Missional Small Groups

A worthwhile risk
Outreach has a way of turning groups inside-out. Not a bad thing. Struggling groups and small group ministries have found help not by focusing on their own internal issues, but by looking beyond their problems and giving attention to the needs of those beyond their immediate relational circles. This article will present how missions benefits small groups and then share ways small groups can reach out together.

First let us define what we mean by mission and missional. Mission is the intentional crossing of boundaries from faith to non-faith to proclaim by word and deed the Good News of Jesus Christ. Missional is a way of describing the thinking, nature, and behavior of Christian churches, organizations, and believers whose intention, passion, or goals seek to introduce pre-believing people to the person of Jesus Christ.
I have given my life to building the community life of churches through small groups because they are essential to empowering God’s people in mission. Small groups are not meant to create new comfort zones for people. Rather, they possess the latent potential for emboldening believers to go beyond their comfort zones and to do things they never imagined themselves doing. Every group can find a way to be missional in a manner that is natural for its own unique group dynamic.
 To not do so is a big miss. Tragic really.

There is a natural slide toward introversion in small groups, which is a product of a scarcity mentality that many small group leaders have unknowingly adopted. A kind of thinking that is protective, hoarding, territorial, and inwardly-focused. The group-life that results from this mindset is contrary to the nature and purpose of the Body of Christ. Groups that remain self-focused eventually implode because of the vacuous dynamic that has been created from prolonged introversion or their fire fades and momentum coasts to a stop. The same is true of churches.
God wants every believer to share His grace with the world around them (2 Cor. 5:17-20). If this is true, then how could small groups not be utilized, in some way, evangelistically? I encourage all groups to reach out. I do not prescribe how groups should reach out. Instead, I present different opportunities that appeal to different kinds of groups depending on their make-up and focus. I might take more of a campaign-style approach and present something church-wide during some seasons.
Mission builds up group participants and benefits small groups. Communicating these insights about small groups and missions to people in groups provides the explanation and encouragement they need to push outward to the edge of their comfort zones. Small group missions – both near and far…

· Enable believers to reach out in ways they could not do if it all were left up to them alone.
· Enlarge the potential to make connections with people who are already in our sphere of influence because it gives us a new social network to work through.
· Expand the number of entry-points into the community-life of your church.
· Provide platforms for invitational evangelism and ready-to-go outreach teams for missions that help believers enter into new territory and cultures for Christ.
· Bonds a group together in ways that groups with a pure diet of Bible study do not (James 1:22-25).
· Ensures group-life is well-rounded, which helps believers to be well-rounded too.
· Empowers believers in personal evangelism and releases their creativity in outreach.
· Provides a way to take your church’s community-life beyond the four walls of your church building so that your surrounding community can see the love of God with skin on it (John 13:35; 1 John 4:12).

· Allows believers to “go deeper” in their understanding of God’s Word more than if one were to give their attention solely to Bible study.

· Results in stories of life-transformation that inspire others to use their time and resources to reach out and make a difference in the lives of others.
· Strengthens all the other aspects of a group’s life together.
· Increases ownership and involvement in the group.
· Brings new believers into God’s Kingdom and the group, which the Lord always uses to refresh and enliven a group dynamic.
· Creates ways for group participants to see lives change first-hand, which in turn, inspires them to be more sacrificial and radical in how they follow Christ.
God blesses groups that look for ways to show His lost children the way home – He will make room if we make room (Luke 15:10, 22-24). He inspires new growth in us when we expand the relational circle of our group-life to touch the lives of others. In Luke 17:33, Jesus says, “Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it.” This same economy of the Kingdom applies to a small group’s community-life and how open it chooses to be to missional thinking and action. Jesus included people who wanted to follow Him and a protectiveness over something that is special to us is not reason enough for us to neglect doing the same.
Sometimes people feel like the presence of newcomers will negatively affect the friendship-forming happening in their group. This is a myth. When a group takes a protective (territorial) posture when it comes to its size or acceptance of newcomers, it suffocates itself. A group needs to breathe. New participants feed a group’s dynamic like oxygen feeds fire. In other words, new participants bring new life. Consider this: There are a lot more options for dealing with challenges that come with growth than there are in dealing with the problems of decline.
There are many ways small groups can engage in local or cross-cultural missions. The Lord will answer if you ask Him how He wants to use you and your group in missions. Start with prayer and think in terms of baby-steps. Your group probably will not start with organizing its own mission trip half-way around the world. However, most people are open and ready to begin praying for the people in their lives who do not yet know Christ. This externally-focused prayer has a way of cultivating missional hearts. 

Prayer ignites brainstorming about outreach. This is critical to do in the group and with the group. Small group leaders can bring options, but more importantly, they should involve everyone in the process of determining how the group can expand its circle of influence together. Take time to share the benefits of outreach, answer questions, and give everyone a part to play in organizing for how to engage in missions together.

The Lord will show your group how it can make a difference near and far. You might begin by thinking through what constitutes Jerusalem (local-citywide), Judea (citywide-regional), Samaria (statewide-countrywide), and the ends of the earth (countrywide-worldwide) for your group (Acts 1:8). What does each sphere look like and what opportunities exist within each? Ask the group to come up with examples for each sphere. I have found excellent ideas from www.servantevangelism.com >> ideas to change the world (see also www.kindness.com or www.serve-others.com). For guidance on how a church can engage in cross-cultural / global outreach through its small groups see www.thepeaceplan.com.
There are a variety of ways your group can reach out together:
· Invitational – invite your friends to your group and your church.
· Event-based – Link your group outreach to your church events and serve together during the weekend services or for special outreach events.
· Community service – Go to idealist.org, charityfocus.org, volunteersolutions.org, or volunteermatch.org then identify needs in your community that touch your group’s heart and serve together (e.g. community clean-up day, providing school supplies for underprivileged kids, food delivery, helping the homeless, etc.).
· Web-based – social networking sites, e-vites, blogs, interactive online sharing, strategically-placed ads and alerts (see more at www.webevangelism.com).
· Sponsorship – support a child (www.compassion.com), a family or village (www.harvestofhope.org).
· Focused Prayer – adopt a people group in prayer (www.joshuaproject.com or www.adoptapeople.com).
· Mission trips – Contact a member of your church’s pastoral leadership team and share that your group would like to go on a mission trip together. Learn about what your church is already doing and get a couple of recommendations on organizations that can help with planning it.
Growth is a good thing. People naturally think of it as being a positive. Yet the road we need to travel to get there oftentimes feels very unnatural and even negative. Missions carry this kind of weight in the hearts of many and creates an unpleasant tug-of-war on their insides. However, when we overcome this internal resistance to step outside the safe boundaries of our groups to serve those on the other side of our world (figuratively or literally) we discover new passion and purpose in our lives and our groups.
Recently, our church partnered with a missions organization and we sent two teams of people to Nicaragua’s capital city dump. In this dump live thousands of families. Most children have never stepped outside the landfill and end up on drugs or are forced into prostitution so they and their families can survive. In response to this desperate situation, our church partnered with a missions agency and raised money to build a house of hope on the outskirts of the dump where kids could live, learn, laugh, and grow in Christ. The people from our church who went to be used as change agents in the lives of people in the dump were transformed themselves. This story was documented by a local news team who joined our mission teams in Nicaragua: http://www.kptv.com/news/14037400/detail.html
People came back with new eyes and hearts filled with a desire to go back and serve. Their stories continue to touch the hearts of people in our church community inspiring others to go. People who are not a part of our church and some who are not even Christians have contacted us wanting to join our teams planning to go next year. Church members are being inspired to reach out locally and some of those who went are now adopting kids out of the dump. This shows how missions has a way of releasing kingdom contagions into congregations that compel people to make a difference in the lives of others. For example, one small group is going to Nicaragua together this month. This group had recently birthed a new group out of its existing one so when the other ‘half’ heard of what they were planning they wanted to go too! The group leaders actually had to create a lottery system to decide who was going to go.
Small group missions is not only about reaching those outside of our groups. It is also about reaching those inside of our groups so they can discover things within themselves that would have never have come out if they had not ventured beyond their own comfort zones. Your small group participants and the many lives – near and far – that will be touched through their self-giving love makes overstepping the bounds of what feels safe and familiar a worthwhile risk for everyone involved.
� In Becoming A Contagious Christian, Bill Hybels and Mark Mittelberg present six evangelism styles. A questionnaire was designed for individuals, but can be applied to groups as well. Have each person or couple complete it prior to your group’s next gathering, and then synthesize everyone’s responses together. Another option that might be more fitting for groups that have been together longer or practice open communication is to process through the styles in open dialogue together during group time until everybody arrives at a conclusion as to what style best describes your group’s collective evangelism style. Then together you can identify outreaches that harmonize with your group’s dominant style.


� “Small communities living out their vision in a neighborhood will be powerful community-forming groups in our culture. Churches will effectively evangelize as they form such communities centered on a world-changing vision through Jesus Christ.” – Alan J. Roxburgh, Reaching a New Generation (1993: InterVarsity, p. 103)


� “Ongoing discipleship often involves small groups, one-on-one mentoring, and service with others outside of one’s comfort zone. What it does consist of is as important as what it does not consist of – a feed-me-more-meat mentality.” – Ed Stetzer & David Putman, Breaking the Missional Code (2006: Broadman & Holman, pp. 106-107).





