Conference Plan

Extreme Sunday School Challenge
John McClendon is President of the 4:12 Network and Discipleship Pastor at Northside Baptist Church in Murfreesboro, TN. 
Advanced Preparation

· Secure copies of Extreme Sunday School Challenge, by Bruce Raley and David Francis, for each participant. Read the book in preparation for this training. Available from LifeWay.com; print book can be purchased for $1.50 or you can download the free PDF from LifeWay.com/DavidFrancis.
· Print copies of the conference handout for each participant.

· Secure felt-tip markers and tear sheets. 
· Secure appropriate LifeWay Sunday School curriculum for display and reference.
· If using PowerPoint, review the slides.  If you aren’t using the PowerPoint, consider choosing slides to print as posters or preparing tear sheets with key points.
Note: This plan was written with the understanding that leaders for all age groupings would be attending. You may need to customize the plan to fit the needs of a conference for one age grouping. You may also find the Talking Points (available as a free download from LifeWay.com/DavidFrancis) helpful for optional ideas. 
Step One: Introduction
As participants enter, call attention to the statistics graph you have printed (use the PowerPoint Slide #2) or created. Encourage them to respond to the following questions:

What does this chart reveal about the challenges facing the church today? 
Do you think the chart accurately portrays what has happened in our community? 
Based on these statistics and this description of our culture, what do you believe the future of our church might be? Of our Sunday School group(s)?

After most have arrived, introduce the group to the book, Extreme Sunday School Challenge (ESSC), and point out that on p. 35, Bruce Raley and David Francis proposed that we are living in a pre-Christian culture instead of a post-Christian culture.  
Ask: What is the difference between post- and pre-Christian? Do you agree with the assertion made in the book? Explain. 

After allowing discussion, explain that, even though the challenges are great, there is hope for the church and for Sunday School! 
Say: Sunday School is the vehicle that can reintroduce Christ and His message of hope and salvation to the masses—to the post- and pre-Christian community, IF we are willing to take on the challenge! This hope is about beginnings, not endings. It is about your class and its beginning; it is about new classes beginning like the class Bruce Raley talks about in the book. 

Direct the group to locate the story of Bruce’s new class start (ESSC, 4). Encourage them to read the story.

Introduce yourself to the group and share a story about your Sunday School group and its beginning.

Invite participants to gather in groups of three, introduce themselves, and share the story about the beginning of their Sunday School group. Call on volunteers to share their stories with the entire group. 
Share the goal of this conference: Learning how to take on the challenge of reaching out to our lost world with the message of Christ through our Sunday School groups. It is about giving them the hope we have all experienced.
Ask the participants to stand if they are willing to face the challenge of offering the message of hope through their Sunday School group(s).
Pray asking God to give the group eyes to see the needs of the masses and the faith to take on the challenge of moving forward in reaching out to them.
State: The creation of new groups is essential if this hope is to be realized.  Creating new groups provides the vehicle for Sunday Schools and churches to make an impact on our communities and the world. So, the challenge is actually creating these new groups! This is why there is hope through Sunday School. We have everything in place to begin new groups.
Distribute the conference handout and instruct the group to write in the challenge section: To start new groups.

Explain that during this conference, they will discover the potential of new groups, the elements required for starting a new group, and the possibilities for a new group. 
Step Two:  Potential of the Challenge: Expand Your Purpose of Sunday School
Ask: What comes to mind when someone mentions attending Sunday School? Capture responses on a tear sheet or marker board. Emphasize that, as Sunday School leaders, we have to clarify our purpose and communicate that purpose so members can rise to the challenge with us. 
Instruct the group to review the definition for Sunday School on the conference handout (also on page 7 of ESSC) to identify anything that challenges them to think differently about their Sunday School group(s). 
Review the following, asking them to consider how they might think differently about the purpose of their group. Use pages 7-16 (ESSC) for additional information. Encourage the group to take notes on the handout as each item is discussed.
Open Group
An open group is one that expects and plans for new people every time the group meets. If Sunday School groups are to produce disciples, each group must be open to new people.

Ongoing Group
This is a group with no set ending date. Once the group begins, the intent is for the group to continue in some form or fashion, welcoming new people and saying goodbye to others.

Balanced Group
Maintaining the balance between content and community places the Sunday School organization in a position to be the primary evangelistic arm of a church as well as the entry point for the assimilation ministry.

Disciple Producing and Maturing Group
Read Colossians 1:28. Lead the group to identify the goal in this passage and what is involved in accomplishing the goal. (Goal: present everyone mature in Christ; Getting there: proclaim, warning, teaching with wisdom, labor, His strength). Bruce Raley stated that, “You cannot catch what you cannot identify” (ESSC, 9). Direct the group to page 9 (ESSC) and to answer the two questions in bold. Invite volunteers to share their answers.

Optional Activity: Divide the group into teams of 4-6. Direct them to move to tear sheets you have placed on the wall and to draw a picture that illustrates or to make a list of words that describes the qualities of a mature believer. Discuss their illustrations and lists.
Ask: How do we know if we are presenting mature believers to Christ? 
Emphasize that being a mature disciple goes beyond knowledge. It relates to attitudes, actions, ministry and service. Again, we must clarify what the end result will be.

Ask: How should these four realities change the way you teach? Your approach to biblical content? The way you organize your group? The way you lead your group? The way you plan? Direct participants to select a partner and discuss their responses. Call for volunteers to share their insights.
Explain that, just as in Colossians 1:28, there was a process for moving people to maturity that included teaching, investment of time and labor, and it requires His strength and wisdom.

State: A group that accomplishes these things will be characterized by four results: evangelism, engaged in ministry, stewardship, and influence. 
1. Evangelistic Group
Call attention to this statement written on a large sheet of paper: Separating Bible study and evangelism takes us away from the biblical model. Do you agree or disagree with this statement? 
Allow the group to discuss.
Explain that, historically, Sunday School was considered the evangelistic arm of the church. Yet, in recent years, evangelism has been separated. Bruce and David explain that, “Sunday School was cast singularly in the educational ministry role. When that view took hold, the primary ministry of Sunday School was educating people about the Bible.” (ESCS, 11)
Highlight this statement (ESSC, 11):  Sunday School was relegated to a one-hour-a-week Bible study time, with a secondary function of ministry to members and prospects. With this new direction, evangelism was expected to take place in special events, revivals, worship services, etc.
Ask: Do you see this taking place in your church? What are the dangers of this approach, considering the culture we live in today? What would an evangelistic focused group look like? What needs to change in order to make your group(s) more evangelistically focused? 

Invite response and capture ideas on a tear sheet or marker board.
Optional Activity: Ask participants to form teams of 4-6 and to move to tear sheets placed on the wall with the questions listed on each. Instruct them to describe how an evangelistic focused group would function. Discuss their responses.
Encourage the group to take on the Sunday School challenge of evangelism. Emphasize that people can’t come to Christ if they don’t hear the gospel (Romans 10:14). 
State: One of the best places for them to hear the gospel is in a Sunday School group where they can come in contact with people who have already embraced Christ, are living for Christ in community, and are studying His Word together! But they must be invited in order for them to hear. They must have someone go to them; this must be maturing believers!
2. Ministry Engaging Group

Read aloud 1 Corinthians 12:7. 
Explain: The Spirit chooses to manifest Himself through every believer. The key is our obedience and submission. Only as we mature in Christ can we fully understand how the Spirit takes our talents, skills, and experiences to produce through us ministry that builds up the body of Christ. Opportunities for ministry must be provided so maturing disciples can practice and express what they are learning through Bible study. It begins in the group and moves outward to other avenues of service through Sunday School and beyond. The Sunday School is the incubator for engaging people in ministry.
Direct participants to the listing on page 14 (ESSC). Provide additional information and helps as appropriate based on your experience, situation, and the following information: 

How to Organize an Adult Open Sunday School Group: http://www.lifeway.com/Article/How-to-Organize-an-Adult-Open-Sunday-School-Group
Organizing the Adult Class: http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Leadership-Training-Webcast-Organizing-the-Adult-Class 
If other age-group leaders are present, present a listing of possible ministry opportunities for each age group. Use the following as a reference:

Job descriptions for childhood ministry: http://www.lifeway.com/Article/job-descriptions-for-childhood-ministry 

Purchase the digital book or download the free supplemental materials from the Essentials for Excellence training guide: http://www.lifeway.com/Article/essentials-for-excellence-free-sunday-school-downloads
Review the possible ways a person could be engaged in ministry through the Sunday School. After discussing the potential ministry opportunities, instruct the group to identify the ministry responsibilities they believe they need to be successful as a Bible study group and to record the responsibilities on the conference handout in the Ministry Leader section. (NOTE: You may want to suggest they define these responsibilities by task such as prayer leader, greeter, coffee supplier). Once finished, instruct them to list potential leaders for each responsibility in the next column.
Option for Adult Leader Conference: Remind adult group leaders that the health of the entire Sunday School organization depends on adult groups discipling and maturing individuals and then challenging them to be engaged in ministry throughout the entire organization. Every other age-group depends on the adult groups for their leadership.
Challenge participants to enlist those leaders to help in their group. Suggest that adult group leaders share the names of potential leaders with the other age-group leaders and give them your blessings for approaching them about leading. Encourage them to take it one more step; releasing your group leaders to help begin a new group in the future; then, enlist more leaders!

State: It’s simple: The more groups, the more opportunities for ministry given to members within those groups. Carrying out a ministry responsibility is one way people move forward in their discipleship. You can be a catalyst for engaging your group in ministry.
3. Stewardship Supporting Group
Begin by saying: It costs money to start a new group. Curriculum for a new group of 10 can cost around $200 for the year (10 Personal Study Guides and Leader Resources times four). That means we will have additional expenses for every group we start. However, if each person in a Bible study group gives an average of $20 per week, that group of 10 will contribute over $10,000 to the church during that same year (Note: $20 per week represents $100 per month or the tithe of a monthly income of $1,000). 
Help participants understand that starting new groups will help the church not only multiply the opportunities for ministry, but will, in time, give them the additional funds to continue to expand those ministries. Refer to ESSC, page 15 for insight as needed.
Optional Activity: Depending on the audience, consider using the Appendix activity (ESSC, 46) to help church leaders see the specific stewardship needs that could be met from creating new groups.
4. Influence Expanding Group

Ask: If we were to stop by a grocery store or gas station near your church and asked for directions to your church, what kind of response do you think you would get? Do people in your community know your church is there? 
Invite response. 

State: Wouldn’t it be sad if we kept all we have talked about so far a secret? Sadly, that is what takes place if we aren’t starting new groups. New groups represent new circles of friends and new opportunities to influence more people with the message of the gospel!

Propose the following process: relationships are built, gospel is heard, hearing leads to faith, faith moves people to salvation, salvation leads to maturity, maturity leads to service.  Read aloud 2 Timothy 3:14-17, calling for participants to identify the steps of the process in Timothy’s life. 

Explain that each Bible study leader has the opportunity to follow Timothy’s lead and help move others toward maturity. Remind participants of the definition of Sunday School (ESSC, 7), characterizing the organization as a way to move people along the maturity process. Explain that new groups will be needed if we are to make this possible. 
Step Three:  Essentials of the Challenge: You Need a Plan
Explain that there must be some basic essentials in place for the starting of healthy new groups. 

Essential 1: Identify a Catalyst

Explain that a catalyst is one who causes an action to occur or one who incites activity. In Sunday School, a catalyst is the one who has a vision for a new group and then works toward the creation of that group. Explain further using content on pages 18-19 (ESSC).
Instruct the group to list potential catalysts on the conference handout under You Need a Plan, Essential 1: Identify a Catalyst. Emphasize that they need to be a catalyst to. Challenge them to be the catalyst for the catalysts!
Essential 2: Multiply Your Leaders
Remind the group of the list of potential leaders they previously identified on the conference handout in the section Ministry Leaders. Emphasize the importance of properly enlisting and training these leaders. 
Present a summary of Multiply Leaders: Step-by-Step (ESSC, 23-29) to explain how to enlist and train leaders. 
Supplemental materials can be gleaned from these articles:
Enlisting Great Sunday School Leaders: http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Enlisting-great-Sunday-School-leaders 

Enlist Adult Class Leaders with Purpose: http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Enlist-Adult-Class-Leaders-with-Purpose 

Instruct the group to formulate their process for building their team of leaders and to record their plan on the conference handout under You Need a Plan, Essential 2: Multiply Your Leaders.
Essential 3: Capitalize on Enrollment
Call attention to the third paragraph on page 29 of ESSC, directing a volunteer to read the paragraph (For many churches, Sunday School is not evangelistic. It can’t be . . . there are no lost people in the classes!)
Lead the group to discuss by asking: How would you word the principle behind this paragraph? How would you illustrate this principle? Does it reflect the current state of your Sunday School group? 
State: The simple fact is this—the more lost people enrolled in Sunday school, the more likely we are to see people come to faith in Christ. Call for the group to explain why they think this is true. Supplement the discussion using the information found on pages 29-30 (ESSC).
Challenge leaders to ALWAYS ask guests this question: would you like to join our Bible study group? (as opposed to can you fill out this guest form)   
Emphasize the fact that enrolled individuals are ministered to more effectively and consistently by ministry group leaders.

Essential 4: Start with the Right DNA.
Explain: A new group needs the right DNA make-up in order to succeed. This begins with enlisting the right individuals from a pool of prepared leaders in an established group so the class can survive.  The leaders who begin a new group must then commit to three DNA essentials so the group can grow and thrive. 
Call attention to the content on pages 31-32 (ESSC). Review the content with the group.

Disciple-making at the core. The goal is, through a balance of teaching biblical content and building community, to make disciples. If there isn’t a balance the group might not survive.

Network of people on mission. Relationships are key to a group sustaining growth. These relationships are developed as the new group enlists leaders to help maintain relationships so everyone can feel as if they belong. But, the process doesn’t stop there, it continues as the group joins hands together to be on mission to reach out to others.
Accountable for sending leaders and starting new groups. This process begins all over again as a group matures and prepares itself to begin another new group. Consider starting another new group every 18-24 months.

Step Four: You Need to Embrace the Possibilities
State: We began this conference by looking at the population versus attendance statistics. You were asked to take on the challenge to change this. Let’s talk now about where to start.
Direct participants to scan pages 38-42 and identify one or two possible groups that need to be reached that are not currently being reached by their church. Call for them to record the group or groups on their conference handout under Embrace the Possibilities. Invite volunteers to identify the groups they listed. Encourage them to explain why that group stood out over the rest. 
Characterize the groups listed as mission fields waiting for a missionary to arrive. Explain that a new Bible study group just for them could be that missionary. Challenge them to either be or support a missionary to start that new group. 
Step Five: Conclusion

Remind the participants of the story of the birth of the new group started by Bruce that was shared at the beginning of the conference (ESSC, 4). Call attention to the story of Bruce’s class experience on pages 44-45 (ESSC). Direct participants to read the story, looking for the results. 
Ask rhetorically: Do you think that same thing could happen in your church? What keeps it from happening? Challenge participants to find a way to remove the roadblocks to starting new groups, being a part of the solution. 

Ask: What would happen if every church were to start 1 new class for every 100 people they have in attendance today? How would that impact your church? Call attention to the Embrace the Possibilities section on the conference handout. Lead participants to record their average attendance in the space provided and the number of new groups they would start if they started 1 new group per 100 in attendance.
If participants are from the same church, identify the number of new groups to start if they started 1 new group for every 100 in attendance. If participants are from different churches, invite representatives from each congregation to share the number of classes they would create and add them to determine a total number represented by the group. 

(Note: If every Southern Baptist church took the challenge, 40,000 new groups would be created every year. Within five years, we could see 2 million more people in life-changing Bible study! That is truly worth the challenge! It starts with individuals willing to take the challenge to start just one new group.)
Ask: Are you willing to take the challenge? Lead the participants to sign and date their conference handout, indicating their willingness to take the challenge. Challenge the group to share their commitment with someone in the next two days and begin to develop a plan for starting a new group. 
Close in prayer, asking God for the strength and wisdom to engage communities through starting new Bible study groups.
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