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New Life Christian Center in Turlock, California, had plateaued. 
For 7 years, Associate Pastor Allen White had been trying to 
develop a small-group program that connected every member 

of the church. He knew an effective small-group ministry was the key to 
taking the church to the level of ministry he dreamed about. But despite 
his best efforts, they could only get a third of the adults involved.

By Brett Eastman

 “The thought of connecting everybody in a group was my dream,” White 
said, “but we were stuck at 30 percent.We were slugging it out the old-
fashioned way — raise up an apprentice, birth a group, and deal with the 
aftermath. But, we were headed nowhere.
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Connecting 100 percent of your 
congregation in small groups is 
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“I thought my senior pastor was in favor of 
small groups, but not enough. My small-group 
leaders were stifled by the whole apprenticing-
multiplication process. None of them could 
find an apprentice in their group. Some of them 
were greeting me on Sunday morning with ‘I’m 
working on my apprentice.’ Whatever happened 
to ‘Hello’?

“Only one guy, Carlos, ever birthed anything in 
our church. It seemed that connecting everyone 
was only a dream.”

A few months later, at a gathering of church 
leaders, White listened to Kent Odor from 

Canyon Ridge Christian Church in Las Vegas, 
Nevada. Odor shared how his church had 
connected large numbers in the congregation 
in a short time. White heard how groups could 
multiply without dividing. He learned how 
people overlooked in recruiting could start some 
of the best new groups. 

White was intrigued, but unconvinced. He  
had some decisions to make. 

On the drive home he began to think about 
what his senior pastor, David Larson, was most 
passionate about. At the time, Mel Gibson’s movie, 
The Passion of the Christ, was soon to be released. 
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Larson had planned a message series 
and ordered a banner for the church 
sign by the highway. 

The light suddenly came on for 
White: Why not launch small groups 
based on The Passion of the Christ? And 
that is what they did. 

White asked his senior pastor to invite 

people to open their homes and host a 
small group for a 6-week study. In one 
day, the 800-member church doubled 
the number of its small groups. After 
Easter, the church added 50 percent 
more new groups in another campaign. 
Things were getting out of control in a 
good way.

When autumn came the church 
started recruiting hosts for its biggest 
launch of the year. Larson aligned his 
weekly messages with a Lifetogether™ 
study. The leaders selected 50 Bible 
verses and asked 50 church members 
to write a one-page devotional. The 
leaders then compiled these devotions 
into a book. When it was over, small 
group attendance was 125 percent of  
their average adult attendance. They had  
also given out 1,088 devotionals books. 

“We were all in awe,” White says. 
“The dream was suddenly a reality.”

A Spiritual 4-Minute Mile
White realized that the only reason 
the church had plateaued was because 
of a mental block. “In the 1950s 
everyone said no man could ever run 
a 4-minute mile. It was just a dream,” 
he says. “Then, on May 6, 1954, 
Roger Bannister ran the mile in 3:59.4 

minutes. After that, several runners 
broke that barrier. Four minutes 
wasn’t a physical barrier; it was a 
mental block.

“New Life Christian Center had 
just broken the 4-minute mile. 
Churches could start small groups 
that would involve the majority of the 

congregation, and then 
reach their communities 
through community.” 

This was not about 
numbers, though. One 
man named Ken invited 
his coworkers to join him 
for a study on The Passion 
of the Christ. Two of them 
accepted Christ.

We asked David, the host of another 
small group, “What motivates you to 
continue your group?”

He replied, “My dad showed up.”
Because of a painful experience years 

before, David’s dad had turned his back 
on church. Even though he refused to 
walk through the church doors, he was 
willing to attend a small-group meeting 
at his son’s house. That was his first 
step back to God.

New Life’s small groups began to 
reach out beyond the congregation. 
Groups served hot meals to the 
homeless every Friday night. One 
host took the study to a local 
women’s shelter. Another started 
a group on her commuter train. 
Another woman decided to attend 
a study because she and her friends 
went to Starbucks® for coffee every 
Thursday morning anyway. Why not 
attend the study too?

Rick picked up the study to do with 
his friends. Carlos, who was now a 
small-group coach, called him to check 
in. He found that Rick was passionate 
about his group — and the pastors did 
not even know who Rick was. 

Connecting 100 percent of your 
congregation in small groups is far 

more than a sales pitch. Connecting 
100 percent is the first step in reaching 
beyond the walls of your church and 
connecting with your community. 
Following are the principles that 
have unlocked amazing growth and 
community outreach for church 
after church. It can happen in your 
church, too.

The Saddleback Small-group Story
When I first arrived at Saddleback 
Church, weekly attendance was 
around 15,000, but only about 700 
people were in small groups. Pastor 
Rick Warren assigned me and my 
team the task of getting the other 
95 percent connected into groups. 
Tackling that challenge forged the 
strategies that not only helped 
Saddleback connect its congregation, 
but also helped thousands of other 
churches of every size across  
North America.

The first success at Saddleback 
came after I was on staff for only a 
few weeks. Warren told me he had 
reserved seats for more than 800 men 
on seven different airplanes headed 
for Washington, D.C., for a Promise 
Keepers event. I had a bright idea — 
what if we recruited leaders from the 
existing men’s groups to launch a few 
more groups from the 800-plus men 
going to the event? More than 300 
men said they wanted to join a group, 
but I only had a half dozen volunteers 
to lead them.

The next Saturday morning the men 
came to join a group. I tried what I call 
the small-group connection process. We 
grouped the men by where they lived, 
first into pairs, then in fours, and then 
in groups of eight. The men were then 
asked to traverse a spiral of questions, 
moving from icebreaker questions into 
deeper spiritual conversation. This 
allowed them to discern the spiritual 
leader of their group rather than 

We had discovered what  
we called the Rick Factor. The 
secret weapon for recruiting 
new leaders in any church is 
the senior pastor.



Historic Assemblies of God  
Church Embraces Small Groups
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Christ Church Assembly of God, Fort Worth, Texas, is an 
innovative congregation with a great history. Founded 

in 1910, Christ Church is older than the Assemblies of God. 
Most churches this age are locked into traditional Christian 
education programs. While Christ Church has not abandoned 
these programs, Darius Johnston, senior pastor, realized, “We 
needed to get smaller before we could get bigger. I don’t think 
you can be an Acts 2 church without small groups. 

“When I first started here in 1986, the main thrust was a 
Sunday morning gathering. We only had a couple hundred 
people in the church at that time. We started in Sunday 
School, but we’ve reached a point where we couldn’t just keep 
building buildings. And, there is a percentage of people from 
other denominational backgrounds that think Sunday School 
is a foreign thing. Small groups are much more open to their 
lifestyle,” Johnston said.

About a year ago, Christ Church joined a Lifetogether™ 
consulting group in the Fort Worth area for a 1-year journey. 
At that time, Christ Church had 790 adults on Sunday morning 
and 30 small groups. By stepping out in faith and following 
a few simple principles, there are now more than 875 adults 
worshiping on Sundays and 70 small groups.

Associate Pastor Stephen Blandino attributes this to the 

fact “small groups helped our people see that Christ can be in 
the living room, not just in the church on Sunday mornings. 
Sometimes it can be easier to invite a friend to join you in your 
home, at Starbucks®, or over lunch at work than in a church 
service. But once they start in the small group, it’s not that big 
of a step to come on Sunday morning.”

“Our big payoff is that I have more people involved in ministry 
than I’ve ever had before,” Johnston reports. “A lot of pastors 
have never been a part of a healthy small group. I had never 
really had that in 48 years either. Now, I’ve found the importance 
of being connected with other believers in a small group. People 
get much more real sitting in a living room with a cup of coffee. If 
you’re afraid of answering the questions, maybe you need to go 
back to the altar and see what you really believe.”

The small-group success at Christ Church is a great example 
of leveraging the latent potential of the body of Christ. “By 
taking small groups into their workplace and their homes, 
our members have proven that being a follower of Christ is 
something you do 24/7 and not just on Sunday mornings,” 
Johnston concludes. (See Christ Church Assembly of God’s ad 
opposite page.)

BReTT eASTMAN, Rancho Santa Margarita, California

having one assigned by the pastor. We 
got this idea from Acts 6, where the 
disciples encouraged the people to 
select from among themselves seven 
people to serve tables. 

We launched 32 groups that day 
— connecting almost 300 men. While 
a few of those groups did not last, we 
came away with an idea that would 
serve the churchwide small-group 
ministry for years to come. The 50 

percent group success 
rate we began with grew 
to a 72 percent rate. The 
success rate continued to 
improve until, over a 2 
1/2-year period, we had 
connected almost 800 
more people in groups. 

We refined the process with training, 
coaching, and raising up coleaders 
instead of apprentices.

Our next step forward came when 
we decided to align small-group 
study topics with weekend services. 
Warren made a videotape of himself 
teaching from the Book of James. 
The congregation loved it — and so 
did our small-group leaders. Finally, 
ordinary members could be leaders 

because they did not need the same 
teaching skills or Bible knowledge our 
pastor had. In one weekend, we signed 
up more than 1,500 people into small 
groups. The only complaint was about 
whether Warren was ever going to 
change his shirt (because we shot the 
entire series in one day). 

We had discovered what we called 
the Rick Factor. The secret weapon 
for recruiting new leaders in any 
church is the senior pastor. Now we 
had the No. 1 recruiter on our side, 
plus a video curriculum, as well as 
small-group and service alignment. 
We had made progress but we still 
had only 50 percent of our average 
weekend attendance connected in a 
group. We still had between 8,000 to 

We discovered that the best 
way is to deliver just-in-time 

leadership training through a 
video curriculum.
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12,000 people to go before we felt 
like we were fulfilling what God had 
called us to do: Connect the entire 
congregation under the care of  
a shepherd. 

On the eve of the first 40 Days of 
Purpose campaign at Saddleback, we 

had another idea: What if we invited 
people to host, rather than lead, a 
group? It seems like such a small 
change in terminology, but it proved 
to be a phenomenal factor in rapidly 
growing our groups.

With the new video curriculum we 

told our people: “If you have a VCR/
DVD, you can be a star.” Anybody can 
host a group. More than 3,000 people 
opened their homes for 6 to 8 weeks. 
I was overjoyed and overwhelmed. 
Who were these people, and where 
did they come from?

The elders and I thought these 
people must be living in their cars. 
How long had those people been 
Christians? Were they Christians? Had 
they been in a small group? Had they

Curriculum is the key to starting and 
sustaining groups after a campaign.

The Winds of Change: 
One Church’s Experience in
Transitioning to Small Groups

W
atching my television in August 2005, I was 
saddened and sickened by the pictures coming 
out of the Gulf Coast states in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina. Living on the Gulf Coast of Florida, I knew 
that not only was I witnessing a there-but-for-the-grace-of-
God-go-I moment, but I was also deeply concerned about 
the impact a storm such as this could have on the church that 
I pastor. If my church, like so many others, was completely 
devastated or was unable to function at its central location, 
would it survive and how?

I believe it was no small coincidence that long before 
Katrina hit God had been stirring in the hearts of our pastoral 
team that it was time to take the church outside the four 
walls of the building. For months before the winds of Katrina 
began to blow, we had been in a time of prayer and discovery 
for the next phase of our congregation’s development. We 
were sensing it was time to lead our people through some 
revolutionary changes — moving from a church with small 
groups to a church of small groups. 

Doing Life Together
With the leading of the Holy Spirit and the pictures of Katrina 
burning in our minds, we announced to the church our 
strategy for discipleship and the importance of doing life 
together. During our weekend and midweek services, I began 
to lay out the biblical pattern of small groups. I also told how 

the pastoral team believed God was leading us to move 
outside the confines of our facility. I shared the strategy of 
how small groups could be the catalyst for assimilating new 
members into the church, discipling them through study 
and accountability. Through these close-knit groups, needs 
could be lovingly met and biblical fellowship (koinonia) could 
be experienced.

While a few in our congregation were not convinced 
that this change was in the best interest of the church, we 
continued to lead as God was directing us. Many people in 
our church were not familiar with the small-group concept. 
Our staff and leaders frequently held meetings and coaching 
opportunities to help people see the benefits for our church. 
We learned that paradigm shifts do not come easily, so we 
gave careful attention to those who had concerns; gently but 
firmly leading them in the direction God was leading.

After weeks of teaching and training the church how to 
transition from being a church in one central location to a 
church spread out within the community, we launched 40 
groups with more than 400 adults (two-thirds of the adults) into 
the community. Based on Brett Eastman’s small-group series, 
Doing Life Together™, we developed five weekend messages 
that corresponded to the group discussions each week. Each 
leader was given study guides and a 15-minute DVD we had 
developed so he could plug and play without feeling the burden 
of preparing or presenting the main teaching. 
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Preparing for What’s Next
At first, these results may seem pos-
sible only in a megachurch like Sad-
dleback. But I have helped hundreds 
of other churches duplicate similar 
results in their own congregations 
— small and large, urban and rural, 
regardless of denomination. We have 
seen thousands of churches use our 
Purpose Driven Group™ curriculum, 
Doing Lifetogether.™ These congrega-
tions are not just getting a taste of the  

They were definitely capable of 
hosting a video-led study and asking 
a few questions. 

When the dust settled, our team had 
trained more than 2,000 new hosts 
and launched another 2,300 groups. 
Well over 20,000 people joined in a 
6-week study of The Purpose Driven 
Life, taught by Warren. Virtually every 
Christian in our church family was 
aligned in reading the book and 
participating in the 40-Days study.

 even attended our church? 
Glen Kruen, Saddleback’s executive 

pastor, and Tom Holladay, our 
teaching pastor, helped me create a 
survey. It showed us that something 
amazing had happened. The new hosts 
had, on average, been Christians for 
14 or more years. They had attended 
Saddleback for 10 or more years, and 
many had attended small groups 
before. On average they had heard 
more than 500 of Warren’s messages. 

Better Together
Group members began to care for one another’s needs, 
serve and share ministry responsibilities, reach out to their 
friends and community. They also experienced a joy in their 
Christian experience when they realized that God had not 
made them to live life alone. Increasingly, our congregation 
experienced the power of community and how much better 
they were together. 

One young woman, a new believer, e-mailed me about her 
and her husband’s first group experience: “I said a small prayer 
before we left, confessed my fear and trepidation, and also 
asked Him to help and guide us to find what we were looking for 
— a strong group of people with whom we could grow in faith 
and some Christian friends. That night God let me know that He 
had heard me. We had such a great time. The group accepted us 
as we were and made us feel like we had always been there. We 
have built friendships in that group that we are blessed to have. 
We have come to know what it means to have friends who really 
care for us and hold us accountable. I am amazed by what God 
made happen, by that small thing in our lives.”

A Healthy Church
Our congregation has been transformed. It is the healthiest it 
has ever been as the Body is learning to care for and nourish 
one another through small groups. Over the last 18 months 
our congregation has grown, not only spiritually, but also 
numerically from 800 to 1,200. Our people are experiencing new 
life in Christ. They are also praying for their friends in more than 
70 community groups throughout our area. The pastoral care 
ministry provided by the pastors has shrunk. Group members 
are now accompanying other members to the hospital, 
providing meals, caring for those who have lost a family 
member, or providing materially for those who have needs.

Small groups have also provided a rich atmosphere for 
developing leaders. Our system sharpens existing leadership 
skills while providing opportunity for potential leaders to be 
discovered and trained. 

Ministry Outside the Walls
Eight months after this journey began, my leadership team was 
recounting the miracles and transformation of our church. One 
story struck me and brought it all back to Katrina. Kim, a single 
mother from Mississippi, had been displaced by the storm. Her 
apartment was leveled and she lost everything she owned. 
Not knowing what to do, she moved to our city and began 
working at a local company to put her life back together. 
After hearing of Kim’s plight, a coworker and member of our 
church went back to her small group. She shared that Kim 
and her daughter were sleeping on air mattresses and had no 
furniture or cooking utensils. This group bought her beds and 
furnished her apartment, prayed over her new house for God’s 
blessings, and invited her to church. Kim came to church with 
her daughter. That Easter she was baptized during our sunrise 
service at the beach.

My mind quickly went back to that moment in front of my 
television when God confirmed the direction I was about to 
lead our church. I was reminded of my question, Would our 
congregation survive such a storm?

At that moment, I knew we would because we were no 
longer a church stuck inside the four walls of our building. Our 
faith and fellowship had been set free to impact our city with 
the love of Christ, no matter what circumstances might blow 
through our community.

mark canfield, senior pastor, Pinellas Community Church, Saint 
Petersburg, Florida
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purposes through 40 Days, but are 
being transformed. 

I have yet to hear of a church or even 
a small group that was not impacted by 
a 40-Days campaign. Day 41, though, 
can be traumatic if the church small-
group leadership is not prepared for 
what is next. You can launch a small-
group ministry overnight during a 
small-group campaign, but sustaining 
those groups and developing those 
leaders is another issue. 

How do you train and develop 
leaders for a large number of new 
small groups? Not in a classroom. 
We discovered that the best way is 
to deliver just-in-time leadership 
training through a video curriculum. 
We conducted orientation training for 
new hosts and put our basic leader 
training in a decentralized off-campus 
format. Every week, small-group 
leaders received another 20 minutes of 
training, just when they needed it. 

There is more to training effective 
small-group leaders, however, than 
watching a video. They still need 
a personal touch. The intentional 
development of a small-group 
supervision system is crucial to 
supporting and retaining group 
leaders. New hosts need someone 
to encourage them and back them 
up. This does not necessarily require 
additional staff, however. It can be 
accomplished with bivocational 
leaders and even volunteers.

Curriculum is the key to starting and 
sustaining groups after a campaign. 
The deciding factor for up to 50 percent 

of groups is what curriculum to use, 
when to use it, and how to introduce 
it to groups. The right curriculum is 
especially significant after a campaign, 
during a launch season, and in aligning 
with leadership training and a weekend 
sermon series.

Recruiting an unlimited number 
of leaders is possible in any church 
at any time of the year, especially in 
late September, January, and after 
Easter. The problem is that most 

pastors and church leaders think only 
in terms of one 40-Days campaign, a 
fall emphasis, or one sermon series. 
You need to take a long-term view 
to successfully connect 100 percent 
of your congregation in community 
and sustain those relationships so 
they transform your community 
through community.

Leaders are best trained and 
developed in living rooms, not in the 
6- or 16-week training classes. I had 
thought these training classes were 
the reason our groups did so well. 
I am ashamed to admit it now, but 
when we launched 200 new groups 
and I had no coaches, I thought, I will 
train them all in a half-day class. They 
came, but I did not have one coach 
or division leader in place, and no 
infrastructure. A year later, 80 percent 
of those groups were still rolling 
along. Can I claim that the reason for 
their success was my 3-hour class? 
Forgive me, Lord, if I try to take credit 
for it. Shame on anybody else who 
tries to. With the right training at the 
right time, new hosts will succeed 

because God is backing them up.
We have had our share of blowups. 

One man told me he and his live-
in girlfriend were excited about 
the 20 people who were coming 
to their group. Then there was the 
member who asked if it was okay to 
study the new book, Embracing the 
Light, instead of the Bible. But these 
are the exceptions, not the rule. (I 
married that live-in couple a few 
weeks later in a breakout room at 
Saddleback Church, with their small 
group cheering them on. We allowed 
them to carry on because they were 
the most mature members of their 
seeker group and because of their 
act of obedience when they were 
confronted with the truth about their 
relationship. You should have seen 
the water baptism service that day — 
more than 10 new believers from that 
group were baptized by their spiritual 
shepherd.) The point of any spiritual 
growth or small group campaign is 
to organize a principle, a program, 
and a process to help people in the 
church live healthy, balanced lives. 
Your campaign is not just about 
connecting people into community 
for the sake of community. Your goal 
should be changing your community 
through community to draw family, 
friends, neighbors, and coworkers  
to Christ.

That is what Jesus came to do 
— draw everyone to himself — not 
just in the Upper Room, but also at 
the foot of the Cross, so we might 
have life together with Him and 
one another. 

The point of any spiritual growth or small-
group campaign is to organize a principle, a 
program, and a process to help people in the 
church live healthy, balanced lives.

Brett eastman, founder of 
http://www.Lifetogether.com, East-
man Productions, and Lifetogether 
Publishing; and former small group 

champion from Willow Creek Community Church with 
Bill Hybels and Saddleback Church with Rick Warren. 
Eastman lives in Rancho Santa Margarita, California.
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O
ne of the biggest challenges in small-group 
ministries is finding the best curriculum or study 
materials for your small-group ministry. While 

many great suppliers and resources are available, what is the 
best material for your church? How can you be assured that 
it is on par with your core beliefs? With many new believers 
and worshipers from non-Pentecostal traditions joining our 
small-group community, we have worked hard to ensure 
that biblical truth and doctrine are preserved. Let me offer a 
few suggestions to ensure that groups are communicating 
what we need and want them to share. 

Create Your Curriculum 
The most successful method is to produce the studies 
yourself. If you want a clear handle on who provides the 
central teaching for your groups, Doing LifeTogether™ is one 
of many companies that will custom produce DVDs of you 
or your staff teaching. Some companies will even provide 
you with the materials to teach from. You can customize 
these materials to fit your congregation. This form of small-
group curriculum gives you another opportunity to teach 
your church in the privacy of homes where people are more 
relaxed and open. These materials can also be recycled and 
given to other groups in the future.

If you have tech-savvy people in your church, you can also 
produce and distribute your own teaching DVDs. All you 
need is a digital video camera and a video-editing program 
on a computer. While producing your own DVD may seem 
outside the reach of the normal church, most congregations 
have people with this capability. When we first transitioned 
our church family to small groups, I sat before a video 
camera and recorded six weekly sessions to be played at 
the beginning of each group meeting. Though I used the 
teachings from a small-group curriculum, I personalized it for 
our congregation so they could hear my heart and passion.

Even if you do not have video capability, many discussion 
tools are available to help you craft your own discussion 
questions for groups to follow. In the past, I often used my 

Serendipity Bible for Groups™ (NIV), which has questions in 
the margin. This way you can influence the direction and 
outcome of your groups’ discussions. They can personalize 
your teaching and discuss it with others. One group that 
meets after one of our Sunday morning services takes my 
message outline. The facilitator leads the group through  
the Scriptures I shared, crafting discussion questions  
along the way. 

Preapproved Curriculum 
Many Christian authors today provide discussion questions 
at the end of their books. Some produce small-group 
materials with teaching videos to accompany them. We 
have found these series extremely helpful when it comes to 
issues such as finances, parenting, marriage relationships, 
or dealing with life-controlling difficulties. While many of 
these materials are popular and well-written, make sure you 
or a member of your staff previews the material to ensure 
the teachings fall in line with the direction of your church. 
All group studies must be preapproved by our small-groups 
pastor or coaches before groups are allowed to use them.

Personal Follow-up
Finally, we make it a priority to coach every small-group 
leader and to visit every small group. Frequently, a staff 
member or small-group coach contacts or makes a personal 
visit to our groups to ensure each group is being led or 
conducted properly. While some instruction and leadership 
training is provided before a small-group leader is given 
a group, we have found on-the-job training is the best. 
These visits have helped us address problems, confront 
discourteous group members, and coach the leaders to be 
more effective.

MARK CANFIeLD, senior pastor, Pinellas Community Church, 
Saint Petersburg, Florida

  Providing Good       
Materials for Your
  Small-Group Ministry




