A Fresh Word – Timely Words about a Timeless Priority
  
 Sunday, July 12, 2009

The plateau and decline of 9 out of 10 churches in America has been a source of great concern, diligent study, and fervent prayer for me for several years.  As a staff pastor in growing churches, I was honored to serve alongside ordinary people like you and me as together we bucked that trend with an extraordinary passion for lost people and a super-ordinary confidence in God’s purposes and power.  When I worked at our own Baptist State Convention of Michigan on the Church Growth Ministries Team, my heart began to break as I struggled to help many of our churches in decline change direction.  Now, I count myself blessed to serve as your pastor.  But every indication suggests that First Baptist Church of South Lyon, Michigan, is also plateaued and in decline, and I ache for our church like a I imagine parent would for a child who has been diagnosed with a serious illness.  This is deeper than professional now, this is personal.
I labor in prayer, in my study, and in conversations and meetings to find the right words to commend you all for your faithfulness through the years.  I marvel at the creativity and commitment you have, as represented by the tremendous preparations of our building for Vacation Bible School this week.  I also struggle to say well and winsomely that we must wake up, see honestly where we are, and pray for God to revive us again.  Well, this week some of those words found their way to my desk.  Rather than try to reinvent the proverbial wheel, I simply pass on to you some quotes and articles that speak directly to one of our greatest opportunities to know Jesus more intimately and to make Him known more intentionally – the ministry of small groups we call Sunday School.  Consider these quotes and the two articles that follow:
The biggest deterrent to growth in most churches is lack of confidence in God’s supernatural power to grow His church.  We are obsessed with our own responsibility to find resources for growth.  We can’t grow our church, but God can! (Ken Hemphill, Revitalizing the Sunday Morning Dinosaur).

The platform attracts [people], but small groups bond them to the church (Elmer Towns, What Every Pastor Should Know about Sunday School).

Many people are wired, but few are really connected.  Small groups are great environments in which this post-modern generation can really connect with people and meet Jesus (Rick Howerton, Destination Community).


In What Stage Is Your Class?
The Baptist Messenger Staff, The Baptist Messenger is published weekly by the Baptist General Convention of Oklahoma. 
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Like most other organizations, a Sunday School class or a small group has a life cycle that includes various stages of life. These stages can be identified on the chart to the right of this article. Listed below are the common stages of life for a Sunday School class.

Stage One: Birth

Every class experiences birth. Someone or some group of people at some point in time started the group. As a general rule, this stage involves high excitement and a degree of uncertainty. Faith and vision are high and very important. There is a lot of stress on the teacher to involve people and reach out to new members. Guests are being reached out to and are often friends and neighbors of members.

Stage Two: Growth

As a class grows, it moves from no longer being new to having some stability. People are becoming more familiar with each other. They are discovering the different gifts and talents of the group and, if done correctly, the skills of the class are beginning to be used. Class members are beginning to assume more of the responsibilities of reaching and ministering. Guests are warmly received and are quickly incorporated into the fellowship of the group.

Stage Three: Thriving

At this stage, key leaders have emerged. The teacher or leader is important, but the responsibility of leadership is being shared willingly by other people in the class. Bible studies are relevant and interactive. At times, the class almost seems to be growing without effort because there are so many people active and engaged. Growing just seems natural. At this stage, the group is also generating leaders for other ministries within the church. Disciples who are mature and growing are being produced.

Stage Four: Declining

At some point the group peaks in attendance and in growth. Attendance and enthusiasm begin to wane. The key signals to look for in this stage are: removing people from the class' enrollment or ministry list; an attitude of protecting members; guests attend once and do not return; and there are references of how things "used to be." Instead of releasing members for ministry in other areas, the group begins to cling to its members. Where enthusiasm and anticipation was the attitude, the class begins to exhibit signs of nervousness and status quo.

Stage Five: Existing

At this stage, the group turns inward and becomes protective. Outreach is non-existent. In this stage, the class has lost a sense of purpose and members gather weekly for Bible study and a good visit. 



The Life Cycle of a Healthy Sunday School Class 
David Francis, Director of Sunday School, LifeWay Christian Resources of the Southern Baptist Convention 

There are obvious life cycles in nature. Tadpoles emerge as frogs, and caterpillars spin cocoons and reappear as butterflies. Couples experience life cycles, too. They begin as married with no kids and transition through raising a family, adjusting to the empty nest and then retiring. Of course, there are dozens of stages in between including challenges like illnesses, relocations and deaths. Even Sunday School classes have life cycles. But sometimes, like the cocoon that fails to produce a butterfly, Sunday School classes get stuck mid-cycle. Take a moment to consider how your Sunday School class is progressing through its life cycle. 

Reaching
This is the most exciting stage for a Sunday School class. The class is probably relatively new, and the leaders and members are still very motivated to reach out to each other and prospective new members. Absentees are contacted. Teachers strive to learn the stories of their members. Preschool and children's department workers get to know each child and his/her parents, and documenting things like allergies is of urgent importance. 
There is energy around building the group and enthusiasm for seeing boys, girls, men and women grow spiritually. It is an exciting phase of the class life cycle. Unfortunately, it tends to lose steam as the group grows and matures. Without intentional effort, the class is likely to settle into a comfortable routine where reaching takes a back seat.  This phase is rarely found naturally after the first two years of a group's life. 
Reviving

Sometimes a class that has been together more than two years gets fired up again about reaching -- reaching out to prospects, reaching in to members and reaching up through a new commitment to Bible study and prayer.  This situation isn't unusual in a class that has teams participating in FAITH or a similar Sunday School-based evangelistic ministry, or whose leaders have attended a training event such as Sunday School Week or other associational or state convention-sponsored training. This phase can last as long as the class leaders keep the fire stirred up, but without their enthusiasm, the natural life cycle will prevail.
Releasing

Another healthy way to prolong the growth of an adult class and keep it "on mission" is for class leaders to consistently encourage members to serve in the preschool, children and student departments. Great classes are proud of these "members in service" and recognize them in various ways including displaying their names on a poster or bulletin board or posting digital photos of these "missionaries" at work in their rooms. Class leaders should make sure that the best group leaders are assigned to stay in touch with these "associate members," passing along prayer needs to the teacher, communicating class news and inviting these "members in service" to social activities. By releasing members to serve, room is made for new folks and the reaching phase is prolonged. 

Reproducing

Eventually, a healthy growing class must face the decision of whether to reproduce itself by releasing several members to start a new class. Great classes plan for this decision ahead of time by having apprentice leaders in key positions – teacher, outreach leader, etc. – all along. Many of these apprentices will also be serving as care group leaders. 
I once heard a teacher refer to his class as "pregnant," meaning it was approaching the size where it needed to birth a new class. Like childbirth, this event will be both painful and joyful, and it should be anticipated like the birth of a new child. This could mean getting a new room ready or maybe even having a "shower" during which the new class receives a coffeemaker and other items that make a room welcoming. Providing leadership training for the new class "parents" should also occur. 
Reorganizing

Sometimes so many classes have reached a saturation point, age groups are so mixed up or room-to-participant ratios are so out of kilter that it is just time to reorganize the whole Sunday School program. This phase can be avoided if enough classes are releasing and reproducing. At some point, however, this phase becomes necessary if the Sunday School program is to return en masse to the reaching phase.
Is your Sunday School at that point? Do you have the courage to restart the life cycle in order to get back "on mission" to reach people for Christ and assimilate them into His church? I encourage you to take some time and assess the situation.


I love this church and believe God still has a big idea about us.  Let’s dare to dream again and dream big together!

By His grace and for His glory! 

Pastor Rob  















