time studying the Socratic method.

• Suggest something new.  Tell your group members you're playing “devil's
advocate”, then suggest a new perspective from which they might see the issue.

Above all, a facilitator needs to be patient.  Remember, God does things in his time, not
always in ours.  He asks us to be faithful and trust He is working.
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Praying Together as A Group 

One of the crucial elements of sharing life together is learning to pray with and for each
other.  Sometimes group prayer is initially very uncomfortable for people.  Group Drivers
should be patient with their group as this habit is formed, but they should also be careful
to consistently plan time in group meetings which is devoted to prayer.

Following are five ideas to help group members become more comfortable
praying together, and to help develop the habit of regular prayer:

1. Take turns having a group member sit in the middle of a circle. Have everyone in the
group lay their hands on the person and pray specifically for the issues they are facing
right now.

2. Choose a country in the world and spend a week researching that country. As a
group pray for the countries' spiritual, political, social, and physical needs. Pray for the
missionaries you may know of serving in that country.

3. Have each person share about a person they have contact with that needs Christ.
Pray specifically that God will create faith sharing opportunities with those people.

4. Allow time for everyone to quietly pray and meditate. After several minutes share with
each other some encouraging things that God brought to mind during the quiet time.

5. Have each person write their name on a card. Pass the cards out to others in the
group. Everyone in the group should commit to carrying the card with them all week and
praying for the person on the card everytime they remember.
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Utilizing Formative Resources:  The Cove

The cove is the one stop place for Drivers to find all their LIFEGroup resources. At the
cove you will find the LIFEGroup Directory, the LIFEGroup weekly, and [The LIFEGroup
Leaders Guide]. You'll also find great resources to help your group be formative, caring
and missional. The cove contains a host of great small group studies designed to help
your group achieve its goals. In addition, the cove has a book exchange where you can
find great books on a variety of Christian topics.
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Four Hurdles of Group Life 

1. Commitment

Nothing will hamper a group’s efforts to grow like a lack of commitment from group members. While it will
always be true that different group members will exhibit different levels of commitment to the group, a
potentially harmful experience can develop if one or more group members demonstrate a significant lack
of commitment to the group. This lack of commitment might exhibit itself in at least three different ways:
attendance patterns, participation habits, and relational development.

Attendance. In the best possible world, every group member would be present every time the group
gathers. In the real world, attendance patterns can range from the always present to the nearly always
absent. For those who are not deeply committed to group life, attendance will be a low priority, resulting in
the type of in-and-out pattern which can become disruptive to the group’s growth.

Participation. It is possible that a person could have a perfect attendance record, yet still demonstrate a
lack of commitment by never participating in group life. However, just because someone isn’t
participating, doesn’t mean they aren’t committed. For some, quiet observation and contemplation during
group time can be a very meaningful experience. However, commitment to the group requires every
member to be willing to step outside their “comfort zone” from time to time and find a way to be a
participant in group gatherings as well as the lives of the other group members. 

Relationships. A crucial element of group growth is the relationships that are developed outside the
scheduled group gatherings. A group cannot reach its potential unless the individuals within the group are
making an effort to build into one another’s lives on a regular basis. While some may not consider “group
life” to extend beyond meeting times, a lack of commitment to one another in all aspects of life will
significantly hamper the group’s growth.

How can a group leader foster a high degree of commitment in their group? Realistically, no one can
force another person to commit to something. Commitment happens when a person is so convinced of
the value of something that they are willing to prioritize that activity.

A group leader should, along with the group, develop a culture of “necessity”. This can initially happen by
asking the group to answer the question, “Why do we need this group?” As each person shares the
reasons they need the group (spiritual, emotional, relational, etc.), the rest of the group can begin to
formulate in their mind what level of commitment will be necessary to successfully grow the group based
on the needs of the individual members.

Over time, the group should continue to discuss (occasionally returning to the “need” question) what they
should agree to be committed to. Particularly helpful in these discussions would be an effort to come to
clear agreement among all group members as to what the commitment expectations should be. This
allows each member to consider whether or not they are able or willing to make the necessary
commitments to continue on with the group.

A short note of clarification: Groups that only exist to “meet needs” will eventually implode. While discussing the
needs of each group member, it is important for the rest of the group to function as a filter to steer one another way
from self-absorption. The group should also take time to discuss what the Bible says each person needs. 
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2. Crisis

Every group experiences crisis at some point. Death, illness, divorce, and financial ruin are just some of
the issues that can threaten to destroy a group. These crisis, however, are not to be feared. Rather, they
should be embraced as an opportunity for the group to care for one another in unique and deeply
meaningful ways. The following are five suggestions (certainly not an exhaustive list) which can help a
group handle crisis successfully:

Openness. The first step in a group’s efforts to deal with crisis is simply knowing about and understanding
the crisis. If a member does not feel comfortable sharing the crisis issues in their life, the group cannot
come to their aid. A willingness to share not only the crisis situation, but also the details can significantly
impact the degree to which the group can offer assistance.

The role of the leader sometimes requires a person to be observant and discerning regarding the
unspoken signs of crisis. Noticing that a group member is unusually absent or late, or that their
participation in the group or demeaner has changed over time may create an opportunity for the group to
meet a need they weren’t even aware of. Sometimes, the group leader may need to approach a group
member outside of their gathering to ask questions and determine the degree to which the person should
be open with the group.

The key is that the more the group knows, the more they can help, and the more they will have an
opportunity to grow together.

Prayer.  For believers, crisis is never really crisis. We have confidence (although we may not always feel
it or exhibit it) that God is in control, and that He is working in every circumstance for our good. Of course
for the person who finds their life “falling apart”, that is often little consolation. Sometimes, when a
situation seems beyond hope, people turn to prayer as a last resort. Sadly, it should be the resort to which
we turn first.

We have many promises in the Bible that prayer is effective, that God listens to the prayer of the
righteous, and that when two or three gather God is present with them. Prayer is a powerful tool,
particularly in the hands of a unified group of believers. How can a group pray for their friend in crisis?
They can pray for resolution to the situation, they can pray for peace for the oppressed, they can pray for
strength to accept the final outcome, they can pray for the testimony of the person in crisis, and they can
pray for others who are affected by the crisis. Of course, the scope of prayer in any situation is limited
only by the group itself.

Communication.  As a group works to serve a member in crisis, communication is of the utmost
importance. Group members need to be made aware of changes (positive and negative) in the situations
as well as needs that arise and are met. It may be wise for the group leader to assign a “point person”
who can maintain close touch with the member in crisis and pass the crucial information along to the
group as needed.

Follow-Up.  One of the worst things that can happen in a crisis is for the person to “fall through the
cracks”. It is too easy when someone talks about their crisis for the group to immediately respond with
care and concern, but as time goes by the level of involvement decreases and eventually fades away.

Keeping a crisis in the forefront of the group’s mind (without allowing it to overshadow all else) can be
done by regularly praying, and giving updates during group gatherings. The group leaders should ensure
that any commitments made to the person by the group are followed-through.

Presence.  Sometimes for a person in crisis, it is more than enough to simple be with them. One of the
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most important things a group can do for a suffering member is to provide support through presence. An
important question to regularly ask during a crisis is, “What can we do right now for you?” The follow up is
just as important, “Do you want someone to be with you?” An effective group can unify to provide around
the clock presence if necessary, or to just have the occasional visitation if desired.

It should be noted that some crisis will last far longer than others, and often the length of the crisis will be
the true measuring stick of the love and commitment of the group. Also, crisis may arise that require far
more attention, assistance, and counsel than the group is capable of providing. The leader and members
of the group must be willing and able to recognize the extent to which they are capable of providing care,
and then must assist the member in finding the necessary extra help, whether it be from the church, a
doctor, or other sources.
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3. Conflict

Sometimes people don’t get along. Sometimes disagreements between people can tear a group apart if
not handled well. That is not to say conflict should be avoided. One of the greatest "killers" of positive
group life is an avoidance of conflict. While conflict should never be fun, it is a necessary aspect of living
in a fallen world. We are different people with differing ideologies (because we don't always grab on to the
"mind of Christ"), and so we must learn to communicate about those differences in healthy ways.

Patrick Lencioni’s book Five Dysfunctions of a Team has an excellent chapter on how to engage in
healthy conflict. Below are some of his ideas, altered a bit to fit the small group context.

KEY IDEAS REGARDING HEALTHY CONFLICT:
• Good conflict between people requires trust, which is all about engaging in unfiltered, passionate

discussion around issues.
• Even in the best relationships, conflict will at times be uncomfortable.

• Rules for conflict, though they will vary from relationship to relationship, must be discussed and
made clear among the group.

• The fear of occasional personal conflict should not deter a person from having regular, productive
discussion. 

The goal of conflict is to move from artificial harmony to true unity, without crossing into mean-spirited
attacks. This takes time, patience, trust, but most importantly it takes a thick skin and a forgiving,
teachable spirit. Engaging in this kind of conflict will undoubtedly cause some pain from time to time, but it
is crucial to remember that the same pain you have experienced is the pain you are capable of causing if
you do not seek to be constructive in your conflict.

As a group leader, here are some more ideas to help you navigate your group through times of conflict.
• As much as possible, reduce the number of people involved in the conflict. If only a few people

are in conflict with each other, set up times to work with just them, don’t force the entire group into
a conflict unless it is appropriate or necessary.

• Listen. Be certain you understand all “sides” of the conflict. The best way to do this is to listen,
rephrase the person’s viewpoint (asking them if you have it right), then listen some more, then
rephrase some more… Continue until you and all involved parties are certain you have a good
understanding.

• Pray together. Praying about conflict forces people to consider whether or not their part in the
conflict is appropriate in the eyes of God. Prayer is also the most powerful weapon the believer
has in accomplishing a difficult task.

• Be patient. Conflict resolution takes time, don’t expect to solve everything immediately.

• Lose your pride. Don’t assume you can always bring resolution to conflict (there may be times
when you are involved in the conflict yourself). It is always appropriate to seek outside help
(pastor, friend, counselor) if you feel the conflict demands more than you have to offer. 

Ultimately, conflict in a small group should be viewed as an opportunity, but a dangerous opportunity.
Handled correctly, conflict can bring new understanding, deeper understanding, and greater love toward
one another. Handled incorrectly, conflict can destroy individuals, relationships, and groups.
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4. Complaining

Nothing can tear a group apart faster or more effectively than a spirit of complaining.  For some reason,
complaints seem to breed faster than rabbits.  Once one person’s complaining goes unchecked, it won’t
be long until others have joined in and eventually the entire group is sucked into a hopeless vortex of
swirling complaints.  Often these complaints have little to do with the group, but they have the potential to
sideswipe and destroy a group meeting, or if left unchecked, an entire group.

Complaints may cover a variety of subjects.  Group members might complain about their job, their day,
their neighbor, their spouse, or even the church.  The role of the leader is to deal with these complaints in
a way which is formative for the person, instructive for the group, and glorifying to God.

Because a LIFEgroup should be a place where people share their struggles and receive support and
prayer, it can sometimes be difficult to know when someone is sharing a difficulty or complaining.  Here
are some questions you can use to distinguish between the two:

• Is this person seeking a solution, or just venting?

• Is this the first time we’ve heard this, or is it a recurring theme?

• Is this person willing to consider another viewpoint?

• Does this person see themselves as powerless, or are they “working on” their situation?

These questions will often help you distinguish between healthy sharing and unhealthy complaining.
Even though, they might not always provide a clear distinction, they will certainly get you going in the right
direction.

Complaining usually needs to be dealt with in two steps.  First, the group leader needs to appropriately
address the complaining immediately during the group time.  Secondly, if a person’s complaining
becomes chronic and begins to threaten the health of the group; the group leader (or someone else)
needs to address the heart attitude of the complainer in a one-on-one setting.

The following ideas can help you handle complaining when it happens during a group time:

1) Ask open-ended questions.  Try to help the person see the situation from another perspective.
Asking questions also allows the person to see that you are concerned about them and want to
understand what they are thinking.

2) Rather than offer solutions or agree with the complaints, immediately take time to pray about the
situation.

3) If the complaints are directed toward or about another person, pray for that person as well, and
offer to be a catalyst for resolving the situation.  Be clear that you will not listen to anymore
complaints about the person until the complainer has honestly worked toward resolution (Matthew
18:15-20; Romans 14:1-8)

If a person’s complaining continues over time, it will eventually drain the group’s energy and health.
Potentially, continued complaining will spread and infect others, leading to a culture of negativity which
can be depressing for the whole group and is certainly not what the church should be.  The role of the
group leader is to address those whose complaining threatens the health of the group.
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At this point, it would be helpful to go back and read some of the suggestions regarding how to deal with
conflict.  Here are some brief ideas for talking with someone about complaining:

• Affirm your love for the person and tell them about the positive things they add to the group.

• Explain to the person how you could imagine them using their gifts to make a greater contribution
to the group.

• Help the person understand that you are talking to them about a pattern of behavior, not just one
incident.  Repeat to them that you are bringing this to them because you want to help them grow,
not because you want to attack them.

• Give a few examples of how theirs (or others) complaining can be a negative influence on the
group life.

• Provide a specific solution.  You DO NOT want them to drop out, or to “clam up”.  Give a clear
example of how they can still share their struggles without falling into a complaining spirit.

• Ask them what you can do to assist them in this journey.

• Pray together.
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Caring for One Another in Your Group

Caring simply defined is when the members of the group sacrifice as necessary to meet
the needs of one another. At Calvary we use the Caring road map to show LIFEGroups
help Calvary achieve its goal of connecting to people to each other so they can care for
each other.

1. Beyond Group Care (when the need is too large for your group)
• Material Needs (financial, food, utilities, vehicles, etc.): contact Pastor Terry and

complete application for Benevolent Fund

• Non-Material Needs:  contact Pastor David

2. In-Group Care: Spiritual Gifts (when your group can meet the need)
• Take a spiritual gifts test and talk about the results

• Discover what the members of your group excel at

• Make sure everyone in the group has a job

• Communicate and try to meet needs within the group. See who steps up

3.  Personal Care
• Know your limits

• Use your help

• Keep in contact with God

4.  Things to Keep in Mind
• A spiritual gifts test is not the final word on what some one's gifting is. It's just a good

place to start the discussion.

• God will gift his body to accomplish his purpose.

• When the gifts are used properly, they are used for the common good.

• Spiritual gifts work best in a relational context.
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Potential Missional Projects in West Michigan

Habitat for Humanity
231.727.6020 
info@muskegonhabitat.org
muskegonhabitat.org

Muskegon Rescue Mission
231.727.6090 
rescue@muskegonmission.org
muskegonmission.org

Healthy Neighborhood Project - McLaughlin Neighborhood
Contact: Carlos Avrard
mosaicway@gmail.com 

Love, INC
Loveinc.org
231.777.3905  

Sacred Suds
231.726.4161 
sacredsuds@gmail.com
sacredsuds.rinsema-sybenga.com/contact.shtml

Hope’s Outlet
231.737.9707 
hopesoutlet@yahoo.com

Every Women’s Place
231.759.7909 
websitec@everywomensplace.org
everywomensplace.org

International Aid
616.846.7490 
volunteer@internationalaid.com
internationalaid.org

Forgotten Man Ministries
231.724.6304
*ask for the chaplain
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Being an Inviting Group

Part of being missional is simply inviting others to be part of the good thing you have go-
ing in your group. The following is a list of twelve ideas you and your group can use to
invite more people to join your group:

• Challenge your group to make a list of people to invite

• Have a contest for whoever brings the most people to group

• Lead by example and invite

• Go into service early and introduce yourself to someone sitting down

• Hang out in the entryway and get to know people

• Stand by the door and hand out a card with your small group info

• Follow up with past people that have showed interest in your group

• Participate in planned events such as the small group fair and the weekly small
group table

• Wear something that identifies you as a “small group leader”

• Talk positively about your small group, people are listening

• Plan a small group social, invite your neighbors

• Always have an empty chair in group and always be talking about inviting new
people

Thanks to Community Christian Church and their small group blog which you can read
at: cccsmallgroups.typepad.com
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