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To all the faithful small group leaders 
at The Journey Church
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introduction

I haven’t always loved the idea of small groups. In fact, 
there was a time when I didn’t think very highly of them 
at all. Maybe you have felt this way too. Maybe, like me, 

you know that small groups are a crucial part of God’s plan 
for the spiritual maturity of his people—but as far as you can 
tell, most of the current small group systems out there simply 
don’t work. You may be asking yourself the same questions I 
asked in the beginning of my journey. Questions like:

• Is it possible to have a small group system at my church 
that isn’t complicated?

• Is it possible to operate small groups without hiring 
new staff people?

• Is it possible to get every adult attender involved in a 
group?

• Is it possible for true life-change to happen in groups?

• Is it possible to have a small group ministry that my 
staff and I are actually excited about?

_Searcy_Activate_JE_djm.indd   15 12/12/17   12:59 PM

Nelson Searcy and Kerrick Thomas with Jennifer Dykes Henson, Activate
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2008, 2018. Used by permission.



16

introduction

In the pages ahead, I will walk you through my conver-
sion from being apathetic toward small groups to becoming 
a raving fan. My change of heart came when I discovered a 
proven way for groups to be simple, self-sustaining, and life- 
changing. This didn’t happen overnight; it took place little 
by little, through the life of my local church, The Journey 
Church in New York City.

My journey toward a new small group model was founded 
on two basic assumptions.

 ➤ Assumption #1: Small groups are biblical.

As Luke wrote:

They worshiped together at the Temple each day, met in 
homes for the Lord’s Supper, and shared their meals with 
great joy and generosity—all the while praising God and 
enjoying the goodwill of all the people. And each day the 
Lord added to their fellowship those who were being saved. 
(Acts 2:46–47)

My goal in these pages is not to revisit the theology of small 
groups or defend the plethora of reasons you should consider 
incorporating small groups into the life of your church. You’ll 
find an extensive list of books to do just that at ActivateBook 
.com. Instead, this discussion is an outgrowth of the widely 
validated assumption that small groups are biblical.

 ➤ Assumption #2: The existing models for small groups 
are ineffective at both getting people involved and 
fostering spiritual maturity among believers.

Even the best small group models seem to engage only a 
marginal percentage of weekly worship attenders. The New 

_Searcy_Activate_JE_djm.indd   16 12/12/17   12:59 PM

Nelson Searcy and Kerrick Thomas with Jennifer Dykes Henson, Activate
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2008, 2018. Used by permission.



introduction

17

Testament model for small groups requires that the vast ma-
jority of believing adults meet in small, house-to-house gath-
erings. Participation in such small group gatherings should 
be the rule for our attenders, not the exception.

The Activate System—A New Model

With these two foundational assumptions in place, my team 
and I prayerfully began building a small group system that 
God could work through to engage and grow his people. 
Our initial goals were to:

• Build a biblical small group ministry that would create 
maximum life-change.

• Build a small group ministry that would see 100 percent 
adult participation.

• Build a small group ministry that would be outwardly 
focused.

• Pinpoint the ideal size of a small group.

• Create small group environments that would encourage 
friendships to form.

• Develop a clear and simple sign-up system to catalyze 
involvement.

• Work with the natural flow of the calendar to maximize 
sign-ups and life-change.

• Reproduce new group leaders without requiring over-
whelming training.

• Multiply without having to split existing groups.
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• Nurture excited small group leaders who want to lead 
again and again.

• Develop a simple structure capable of growing with 
the church.

• Implement a promotion plan to get people excited about 
joining small groups.

• Discover how to mobilize small groups for ministry in 
the church, evangelism in the community, and mission 
in the world.

We wanted to accomplish all of this while avoiding the most 
common traps associated with small groups, such as renegade 
groups, theological messes, administrative nightmares, and 
leader burnout.

With these goals in place, my team at The Journey and 
I set out to develop a small group system that would work 
the way a small group system should—and we did. Known 
as the Activate system, the model we created and honed has 
not only garnered amazing results in our own church but 
has also earned an incredible track record of success as it 
has been implemented in churches around the United States 
and the world.

Revised and Expanded

Since the original publishing of Activate: An Entirely New 
Approach to Small Groups, the Activate system has had tre-
mendous impact on the state of small groups in all types of 
churches. Whether starting groups from scratch, transitioning 
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from Sunday school, or simply replacing another small group 
model, churches that put this system to work generally go 
from 25 percent or fewer of their people in groups to 80 per-
cent or more. Many average 100 percent adult involvement—
with the goals mentioned above being consistently met.

Simple and reproducible, the Activate system is a decen-
tralized, free market, semester-based small group model. 
Allow me to break that down.

Decentralized: Groups are held in people’s homes rather 
than in the church building.

Free market: Group leaders select the topics to be studied, 
with final approval from the pastors.

Semester-based: Groups meet weekly for three months, 
with approximately one month off between semesters.

When it comes to creating strong groups, there has been 
a system problem, not a biblical problem, tripping up even 
leaders with the best intentions. While the scriptural small 
group idea is right, most recent attempts at implementa-
tion have led to less than stellar results. Too many churches 
have mistakenly made false assumptions about groups and 
have adopted ineffective models. But since its inception, the 
Activate system has challenged current, widely held small 
group beliefs and helped church leaders take hold of a plan 
that keeps the New Testament integrity of groups intact 
while accomplishing New Testament results (all of which I 
will define in more detail in the pages ahead).

In this revised and expanded edition of Activate: An En-
tirely New Approach to Small Groups, you will have the 
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opportunity to rediscover the well-tested and proven strat-
egies for everything involved in focusing, forming, filling, 
and facilitating groups in your church—and that’s just the 
beginning. This fresh work is filled with new insights based 
on the positive experiences of the thousands of churches 
that have used the Activate system to partner with God in 
producing small groups that engage 100 percent of their 
people and lead to true life-change.

Tips for Success

Here are some guidelines for getting the most out of this 
book and achieving your small group goals in your church.

• Read and digest this book. Grab a highlighter and work 
your way through the following pages. Make notes in the 
margins, disagree with me, laugh at me, or raise your 
eyebrows. I don’t mind. Before we are finished, I am 
going to show you a small group system that can con-
sistently accomplish all of the goals mentioned above.

• Study this book with others on your staff or leaders in 
your church. Any successful small group ministry or 
system will require the commitment of dozens, if not 
hundreds, of people. This book is designed to encour-
age discussion between you and those around you who 
also have a heart for spurring engagement and fostering 
life-change.

• Be open to new ideas. The Activate system is contrarian. 
It goes against some of the most popular current small 
group theories. There may be times when you are taken 
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aback or even get angry with me. That’s okay. Don’t let 
discomfort close your mind. I am not being contrarian 
for contrarian’s sake. The details of this system are the 
result of a lot of trial and error, flights and crashes, and 
some God-sized successes that surprised even my team 
and me. The ideas presented here were not discovered 
easily; they were discovered through the day-in and day-
out work with group members and group leaders at our 
church, and with thousands of other church leaders 
around the globe. The system’s contrarian ideas chal-
lenge modern theories but not scriptural essentials. So 
please keep an open mind.

The goal of this book is to help you implement a small 
group system that both you and your people can be excited 
about, and that can help you realize God’s dream for your 
unique church. I can’t wait to hear what God does through 
your willingness to step out of your comfort zone and acti-
vate. Let’s get started!
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P A R T  1

the  
activate 
mindset

( O R ,  PA R A D I G M  S H I F T S )

Have you ever experienced a paradigm shift? If so, you 
know the power it has to revolutionize your way 
of thinking. The term paradigm shift first made 

its way onto our culture’s radar when the famed physicist 
Thomas Kuhn wrote The Structure of  Scientific Revolutions. 
Through his research, Kuhn proved that practically every 
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worthwhile discovery or breakthrough is the result of a break 
from a tradition or an old way of thinking. Commenting on 
the power of Kuhn’s observations, author Stephen Covey 
wrote, “Paradigm shifts move us from one way of seeing 
the world to another. And those shifts can create powerful 
change. Our paradigms, whether correct or incorrect, are 
the sources of our attitudes and behaviors.”1

In part one of this book, you will encounter twelve Big 
Ideas divided into four sections. Each of these ideas will 
likely cause you to shift the way you see the world—or more 
specifically, the way you see small group ministry.
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S E C T I O N  1

rethinking  
small group methodology
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B I G  I D E A  #1 

Think from the Outside In, Not from 
the Inside Out

Conventional Wisdom

Take care of those on the inside first.

Reality

Small groups that focus on serving their own members rather than 

reaching out to others quickly become stagnant.

Jesus designed the church to be an outwardly focused organ-
ism. Just look at the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18–20). 
Our primary goal should be to reach and influence those 
who don’t already know the life-changing love of God. Yet 
the majority of church leaders have bought into the fallacy 
that, when it comes to small groups, it’s okay to shift the 
attention to those who are already on the inside.

Decades of church tradition have nudged us toward the 
mindset that small study gatherings, whether true small 
groups or some variant of Sunday school, are about getting 
our attenders to interact on a more intimate level. By their 
very nature, these groups tend to be centered on the people 
who are already most involved in your church. After all, those 
are your people. Those are the ones you can count on to sign 
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up, the ones you need to sign up to make things work. Then, 
once those insiders are in groups, you can teach them and take 
care of their needs. Sounds like a win, right? Only it’s not.

While this mindset may make sense on the surface, it is 
the result of what I call inward thinking. When a church 
starts a small group ministry or restructures an existing small 
group system with an inward mindset, problems are already 
crouching at the door. Overall growth, both numerical and 
spiritual, stagnates. Warning lights begin flashing. It quickly 
becomes apparent that something is not right.

Ask the Right Question

When you set up a small group system with your commit-
ted churchgoers in mind, you inevitably create a process that 
makes it easy for members and regular attenders to get signed 
up or signed up again. And yes, this is a problem. When some-
thing seems like second nature to your regulars, there’s a good 
chance that people who are new to your church, who only 
attend occasionally, or who have never been in a small group 
before will not think things are quite so simple. If you want 
to grow your small groups and your church, you have to be 
intentional about targeting those who are not yet in the sys-
tem. To do that, make sure you are asking the right question.

Wrong question: How do I get people to sign up again?

Right question: How do I get new people to sign up?

Here’s the paradox: If you focus on getting new people to 
sign up, you will get both new sign-ups and repeat sign-ups. 
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If you focus only on repeat sign-ups, you’ll only get repeat 
sign-ups.

In The Purpose Driven Church, Rick Warren introduced 
the idea of the circles of commitment. Picture concentric 
circles decreasing in size as they move toward a common 
center—like a circle version of a Russian nesting doll. In this 
illustration, there are five circles. The outer circle represents 
community, followed by the slightly smaller crowd circle, 
then the even smaller congregation circle, then committed, 
and finally core at the center. The concept, which applies 
directly to small groups, holds that the goal of your church 
is to move people from the outer circles (low commitment/
immaturity) to the inner circles (high commitment/maturity).

As church leaders, our ultimate responsibility is to move 
people from the community to the core as they come to know 
God and learn to be fully developing followers of Jesus. But 
too often—especially when it comes to small groups—we get 
so caught up around the congregation level that we forget 
about the people who comprise our crowd and the greater 
community.

In the traditional view, the primary purpose of small 
groups is to move people from the congregation to the com-
mitted and from the committed to the core—and, granted, 
groups do play a big role in doing just that. But what if I were 
to tell you that the most powerful potential for your small 
groups lies in their ability to move people from the crowd 
to the congregation? What if I were to tell you that your 
small group system should be designed first and foremost 
for those who are not yet involved in it—those who are not 
yet assimilated into your church?
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If the focus of your small groups is primarily on serving 
your congregation and not on connecting the people who 
make up your crowd, your momentum will turn inward and 
you will hit a major roadblock. To avoid falling into this trap, 
continually ask yourself: What are the needs of  those not in 
groups? How do I set up this system so it focuses on getting 
new people to sign up? Be intentional about keeping your 
attention on the outer two circles. If you don’t, you will miss 
out on some incredible fruit.

Little Number vs. Big Number

How do you identify who is in your crowd? Is your congrega-
tion really made up of who you think it is? What if I could 
show you how your attendance number may actually be much 
higher than you realize? I bet you would be skeptical at first. 
Of course you know your attendance, right? Probably not. 
Get ready for a paradigm shift. When it comes to attendance, 
there are two numbers that are crucial for you to consider—
your little number and your big number.

Little Number

Your little number is the average number of people who 
attend on any given weekend, measured over a three-month 
period. This is your weekly attendance, or your congregation.

Contrary to popular belief, this is not the number you 
should work with when you start planning your small groups. 
Most leaders make the mistake of thinking, Okay, I have X 
number of  people every Sunday, so how do I get those people 
in small groups? Another wrong question.
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Big Number

Your big number is the number of individuals who have 
attended your church at least once over the same three-month 
period. This is your crowd.

Not everyone who calls your church home shows up every 
week. Each Sunday, your congregation is a mix of different 
people. But if  you could pull all of the people who have 
come at least once in the last three months into one room 
together, how many people would that be? If your church 
averages eighty people on a weekend, you probably have over 
one hundred individuals who come through your door over 
the course of three months and consider your church their 
home. If you average fourteen hundred on a weekend, you 
may have as many as three thousand in your crowd.

When you begin to acknowledge your big number, your 
focus shifts to that larger group that you may never have 
realized was part of your church. Plus it is the first step to 
getting more than 100 percent of your congregation (again, 
your average Sunday attendance number) in groups. The key 
is to build a small group system that targets the big number. 
Work to get the people who comprise your crowd signed up. 
Your congregation will be included in that effort by default. 
As you create a process that focuses on getting your crowd 
into groups, you will likely find your entire congregation 
signed up.

Making sure the members of your crowd connect in groups 
will also go a long way toward facilitating their overall as-
similation into your church. (For a detailed study of how to 
assimilate newcomers into your church, see my book Fusion: 
Turning First-Time Guests into Fully Engaged Members of 
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Your Church.) As they create relationships with others and 
take on the responsibilities that come with being in a group, 
they will go from being occasional attenders to regular at-
tenders and members who are involved, committed, serv-
ing, and growing. But that can only happen if you shift the 
old paradigm and get intentional about thinking from the 
outside in!
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