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When I first began church planting in the North Eas, the basic core of a new start was my wife and me!   Several times a week we would take our baby boy and push him up and down the streets of our community, knocking on doors, and meeting people in the community telling our story and inviting them to consider joining the effort of planting a new church within the community. I began my ministry like others, under this concept of church planting and it certainly has worked over the years. However, we live in a post post modern generation that is constantly looking for ways to improve the church planting process. Will a church planter with only his wife along his side still be able to successfully plant a healthy growing church?  You bet!  But is their a better way to begin a church plant than simply having a husband and wife parachuted out into the wilderness and told to go get them?  Certainly anytime you can assist the church planter by having a team, or building a strong core group, will enable the new work to become more successful.
What’s Up with Core Groups?

The first question is "What is up with the phrase ‘core group’?"  The short answer to this question is, "A core group is the new church in its incubation form."  Another answer is that a core group is the initial gathering of individuals who begin a new church plant.  These core group members are those that are part of the new work as it moves towards launching its first public service.  Every now and then you will hear of a core group that is developed after its first public meeting, but that is rare in today’s church planting climate.  New churches have genetic codes that determine their nature.  Multiple factors input the development of this code.  Two primary sources of this encoding are the core group and ministry style of its pastoral leadership.  These two sources can dramatically impact the size, strength, health, personality and reproductive capacity of the new church.  Gerald Colbert, former church planting specialist with the North American Mission Board, has stated, “Your first 20 members will determine who your next 100 members will be--even if there will be a next 100.”  It is best if the core group reflects the ministry focus group and lives within the target area for the new church.  The gathering, developing and deploying of a core group is the process of preparing a new church for its planting. 
If a solid foundation has been accomplished there is absolutely no reason why there should not be a respectable gathering of people at the event. This then becomes the beginning of a worship center within that community that will consistently see the kingdom of darkness destroyed and the Kingdom of God extended. When every new church launches initially as a core group, a lighthouse has been lit and darkness must flee.

Robert Wilson, writer of the African American Church Planter’s Guide states, “The core group are those people you recruit to help you plan and launch the new work.”  
Two words of warning are added:

1. When gathering a core group, don’t recruit just anyone; be cautious and prayerful.

2. Remember that your core group will influence the attitudes of your new congregation for many years. (p. 52, 53)
Lyle Schaller further echoes the same opinion as he writes,

“From a long-term perspective one of the most significant decisions in planting new churches is the choice of that initial cadre of volunteer leaders.  A review of the experiences of new congregations reveals a huge array of alternative approaches for enlisting that initial cadre of volunteer leaders.  Perhaps the worst approach is to bless every person who comes along and volunteers to be a leader.  The second worst is the traditional search for warm bodies to fill vacant slots in the organizational table.  A far better approach is to seek volunteer leaders in a manner that is consistent with the vision behind the launch of this congregation.”
  

Strategies for Developing a Core Group 

Core group development happens in a variety of ways.  Steve Nerger veteran church planter from south Florida and now a church planting specialist, provides four timeless ways to build a core group
:
Core Group Development Types:

1. Core from Bible Studies: This group comes from one or more home Bible studies held in a certain community. Surveys are taken to find people in the target community who would be interested in hosting or attending a Bible Study in their own home. These people receive follow-up and groups for Bible Study are begun. After a period of time, the Bible study groups are invited to do some things together (i.e. picnic, joint Bible study, etc.). From there, plans are made to combine these studies on a Sunday morning to provide joint worship and the official start of a church.  Some church planters begin by pulling together a group of people, often in a Bible study.  As members of the study come to faith, the planter disciples and leads them to commit to becoming a church.  One can also speed the method up by raising several Bible study groups simultaneously and then bring them together to form the core for the new church.  The planter may begin three home Bible studies with 20 persons in each study.  This does not necessarily translate into a core group of 60 persons.  The core group may only be 15 to 20 individuals who become believers and are devoted to the new church plant.

2. Core from a Sponsor church: This group comes from an existing church. They are encouraged by the existing church to join the new congregation without any reservations. Their job is to be the leadership and bodies of the new congregation. Their bodies, talents, money, and everything else leaves the existing church for the mission. 

3. Block Parties: These usually work in lower economic communities where people will respond to someone meeting specific needs of the community. These can be very effective and profitable in reaching a large number of people in a short period of time. Often a church is started within weeks of the block party.

4. Revivals/Crusades: This occurs when a one or two-week concentrated effort is directed to a given community. The process is very simple. The community is softened to the gospel through previously held Back Yard Bible Clubs. These clubs are then followed up with two weeks of door-to-door evangelism, street evangelism, etc. At the beginning of the second week, revival services begin in the evening. By the time revival services begin the entire community knows that something big is happening. Revivals are often held under a tent. Groups for evangelism are recruited from all over the country. This usually leaves a core group to begin the church. It also leaves the core group with dozens, if not hundreds, of names and address to follow-up. One more thing, if this method is used, be sure to have adequate people (i.e. another group from out-of-town) after the meeting to do immediate follow-up.

5. People who live in target area: Another approach involves gathering people from the partner church who live in the area where the new church will locate or who are willing to drive into the area to provide a numerical and leadership base for the new church. This approach works well where:
· The colonizing model of church planting is being used (that is, planting a church to minister to the same type people as those in the partner church, in the same way the partner church has done ministry).

· The new church is in close proximity to the partnership church.

· The new church is expected to resemble the partnership church.

· The members of the partnership church closely resemble the makeup of the ministry focus group. 

Wisdom would remind you that it is crucial you enlist these people using the vision and core values for the new church as primary screening instruments, rather than giving an open invitation for people to become part of the church planting core group.  Members of the core groups should be people who share a common vision for reaching the targeted community.  
In addition, the following questions may be helpful in considering people who might volunteer to be part of a core group:

· Do these people match the people who make up the ministry focus group or the targeted area (if not, do they have cross-cultural skills)?

· How flexible, or rigid, are they in attitudes and relational skills?

· What is their level of spiritual maturity?

6.  Two or three Churches clustering together: An additional approach to enlisting and gathering a core group involves two or more churches clustering together to build a core group from their members. The same steps of enlistment apply to this model. This approach works well if the targeted area is some distance from the partnership churches, and if other churches in the general area have pastors with a kingdom vision who would commission some of their members who live in the targeted area to become part of the new church.
Developing a Core Group Through Bible Studies
The primary factor for gathering the core group is the vision for the new church.  A second factor is the make-up of the ministry focus group for the new church. Another factor is the new church's plan for growth, outreach, and evangelism.  In the current practice of church planting, there are many ways to identify and gather a core group.  Four basic ones are discussed here.  The first approach to gathering a core group is to develop​ the core group from people within the ministry focus group and target area (most of whom will be either recent converts and/or long-term, unchurched Christians). Sometimes this is viewed as a negative, "These folks have no church background; they don't know how we do things; they don't know the Bible; they don't know our traditions, et cetera." Here are some useful ways to develop your core group
:
1. Try to find one home to begin a neighborhood Bible study.

2. Work this Bible study by word of mouth and relationships.

3. Survey the area to find additional places to hold Bible studies and people interested in attending.

4. Find leaders to teach Bible studies. One person (i.e. the church planter) can teach multiple Bible studies on alternate nights. (This occurs usually at a different place every night.)

5. It would be good for the church planter to teach each of the Bible studies so he can gain the leadership of those who come. This will help as you eventually pull them all together for the start of the church in the future.

6. After groups are formed and functioning, pull them together for joint activities, such as a picnic, to promote the dream and allow them to meet each other. Give time for dreaming and communication.

7. Once the dream is grasped, meet weekly, with those interested, to pray and formulate a plan for public worship (i.e. how, when, where, etc.).

8. Hold joint services as the core (i.e. Sunday mornings). Do many relational things together (i.e. eat, go to ball games, picnics, birthday parties, etc.). The church planter should orchestrate these events.

9. Go public when the core is sufficient for your target group.

Some ideas you might want to reflect upon in regards to developing your core group would also center on the various principles you might want to establish within your new church’s core group.  Wise church planters would want to instill some basic practices, or tenants, within the core group such as Bible-based, faithful participation, regular tithing, and active expressions of evangelism among others.    Kennon Callahan states in his work, Effective Church Leadership:
We must begin with the grass roots of those persons who are not now participating in churches and, with and among them, help to create missional communities of reconciliation. . . We would want many unchurched persons to be early participants…It would not be helpful for the founding participants to consist solely or even primarily of already longtime churched persons. Mostly their experience will have been in stable and declining or dying churches. They will have learned well how to build stable and declining and dying churches, having learned the behavior patterns that focus on the functional, institutional approach to the local church.
  

Regardless of which approach you select, here are some key principles to use in gathering your core group:

1. Gather! Gather! Gather! Never stop gathering! The initial plan may call for 35 or 70 persons in the initial core group.  But, wise church planters never stop gathering when they have reached a preconceived idea they had at the initial conception of the work. Those that do, often discover later that the Lord might have had bigger plans for the work than the planter.  Also, some of your initial core group participants may not stick with the new work in the long run.  There may be other persons out there with the needed skills for the church's launch that are not identified yet.  So gather! Keep gathering! Never stop gathering!
2. Develop your written vision and be able to deliver it in a minute or in ten minutes! You usually will not be given an hour to deliver your vision, so develop different versions of the vision that are able to be delivered in a minute, three minutes, 10 minutes and 20 minutes.  These shorter versions will serve you well at coffee shops and public places where your goal is to make a connection not deliver the presidential address.  Gerald Colbert reminds us that the “vision is to the new church what a personal testimony is to the individual believer.”  The planter begins casting the vision with individuals and small groups during the core group gathering phase.
3. Have some printed items to leave with potentially interested people.  It may be a brochure that explains the vision and core values, a business card, a refrigerator magnet, or a pen with the church's name and phone number.  Be sure to have a web address of your new church on the piece so you can allow them the freedom to seek more information without feeling they are being forced into an immediate decision regarding the participation with the church.
4. Enlist committed core group members to work with you.  Don't go it alone, get others involved early in the process.  Maybe teach through a process like Oscar Thompson's Concentric Circles of Concern or Oikos Evangelism.
5. Look for those divine appointments.  For the person walking under the leadership of God's Spirit, there are no chance contacts.  God will work out divine appointments if the planter is constantly praying and sensitive to the persons God brings into his path.

6. Ask appropriate questions and listen to their responses.

7. Never go a day as a church planter without telling your story and sharing your vision with at least 10 people!  The more you do life together with people and share your story, the greater the chance you have of gathering sufficient individuals for your core group.  Look for ways to meet many people daily and do not allow yourself to become secluded in a small room that serves as your office where the chance of reaching new people is zero!  Get out there and meet as many people daily as you possible can.
8. Use formal and informal meetings to gather.  I would go to grocery stores and sit down on a bench where the husband is often sitting and just talk.  Walking down the main business area of town and stopping by is another way to make continual contacts.  Going to events where kids are playing sports is a great way to connect with their parents.  Participating in men’s events is perhaps the strongest way to reach a family, because if you reach the man you will usually reach the entire family unit.  An often overlooked method of gathering is the surveying of new communities (new to you at least), doing picnics in parks, opening your home to gatherings for coffee and snacks, and playing games. Doing life together enables you to cast vision and enlist others with a personal and explicit invitation.
Bill Tinsley says, “Core groups are best developed in informal meetings of interested persons.  Through these meetings relationships are nurtured, spiritual truth explored, and questions asked.  A strong core group is developed that will give rise to a healthy new church.”
  
Key Characteristics for Core Group Members

Any contractor will tell you that the most important phase in the actual assembly of a building is laying the foundation. My father is a builder and I can remember many times working long, hot hard hours out in the middle of mud to insure the foundation of an elevator pit was perfect before we began to construct the foundation.  If it was off even the slightest at the base of the building, it could be multiplied ten times over as the high rise grew in the air. There are many things that can be changed in a building later on, but the hardest thing to change is the foundation. The point is that you must make sure the foundation is laid exactly the way you want it. Consequently, Pastor John Iuliano declares, when picking a nucleus or core group the main question to ask is: “What if the new church were a multiplication of these people?”
 If you feel excited about this prospect, then you have a great core group. Here is a list of basic characteristics to look for in people you work with. Please note that they do not necessarily have to score 100% on each quality. A pass will do! God is still working on all of us, and if there is a desire to grow, then the qualities that are not so strong will by God's grace become stronger. 
1. Genuine love for God.

This is reflected by a person's devotional life, mode of worship, conversation and general demeanor. Church is all about knowing God and loving Him. Foundational people need to exhibit this quality. They need to be full of God, full of the Holy Spirit and radiate an enthusiasm that reflects their love for God.

2. Genuine love for people.

If there is no genuine love for people, there is no pure motivation for ministry. People are never meant to be seen as stepping stones to higher recognition. Jesus died for people. People make up the body of Christ, and serving people is what ministry is all about.

3. Faithful, loyal and dependable.

Nothing solid is ever built on people that are only committed as long as it suits their agenda. When it doesn't, they are gone. A core group needs to consist of faithful, loyal and dependable people that if the going gets tough, they will stick it through. You need people who are loyal to the church planter, the church and each other.

4. Teachable.

A teachable person has a sweet spirit, a servant's heart and is constantly looking to improve and grow. An unteachable person has a hard spirit, suffers from insecurity and is out to prove to the world they know something. The core group must bring their talents to the church plant as servants. Their attitude must be: “I'm here to serve the church”, rather than “the church is here to give me an outlet for my greatness.” A teachable person has no problem adjusting to fit in with the vision, values and philosophy of the new church. They are there because they want to be involved in church planting.
The Core Group Meeting
Ask 100 people when you should hold core group meetings and you will get about 60 different answers!  After the dust settles from your poll you will discover that people who would come to your core group prefer to do this during weekday evenings in someone’s home.  There are advantages and disadvantages to this plan.  We have discovered that many church planters are using a Sunday morning approach with a private launch of core group gathering and development.  They often say something like, “We are going to plant a church in this community.  In preparation for this we are meeting for Bible study and a fellowship time on Sunday morning.”  This "Bible study and fellowship time" often looks a lot like Sunday School and worship.  Because the church plant is described as a future event, the expectation levels are lowered and people will accept a lower standard of excellence in the core gathering phase than after the church has launched.  Some find Sunday meetings a good alternative.  The church planter should form the core group with a proper understanding of its purpose.  It exists to become the basis of leadership necessary to make possible the launching of a new church.  The core group members may come from the “harvest,” that is, they may be made up of unchurched people.  They may be formerly churched, or never churched.  They may be carnal Christians, or they may be new Christians. Other core group members will be believers who enjoy the adventure of planting a new church. Though they already posses a degree of training, do not forget they need training and orientation before you place them into serviced and leadership.
The church planter should direct his Core Group Studies toward accomplishing at least four (4) objectives:

1. Impart—Share from your heart how God revealed to you the new church’s purpose, core values, vision, and belief statements.  You may consult the Foundational Statements worksheets for assistance in articulating these statements.  This process of vision casting is vital and should be done naturally, but intentionally, throughout the process.  Your goal is to impart your passion for the new church to them.  The core group members should own your vision and be energized by it.  They will become your most valuable vision-casters as you develop the new church.

2. Implant—Spend the necessary time in the studies to implant basic biblical truths into the lives of the core group members.  Your leaders need to be well grounded as disciples in order to make other disciples.  Twenty-one (21) Core Group Studies on various critical themes follow for your help in this process.  Make sure you convey to the core group your new church will be built on the solid rock of the Word of God and the Lordship of Christ.

3. Instruct—In addition to imparting purpose, values and vision, as well as implanting the Biblical basics, the church planter should instruct the core group members in key areas.  He should help them know the difference between the roles of form and function in doing church.  He should also help them grasp what it means to experience authentic community, your approach to outreach, how you will worship, develop leaders, organize the church for ministry, and address stewardship.  These are all included in the Core Group Studies.

4. Implement—The church planter should be at ease in using some of the study time for practical implementation as well.  He can lay out the organizational structure, lead in setting goals, do evaluation, and assign and train members for responsibilities in preparation for launch Sunday and beyond.  He will solicit the input of the core group in planning the first 100 days.  An instrument to guide this process is included as a worksheet.  Selected activities from this plan can be shared in brochure form on launch day to create interest and ongoing involvement.

 Philip Bryant provides wise counsel for the church planter on how to conduct the core group meetings. The core group meeting should be held on a weekly basis for a minimum of three months prior to the establishment of the new church.  These meetings need to consist of a number of elements so as to be effective in preparing people for involvement in establishing the new church.  The meeting should consist of the following elements:

· Worship
· Training 
· Prayer (This should be focused on specific issues related
to the establishment of the new church.)

· Planning (Some planning should be done each week relating to the different stages of the church’s development.  Every opportunity should be taken to reinforce the vision at these meetings.) 

· Offering (As a sign of commitment to the new church, an offering should be received at each core group meeting. This is also used to build up a fund to pay for the establishment costs of the new church.)

Gift Sets that need to be in a Core Group

It is vital that as you begin your core group development that you look for gift sets that will enable the new church to flourish!  For instance, I can not sign a lick so I always looked for someone who could lead the worship and praise area of our new church since it was clear from the moment I open my mouth to sing that I was not going to draw anyone with my vocal range and quality. Because we live in a culture that expects music in church then it is especially important that the church planter gather some singers and musicians in their core group. From the outset you are trying to put together a team of gifted music people, children’s ministers, youth workers, small group Bible study leaders, gifted evangelists, and various support needs from your core group. These individuals with their various gift sets will allow you to move the plant in the direction it should go. 
The style of people within your core leadership team should reflect the style of church you want to plant. If you want to plant a rather radical style church that appeals to youth and young families then include people in your team that find it easy to adapt to this style of this church. Sooner or later the conservative type person will become agitated and leave. The more talented the team the easier it is for the church planter. He will be able to delegate much to people of talent. If the team is made up of novices, don't delegate too much leadership immediately. Give them responsibility but leadership should only be given in proportion to the person's ability to handle it properly. Remember the cardinal rule: It is easier to give leadership away than take it back! Aubrey Malphurs reminds us that: “The commitment of the existent, potential core group is critical if a church is to be planted…The group must make the strongest of commitments to the new work.”
  Robert Wilson makes the statement: “Vision sharing with members of the core group is a critical process to obtaining goal ownership…A vision cannot be established in an organization by edict, or by exercise of power or coercion.  It is more an act of persuasion, of creating an enthusiastic and dedicated commitment to a vision because it is right for the time, right for the organization, and right for the people who are working in it.  Note where there is little or no ownership of vision, usually there is little or no commitment; where there is high ownership of vision, usually there is high commitment.”
   William Tinsley offers these words on developing commitment in a core group: “People seldom enter the core group meeting initially with a commitment to be a part of this new church.  More often, they come exploring, searching, evaluating.  If, in the course of the gathering meetings, they find themselves drawn together with other persons in a shared experience of faith, emotional trust, and vision, they become committed members of the core group…No one needs to make any commitment to be a part of the new church in order to attend.  These meetings are designed to answer questions, provide a feel for the leaders of the new mission, create group interaction, and enable people to make a decision about involvement in the new church.  Not everyone who attends these sessions will choose to be a part of the new church.  This is totally acceptable and completely to be expected.  Reducing expectations in this way reduces threat and encourages participation.  However many who attend will, in fact, become a part of the new church.”
 

Divide the Core Group into Five Tier Leadership
Anytime you divide a core group you ought to be doing this subtly so as not to cause a rift with other group participants and members. Jesus set the precedent when He divided His disciples. At one stage He had thousands following Him but His divisions went something like this:

Tier One: Peter, James and John

Tier Two: The Twelve

Tier Three: The Seventy

Tier Four: The 120 - 500

Tier Five: The Crowds
In a core group, my basic divisions would be:
Tier One: The “Inner Circle” of leaders who carry responsibility for the church.

Tier Two:  The Movers and Shakers type of leaders who carry a task for an area of ministry within the new work.

Tier Three: The first “75” committed adults within the core groups. Those are the nucleus for the leaders of the launch.

Tier Four: The launch group that forms the initial new church after the opening day and weeks of a new work.
Tier Five: The Community, Crowds and Congregation that move the church forward towards a goal of impacting the community with the new churches message.
Wrapping It Up!
There is still one question you might want to discuss with other veteran church planters regarding core group development and that has to do with allowing the core group to continue on after the church is launched.  There are people on both sides of the issue, so you will have to determine that which is best for you.  I have done both and my belief after being burned by some within a core group that just could not allow new people into to their click is to phase out the core group and move into church group.  Philip Bryant holds this belief when he states, “It must also be remembered that once the church begins public worship services the Core Group should never meet again.  Core Group members need to simply become part of the church.  They need to spread themselves among the new attendees, welcome them and involve themselves in their lives.  In this way they become the ‘leaven’ that unites the new church.”
 Identifying and discussing this issue prior to the church's launch can help planters and core group members.  Knowledge of these potential challenges may lessen the impact, but will not eliminate them.  
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