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


Most small groups operating today are very good at discussing information and ideas. Many are also good at identifying ways that such information and ideas could be applied to living the Christian life. But taking the step from talking about what we know to actually doing something about it is another story. 

And that's a shame. Because just like faith without works is dead, small groups that talk about the kingdom of God without experiencing genuine transformation are useless. 

The resources presented within this Training Theme are designed to help your small group avoid the mistake of learning without doing. Those resources include assessments, case studies, articles, learning activities, and more—all designed to help your groups and group leaders understand the importance of genuine application. 

How-to Articles

The five articles in this section are written by small-group ministry practitioners who understand how to make application happen. You can use these articles during a group leader training event, or you can pass them out to your group leaders to read and discuss on their own time. 

"Application: The Basics" is a very practical piece from Dave Treat that gives a broad overview of why application is so vital in a small-group setting. And if you want to avoid generic application questions within your groups, make sure your readers get a hold of "Hand-Crafted Application Questions," by Rick Lowry. Finally, the "Connecting Application and…" articles are a more in-depth look at how application can operate within a group. 

Other Resources

The devotional from David Daniels is a great way to introduce the topic of application. The same is true for the "Having Fun with Ancient Runes" activity if you want to use it as an icebreaker. 

Finally, the Case Studies and Assessments included with this resource are a great way to supplement a training session for all your group leaders. Or you can distribute them to individual leaders for private study or use in their groups. 
—Sam O'Neal; copyright 2011 by the author and Christianity Today International.
Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at www.SmallGroups.com.
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	A Warning Against Misuse
Take heed if you want to be truly transformed.
By David Daniels


Do not merely listen to the Word and so deceive yourselves; do what it says. Anyone who listens to the Word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in the mirror and after looking at himself he goes away and he immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard but doing it, he will be blessed in what he does (James 1:22–25).
If you go to the store today and you purchase a product—a toy or some food or some hardware—you're probably going to find a warning or caution note on the side of the package. Those caution labels can be useful, but sometimes, if you look hard enough, you can find some warning labels that are utterly ridiculous. 
For example, on the side of a baby stroller box, there is this warning: "Remove child before folding." On a cardboard sunshield that you put in your windshield to protect your car from the sun, there was this warning: "Don't drive with sunshield in place." On a toilet bowl cleaning brush: "Not for oral use." On the package of a rain gauge, there was this comment: "Suitable for outdoor use." On a 500-piece puzzle: "Some assembly required." I love this one from the manual of a chainsaw: "Do not attempt to stop the blade with your hand." 
The reason these labels exist is because manufacturers produced a product that they thought was pretty straightforward, but along the way something went terribly wrong. Someone opened a package and began to use the product in a way in which it wasn't intended, which I'm sure led to some sort of catastrophic problem (and probably a lawsuit along the way). So the manufacturers decided they needed to clarify with the warning label.
Warning
The above passage from James is a warning label. James is writing to inform believers how the Word of God is intended to be used. He obviously knows enough about human nature to realize that there is a great tendency for us to mishandle the Word of God. And if we mishandle or misuse the Word of God, it leads to very, very dangerous consequences. 
James highlights two of those consequences in this passage. He begins, "Do not merely listen to the Word." Don't merely be a hearer of God's Word. Now, we have to remember that James is writing this passage to a predominantly oral culture. People would receive the Word of God by coming and listening to other people. Many of the people didn't read, and none of them had Bibles of their own, so they would receive the Word by listening to it. If James were writing to today's audience, he would probably broaden his command and say to us sitting here today: "Do not merely be listeners or readers of the Word. Do not merely be just students of the Word, do not merely podcast the Word, do not merely download the Word, don't simply tweet the Word, and don't simply look at the Word online." 
It's not that James was against listening and reading and studying and discussing and memorizing and meditating and podcasting and tweeting, because in order for the Bible to get into us, we must get into the Bible. He was all for communicating the Word. But James' point is that merely listening or hearing or receiving the Word of God into your life is not enough. In fact, it can be rather dangerous to your spiritual life. 
There are two reasons why this is so. 

Hearing Can Be Self-Deceiving
The first reason why merely listening to the Word can be dangerous is that listening, all by itself, can be self-deceiving. James says, "Do not merely listen to the Word and so deceive yourselves." That word deception or deceive means to cheat or to falsely reason. It means to misunderstand. And when we simply listen to the Word—when we receive the Word into our lives and it stops there—we cheat ourselves. 
The Word of God can warm your heart without ever moving your soul. The Word of God can inform your mind without transforming your life. The Word of God can educate the sinner without eradicating sin from a person's life. It has the potential to make a person theologically smart, biblically informed, and apologetically smart, and yet while the person continues to grow in her mind, she can be left immature, unmoved, and unchanged. She can have a false sense that she's gone farther in her spiritual life than she has—a false sense that she's walking with God when she isn't. 

The apostle Paul points out this problem in 1 Corinthians chapter 8 when he says that knowledge puffs up. Knowledge by itself—receiving information into your life—can make you smarter and sharper and quicker on your feet and can give you the right words to say, and yet it gives an inflated picture of spiritual maturity. A person can have a big head and a strong mind and really have all of the answers from Scripture, yet inside there is nothing but puffed up air. There's no substance, no maturity, no reality inside of them. Simply reading, coming to church and listening to the Word, or opening your Bible and reading a few passages from Scripture can really be quite self-deceiving if it gives you the feeling that you're growing when in fact you're not developing at all.
Hearing Alone Is not Transformational
Secondly, along with the problem of being self-deceiving, we have to realize that listening by itself does not lead to life change. Listening alone does not necessarily lead to life transformation. A roadmap can tell me how to get where I want to go, but a roadmap cannot take me there. In the same way, the Bible is a powerful, but the Bible is not magical. 

Having head knowledge about the words on the page does not bring about life change. My life will change when I read the map and follow the directions of the map to get me from here to there.
James uses the illustration of a fellow who goes and looks in the mirror. Mirrors were designed to reveal imperfections. They were designed to reveal what needed to be changed on an individual. But the mirror doesn't have the power to change the looker, does it? The mirror informs the looker and then the looker has the power to go and deal with the change—to wash their face or comb their hair, to take care of something that's wrong with them. It doesn't matter if a person looks in the mirror ten times or in a hundred mirrors; the person will remain unchanged unless they do something with what they have seen. 
In the same way, if a person looks into the Word of God and does nothing, they can end up with a self-deceived, inflated picture of their own spirituality, and they can miss the life change that God intends for them.
—David Daniels is Pastor of Pantego Bible Church in Fort Worth, Texas. 
Discuss

1. Have you ever intentionally ignored a warning label posted on something you purchased? How did that make you feel? 

2. What have you learned about the Bible recently that made you feel happy, inspired, proud, or challenged?
3. What actions have you taken recently that made you feel happy, inspired, proud, or challenged?
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	Conducting a Spiritual Audit
Twelve questions to help keep your personal accounts in order
By Fred Smith


The CEO of a major firm once confessed to me, "I have a banker to keep me solvent, a lawyer to keep me legal, and a doctor to keep me healthy, but I have no one to help assess my spiritual condition." I had never thought about such a thing: a "spiritual audit." Since that time, I have accumulated 12 questions that I regularly ask myself.
	
	True of me
	Somewhat True of me
	Not True of me
	I could use help

	1. Am I content with who I am becoming? Every day I get one day closer to who I will ultimately be. Am I satisfied with who I will be? 
	
	
	
	

	2. Am I becoming less religious and more spiritual? The Pharisees were religious; Christ is spiritual. After years of involvement in organized religion, I often feel the shallowness of the experience, the restriction of the rules, and hunger for something truly spiritual in my relation with Christ.
	
	
	
	

	3. Does my family recognize the authenticity of my spirituality? They see me whole. I must believe that if I am growing spiritually, my family will recognize it.
	
	
	
	

	4. Do I have a flow-through philosophy? Scripture says, "He that believeth in me, out of his innermost parts will flow rivers of living water." The freshness is in the flow. If I have been blessed with leadership, that blessing should flow out of my life.
	
	
	
	

	5. Do I have a quiet center to my life? Every Christian should have a quiet center that nothing can disturb. François Fenelon said, "Peace is what God wants for you no matter what is happening."
	
	
	
	

	6. Have I defined my unique ministry? Do I know what I can do effectively? The need is always bigger than any person can satisfy, and so my call is simply to handle the part of the need that is mine to do.
	
	
	
	

	7. Is my prayer life improving? I cannot evaluate when I am a man of prayer, but I can perceive progress if I am making it. One test is: Do my decisions have prayer as an integral part?
	
	
	
	

	
	True of me
	Somewhat True of me
	Not True of me
	I could use help

	8. Have I maintained genuine awe of God? Awe overwhelms; it inspires worship.
	
	
	
	

	9. Is my humility genuine? Nothing is so arrogant as false humility. Two definitions of humility I like: "Humility is accepting your strength with gratitude," and "Humility is not denying the power that you have but admitting the power comes through you, not from you."
	
	
	
	

	10. Is my spiritual feeding the right diet for me? I've stopped calling my reading time "a devotion." I call it "a feeding time" for my soul.
	
	
	
	

	11. Is obedience in small matters built into my reflexes? Do I try to bargain with God or rationalize with him? Obedience largely determines my relation with Christ following new birth.
	
	
	
	

	12. Do I have joy? Joy is promised to me. If the relation to Christ is right, I will have it.
	
	
	
	


—Fred Smith; adapted from our sister publication Leadership Journal, © 1998 by Christianity Today International. For more articles like this, visit www.LeadershipJournal.net.
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	Are We Being Transformed?
Use this assessment to get a group-wide view of your spiritual progress.
By Trevor Lee


Although small groups can be an ideal way to grow in knowledge and practice of the faith, they can also easily fall into patterns of maintenance and stagnation. Is your group fueling the spiritual growth of its members? Use this assessment to find out. You may want to have everyone participate to get a broad view of the state of your group.
For each of the charts below, indicate whether the statements in each box are True, Somewhat True, Somewhat Untrue, or Untrue.

Know Each Other
Determining if growth in knowledge or changed behavior is happening will be impossible if you don't know the other people in your group well. It's kind of like me trying to figure out why my car is making funny noises even though I barely know how to pop the hood. 

	
	True 
	Somewhat True
	Somewhat Untrue 
	Untrue

	I talk with one or more of my small-group members outside our planned group meetings.
	
	
	
	

	I have shared my struggles and victories with at least one member of my small group.
	
	
	
	

	In our small group, we know each other's life stories.
	
	
	
	

	I feel the freedom to be honest with my small group. I don't have to put on a show.
	
	
	
	

	Our group members are comfortable enough to ask questions without fear of being looked down upon by other group members.
	
	
	
	


Know Faith 
You cannot grow in knowledge if you're not regularly reading and discussing Scripture and other resources. Sleeping on your Algebra book in high school didn't work, and carrying a Bible to church once a week doesn't either.
	
	True 
	Somewhat True
	Somewhat Untrue 
	Untrue

	Our group life requires that we read Scripture on a regular basis.
	
	
	
	

	Our group displays an ability to incorporate what we've studied in the past into current studies.
	
	
	
	

	Our discussions incorporate "what Scripture says" or "what God thinks" as much as "what I think."
	
	
	
	

	Group members are applying Scripture and our discussions to their life situations.
	
	
	
	

	Each group member can identify at least one resource (book, article, podcast, and so on) that has increased their knowledge of faith in the past three months.
	
	
	
	


Know Life 
Jesus said he came so that we would have abundant life. The abundance of life in Christ rests on living in step with his way and not the way of sin. Life in him should change our behavior.
	
	True 
	Somewhat True
	Somewhat Untrue 
	Untrue

	Our group addresses sin, both practically and theologically.
	
	
	
	

	We pray for victory over sin for other group members, either as a whole group or in smaller group.
	
	
	
	

	Our group creates space for confession of sin.
	
	
	
	

	Our group celebrates victories over sin.
	
	
	
	

	The tone of our group in regard to addressing sin is more supportive than judgmental.
	
	
	
	


Know Fruit 
Jesus said if we are in him we will bear the fruit of his kingdom. A small group is a great place to see that happen! 

	
	True 
	Somewhat True
	Somewhat Untrue 
	Untrue

	Our group discusses specific instances and stories about how our faith impacts our lives.
	
	
	
	


	Our group creates opportunities to serve together.
	
	
	
	

	Group members are taking increasing initiative to live out their faith in all of life and lead others to do the same.
	
	
	
	

	I could tell three stories of how faith has borne fruit in the lives of our group members in the last month.
	
	
	
	

	I can give specific examples of ways our homes, workplaces, and neighborhoods are better because of the fruit of our faith.
	
	
	
	


Know Progress 
The first four factors in this assessment are foundational to seeing progress in both knowledge and changed behavior. If your group struggles with the categories above, you will have a hard time assessing this area. So, are you seeing progress?
	
	True 
	Somewhat True
	Somewhat Untrue 
	Untrue

	Our group discussions are deeper now than they were three months ago.
	
	
	
	

	I can give at least three examples of how our group life has changed and developed because of the things we have studied together.
	
	
	
	

	I can give at least three examples of how our group life has changed and developed because of changes in the behavior of group members.
	
	
	
	

	I can give specific examples to illustrate the way members of our group have grown in knowledge over the past three months.
	
	
	
	

	I can give specific examples of how group members have changed their behavior in the past three months.
	
	
	
	


— Trevor Lee is a Pastor, small-group leader, and author based in Colorado. 
Discuss

1. In what two areas is our group the weakest? Why? How does that knowledge impact our potential for growth?

2. In what two areas is our group the strongest? How have these become strengths? How have these strengths shaped the group?

3. What adjustments can we make to our group's life in order to maintain our strengths and address our weaknesses?
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	Small Group Re-Mix
How one church changed things up for unity's sake
By Rachel Gilmore


The Case

Pastor John Morlan of Grace Fellowship Church in Mokena, Illinois, knew something needed to be done to re-energize the lifeblood of Grace's small-group ministry. Having been on the pastoral staff when Grace started the ministry in the late 90's, Morlan saw his people enjoying small-group life, but the system wasn't effective for bringing about life change.
"I felt like a couple of years ago (before the changes were implemented), small-group life over-promised and under-delivered," he said. Having embraced small groups for ten years, Grace's members had become relationship-building professionals. People got very good at hospitality and fellowship, yet something important was missing. Group leaders were expected to have all the biblical answers and expertise with none of the training.
"It was very random how leaders would pick studies. We didn't really coach them. We were all going in separate directions," Morlan said. As a pastor, this inability to consistently deliver solid biblical content for group discussion and spiritual growth frustrated him.
Plus, with the burden on the group leader to be a master teacher, Morlan felt that leaders got left out of the relationship-building equation. The time commitment required for study preparation prevented them from focusing on the spiritual, social, and emotional needs of the group. "We were expecting them to do more than they could do," he added.
In addition to the content fragmentation, Morlan said the groups themselves became too comfortable. They liked their size and their more surface-level study topics. "They would tell us, 'We have momentum,'" said Small Groups Coordinator Karen Miner. Left unspoken were the words, "So don't make us change our format or add new people. Don't mix things up."
Yet as the lead pastor of a smaller church, Morlan felt it was his responsibility to do just that—to shake things up and push people out of their comfort zones and into a more interactive relationship with God's Word through the small-group ministry. 
What Would You Do?
1. Has your small-group ministry (or individual small group) grown comfortable with the status quo? 

2. What's one red flag that tells you real spiritual growth isn't taking place?

3. What kind of guidance or resources does your church provide to leaders when they need to choose study materials?
What Happened

About three years ago, Grace Fellowship made the decision to approach small groups from a content perspective. "We decided that for six months we were going to have Sunday morning and small-group life and devotional time all together," Morlan explained. "It kind of followed the model from A Purpose Driven Life, where we were all studying that book together after it came out," he added.
This new format meant that Morlan would create weekly sets of daily devotional readings and discussion questions based on the current message series, which all small groups would use for their study materials. The congregation would follow each study option for approximately six months.
"We wanted to make sure that if the groups are going to get together and call small-group study time a biblical way for living, then we really need to have those deeper conversations. We need to wrestle with the tough theological questions in the Bible," Morlan said.
While this approach put an increased workload on Morlan to generate the materials in advance, it provided five key benefits for the small-group ministry:
1. It allowed leaders to become facilitators instead of master teachers. (This also helped the church bypass the potential issue of who was qualified to "teach" based on educational or gender qualifications.)

2. It allowed the leaders to focus on exploring the practical application of the content with the group instead of spending hours preparing and studying the theoretical background of the materials in order to teach the topic.

3. It made it easier for new people to join existing groups because everyone was studying the same thing at the same time, and discussions all centered around that week's Sunday message (which hopefully people had heard at church).

4. It made small group more affordable in that the church printed up the materials; no one had to purchase study guides or DVD sets.

5. It directly supported the church's theology. No longer did leaders have to wonder if the study they purchased would fit in with the church's teachings and beliefs.
Morlan explained the shift toward pastor-generated content to leaders in the "How to Use This Guide" section of his first self-written study, which was on the Ten Commandments. 
"The larger challenge was that Bible studies and Sunday school settings in their 'live' forms felt like one-way (teacher-led) experiences," he said. "This process is simpler—not to release you from your responsibilities as a teacher and leader, but because everyone needs to encounter the Bible and synthesize with others what just happened between 1) them and God as an individual, and 2) them and God as a group. The Scriptures are not designed to be a one-way experience. Everyone needs to be engaged."
A second change in the small-group ministry came a year or so into the new model of all-church studies. Member Karen Miner assumed the role of Small Group Coordinator at Grace. With six months of content covered through Morlan's studies, Miner devotes herself to three main goals: plugging in new people; serving as a resource for group leaders; and creating very short-term, seeker-friendly group options (like a recent book discussion on Antony Flew's There Is No God).
"It's kind of a taste test," Morlan said about this seeker-friendly option. "It's free standing. It doesn't conflict with other group schedules. It's a great model for people who want to get their foot in the church but don't want to come on Sunday."
Overall, Morlan and Miner are thrilled with how people have responded to the all-church studies and the new short-term options. But the new process is not without its flaws. "We're still trying to figure out how to get existing groups to multiply," Miner said. Morlan added: "We get groups with all these potential leaders jammed into one group. We need to find a way to make them think it's their idea to move on, to share the wealth leader-wise."
Morlan and Miner also noted the need to share Morlan's themes with group leaders at least six months in advance. "We need to give them a better calendar so they can plan," Morlan said. "But whatever we were doing well with relationship-building, it's just been enhanced with this new format."
—Rachel Gilmore is author of The Complete Leader's Guide to Christian Retreats and Church Programs and Celebrations for All Generations.
Discuss

1. Do you think your church would support a shift to an all-church study model? Who might write it?
2. What is one benefit that you see in moving to an all-church study model for part of the year? What is one challenge you'd face in making this move?

3. Do you have any seeker-friendly, easy entry options for new members or visitors just investigating your church? If not, can you brainstorm a possible short-term, flexible study for this target group?
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	Taming Boredom in a Small Group
A case study in application
By Pat J. Sikora


The Case
Have you ever led a group and knew something was wrong, but you couldn't put your finger on it? That happened to me several years ago. The problem resulted in open rebellion, which in turn led to a great learning opportunity that has served me well in the years since.
I was leading one of several small groups within a larger women's Bible study. I had about a dozen women in my group, which is more than I consider ideal. Discussions were lifeless and clunky. I had tried everything I knew to engage the women in meaningful discussions, but was having little success. Every question was met with dull stares and one-word answers. Since I was a fairly experienced leader, I chalked it up to the size of the group, the particular mix of women, and the fact that I kept getting the newcomers, which interrupted the flow of cohesiveness. I was frustrated and I knew they were, too, but I couldn't figure out the problem.
Then one day, Paula called and said, "Pat, I hate to do this, but I'm quitting the group." When I asked her why, she said, "That study is so BORING! I can't stand it! It insults my intelligence and I come away with nothing. In fact, I come away mad at having wasted an evening. And others feel that way too. They just won't say anything yet."
Instantly, I knew she had discerned the problem. The ministry was using a popular study guide produced by a well-known publisher—the kind of study guide you find in every Christian bookstore. Unfortunately, it was indeed boring. It did insult the intelligence of an average reader. And it was not leading to dynamic discussions, growth, or interest. In fact, it was leading to yawns and absenteeism.
What was the problem? When I evaluated it more closely, I realized that the study guide was all objective questions. Ten objective questions every week. Week after week. 
Now don't get me wrong. Objective questions are essential in a Bible study. An objective question asks, "What does the text say." It's vital for Bible students to read the text and identify what it actually says rather than what they think it might say or what they once heard it said or what they want it to say. Objective questions establish the "who, what, when, where, and how" of a biblical passage. They help make sure people aren't just shooting from the hip with their opinions, but are actually reading and studying the text. 
But these questions were boring. Objective questions can be written in an interesting way, but these weren't. They were on the level of, "What did Jesus say in verse 3?" When questions like that are repeated ten times in a row, it creates a sing-songy feeling and does indeed insult the intelligence of the reader. 
What Would You Do?
1. Have you experienced a curriculum guide that contained boring information or questions? Were you able to fix it?

2. Is it acceptable to abandon a curriculum guide in the middle? What if people paid to purchase the material?

3. How can a group leader discern the difference between a boring study and group members who are not actively attempting to make the most of the material? 
What Happened
I immediately knew what I needed to do. "Paula," I told my friend, "I agree with you. You've identified a problem I knew was there, but couldn't figure it out. Let's make a deal. You stay in the group and do the homework for background, but I'll rewrite the discussion questions so we have a good blend of questions. On Wednesday nights, we'll focus on application."
She agreed to give it a try—with the caveat that she reserved the right to leave if it was still boring. I had my work cut out for me. I got busy and rewrote the study for the next week, adding a liberal dose of interpretive and application questions. When I took them to the group the following week, I explained what we were doing and everyone heaved a huge sigh of relief. Paula was right; everyone had been bored. 
That week we had our first dynamic discussion. Members started opening up about their questions, their needs, and their struggles. They began even that first week to apply the passage to their lives. As the weeks went on, our discussions became even more enthusiastic and more fun. And best of all, women began to see the power of the Word of God in their lives. They began to tackle issues that had previously been hidden and things began to change. 
After a couple of weeks, members in the other small groups began hearing about what we were doing. Their leaders wanted my questions for their groups. Soon the whole ministry was using my re-written questions and every group began to see the same changes I had seen. What had begun as a ho-hum year took on new life and the women were excited.
In the spring, the steering committee asked if I would consider writing the study for the next year. "Why buy a study and have to rewrite it?" they reasoned. After much prayer and with fear and trembling, I agreed. I spent the summer creating an inductive, topical study through the Book of Joshua that focuses on the personal giants that prevent each of us from conquering his or her Promised Land—that is, being conformed to the image of Jesus Christ. It interweaves the four types of questions that lead to dynamic discussions and life change—icebreakers, objective, interpretive, and application—into a cohesive lesson that moves the reader toward personal, deep change. Best of all, application questions are woven throughout the study rather than being stuck at the end, and those are the questions the leader is encouraged to ask and discuss. 
The other types of questions are valuable, and I believe they form the foundation for personal understanding—but not for my small-group time. Focusing on application questions seems to be more effective in nailing down the personal changes in people's lives. Those are the questions that ask for commitment and don't let the reader off the hook. Those are the questions that result in growth and maturity.
So, if your small group is lacking enthusiasm, take a look at the questions in the study guide you're using. It could be that you have an easy problem to fix. Just add more application and watch your members grow.
—Pat J. Sikora is a SmallGroups.com Editorial Advisor, founder of Mighty Oak Ministries, and author of Why Didn't You Warn Me? How to Deal with Challenging Group Members.
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	Application: The Basics
What keeps most small groups stuck on the surface and unable to break through to experience real life change?
By Dave Treat


Our churches are filled with smart and isolated people who don't change. We've addressed the isolation issue by getting folks connected to a small group, and they do seem to know about the bible and know what's required for Christ-likeness—but they still don't change. 
The solution is application.
Defining Application

Application often refers to a process of surface treatment: paint, decals, or make-up added to a house, vehicle, or face to dress it up. In our high-tech culture, application also refers to a bit of software intended to fulfill a very specific and limited purpose ("There's an app for that").
In small groups, our definition of application is more like the latter and hopefully not at all like the former. Application is the process of allowing the truths of God's word to actually influence our thinking and, ultimately, to change our behavior in specific and tangible ways. Application is where truth meets life. 
Overcoming the Head Culture

Back in the 60's a new retail niche called Head Shops emerged. Amid psychedelic posters, macramé, and incense you could find all the paraphernalia you would need to care for your joints, deal with roaches, and cultivate your grass (so I've been told.) In fact, most Head Shops had everything you needed to get high—except the key ingredient.
Excuse this bizarre metaphor, but I believe that many of our churches are glorified Head Shops. We cater to the head (knowledge) and we create a culture—an expectant atmosphere, a specialized language, and even paraphernalia—without the key ingredient: application.
I grew up in a religious tradition that functioned as if knowledge alone would transform people. Truly serious believers immersed themselves in the Head culture: Sunday morning teaching of the Word, Sunday school (age-graded instruction), Sunday Night and Midweek Service (more teaching). Any gathering—a youth event, choir practice, or deacon's meeting—was invariably marked by a devotional mini-sermon. Small groups were called "Bible Studies" for good reason. The radio provided a steady stream of world-class Bible teachers who systematically added content to our overflowing skulls.
We operated on the premise: "If we just teach people the right things, they will change." If we are going to move past the surface, the first thing we will need to do is change a culture that believes knowledge alone is enough.
The Head culture manifests itself in our small groups in a couple of ways: 
· It forces us to be curriculum-centric. We often define our groups solely on what they intend to study, and devote the bulk (if not all) of the group meeting to a study. I love Bill Donahue's line: "Jesus did not command us to go into the world and complete the curriculum." We ensure that all the blanks are filled in our workbooks without taking sufficient time to ponder how each truth should impact our daily lives.
· We recruit believers with teaching gifts as our primary group leaders. And then we seem surprised when they lean into their gift and just teach! Even if we train our group leaders to facilitate interactive discussion around application, the teaching gift has been so valued in the past that our leaders tend to default back to the role of teacher. Particularly when under stress or time constraints, our leaders find it a lot easier to simply lecture. 

Our first goal, then, is to shift from a knowledge-only delivery model of small groups to one in which less content is delivered and more truth is applied. Minimize the value of getting through all 12 discussion questions and maximize the value of getting through 2 questions designed to change behavior. If you have to, put a post-it note in your Bible with the words: "It's application, stupid."
Expect People to Change

This is a small but significant point: we don't expect people to change. John Ortberg tells the story of a curmudgeonly old guy in the church of his youth. Everyone knew this guy was irritable, stubborn, and unpleasant, and had been for years. Bu no one expected him to change, and he didn't. It's easy for us to look at some individuals and fail to believe that Christ can change their beliefs and behaviors.
If the ultimate purpose of small groups is to effect life-change—to see people continuously morph into Christ-likeness—then they, and we, must believe that they can and will change. This will affect the questions we ask and the accountability we require. If people want to change and are serious about actually changing, we'll need to get serious about accountability. 
Value Accountability

My first real experience with spiritual accountability began when my men's small group attended a Promise Keepers event. Charles Swindoll challenged us to take seriously the practice of accountability, which he defined as "asking each other today the questions that Jesus will ask us someday." Examples:
· Have you been with a woman anywhere this past week that might be seen as compromising?

· Have any of your financial dealings lacked integrity?

· Have you exposed yourself to any sexually explicit material?

· Have you spend adequate time in Bible study and prayer?

· Have you just lied to me?

We carried cards in our wallets with a variation of these questions. The last one was the hardest to answer truthfully.
No one has taken accountability more seriously than John Wesley. His "bands" were similar to our small groups in that they were small and met regularly. The similarity may end there, if you look at the steps they took to ensure that they went beyond talk to application:
· Do you desire to be told of all your faults, and that plain and home?

· Consider! Do you desire we should tell you whatsoever we think, whatsoever we fear, whatsoever we hear, concerning you?

· Do you desire that in doing this we should come as close as possible, that we should cut to the quick, and search your heart to the bottom?

· Is it your desire and design to be on this and all other occasions entirely open, so as to speak everything that is in your heart, without exception, without disguise, and without reserve?

Now compare your group's "icebreakers" to Wesley's. These questions were to be asked of each band member whenever they met:

· What known sins have you committed since our last meeting? 

· What temptations have you met with? How were you delivered?

· What have you thought, said, or done, of which you doubt whether it be sin or not?

Perhaps the ultimate accountability question is from Andy Stanley: "What question are you hoping I won't ask?"
Imagine the transformational possibilities if we went beyond these hard-hitting but "generic" accountability questions to very specific questions demanding that we actually apply our latest learning to our individual situation. The underlying question that must inform all others is this: How will you live differently because of what you have learned?
A surprising and non-intuitive question is this: What might we learn by living differently?
Act Your Way into Thinking

The Head culture has conditioned us to want to know all the facts, to consider the ramifications, and to be reasonably assured of the outcome before we begin a course of action. But faith demands that we act in obedience before we understand fully or see certainly. 
In his remarkable book The Forgotten Ways, Alan Hirsch says: "We must live our truth" (emphasis mine) and "We need to act our way into a new way of thinking." Based on his years of observation, strong theological foundation, and the illumination of cognitive science, Hirsch points out that for follower of Christ, behavior often must precede belief. 
Small groups provide the encouragement, safety, and accountability required for most people to "Just Do It." I had been in a men's small group that frequently discussed of our need to engage in practical serving opportunities in a soup kitchen or homeless shelter. I knew what was required by Scripture and expected by my peers. I just never got around to putting feet to my knowledge. I avoided application until I heard men tearfully describe their experience of serving the homeless and invite me to join them. I decided to just do it. Exposure to the experience changed me in a way that knowledge of the truth never had. I had acted my way into a new way of thinking.
Application is the key to seeing life transformation in groups. Successful application will require us to overcome a contrary culture, expect it to work, value accountability, and ultimately act our way into thinking. It will prevent your group, and your church, from becoming just another Head Shop.
—Dave Treat is the Discipleship Pastor at Friendship Church in Athens, AL. You can read more from Dave at his blog, www.ThinkingSmall.net.
Discuss

4. Do you feel like your small group has been curriculum-centric at times? What about right now?

5. What steps does your group take each week to show that application is a valued element? What further steps could be taken? 

6. What steps can you take as a leader to help your group members become more involved with application during each group meeting? 
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	Hand-Crafted Application Questions
Make sure your material fits your group members.
By Rick Lowry


I've been leading small groups for about 40 years. When I began back in the 70's, not many printed materials existed for groups. Most of what was available was fact-oriented: "To whom was Jesus speaking when he said, 'Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men'?" (Back then it was also difficult for group members to handle the stone tablets the lessons were written on!)
Today, we've moved way beyond "just the Bible facts" to an era of application. Group members have come to expect an answer to the question, "What do I need to do about this tomorrow morning?" as a normal part of any Bible study. These days I have a wide range of application-oriented study guides to choose from. No small-group leaders in the history of the church have had better tools available, and everything comes as quickly as the touch of a computer mouse or a smart phone.
But even though I have many published studies to choose from, when it comes to the very special people in my own small group, I find that I often need to think of application questions that suit their specific needs and current life situations. Maybe you're the same way?

If so, use the following guidelines to create effective application questions that are tailored specifically for the needs of your group. 

Think F.O.R.M.
The most effective application questions include things that almost everybody is interested in and have in common with others. The acronym F.O.R.M. is a good place to start as you prepare for the application section of your lesson:
· Family. Most people like to talk about their family. It might be their immediate family, their extended family, their adopted family, or their church family. Here are some examples:

· How can we act on the guideline Paul gives us here to "serve one another in love" when it comes to our spouses and children? 
· This passage says for husbands to "love your wives as Christ loved the church." Are there any men here who can give some everyday examples of situations where husbands can act on this? (And if you really want to have fun, let wives offer their ideas when the husbands are done!) 
· As members of a church family, how can we "'bear one another's burdens"?
· Occupation. Since our jobs are where we spend most of our time, we are always looking for ways to live out our faith at work. Think of questions like these: 
· How do Paul's instructions to slaves relate to the modern-day workplace? 
· What attitudes does Joseph model for us as a worker under the supervision of his masters/bosses?
· Can you think of a work situation where we can practice Paul's challenge: "Don't take revenge, but leave room for God's wrath"?

· Religion. Finding application questions about our faith helps keep the study moving in a spiritual direction. Here are some examples: 
· Ephesians says that we have "access" to God. Let's have some volunteers talk about how they thought about God when they were growing up. 
· This passage in Acts 8 tells about a man who was baptized. How does his baptism experience parallel yours? How is it different? 
· James says that pure religion is visiting orphan and widows in their distress. What are some of the viewpoints about "pure" religion that people embrace today? How do they differ from the ideal James suggests?

· Motivation. If you have been leading your group for a while, you have begun to know the heart of each group member. What is it that really motivates them? What is the thing that gets their adrenaline going?
· Tom, you enjoy sports and athletic activities. What do you think of when Paul tells us to "run in such a way as to get the prize"? 
· I know that many of you have a real burden for the poor. Tell us what you think this group might do to apply what Jesus says here about the sheep and the goats. 
Help People Tell Their Stories
Application becomes action when people can see how to live out this passage in their own daily life.
· Can anyone think of a time when God called you to "sell your possessions and give to the poor"?
· Has God ever led you to talk to an unlikely person about Christ? Did you resist? 

Combine Application and Accountability
It's easy to talk about "how this passage might be lived out," but it's much harder to declare what I am going to do this week to live it out. Actions speak louder than words. 

For example, it's not very helpful to say: "I hope everyone is reading through the Bible this year." But you can gain a lot more traction in terms of application with: "We've all said we plan to read through the Bible this year. How about if I make it a weekly question in our meeting to ask how everyone is progressing with their Bible reading?"
Also, don't be afraid to incorporate accountability into a discussion about specific temptations and sins. "This passage says not to get drunk on wine but to be filled with the Spirit. If anyone here is struggling with an addiction that you'd like us to pray about, now would be a good time." 
Be Specific
Try to avoid vague or general questions like, "How can Christians today pray without ceasing?" A better option would be: "What step could we take this week to live in a spirit of prayer in our daily lives?"
Don't Be Afraid to Ask the Hard Questions
People rise to a challenge, including your group members. So try to avoid application questions and activities that are "milk and toast" (Hebrews 5). Things like: "Paul says we should be servants; what if we all sign up to be greeters and take up the offering at worship?" Instead, go for the meat: "What's a way this week that I could serve a person I don't really like?"
The same is true for allowing jargon and "church phrases" to keep us from getting our hands dirty. Avoid a question like: "How can people be more committed to Christ?" On the other hand, this is a challenge: "Jesus says here in Luke that in order to follow him we have to give up everything we have. What specifically would you have to give up in order to truly follow Jesus?"
Be Sensitive to Teachable Moments
It's important that you prepare well as a leader, and I recommend you have several key application questions written into your lesson. But be open to the leading of the Holy Spirit as the discussion progresses. It's okay to create application questions "on the fly" as you sense what God is doing in each person's heart during the meeting. 

One good way to do this is to quickly scan F.O.R.M. (see above) through your brain as you pick up on an important train of thought developing among group members.

Begin with the Bible
Application is important, but make sure it's based on solid Bible teaching as its foundation. In a small group, we start with the Bible, then take action in daily life based on the truth of Scripture that we have learned. Application without Scripture is also milk without meat.

—Rick Lowry is the Small Groups Pastor at Crossroads Christian Church in Newburgh, IN.
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	Connecting Application and Accountability
A necessary step for producing life-change
By Mark Ingmire


I recently ran across some research suggesting the world influences the church more than the church influences the world. I found that disturbing, and I immediately thought of my small group. I believe that small-group ministry has the potential for life-changing impact, but I wonder: do the lives of the Christ-followers in my group look any different than those who live "outside" in the world? 
These thoughts led me to consider what makes some groups more effective than others in applying biblical truth into their daily lives. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became that there is one key ingredient that helps facilitate the life-change that Jesus wants for all of us.

This key ingredient is accountability. Applying biblical truth requires more than just asking application questions during your small group's Bible study or expounding on ideas so brilliant that they awe everyone in the group. Applying the Bible into one's everyday life must incorporate the practice of accountability in order to produce real and lasting change. 
What does that practice look like? First, accountability is not browbeating people with their failures, nor is it keeping track of a person's every move. Accountability is a pattern of encountering God's grace plus his truth over time—that's how lives are changed. If accountability only involved grace, we would never hear about the severity of sin. If it only involved truth, we would never overcome our guilt. And if we expected life-change to happen overnight, we would only become discouraged. These three patterns must work together.
This kind of accountability doesn't happen in the context of a checklist or set of questions. Rather, true accountability exists in the context of relationships. Therefore, it begins with the small-group leader's own accountability to the group by living a life worth modeling. The leader must be willing to submit to being accountable. When this happens, the byproduct created is the leader's moral authority, which makes his or her influence much more powerful.
The Place of Moral Authority
I have heard it said that a person's moral authority takes a lifetime develop, but only one careless act to destroy. That's scary, but it's also true. 
The first thing that determines the depth of life-change within a small group is the moral authority earned by the leader with each of the members in that group. In our church, the best leaders are not perfect, but they do know what is expected of them. That's because we make sure our small-group leaders have not only a written ministry description, but also a clear written description of our lifestyle expectations—we believe it's a mistake to assume that leaders know what is expected without spelling it out. 
When group members see their leader as someone who pursues spiritual maturity and moral purity, that leader becomes credible and is set to take the following steps to help his or her group members apply biblical truth in their lives.
Asking Application Questions
Small-group leaders often believe they have to possess the gift of teaching in order to produce a great lesson. This is far from accurate. The reality is that biblical truth is more caught than taught. The group leader's role is not to be the teacher. Rather, the leader is to be a guide. The leader should facilitate discussion, helping people discover biblical truth for themselves. 
Asking opening- and observation-types of questions is easy. However, making the transition to interpretation and application questions is more difficult. I have been part of small groups where the leader launched the lesson well, followed the discussion plan, but ended just before the group got to discuss application because they ran out of time. Due to this experience, I always tell leaders never to skip over application questions. The leader needs to plan the lesson so that there is always time to ask application questions, even if adjustments need to be made during the lesson itself. Without application questions, the experience is nothing more than filling one's head with knowledge and no real application of how to apply that knowledge to real life.
Follow Up from Previous Group Meetings
It's tempting for small-group leaders to focus solely on each week's lesson and not go back to review what was discussed the session before—it can seem like "one more thing to do." But when a leader follows up with his or her group members and asks how they have applied information from previous discussions, that leader is keeping the group accountable to what was taught and learned. And over time, that makes a huge difference in spiritual growth and life-change. 
Application that sticks doesn't happen in just one meeting. Real change will only happen over time. This practice doesn't have to take much time on a week-to-week basis, though. It can take as little as two or three minutes to ask a few follow-up queries. But the group quickly learns they need to do the application steps during the week, because they know they will be held accountable to those steps at the next meeting. This is a simple practice, but one that provides both accountability and continuity. 
Application Is Most Effective in the Context of Relationships. 
Rarely does a small-group leader contact me about the meaning of a particular Scripture passage. But leaders do contact me about practical struggles. They want to know how Scripture applies to specific issues within the context of their relationships. For example, I recently spoke with a leader who wanted to know if it was okay to help a group member in financial duress. The leader and I knew that Scripture commands us to help others in need, but we also knew that it's a bad idea to support poor habits or allow others to be manipulated. In this particular instance, the group did help financially; they also set boundaries regarding how they could help.
A covenant is an important tool in establishing boundaries and accountability between members of a small group. The covenant is like a guardrail that not only keeps a group safe from tumbling into disaster, but also gives permission for the group to keep one another accountable regarding the agreed-upon guidelines and values. 
Groups can take a further step by establishing one-on-one accountability relationships between those of the same gender. This type of relationship is more than meeting regularly to ask a series of questions. It also includes action when action is needed. For example, if a group member struggles with physical weight, the accountability partner can come alongside and work out with that person on a regular basis. That's accountability that produces life-change. 
Conclusion
Leading a small group that applies Scripture so that lives are changed is not difficult, but it does take more than asking application questions. It also takes accountability. When a group takes on the responsibility of accountability to encourage and support one another, that group can become vital and alive. As the process continues, there will be no amount of outside forces strong enough to influence and overcome the church. Instead, the church will change the world!
—Mark Ingmire is the Small Groups and Adult Education Pastor at Savannah Christian Church in Savannah, Georgia.
Discuss

7. As a small-group leader, do you feel you have any "moral authority" with the members of your group? Why or why not? 

8. How often during a month does your group run out of time before approaching application? 

9. What steps can you as a leader take in the next month in order to improve the level of accountability between your group members? 
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	Connecting Application and Transparency
Practical ways to set an appropriate pace and tone in your group
By Pat J. Sikora


You've got a great small group. Participants love one another and are excited to be together. These people have become like family. You're using a great study guide that holds everyone's interest and helps people engage in lively discussions. But something is missing. No one is really growing. You have a great discussion, take some pretty shallow prayer requests, and go home. 
Does that sound like your group?
You've probably guessed that honest transparency and accountability are vital ingredients when it comes to application and life-change in a small group. But you may have also noticed that those ingredients are difficult to achieve. So, is there any hope? Is it possible for you and I, as leaders of small groups, to love people to the point where they will allow the Holy Spirit to illumine and change the tender areas of their lives? 
I can tell you that it isn't easy, but it is possible. Frankly, it begins with you as the leader. Your group won't grow any deeper than you can take them. 
As leaders, we have to go first and set both the pace and the tone. Setting the pace means that the more deeply and honestly you share, the more deeply and honestly your group will share. Setting the tone incorporates three guidelines that are of utmost importance in nurturing honesty within your group: empathy, warmth, and respect. Dr. Gary Sweeten refers to these as the "core conditions" of a helping relationship. (And the ideas below are based in part on Dr. Sweeten's book Apples of Gold.) If you don't implement these conditions, the best application questions in the world won't generate real, transformational change.
Setting the Pace
No one expects you to be perfect. When you verbalize your weaknesses and needs honestly, it gives others permission to slowly, carefully, tentatively begin to open themselves to the group and to the Holy Spirit. 
That means you must be willing to take a risk. You must be vulnerable and share at a level that the others won't match immediately. It also means that you won't want to dive to your deepest pit in the first meeting. You'll scare everyone off! 
As you gradually peel away your veils one-by-one like layers on an onion, you can expect those in your group to begin doing the same. You'll set the pace by discerning how deep and how quickly your group can move. Like a good sherpa, you always want to be a step or two ahead of them, illuminating the way. You do that not only by what you share, but also how you share it. That's where setting the tone comes in.
Setting the Tone: Empathy

Empathy communicates understanding of the other person's needs, feelings, or ideas. As a group leader, you need to both model empathy and teach communication with empathy. 

Empathy doesn't say, "I know exactly how you feel." Even if we've experienced the same event, it's been screened through our unique grid of emotions, personal history, and coping mechanisms. Rather, empathy says, "I understand what the issue is, and I believe I understand how you're feeling about it." An empathic response communicates an accurate perception of both the content of the issue and the speaker's feelings about that issue. 
A strongly empathic response might be, "It sounds as if you are feeling very angry because your boss passed you over for the promotion." The content is what happened—you were passed over for the promotion. The feelings are the person's response to the event—anger.

A response that does not show empathy may have one of several characteristics. If you see any of these occurring in your group, you need to intercept them quickly and show your group members a better way:

· Attempts to attack or hurt the sharer, making him wish he'd never spoken: "You shouldn't be upset about the promotion. You couldn't handle any more work anyway!"
· Missing the surface feelings and content: This response doesn't attack, but it's an irrelevant, "fix it" response. "Well, maybe you should just go and get a new job."
· Only partially responding to surface feelings: This is often a "bumper sticker" response—a quick, catchy slogan. "Well, you know that all things work together for good. You'll probably get a better promotion!"
· Only partially responding to content: This response borders on an attack. "Boy are you upset! You know, anger never wins; it just gives ulcers." 
Setting the Tone: Warmth

Warmth focuses on nonverbal communication, which researchers say makes up 55 to 65 percent or more of all communication. This includes body movement, voice quality, and environmental surroundings. We send nonverbal signals all the time. It's important to learn to identify them in those talking and those listening. As leaders, it's important to model warmth in all we do.

Nonverbal signals sent by various parts of our bodies often communicate our feelings or attitudes louder than our words. The head, face, mouth, shoulders, arms, and legs, as well as the total body itself, provide valuable information about how a person is feeling. (An extensive chart of body language is available in my book, Why Didn't You Warn Me? How to Deal with Challenging Group Members.) Learn to read these signals to gain a deeper understanding of the person's feelings about what she's saying. 
Setting the Tone: Respect

 Respectful interactions communicate belief in the speaker. They affirm that the person speaking is trustworthy and can be responsible for his or her own life. Indicators of a respectful listener include someone who: 
· Will initially suspend all opinions and conclusions about the speaker. This means we set aside judgmental attitudes, stereotypes, and labels. It also means that we don't impose our own feelings, beliefs, or values onto the speaker. 
· Will take everything disclosed seriously. We need to avoid put-downs, even if we're only joking. We don't challenge the accuracy of the speaker's perceptions, nor do we attack. 
· Will treat the speaker as an equal. We need to remember that God created each of us in his image. Therefore we must respect that image in each person. 
· Doesn't offer quick insights or answers to the speaker's concerns, but allows him to gain that insight himself. When we offer a quick fix, we communicate that we don't believe the person is smart enough to solve his or her own problems. 
· Shows genuine interest in the speaker and his concerns. This will usually grow as the group jells, but you need to model it. 
· Stays on the topic the speaker initiates. Have you ever started voicing a concern, only to have the listener say, "Oh, I had an experience just like that when I was working in Cleveland… "? Suddenly the emphasis is off you and onto the other person. You feel cheated. Don't allow this to happen in your groups. 
· Avoids being a rescuer. Our goal is to enable people to take the needed action on their own, with God's help. It is not to rescue them from all evil. Don't allow problem solving to take the place of listening and praying in your group.
· Honors the speaker's ownership of the problem. This means that whatever a person discloses in the group belongs to him. No one else may discuss it outside of the group setting without the express permission of the sharer. Ownership also means that the sharer is the one who should initiate discussion about the issue outside of the group. Don't make the mistake (or allow others to make the mistake) of asking, "How's your love life?" or some equally embarrassing question at the Sunday-morning fellowship hour. 
Some experts on group dynamics also maintain that the owner of the problem or issue is the only one who can initiate discussion of it in the group setting or privately. I disagree with this. There are many reasons why people hesitate to bring up a previously discussed problem. If we've agreed to be honest and accountable, we need to feel free to lovingly probe a tender area. We need to let our fellow members know that we care and are still available to help them. 

· Maintains confidentiality. Since what is shared belongs to the discloser, that also means no one has permission to discuss the issue with anyone else, even another member of the group, without the expressed permission of the sharer. No one wants to feel that he is being talked about. No one wants to be the object of secret conclaves. And no one wants his innermost struggles shared with others, even as a prayer request. 
Whatever you do, stress confidentiality in your groups. You won't have transparency and accountability without an ironclad guarantee that what is said within the group stays within the group. 
If you as the leader set the pace and tone, and if you use a good study with good application questions, you can expect your members to grow, change, and mature right before your eyes. Try it!
—Pat J. Sikora is a SmallGroups.com Editorial Advisor, founder of Mighty Oak Ministries, and author of Why Didn't You Warn Me? How to Deal with Challenging Group Members.
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	Connecting Application and Evaluation
Here's how to answer the question, "Was it a good meeting?"
By Tom Bandy


How often do you return home from a group gathering and hear your spouse ask: "Was it a good meeting?" What do you say? On what basis do you answer yes, no, or sort of? Now imagine that you come home after the sixth, seventh, or twelfth meeting and your spouse asks the same question. Is the group getting better or worse? Are you getting excited or discouraged? Do you even know why? Should you feel proud? Should you feel guilty? 
Finally, imagine your pastor or small-group point person evaluating the ministry at the end of the year. Is it flourishing or fading? Which small-group leaders need extra training in specific things? Is the church any different because small groups like yours kept meeting? Is the world any different?
If you can answer these questions with integrity, your small group is more likely to thrive, and the church's small-group ministry is more likely to flourish. If you can't, you are more likely to burn out or drop out, and the ministry is more likely to fade away or fall back into old habits.
What Do We Measure?
The real question is not whether we should measure things, but what are the right things to measure? Many small-group leaders measure the wrong things. Did the small group succeed? We might respond with any of these answers: 

· More people participated than last year
· People seemed to have a good time
· We completed the curriculum
· Sixty percent surveyed said they would do it again if they have the time 
But are these the best things to measure?

Great leaders measure success in reference to vision. Every small group has a vision—a purpose or a great goal that defines why the group exists. That vision has three components: Relationship Formation, Faith Formation, and Affinity Satisfaction (is the group "scratching the itch" that motivated us to get together in the first place). Group leaders can measure success in each of these three areas in order to answer the question: "Was the group a success?" 
Begin the process of measuring results by identifying just a few key questions in each area. The answers to those particular questions will reveal the relative success or failure of our small group. For example, when a small group uses the Alpha Program as an affinity, the actual measurable outcomes might look like this:
· Relationships: How many new friendships among former strangers were forged that will outlast the group? Were participants more honest about questions at the end than they were at the beginning? 
· Faith: How many group members attended worship regularly during the life of the group? How many breakthrough stories ("Aha moments") were shared in the group?

· Affinity: In an exit survey at the end of the group, what was average scale of satisfaction (1–10) when group members were asked if their questions and issues about Christianity were satisfied?

If no new friendships were formed and honesty never deepened; or if nobody attended worship and there were no stories of sudden insight; or if the average satisfaction level was below 5—then the group was a relative failure even though it finished the curriculum, the food was great, and everyone got along famously. On the other hand, if new friendships abounded, tears were shed, insights popped right and left, and satisfaction was a perfect 10—then the group was a success even though you never completed the curriculum and every meeting included a heated debate.
The Do-able / Stretch-able Continuum
The art of measuring the right things requires practice and coaching. This is why small-group leaders need training, and why they should gather periodically for mutual support. 
You want to set measurable goals that are reasonable, not impossible, for your church's groups and group leaders. Sure, it would be nice if everybody in the Christian Aerobics Group bonded together in absolute trust by the third session, surrendered their career to Christ's calling and tithed by the end of the sixth session, and lost 50 pounds at the end—but that's probably not going to happen. More likely, a deeper sympathy and mutual support will develop, each participant might memorize a passage of Scripture, and people will feel like they have more energy through the week.
You also want to set measurable goals that push participants to a higher level in all three categories of relationship, faith, and affinity. It's nice to regroup the VBS team every summer to renew their friendships, repeat the Bible stories, and love the children. However, perhaps this year they need to be challenged to pray for one another's personal issues, connect Scriptures with perceived social injustices, and develop three mentoring relationships with single parents new to the program.
Below is the Do-able / Stretch-able Continuum in each of the three areas of small-group life. Step back and ponder the participants in your small group. Locate which level the group is at right now, and then set your measurable goals just one step further. 

	Relationship Formation
	Faith Formation
	Affinity Satisfaction

	Basic Respect for One Another

Sympathy for Another's Situation

Support for Another's Struggle

Empathy with Another's Life

Sacrifice to Reach Out

Trust to Let Others Reach In
	Curiosity about Religion

Interest in Faith

Listening to God

Lifestyle Adjustments of Values

Understanding of Beliefs

Surrender to God's Purpose
	Dabbling in the Topic

Involved in the Activity

Opinionated about the Subject

Focused on the Project at Hand

Expert in the Field

Passionate about the Benefits


For example, one small-group leader anticipated renewing a third season (November to March) for the "Wooden Duck Decoy Carving Group." This had started out as a group of senior men wanting to learn how to carve wooden ducks; later it expanded to include teenage boys with a fascination for sharp objects. As the group leader surveyed the group as a whole, this was the baseline of do-able: participants respected on another, they were interested in faith, and they really focused on each duck they were carving. 
This year the group leader set new goals to be stretch-able. By the time the group disbanded at the end of March, both senior and teenaged men would pro-actively support each other's personal struggle in life, learn how to pray and listen for God, and become passionate about a mission benefit resulting from carving wooden ducks.
Three Ways to Measure Anything
There are three ways to measure anything. This applies to church strategic planning, small-group development, small businesses, and anything else worthwhile in life. 
Statistics. Start by counting something. More importantly, count something that actually traces how close you are coming to achieving the vision of the small group—not something that satisfies the hidden agenda of some other institution. For example, church boards often want you to count how many people of a certain age (usually young adults) are participating in small groups. They may think that generational statistics matter because "the youth are the future of the church". Small-group leaders usually know better. Counting young heads means little. Instead, they prefer to count how many small groups are cross-generational in make-up. They know that real results in relationship and faith building will come as older and younger people mingle and mentor one another.
Here are just a few examples of what you can measure statistically as a group leader, but be aware that doing so requires some discipline. Keep a log of your perceptions after each meeting. If there are certain key things you are counting, you may want to list these on a notepad and just check each occurrence. If you have a host or assistant, they can do the same and you can compare notes.
· When it comes to relationship building, you can count new friendships, track gestures or key words of respect, and note growing awareness of different lifestyle preferences. You can count how many times people interrupt, how many times people gossip, and how many times people cry for somebody other than themselves. 

· When it comes to faith building, you can count "Aha!" moments; track quotations or references to Scripture; and note growing awareness of key convictions about sin and grace, the person and work of Jesus Christ, God's purpose in creation, and so on. You can count and compare moments of profound silence against moments of obvious boredom. 

· When it comes to affinity satisfaction, you can count how many times the group sidetracks from the topic and how many times discussion becomes heated. You can track the intensity with which people lean into a conversation or sit back and drink coffee. You can test the degree of expertise and compare the quality of work from session to session.

Whenever you try to measure intangible things that are more qualitative than quantitative, use a gut-check scale of 1–10 (either alone after each meeting, or comparing notes with co-leaders, or even inviting the entire group to participate). Are we becoming more trusting in relationships? Are we growing more mature in faith? Are we getting more passionate about the affinity we share? A 1 is an extreme no and a 10 is an extreme yes. Keep a log after each meeting and observe the overall trend. 
Storytelling. A second way to measure success is to gather and preserve stories from group participants (first or at least second-hand) that reveal success moving from the "do-able" to the "stretch-able." These need to be stories with some specific substance or detail, not just general remarks about having a good time or learning something new. These are stories that have been told intentionally about personal reactions to the small group. They are not just off-hand remarks, but a group participant has given some thought and made decision to share something good or bad about their small-group involvement. 
Once again, group leaders can keep a log of these stories and categorizes them as stories of relationship development, faith development, or affinity satisfaction. Stories can come by word-of-mouth, by email, on social networks, or even print newsletters.
Feedback. A third way to measure success is to gather feedback about group process and affinity. If small groups are successful, there is often a "buzz" about it in the church or the community. For example, if you have a small support group for addiction recovery or critical health concerns, then there should be some awareness of the group in parallel social service networks, medical offices, and emergency rooms. Go check. 
It is usually better to do this through personal appointments or periodic focus groups with mission partners, although sometimes you can glean feedback from surveys. If you have been multiplying recovery and support groups, but no social service or mission partner has heard of you, then there isn't a "buzz" about your small-group success and you need to discover why.
Success is Sweet!
There are clear reasons why measuring success is important. First and foremost, you can praise God and be encouraged by signs that the Holy Spirit is indeed moving in your church and small-group ministry. But measuring success usually has mixed results. You can use these results to improve training, guide coaching, and perfect accountability for small-group leaders. Measuring success helps you improve.
Remember the Wooden Duck Decoy Carving Group? It's a weird group, and more than one church member leader doubted its power. Then they measured its success. In the course of 3 years, 80 percent of the senior men and male teens who passed through the group were in high-trust mentoring relationships through the week; most of the teens were able to resist or break away from gang involvement; all the senior men worshipped regularly (or reported that they prayed regularly and talked about God in the duck blinds when they went hunting); three teens were baptized and 10 attended worship regularly; both the police department and the High School guidance counselors praised the initiative; and over $5,000 was raised by the local hospital gift shop where they sold the completed wooden duck decoys. 
—Tom Bandy is founder of ThrivingChurch.com and author of several books, including Christian Chaos. 
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	Having Fun with Ancient Runes
A creative way to get people thinking about knowledge 
and behavior
By Sam O'Neal


Note: The following is a learning activity designed to help participants begin thinking about the topic at hand. It can be used as an icebreaker at the beginning of your training time, or as a fun way to break things up in the middle of a session and get people talking and mingling. 
Purpose: To help group members recognize the connection between information and actions.

Supplies: You will need five or six long, straight objects that can be shaped into different patterns. These can be sticks, pencils, rulers, and so on. 
Activity: This is a fun activity that works best with a group of 10 people or less. If you have more people involved in your training session, you will need to teach the secret below to a few others and have them lead additional groups. 

Gather everyone together and announce that you have an interesting challenge—you are going to teach the group about ancient runes, but you will do so in an unorthodox way. 

Here's a basic overview of what you want to say to help the group get interested: 

The ancient Americans had a very sophisticated system of numbers and numerology, but because they didn't have pencils and papers and calculators, everything was done with patterns and runes. I'm going to teach you some of those runes today. 

[At this point, get out your five or six pencils, sticks, or whatever.]

I'm going to use these pencils to show you several runes that were used by the ancient Americans. Each rune will represent a number from one to ten. You won't know which number the runes are showing at first, but eventually you will see that everything is based on a central pattern. Once you identify the pattern, you will be able to tell what number is represented by each rune I show you. 

At this point, arrange the pencils into some kind of geometric pattern. It doesn't matter how you arrange them at all—just something that looks interesting. 

Here's the trick: when you finish shaping the pencils into a "rune," you place both of your hands on your knees and display a number with your fingers. For example, if you wanted to display the number 3, you would hold out three fingers on your left hand, but leave your right hand has a fist. If you wanted to show the number 8, you would show all five fingers on your left hand and three more fingers on your right hand. Be subtle with the placement of your fingers so that you don't give away the secret too easily. 

Once you have your "rune" in place and your fingers showing a number, ask the group if anyone can guess what number the rune represents. People will guess several different numbers, and you say, "No, this is actually a 3." Keep going like this for a couple rounds. If people start complaining or pestering you for more information, just tell them: "You have to be observant. Look closely for the pattern and you will see it."
Important: As you go along, emphasize that people who figure out the pattern need to keep it a secret. You don't want one person to catch on, then blurt out the solution to the whole group. 
Eventually, one of your group members will notice that the numbers on your fingers match the numbers of what the rune supposedly represents. They will get excited and probably say something like "I got it!" Again, make sure they don't give anything away yet. Have them guess the number represented by a couple of runes (to make sure they didn't have a lucky guess), and then commend them for figuring out the pattern. You can even have them put together a few runes and lead the group for a while. 

As more and more people figure out the secret, things will become more and more relaxed for the people "in the know." Those who are still unable to guess the pattern, however, will probably become frustrated. Don't allow any taunting or anything like that—keep things fun. But note those who seem to be irritated or frustrated so that you can get their reactions later. 

If things go on for more than 10 or 15 minutes, you may need to start giving out some clues to help the stragglers figure out the secret of the game. Waggle your fingers a bit on your knees. Or tell them to "keep an eye on my hands to see the pattern." 

When everyone has figured out the pattern, move on to the Unpacking questions. 

Unpacking:
· What were your first impressions when I told my story about the ancient Americans and their "runes"?

· How did you feel before you figured out the secret? 

· How did you feel after you figured it out?

· What changed in your behavior after you figured out what the pattern was? Why did you act differently?

· Did anyone get frustrated or irritated during the activity? Why? 

· How does this activity connect with the idea of applying biblical truths? 
—Sam O'Neal is managing editor of www.SmallGroups.com.
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	Further Exploration

Websites and books to help your small group incorporate application in a meaningful way


SmallGroups.com. Small-groups training resources from Christianity Today International.

· Recruiting New Small-Group Leaders — Practical Ministry Skills

· Small-Group Leader — Orientation Guide

· Re-Launching a Small-Groups Ministry — Training Theme

LeadershipJournal.net. This website offers practical advice and articles for church leaders.

Creating Community by Andy Stanley and Bill Willits. Five key discoveries that have helped North Point Community Church connect over 8,000 people through small groups (Multnomah, 2005; ISBN 978-1590523964).
Destination: Community by Rick Howerton. A ministry manual to help you lead a dynamic and redemptive small group (Serendipity House, 2007; ISBN 978-1-5749-4352-8).
Finding the Flow by Jenn Peppers and Tara Miller. Find a fresh take on leading small groups from two women who have collaborated to bring together their experiences in small-group ministry from their Denver-area church (InterVarsity Press, 2008; ISBN 978-0830810949).
Go Big with Small Groups by Bill Easum and John Atkinson. This book offers step-by-step advice for beginning and developing a small-groups ministry (Abingdon Press, 2007; ISBN 978-0687491353).
Let's Get Started: How to begin your small-groups ministry by Dan Lentz. A Help-Guide for churches who want to start, or re-start, a small-groups ministry (Standard Publishing, 2007; ISBN 978-0784720738).
Successful Small Groups: From Concept to Practice by Teena M. Stewart. A solid and practical book that covers all the bases (Beacon Hill Press, 2007; ISBN 978-0834122373).
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	Retreat Plan

How to create a one-day retreat on the theme of "Meaningful Application in Small Groups"


SmallGroups.com training themes expand easily into one-day (or even weekend) training events. Here is a sample schedule you may follow for the theme of meaningful application. The purpose of this event is to help your small-group leaders begin exploring ways to ensure that application and transformation are as much a part of their group experience as study and discussion.

Morning

9:00–10:15 a.m. Opening Session: Hand out copies of "Application: the Basics" by Dave Treat, and allow time for each person to read it. Then form groups of three or four. Have each group discuss the questions at the end of the article. Reconvene for the last 20 minutes and have the groups share their comments and consider the implications of Treat's ideas for your church.

10:15–11:00 a.m. Bible Study: You can lead this study, or you can have group leaders remain in their subgroups and explore "A Warning Against Misuse," by David Daniels. Photocopy and pass out the study, or use the handout as your notes. 

11–11:45 a.m. Activity: Use the activity "Having Fun with Ancient Runes" to give everyone a bit of a break and inject some fun into the room. If you have several groups participating, save some time at the end to allow members of each group to express their reactions, what they learned, etc. 
12:00. Lunch
Afternoon

1–2 p.m. Second Session: Have each person read through the article "Connecting Application and Accountability" and then take the "Conducting a Spiritual Audit" assessment. Allow 15–20 minutes at the end of this session for discussion and reactions. 
2–2:30 p.m. Stretch Break. 
3–4:30 p.m. Final Session: Allow groups to choose a Case Study they want to review and give them 20–30 minutes to read through it and discuss. Allow time for sharing ideas and reactions as a large group, then have everyone read through "Connecting Application and Evaluation" and discuss in smaller groups. 
You can create similar retreat plans for any of the other SmallGroups.com themes. Simply determine what you want to accomplish and select the handouts that support your objectives.
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