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	Advice from an Experienced Leader

Build confidence as you care for your people and guide exploration of God's truth.

An Interview with Kevin Rapp


Kevin Rapp is a small-group ministry coach for Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky. He leads his own weekly small group, which has been together for three years. He has led small groups for five years and has been in groups for ten years. Here are Kevin's insights and coaching tips about issues that most affect a new group leader.

SmallGroups.com: What are the three most important things a leader should keep in mind?

Kevin Rapp: First, be assured: there is a purpose for you being the group leader. Remember you are doing this as a service for God and know he will empower you to do his work. Second, be prepared. The best way to feel comfortable is to be prepared. Study what you will be covering, prepare the questions and think through how people will respond. Third, pray for the members of the group, that they will benefit in the way God desires. Pray for your wisdom and discernment and for the health and growth of the group. 

What are the most important character traits of a small-group leader?

Be someone who can speak the truth of the Bible or the subject being discussed as it relates to the Bible in a way that makes it relevant. Be able to relate well with the members of the group. Many leaders are fearful of not knowing the answer to the questions. Saying, "I do not know" is far better than hoping to give the right answer. Following up with the answer at the next meeting shows you care enough to research the answer.
A leader must know how to breathe life into others, have a love or growing desire for sharing God with others, and have a desire to see others grow spiritually. I fully believe people do not care how much you know until they know how much you care. It is also very important to know how to guide discussion by commanding attention rather than demanding it. This is often done in a very gentle style. Remember that the people attending the group are typically there for fellowship and learning, in that order. If they are not enjoying the experience they more than likely will not return.

How can I contribute to a welcoming atmosphere in the group?

Greet people by name with a warm smile, ask them how they are doing and follow up on prayer requests: "John, great to see you, how's it going…how's your mom doing?" Make sure the room is comfortable, clean, and has food and drink out. Let everyone know they have refrigerator rights. Let people feel your house is their house.

How can I get the group off to a good start in the first meeting?

Share great food and drink along with great stories. Get people to share and laugh by asking some great icebreakers. Some of the best I have used are, "Tell us about yourself, your job, where you go to church," and, "What was your first job as a teenager and what stood out the most for you about this job?" 
I usually make the first meeting about introduction and going over what we are going to study, including a lesson to introduce the topic. If the study is 90 minutes long, I spend 30 minutes for social fellowship, 30 minutes in study time, then 30 minutes for discussion. The study time during the first meeting is usually 10 minutes shorter due to having some good introduction questions for the group. 

How much should I talk and how much should I let group members contribute?

I do my best to talk less than 25 percent during question and answer or sharing time. I am only there to guide. Do not be afraid of silence. Silence will drive others to share. It helps to smile, nod, or just look down in the book or Bible during the silent periods. People will open up and the sharing will take place.

How can I keep the discussion on track when it wanders? 

Say something like, "Great point. Thanks for sharing. Let's see what others have to say about …" Affirm the person. Offending someone may cause others to avoid sharing, or hurt attendance and growth of the group. Jon Weiner, small groups pastor at Southeast Christian Church, suggests during the first meeting to let everyone know when the leader tugs on their ear, it is time to wrap up your answer or sharing. Do this in a very light-hearted but serious way. 

What if the discussion wanders to a place more fruitful than the curriculum?

I enjoy letting it go where it needs to go. I have to remember God's ways are greater than mine. People love it, grow from it, and become more involved in the group. This is often when community really takes place and the group as a whole is taken to a new level. The only caution is making sure that when the Holy Spirit has done his job, we get back to the matters at hand after giving thanks for what just happened. 

How can I help shy people open up and contribute to the group?

Make an effort to get to know the shy people. When they ask you a great question or share insight in a one-on-one situation, ask them to share during the session. If they don't want to, don't push. If they do, let them know you would like to let the group know who provided you with the question or insight. When they speak others tend to really listen, because the quiet ones typically have something very valuable to say when they talk.

What do I do with the person who dominates the conversation?

Speak with the person alone on the side about this. Have the talk while still at the meeting if possible. Otherwise make a call within a day or two after the meeting. Affirming them for sharing is important. You can also get the "talker" on your team by asking him or her to share and open up. This can range from the "talker" just not talking as much or enlisting the "talker" to ask others in the group their thoughts regarding the topic. 

What can I do when someone becomes disruptive or rude? 

Let them know they are being disruptive or rude by giving a nod or tugging on the ear, as I mentioned earlier. If this does not work you may need to take a break and let the person know what they are doing is disturbing. Not letting this get to you and softening the blow when a rude or hurtful comment takes place is important. Change the topic, if needed.

How can I build prayer and spiritual formation into my group's life?

Ending the group time with prayer is a great way. Have the men and ladies break off and pray for each other as a group. Have the men take home a handwritten prayer request from another man and the women do the same. Include a phone number or e-mail to keep in touch. This was used in one of the first groups I led and the results were amazing. Five of the twenty people came to Christ. I had very little to do with it. Instead, the Holy Spirit did it through the group caring about each other and helping each other grow.

How do I measure success in my group? 

The most important and simplest goal is for the group to grow closer to Christ and one another. It is also a great success if the group meets for more than a season and develops leaders from within to start new groups. However, the group I mentioned earlier where five people came to Christ and made lasting friendships only met for one season. 
I really want to stress not measuring the success of the group with too high a standard or expectation. The first group a person leads may be a smashing success and the next not so much. Either way the success goes to God and the work is done for God. 

What has been your biggest surprise as a leader? 

People coming to a Bible study for their first time. The questions they ask are typically incredible because they are simply seeking the truth. They are also often intimidated about not fitting in. Treat them no differently than the others. Make them feel welcome. 

What has been your biggest continuing challenge?

Keeping up with everything going on in the lives of the members of the group on top of my own day-to-day commitments. It is important not to over commit. I need to plan my week and make sure I make time to pray for folks and stay on top of studying and preparing for the group. Having a routine and some level of organization really helps to make this not only doable, but also incredibly rewarding. 

How can I build and keep confidence as a group leader?

Reading the Bible to gain understanding and deepening the relationship with God is my greatest source of confidence building. God is my greatest encourager. It has always been good to have a friend as an encourager near me. It is humbling to remember you are the one who is not only being led to do this, but you are the person the members of your group look up to and have decided to join. This is a great responsibility and privilege. 
God wants you to be wildly successful. He trusts you with his children. Be excited about this and know that your confidence comes from the creator of the universe. He has confidence in you to do his work. How cool is that?

—Kevin Rapp is a small-group ministry coach for Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky.

