Grow stronger in team

In a nutshell: One thing is undisputed. Leaders do not thrive without building friendships and partnerships with other leaders. The same is true of small group leaders. That is why we have decided to team small group leaders together into a Community Leadership Team. This means that small group leaders can be stronger and the small groups they lead can feel the benefits. Another key to successful small group leaders is that they have regular relational contact with a leader / elder who oversees them and their particular small group. 

A disclaimer: every leadership team of a church needs to decide on their own approach to shepherding and leading their small group leaders. This chapter reflects the current approach of Friends First. Perhaps there are some principles that will help the leadership team of your own church in choosing their own strategy.  

Getting your head around the way we team small groups and small group leaders (in Friends First)

· Every small group is part of a community of three to five/six small groups. 

· Every small group leader needs to team with the leaders of these other groups. This team is called the ‘Community Leadership Team’ (which will be called CLT from here on).

· On the one hand, every small group leader gives primary leadership to their own group, but on the other hand they are also part of the CLT, which gives leadership to the whole community of small groups. This means that to be a small group leader automatically means to be on the CLT. 

· The CLT is a relational team. This means that they seek to build relationships of trust with each other. These relationships serve as the basis for genuinely supporting and caring for each other.

· The CLT is a functional team. This means that they work together to get the job done of building strong and healthy small groups. 

· Since each community consists of three to five groups, the CLT consists of at least 3 to 5 small group leaders / leadership couples. 

· Although CLTs are relational and therefore are encouraged to be often in touch, they also commit to a monthly meeting. 

· Apprentices / interns also come to these monthly CLT times. These CLT times serve as brilliant opportunities for fast-tracking apprentices.

· Each CLT has a designated eldership couple to oversee it. The eldership couple also appoints an assistant from the CLT, who helps them to lead the CLT practically. 

· When a community grows to six groups it multiplies into two new communities. So two new CLTs form.

The power of teaming leaders together

The word ‘TEAM’ can stand for this: ‘Together Everyone Achieves More.’ That is certainly true of CLTs. By teaming small group leaders with other small group leaders more is achieved.

The New Testament shows a powerful picture of the early church, where leaders teamed with other leaders. This teaming was both relational and functional. We see Paul teaming with Titus, Timothy, Barnabas, Silas and far more. We see Peter teaming with James and John. We see Paul meeting up with Peter. Everyone has their ‘thing’ to do, but they kept the bigger picture by teaming with people who are also doing their ‘thing’. 

A wonderful picture of the power of teaming occurs in Nehemiah. The Jerusalem wall is broken down at every gate (and there are lots of them). So teams set out to rebuild each of the gates. But they begin to come under attack from enemies. This is how Nehemiah responds. He says to the people, ‘The work is extensive and spread out, and we are widely separated from each other along the wall. Wherever you hear the sound of the trumpet, join us there. Our God will fight for us.’ (Nehemiah 4:19,20).

Small group leaders often feel alone. The solution is to team with other leaders. The result: every small group leader is stronger, and therefore every small group is stronger too! When we don’t team, we make it hard for God to fight for us against the challenges. But as we commit to team, God fights on our behalf. Interesting. 

How sad if we are so concerned about just our group, our part of the wall - and we forget other groups, other parts of the wall. God, after all, is interested in the whole wall being fixed. But if we concern ourselves with the whole wall we will work together, not alone. And that will be good because together everyone achieves more.

Let’s be friends

Leaders all experience the same thing: the moment they start leading, they begin to feel a discontent in the peer-relationships that once satisfied them. This is because leaders begin to feel brand new pressures and see life in different ways. Priorities begin to shift. They change. To use an analogy, they break from the pack. The moment you agree to lead, your relational longings also change. And here is what you begin to need: leaders to develop friendships with other leaders.

I am not saying previous close relationships come to an end. I am saying that they become insufficient. A new relational need emerges: the need for allies who you can trust and share with, people who feel what you feel, and think what you think. 

Our prayer and our encouragement is that CLTs will be friends first. This means that they build a sense of community and quality relationships. This is one of our major values in Friends First: friendship before function. The friendships provide the ideal environment for working together in authentic, non-competitive ways. And the friendships make it safe to reach out to each other for help.

In small groups we encourage people to love each other by committing to GROUP. Well, leaders need to practise what they preach. So it is good for the CLT to commit to:

· Grow in your revelation of community.

· Regularly eat, laugh and spend time together.

· Offer grace, encouragement and vulnerability.

· Understand, care for and help each other.

· Partner together in (and this is where there is a slight change) leading our groups.

The goals and outline of a CLT time

Structure cannot create life, but structure can facilitate life. The following suggestions are a kind of flexible structure that will help the flow of life. But the life itself lies in the relationships and in the stirrings of the Spirit. 

CLT relationships are on the go all the time. Conversations and prayer requests shoot between leader and leader constantly. That is the background hum.

But any team needs to gather regularly - both to enhance the relationships and to sharpen the functioning together. Therefore, we ask that CLTs commit to gather at least once every four to six weeks (more if everyone wants to) for a good two to three hours. The eldership couple and / or the assistant will call for and oversee this time.
Here is a suggested outline of this time together (obviously, it’s flexible):

· Bond together.

· Eat a meal together. Parhaps communion and prayer can be part of it. Get to know each other better and find out how everyone is doing spiritually and personally. 
· Improve your serve. 

· Some times there will be some discussion around reading everyone has done from the ABC manual. Or there can be some input from the eldership couple, or the assistant, or perhaps someone else.

· Strengthen the groups.

· Find out how everyone’s groups are doing, with a view to overcoming challenges. Make plans for doing stuff together.

· Pray. 

· Land in prayers for God’s help, and prayers of commissioning in the power of the Spirit.

Bond together. Improve your serve. Strengthen the groups. Pray. 

Now you see why this can take two to three hours. But every aspect is so vital. Once you taste the joy of a quality time like this, you will be hungry for more.  

Let me give more detail on the two middle parts: Improve your serve; strengthen the groups.

Improving your serve

As part of the time together give attention to ‘improving your serve’. This does not only mean developing ministry skills, but more importantly nurturing the right heart toward God, toward people, and towards God’s call on our lives.

There are two things you can do in this time:

1) Discuss a specific chapter of the ABCs, which everyone has read beforehand. Receive life-giving input (which could lead to discussion) from the eldership couple, or the assistant-deacon, or perhaps someone else. 

Discussing the ABCs

We ask that CLTs will freshly explore and discuss each of the eight ABCs of small group leadership over about a year and a half. Here they are again…

Aim at love, love, love

Build community

Cultivate contribution

Draw in new people

Express Christ’s care

Form leaders and multiply

Grow stronger in team

Hone your self-leadership

It is good to keep on revisiting these basics for two reasons:

· We so easily forget.

· There will be new people there who have never gone through this before.

Everyone, including apprentices need to read the chapter beforehand and come ready to discuss some of the questions included at the beginning of each chapter, written specifically for small group leaders. Two generic questions that will work best are:

· What was the most helpful, interesting or inspiring thing you read in the chapter?

· In the light of the chapter, what change do you need to make to lead more effectively?

We really believe that groups will thrive if the leaders just keep getting these eight ABCs right, and keep on doing them better and better. Which is why it is good to keep revisiting them. 

Receiving Input

All ministry teams need to hear the prophetic voice of their leaders. It is good for the CLT leader to seek God for some word for the leaders that will encourage them, lift their faith level, sharpen their leadership, or rally them around something God is highlighting. This is a time to receive life-giving input (which could lead to discussion) from the eldership couple, or the assistant-deacon, or perhaps someone else. 

Strengthening the Groups

As part of your time together, give attention to strengthening the groups.

Firstly, ask everyone one or more of of these questions:

· What are the highs and lows of leading your small group recently.

· Who is and isn’t coming to your group?

· What are the pastoral challenges you are facing? 

· How is raising up a core team within your group and potential future leaders going? Any movements toward multiplication or planting a new group?

· Do you have any great ideas to share? What seems to really be working?

Just a note on sharing pastoral challenges: Be very sensitive about pastoral information. People can be deeply hurt if they feel that you are sharing their secrets with other small group leaders they do not even know. However, you still need to speak about how the pastoral challenge is affecting you. From time to time it will be necessary to share details so as to invite people’s wisdom in helping you to help them, but the group must not mention this to anyone else. We must protect the trust people put in us. Obviously, the more sensitive pastoral information still needs to be shared with the elders who are designated to oversee your community. Or if appropriate, the information can be shared anonymously.

Second, make plans for working together

Here are several ideas for working together, the first one being the biggest…

1) Invite each other into your groups

There are two ways to do this (the eldership couple overseeing the CLT can decide which of the two approaches your CLT takes).

· On a six or seven week cycle, arrange yourselves into a ‘chain of care’ or as some call it, a ‘buddy system’. In other words, leader A will visit leader B’s group one week. Leader B will visit leader C’s group another week. Leader C will visit leader A’s group yet another time. The key to this time is that the leader is still there when you are there.  

· Every six or seven weeks, encourage every leader to invite another leader within the CLT of your own choice into their group. This will require personal security in everyone, since some leaders will be invited more than others. And that is okay.
When you are invited to visit a group do the following:

· In preparation:

· If your group is on the same night, delegate the gathering of your own group long in advance to your apprentice, chatting through all three parts of the evening, and who does what. (Of course you can see what a good way of raising up leaders this is – giving the whole gathering to them.) If there is no one to lead your group for the night, then you need to turn the invitation down.

· Ask the leader inviting you if there is anything they want you to do at all (e.g. leading the life-shaping conversation, or leading the prayer encounter, or sharing your testimony) in the gathering, or just to participate as they lead it.

· Ask if there are any specific people they want you to connect with.

· In prayer beforehand, really set your heart on being a blessing in that group. You don’t have to ‘make your mark’ - just be ready to love and bless. That way you will make a mark.

· When you are there:

· Come early and make an effort to connect relationally with as many people as possible.

· Keep your eyes open on good stuff that is happening.

· Keep your eyes open on how things could perhaps be better if done differently.

· Afterwards:

· Encourage the leader with good stuff that you saw in people’s lives, in the way they led, and in how the gathering went.

· If invited to:

· Discuss a wise response to challenging people.

· Share who you think potential leaders are.

· Give feedback about how they can possibly lead the people and lead the gatherings even better. 

· Ask your intern how it went leading your group. What did they enjoy? What did they find challenging? What have they learnt?

When you invite another leader to come to your group do the following:

· In preparation:

· Tell them if there is anything you want them to do at all (e.g. leading the life-shaping conversation, or leading the prayer encounter, or sharing their testimony) in the gathering, or just to participate as you lead it. As a general rule, ask them to lead the life-shaping conversation part, which should include five minutes of life-giving input followed by, or interspersed with them facilitating the conversation.

· Tell them if there is any theme you would like them to explore with us, or if they are free to decide. Most times, it is preferable to let them decide, unless you are inviting them specifically because of their strength around a certain theme.

· Tell them of any specific people you want them to connect with.

· Tell your group the week before, and by sms that this person is coming and that it is going to be so cool. Get people excited about another leader visiting your group.

· When they are there:

· Make them feel welcome.

· Introduce them to everyone.

· Tell the group that you invited this person who leads another group to visit this group tonight, ‘because we like to work together as a team, sharing ideas with each other, and getting to know each other’s people’ 

· Afterwards:

· Ask them for anything encouraging.

· Ask them to:

· Discuss a wise response to challenging people.

· Share who they think potential leaders are.

· Give feedback about how you can possibly lead the people and lead the gatherings even better. 

2)  Rotate group leaders

· Another great idea to do from time to time (perhaps once a year) is to, just for one night, swop leading groups. So leader A leads leader B’s group, who leads leader C’s group, who leads leader A’s group. This should not be done too often, but it spices things up a little. 

3)  Bring all the groups together for something

· Some communities have organized Christmas in July parties. Others have had an evening of worship. Others have booked part of a restaurant. Others have organized a treasure hunt. The sky is the limit. Or perhaps bring invite a special guest speaker to speak on a relevant topic.

4) Help each other select and raise up leaders

· One of the things that helps people develop leadership is when they get to build relationships with other leaders who show an interest in their lives, and who encourage them to pursue opportunities to lead others.
· When it comes to identifying potential leaders the main person to reference is the elder overseeing your group, but you can also bounce it off other people in the CLT before you officially decide that they will become your apprentice or will lead a new group when you multiply.
6)  Be secure in teaming together

· In a band of leaders, some will have more experience or be more gifted in certain areas. A great team will tap into the strengths of all, without being insecure about being less gifted or experienced in that area.

· Please don’t compete. It is ultimately by God’s grace that one person’s group grows faster than another. Rest in God’s sovereignty. Rejoice with those leaders whose groups are growing fast. Pray for and encourage those leaders whose groups are struggling to take off. Be secure. God loves all equally and he overlooks no one.

The specific roles of the eldership couple and the assistant

· Every CLT needs to be overseen by an eldership couple who:

· Select and partner with an assistant-deacon, who helps them lead the community practically. (This assistant-deacon is one of the small group leaders in the CLT).

· Make sure that the small group leaders themselves are doing well. (Remember that, on the one hand the small group leaders care for each other, and on the other hand so does the eldership couple. This means that, over time, a relationship between the eldership couple and the small group leaders develops.)

· Initiate and oversee most of the monthly gatherings. (There will be times when they will delegate the leadership of this time to the assistant-deacon.)

· Help the small group leaders pastor the more complex / challenging situations.

· Green light the selecting and releasing of any new leaders.

· Oversee the multiplication party, where a new group is born and a new leader is publicly commissioned / ordained. (Please see the end part of the chapter, ‘Form leaders and multiply’ for guidelines for this). 

· Try to visit each small group in their communities at least two or three times a year.

· The specific roles of the assistant all pertain to the monthly gatherings and may include:

· Reminding people to read the next ABC for the monthly gathering, a well as facilitating the discussion questions around them in the ‘Improving your serve’ time.

· Overseeing the practical issues of working together as small groups. (See the section above called, ‘Second, make plans for working together.’)

· Initiating and overseeing the monthly gatherings when requested by the eldership couple.

· Initiating an annual weekend away as a CLT, or perhaps just a Friday night and Saturday away.

Where the eldership team fits in

Every CLT of small group leaders will be overseen by a designated eldership couple. Most times, the eldership couple will oversee and be involved in the monthly gatherings, but not always. This eldership couple will seek to be relationally available to the leaders, as well as spiritually responsible for the whole community of small groups. This does not mean that every challenge and issue must be brought to them, but on the whole, the elders will seek to spend time with and keep regular communication with the team of small group leaders that they oversee.

The eldership team do not desire to dominate the CLT, nor do they desire that the CLT become overly dependent on them. But the CLT certainly needs the availability, the oversight, the wisdom and the ‘touch’ of the eldership team. We believe that, in a biblical church, the elders have the ultimate shepherding responsibility, and ultimately should be accessible to the people, particularly the leaders and deacons.

But, like Paul who said to the Roman church, ‘I am convinced that you are full of goodness, complete in knowledge, and competent to instruct each other,’ the elders believe that the CLT will, when partnering together with each other, have the character, the insight and the competency to deal with most challenges on their own.  

A last key thought: Individual small group leaders are encouraged to initiate communication with the elders, and not to wait for the elders to contact them always. 

A little bit about joining the deacon team

The early church had two kinds of leaders who worked in partnership: elders and deacons. Together they co-lead a local church. Elders focus on general oversight, where deacons get to focus on very specific areas of leadership. That is why, over some years, it is our desire to encourage every small group leader to become a deacon too.

We see small group leadership as the training ground and the testing ground of future deacons. It tests you to see if you really have a heart to serve and lead. And it trains you to develop the character, the kingdom-prioritising, the team-working ability, the leadership qualities and the ministry experience that is so needed in deacons. 

We include this call to pursue deaconing under a chapter on teaming, because in our church the deacon team often get to meet and talk about where the church is going. Here leaders can team together in additional ways to what CLTs can. 

From time to time the elders prayerfully look at the current small group leaders, and ask, ‘Which of these people are potentially ready to become deacons?’ Then we invite them to a brief training, and after talking it through, we publicly ordain them as deacons.

We encourage every small group leader to humbly aspire toward becoming a deacon in the future. In fact, the elders see other leaders in one of two ways: 1) deacons and 2) deacons-in-training. We encourage you to see yourself in the same way.

