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Most churches in America struggle to have a significant percentage of their adult attendance in

small groups. According to recent research done by Lifeway Research, only â€œ33 percent of

churchgoers attend classes or groups for adults (such as Sunday school, Bible study, small groups,

or Adult Bible Fellowships) four or more times in a typical month. Fourteen percent attend two or

three times a month.â€• Life transformation happens best within the context of community, so if a

church is going to be intentional about discipleship they have to develop on-ramps to small groups

that reach people on the fringes and beyond. If we continue to offer small groups to the normal

church attenders, a majority of the people who show up to church are never reached. Pastors,

church staff and small group leaders are trying to figure out how to make small groups work in their

church and they donâ€™t know how. Small Groups For The Rest Of Us gives them practical, proven

strategies on moving people from the fringes into biblically based communities.
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Whereas for the past thirty or so years the front door of the church has been the worship service

today we are transitioning and the front door of the church is becoming the living room. As the

author points out most churches have small groups (Sunday school), but even though we have

been doing them for a long time we are not doing a very good job. TodayÃ¢Â€Â™s small groups are

designed for extroverts, yet by one estimate more than 70% of the population are introverts. Is it any

wonder we canÃ¢Â€Â™t get them to come back? In a clear and engaging way Surratt peels back

the layers of the small group revolution. He highlights the problems and lays out workable solutions.



If your church is going to be part of the future you need to read this book.

tomlaw.org/booksummaries

Chris SurrattÃ¢Â€Â™s Small Groups for the Rest of Us: How to Design Your Small-Groups System

to Reach the Fringes is a fruitful read for churches seeking to design or redesign their current

small-group ministry. Besides being well-organized and easy to read, the book covers many of the

issues raised when churches desire to focus on small groups.Small Groups for the Rest of Us

focuses on the design of small-group processes for the committed and not-so-committed within a

local church community. Surratt emphasizes that small groups are the primary option for disciple

making within a church. He urges churches to be intentional in recruiting for small groups and to

simplify the process for directing and joining small groups. Like many current authors of books on

small-group ministry, Surratt stresses that small groups must reach beyond themselves to engage

their local communities. The Ã¢Â€Âœsecret sauceÃ¢Â€Â• for small groups, according to Surratt, is

an atmosphere that fosters camaraderie (Ã¢Â€Âœyou, too?Ã¢Â€Â•) and vulnerability.I appreciated

SurrattÃ¢Â€Â™s tone. He does not come off as having all the answers or that the process his

church uses is the only process that churches can use to successfully grow small groups. He offers

wisdom, but reveals the mistakes heÃ¢Â€Â™s made along the way. He also tackles the most

pervasive difficulties of small- group ministries: reaching men, reaching single men, determining the

correct size of groups, providing child care, and recruiting leaders.SurrattÃ¢Â€Â™s design strives to

balance control from church hierarchy with organic groups that form around affinity. He critiques

what he calls Ã¢Â€Âœfree-marketÃ¢Â€Â• small groups that form solely around affinity in favor of

what he terms a Ã¢Â€Âœmodified, free-market system.Ã¢Â€Â• He writes, Ã¢Â€ÂœA free-market

system is great for assimilating a lot of people into small groups; however, you have to make sure

those groups include God. Otherwise theyÃ¢Â€Â™re just social clubs with a themeÃ¢Â€Â• (6-7). His

modified system includes allowing the small groups to choose their own approved curriculum (via a

curriculum menu), although the groups are asked to participate in church-wide campaigns twice a

year. There are also small-group coaches for the small-group leaders who help provide oversight,

while allowing for freedom.Surratt stresses that the senior pastorÃ¢Â€Â™s involvement as the

champion for small-group ministry is key to success. Ã¢Â€ÂœItÃ¢Â€Â™s not impossible to build a

successful small-group system without the senior leader being fully on board, but itÃ¢Â€Â™s

extremely difficult. The congregation is going to take its cues from the leaders, and if the senior

pastor is not engaged in community, they will follow his lead,Ã¢Â€Â• (64) he writes. Surratt says that

the senior pastor is not always the ideal candidate to lead the group that the pastor attends. In any



case, the senior pastor is the linchpin for successful small-group ministry.Small Groups for the Rest

of Us tackles a couple of common thorny topics that repeatedly arise within United Methodism.

Surratt helps us look at the question, Ã¢Â€ÂœWhat constitutes a small group?Ã¢Â€Â• Without being

clear about the core elements of a small group, churches often find themselves in confusion about

whether the ushers or the sewing club count as small groups.Surratt makes a useful distinction

between ministry teams and small groups. He contends that small groups balance

Ã¢Â€Âœevangelism, community, and missionÃ¢Â€Â• (110). But he says, Ã¢Â€ÂœA ministry group

can only focus on one or two of those practices at a timeÃ¢Â€Â• (111). Those three core elements of

a small group are similar to those identified by Eric Geiger in Transformational Groups and

Transformational Discipleship: formation, connection, and mission.Surratt also offers advice about

the roles of small groups and Sunday school classes. For Surratt, this comes down to being clear

about the role of each.Surratt reminds us that since discipleship is fundamentally about helping

people grow, there is no standard way people move through the process. Ã¢Â€ÂœThis strategy

makes for straight lines on paper, but spiritual formation doesnÃ¢Â€Â™t always lay out in pretty,

straight lines. No two people move toward Jesus the exact same wayÃ¢Â€Â• (41). He also observes

that Ã¢Â€Âœproven concepts and principlesÃ¢Â€Â• are more important than particular systems as

each church has a unique context. This is helpful reminder as many churches are seeking a

Ã¢Â€Âœdiscipleship pathwayÃ¢Â€Â• that not everyone will move through the pathway the same

way. (Although John WesleyÃ¢Â€Â™s movement from prevenient grace to justifying grace and into

sanctifying grace is a framework United Methodists forget at their own peril!)For all the wisdom and

helpful advice that Surratt passes along, there are a couple of places where the book falls short.

While SurrattÃ¢Â€Â™s critique of focusing on affinity groups is beneficial, those of us trained in Safe

Sanctuaries might see some red flags. His defense for using leaders with little or no training is that

Jesus didnÃ¢Â€Â™t look to the established leaders around him (77). This assertion rang a little

hollow for me. He requires groups to sign a covenant at the beginning of each semester that looks

more like a list of expectations than any sort of Ã¢Â€Âœrule of life.Ã¢Â€Â• Surratt does believe that

leaders should be trained. In fact, heÃ¢Â€Â™s a proponent of growing future church leaders

through small-group leader training. However, he maintains that the training can be done while the

leader is learning to be a leader and not prior to becoming a leader. While IÃ¢Â€Â™m hesitant to

agree, Surratt offers insights into practices for small-group leader development.One area that I think

smaller churches might challenge is the availability of resources that Surratt sometimes seems to

assume. Particularly when he covers budgetary issues. Though heÃ¢Â€Â™s correct that in order to

prioritize small-groups it will require an investment of the church attention and money.IÃ¢Â€Â™m



not certain that I agree with SurrattÃ¢Â€Â™s observation that Ã¢Â€Âœcouples groups will always

struggle when it comes to being open and vulnerable [and that] most men will not open up in front of

their spouse.Ã¢Â€Â• (118). However, he is right to raise those sorts of dynamics for churches to

consider. He does add sound reasons for having same-gender groups. He has also concluded and

my own experience has tended to prove him correct that, Ã¢Â€ÂœThe unfortunate reality, is that

most people donÃ¢Â€Â™t read anymore. Especially guysÃ¢Â€Â• (115).SurrattÃ¢Â€Â™s book will be

beneficial for many churches. While no church will take everything he has written as the gospel on

small groups, Surratt offers a lot of practical wisdom for churches to struggle with in order to design

effective small-group ministry that equips and makes disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation

of the world.

Small Groups for the Rest of Us by Chris Surratt is a refreshing new book on small group

discipleship. As a Small Groups Pastor, I was sharpened by ChrisÃ¢Â€Â™s heart, approach and

experience that was conveyed throughout the book.This book is peppered with concepts, strategies

and lessons-learned from a seasoned leader. It is not a book on a particular small group ministry

model, which makes the book relevant for all churches. If you want more ideas for small groups

when it comes to communication, curriculum, church wide campaigns, training, group coaches,

budget, outreach, the neighborhoods, the homeless and more, this book delivers.I highly

recommend this book for all Small Groups Pastors, Small Group Point Leaders and Lead Pastors of

churches. You can order Small Groups for the Rest of Us online by clicking here.

Chris Surratt really answered a need with this book. There are lots of "how-to" books out there, but

not many "why" books and why not. Chris shares his honest failures right along with his successes

and it makes for a very helpful book on developing and seeing success with your small group

initiative. Highly recommend and definitely one I will read again and again.

I've been a small group pastor for almost two years, and when I started in my new job, I read just

about every book I could find on small groups. This new book is by far the most down-to-earth and

helpful. Chris draws from his own experience, but doesn't push a one-size-fits-all kind of strategy.

Instead, he walks through the most important aspects of leading a groups ministry to help you build

a strategy that makes sense in your own context. If you're wondering how and where to start in

small groups as a church, or if you sense that groups could make a bigger impact in your church

and community when it comes to reaching the fringes than they currently are, grab this book and



read through it with your team.
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