
@Discipleship	Ministries	of	the	United	Methodist	Church																																																																																			www.TeamWorksUMC.org		

 

Settings for Ministry 

Craig Kennet Miller 

“Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home 
and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of 
all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being 
saved.”                                                                                                                      Acts 2: 46-47 

The Christian believers lived out their faith in two primary group settings. First, they met in 
the temple for public worship and proclamation. Second, they met together in homes, in smaller 
settings for mutual support and to be equipped for ministry. These two group settings served as 
places that were open to newcomers. It was in these settings that newcomers heard about the 
Gospel, witnessed the lifestyle of the believers, and were welcomed to be in conversation with 
believers about the Way. Unlike the mystery religions of the time, and unlike the restrictions found 
in Judaism, these were open to all.  

Not to be overlooked was the source of the growth of the Christian community.  God gave 
the growth.  Churches can not manufacture growth, growth results when the Christian community 
is living in such a way that it is a witness to the saving grace of Jesus Christ.   
 

Today Congregations Find Themselves Meeting in Three Settings  
 

Today congregations find themselves meeting together in three basic settings. The first is 
the small group. This group has from five to fifteen members and meets regularly to practice 
spiritual disciplines, to hold one another accountable, and to focus on personal spiritual growth. A 
small group typically meets the need of a particular people group in the church who has similar 

circumstances.  
A small group may be united by spiritual 

maturity. So in a given congregation you may 
find a study for new members and a Disciple 
Bible Study for those who are ready for a 
more in depth study of the Bible. You may 
have a Covenant Disciple Group for those 
who want to go deeper in their relationship to 
God and those in their group.  

They may be united by family 
circumstances. So the congregation may 
have a singles group, a married couples 
group, and a single parent’s group.  

They may be united by a personal issue, 
like 12 step groups for alcoholics, for 
substance abuse, or for those who are the 

children of alcoholics. Other groups may be generational, like youth prayer groups or Bible Study 

Small Group
Fellowship/Instruction

Celebrative Group

All Three
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groups for fifty-five plus.  Another set of small groups may be focused on outreach into the 
community. Others may be task oriented like a worship team, an administrative board, or a choir.  

By offering a number of small groups that address these different options, a congregation 
makes room for great diversity in the larger congregation. Rather than having everyone in the 
church focus on one of these particular circumstances, each small group is able to meet the 
spiritual and social needs of individuals within the framework of the small group system. 

 
The Fellowship/Instruction Group 

 
Another setting in the congregation is the fellowship/instruction group. This group typically 

numbers from fifty to eighty persons. This is the size group in which everyone knows your name. 
This size group tends to be homogenous. By its very nature it unites itself around one people 
group. This people group may be an ethnic group, it may be a generational group, or it may be a 
family group in which relatives of all ages gather together. It is united by a single focus as it deals 
with a particular life issue or life stage of the people who are part of the group.  

In many congregations, this is also the size of the worshiping congregation.  Because of its 
size, this worship experience tends to be focused on the fellowship of the congregation and the 
care of its members.   

 
Celebrative Worship 
 
A third setting is Celebrative Worship. Celebrative Worship is not tied to a particular format 

like a praise service or a liturgical service. At this point the focus is on the type of experience that 
happens in a larger group setting. When I speak in front of a larger group of over 120, people 
seem to be more free to express their emotions, like laughing at a humorous story or nudging 
their friend as if to say, “did you hear that?”  

Typically over 120 in number, the Celebrative Worship size is one in which an individual can 
lose themselves in the crowd. Because everyone doesn’t know your name, this size group is 
united by its focus on God. Because of its larger size there is greater room for diversity. A larger 
range of people in different circumstances or life stages can find their place as they worship God 
together. 

In between these basic group settings, another dynamic takes place. Groups who are in the 
sixteen to forty-nine range struggle with self-identity. When a small group grows over fifteen in 
number it starts to struggle because as it grows larger the intimacy that attracted them in the 
beginning is no longer present. The larger the group gets the more dissatisfaction grows as the 
group moves from its original purpose and size. The best solution to this problem is to break the 
growing group into two or more small groups which brings people back into the size of setting 
where intimacy, trust, and greater interaction can take place. 

Another key number in the small group setting is four. Four is a perfect number for close knit 
discussion. It is the size where one person cannot dominate and where everyone can share. 
Often times small group leaders will divide their group of twelve into three smaller groups of four 
where this kind of close interaction and discussion can take place. This setting of four can be 
used for breakout groups in the larger fellowship group as well to foster greater interaction of the 
participants.  

Some popular Bible Studies use a combination of the fellowship/instruction setting, the small 
group settings, and the quad setting in one teaching session. At the beginning the leader gives a 
half-hour lesson on a particular section of scripture. After the teaching time the larger group is 
broken into small groups and quads where group members share their reflections, pray for one 
another, and offer mutual support. 

In between eighty and one hundred-twenty, another dynamic takes place.  Here the group 
struggles to keep the familiarity of the fellowship group setting. As soon as individuals realize that 
they no longer can keep up with the larger number, participants struggle with where they fit into 
the group life. If they are not moved into a small group setting where a new kind of intimacy can 
be achieved, they may feel lost in the midst of the higher numbers.  

As the group edges into the 101 – 119 range an even greater level of discomfort is felt as the 
group struggles with its self-identity. 
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When the fellowship size group is also the size of the only worship experience in a 
congregation, a natural growth barrier takes place where original members who have not had any 
other experience try to hold back the growth. Until the congregation is able to move people into 
small groups or fellowship size groups for instruction or socialization, this conflict will continue to 
build. Until the worshiping congregation breaks through the 120 barrier they will have a hard time 
understanding the benefits of being part of a larger worship experience. 

 
        Many Churches Operate Exclusively Out of the Fellowship/Instruction Setting 
 

An understanding of the nature of these settings is critical for the future spiritual and 
numerical growth of a congregation. Many churches in the country operate out of the 
fellowship/instruction size setting. This setting acts as a natural growth barrier to its members. 
Typically in churches with fewer than one hundred in worship, everything happens in the 
fellowship/instruction size setting. Worship, fellowship, instruction, prayer support, and the 
development of spiritual disciplines all happen in the same setting. 

The problem with this size setting is that you can only go so far in terms of spiritual growth. 
This size does not foster the personal sharing, deep prayer, accountability, and discipleship that 
only happens in the quad and small group settings. It also keeps people closed in as they 
express their emotions in the midst of worship. By emotions I am talking about really getting into 
the midst of the experience of worship that is being offered. The larger number allows individuals 
greater freedom to feel and to express themselves.  

The primary issue here is not growth in numbers. The issue is the ability of the congregation 
to enable people to grow in their faith. If a congregation only has one setting, they limit the 
potential for spiritual growth. 

A number of things happen as a result. When members of the fellowship/instruction size 
congregation are invited to be part of small accountability groups, they say, “But we know 
everyone already.” When they are asked to invite new people to join them for worship they 
respond, “If we have more people in worship then I will not know everyone anymore.” 

Another way to see this is the type of prayers that are appropriate for each setting. In the 
small group setting where people have built up trust they are more likely to ask people to pray for 
deeply personal concerns. They may ask people to pray for their marriage or a child who is 
dealing with drugs. In the fellowship/instruction setting people are quite comfortable to pray for 
those who are in the hospital or facing serious illnesses. But if the prayer concerns venture into 
moral issues or relationship issues it may feel uncomfortable. You may feel free to share about 
your heart surgery, but you probably wouldn’t share about the fight you had with your spouse last 
night. 

In the larger celebrative worship setting, prayer is focused on the wider vision of the 
congregation and where God is leading the congregation. Going through a detailed list of 
everyone’s illnesses and troubles does not work in this size grouping because everyone does not 
know each other and because personal issues are better addressed in the small group settings. 
This does not say we do not pray for personal problems or issues, what it says is that these are 
addressed in a different way. 

Congregations that only meet in a fellowship/instruction size setting are hampered on both 
ends of the spiritual growth spectrum. Prayers can not get too personal nor can they be visionary. 
Additionally, newcomers find it hard to fit in, especially if they do not fit into the homogenous 
criteria of the fellowship/instruction size congregation.  

  
        Celebrative worship allows room for visitors 
 

Another thing we know about people in our society is that they do not readily join groups. 
They like to try things out and then decide if they want to come back. When a visitor arrives in a 
fellowship group setting of between 50 – 80 people they can’t hide in the crowd. Everyone knows 
they are new. This is made even worse when the visitor is invited to stand and introduce 
themselves to the congregation. One of peoples’ greatest fears is to talk in front of a crowd. 
Suddenly a visitor who wants to test the water finds himself or herself having to convince the 
crowd that he or she fits in.  
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In the Celebrative Worship setting this is not a problem. Visitors have room to experience the 
nature of the worship experience and get a feel of the mood of the congregation without having to 
be put on the spot.  The focus is on the celebrative worship of God. Something happens to 
people in larger group settings. One way to say it is when you sing off-key in a sanctuary with one 
hundred and fifty people, no one knows it, except your friend who gently nudges you in the ribs to 
cool it. In a group of fifty everyone knows you’re off. 

People in our culture are more comfortable in large group settings. Have you ever gone into 
a movie theatre that seats two hundred and found yourself the only one there? Immediately you 
notice that the sound system is too loud, the air conditioning is blowing, and that you must have 
picked a loser of a movie. Whether it is going to a local high school football game, a movie, a 
theatre, or a rock concert, people are used to finding themselves in a crowd. When they come to 
a worship experience they expect to find themselves in a similar environment. 

 
Fellowship/Instruction Size is Perfect for Teaching 
 
On the other hand if they were to come for a seminar on parenting, a smaller group of fifty 

would be quite comfortable. It is an informational meeting, a time to learn. In this situation a 
different set of expectations is being fulfilled. No one is asking you to sing, to stand up, or to 
respond in any way except to take notes and ask questions. In this fellowship/instruction size, 
people are quite comfortable when the discussion is focused on an issue or concern that meets a 
particular need that is being addressed.  In others words, rather than focusing on the fellowship 
dynamic of this size group, it proves beneficial to lift up the instructional dynamic of this size 
group. 

The goal of the fellowship/instruction size group is to move people from it into small groups 
and into Celebrative worship.  Rather than lifting it up as a place to stay, it is best used for moving 
people into these other settings. 

 
Small Group Setting is for Personal Growth 
 
Again people feel comfortable in the small group size of five to fifteen when the focus is on 

personal development and growth. This is also the size group of a sports team. In baseball you 
have nine players on the field, in football you have eleven. In basketball you need ten players on 
the team to practice game situations. People are used to this size setting when the focus is on 
working together to accomplish a task or practicing the basic elements of the Christian faith. This 
is the size group in which a person feels free to share and in which people can help keep you 
accountable for your actions. 

 
Growing Congregations operate out of all Three Group Settings 
 
The goal for a local church is to operate out of these three primary group settings. By 

incorporating all three of the group settings in ways that are appropriate for the group dynamics 
the church is able to grow spiritually and numerically. These settings are not confined to the 
church building.  As a church engaged in missional outreach into its community it may use these 
settings as a template for focusing its strategies.  A bible study in a coffee shop could be a Small 
Group. A teaching session at a local High School on Personal Finance could be a 
Fellowship/Instructional Group.  The feeding of a large gathering of homeless people outside a 
homeless shelter could become a Celebrative Worship Experience.   
 
From NextChurch.Now: Creating New Faith Communities by Craig Kennet Miller.   
Discipleship Resources, p. 115-122. 
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Dynamics	of	Group	Settings	and	Setting	for	Ministry	Survey	

Size	of	Group	 Setting	 Results	

	

4	

	

Personal	Interaction	

Perfect	for	personal	interaction	and	
close-knit	discussion.	

(Jesus,	John,	James,	&	Peter)	

	

5-15	

	

Small	Group	

Perfect	for	discipleship	and	
accountability.	Large	enough	for	
continued	interaction	and	support.	

(The	Twelve	Disciples)	

	

16-49	

	

Floundering	

Group	struggles	for	self-identity	and	
longs	for	the	former	intimacy	of	the	
small	group.	

	

50-80	

	

Fellowship/Instruction	

Self-sustaining	group	that	is	
homogeneous	and	single	focused.		
Perfect	for	instruction	and	teaching.		
A	barrier	for	growth	if	this	is	the	size	
of	the	worshiping	congregation.	

(70	Disciples)	

	

81-120	

	

Awkward	

Size	group	where	people	long	for	the	
easy	familiarity	of	the	
fellowship/instruction	size	group.	

	

120	plus	

	

Celebrative	Worship	

A	 large-group	 dynamic	 takes	 place	
that	enables	people	to	focus	on	God.	

(The	Temple	Courtyard)	

	

46Day	by	day,	as	they	spent	much	time	together	in	the	temple,	they	broke	bread	at	home	and	
ate	their	food	with	glad	and	generous	hearts,	47praising	God	and	having	the	goodwill	of	all	the	
people.	 And	 day	 by	 day	 the	 Lord	 added	 to	 their	 number	 those	 who	 were	 being	 saved.”															
																																																																																																																																																																									Acts	2:	46-47	

	

	



@Discipleship	Ministries	of	the	United	Methodist	Church																																																																																			www.TeamWorksUMC.org		

Dynamics	of	Group	Settings	and	Setting	for	Ministry	Survey	

	

Size	of	Group	

1. Identify	groups	in	your	church	that	match	these	groupings.	
2. Do	they	fit	the	description?	
3. How	could	they	be	reconfigured	to	better		

match	their	best	use?	
4. Do	you	have	a	good	balance	of	small	groups,	

fellowship/instruction,	and	celebrative	worship?	
	

4	

	

	

	

	

5-15	

	

	

	

16-49	

	

	

	

50-80	

	

	

	

81-120	
	

	

	

120	plus	

	

	

 

 
churchleaderUMC.com                                                                                                                                      Reproducible	

	


