Partnering Church Networks 

“The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone.” Ex. 18:18 (NIV)
Balancing Our Commitment To God’s Mission With Our Quest For Autonomy

Every Southern Baptist Church is autonomous and self-governing, believing that the Bible teaches that they should operate under the lordship of Christ alone. As a result, our churches have passionately guarded their autonomy when dealing with sister churches, associations, state conventions, the agencies of our denomination, and other denominations. Southern Baptists also passionately believe that God has commanded every believer to take the gospel to every person in every community. The Great Commission is our mission.  It is a task however, much too large for one church to accomplish on its own. Therefore, throughout our history we have worked hard at, and been successful in, balancing our love for autonomy with our commitment to God’s mission by partnering with churches and our agencies.
The Role of Networks in North America
Networks are reshaping leaders and churches in North America. Driven by a quest for peer-to-peer learning, relationships, and mission partnerships – planters and pastors alike are seeking networking opportunities to enhance their capacity to lead their churches, fulfill their callings, and advance the Kingdom of God. Networks are becoming a major part of church life in North America, becoming the venue of choice for equipping and consultation for many of our leaders – a venue which continues to allow us to balance our love for autonomy with our commitment to God’s mission. 
The majority of the networks have been formed to facilitate personal or church development, but a new trend is emerging that signifies a desire to collaborate together, even across denominational lines, to advance the kingdom of God. We are rediscovering that success is dependent upon our ability to form partnerships and work well (collaborate) with others. For many, these networks may be seen as a threat. In spite of the methodology we should ask, “Are we moving from independence to interdependence and interconnectivity once again?” If so, do we resist the movement toward networks or do we build upon what is happening across North America?  

Cooperation Vs. Collaboration
Webster’s Dictionary defines collaboration and cooperation in similar ways, placing an emphasis upon “working with another or others as a team.” Those who collaborate or cooperate are driven by a vision of something greater than their current reality. With their similarities, it is important that we also understand their differences. Cooperation says “join me” while collaboration says “let’s address the issue, seek solutions, together.” Cooperation then typically has someone, or a group, that has developed a process to deal with the situation or problem at hand. They have a strategy, and therefore a leader, who calls for participants to work in harmony toward a common goal. Collaboration, however, starts with a problem and a desire among the participants to discover the solution together. Collaboration is dependent upon the ability of the group to work closely together and requires a skilled facilitator with a consuming passion to each the lost instead of a typical teacher/leader. The goal of collaboration is new learning, new ways of working together – it’s about sharing and modifying ideas and opinions which should lead to enhanced cooperation. (More)
Partnering Church Networks
Imagine a group of leaders and their churches collaborating together to advance the Kingdom of God in their community - Partnering Church Networks seek to network established churches together to enhance their ability to fulfill the Great Commission in a specific region, community or among a specific group of people. At the heart of the network’s purpose is the identification of unreached peoples in their target audience or place, and to determine if there is a biblically faithful and culturally appropriate church pursuing them with the gospel in their heart language. Although the strengthening or establishment of new ministries within existing churches is critical to the fulfilling of the Great Commission and a desired outcome of the network, in many cases, a new Biblically faithful, culturally appropriate church will need to be planted in order to reach the identified unreached peoples.

Four Guiding Convictions
· Scripture commands us to make disciples of all peoples. 
· North America is a mission field.  
· The church is God’s chosen vehicle for taking the gospel to the nations.

· The church’s mission assignment is a God-sized task that can only be accomplished by His supernatural power and in cooperation with other Acts 1:8 partners.
Five Characteristics of Networks
· They have a clear and compelling purpose. They know what’s their business and what’s none of their business – they are consumed with a passion to advance the Kingdom of God among all people. They hunger for spiritual awakening and a movement of God. The network exists to answer the “how.” 
· They are driven by a sense of urgency – something must be done now! Whether it is a church planter trying to keep his head above water or a group of individuals with a passion for the lost in their community, productive networks are compelled to act now. 

· They are built upon healthy relationships. It is the foundation that drives and influences the level of success the network attains. Healthy networks move from work groups or alliances, to environments where leaders can be transparent and vulnerable. Networks should facilitate deep spiritual connections with people who hunger for authentic faith and a deep, real prayer life – with people who share a common passion to advance the Kingdom. 

· They have created an effective process for achieving their stated goals. Team synergy is developed in how the network fulfills its purpose, reaches conclusions and makes decisions. The level of involvement, type and number of people engaged in the process, how they take advantage of the collective I.Q. of those involved, their current priorities and passions… all will influence the outcome of the network.
· They understand that they cannot move any faster, any farther, than their participant’s ability to communicate with one another and with their heavenly Father. Healthy relationships between people cannot grow and develop apart from open and honest communication, nor can a group advance the Kingdom of God apart from communication with and direction from their heavenly Father. 
Network Phases

It is suggested that the network leader lead the group to operate in a series of phases. The first phase is the readiness or discovery phase. Its desired outcome is to help churches, everyday Christ followers, and ministry organizations become aware of God’s mission, the peoples around them who do not know Christ, the local churches who serve within the community, and how God is calling them as individuals and as a group to respond to the needs in their community.  At the end of phase one, network participants should have identified and prioritized evangelism, ministry and church planting opportunities. The objectives for phase one are:

· The identification of ministry, evangelism and church planting opportunities through an assessment of their community and the churches and ministries who serve there.
· The creation of an environment (Network) that leads to the personal and ministry development of the leaders in a local church.
· Spiritual renewal and the involvement of God’s people in His mission.
· A renewed perspective from God’s Word on how a church operates in a mission field.
· A short list of ministry priorities for the churches involved, and the group as a whole.

In phase two, the network will focus on the development of a strategy that addresses the ministry and church planting opportunities identified in the readiness phase. Ideally, new participants would be enlisted into the network to assure that adequate resources are available in the final phase.  The final phase focuses on the implementation of the strategy and requires continual evaluation and adjustments in order to reach the stated objectives.
Beyond Network Meetings and Into the Church  


The work occurs in the network meetings, among the ministers, as well as within the local church - among God’s people. This will increase ownership of the process and allow our Heavenly Father to speak to a wider range of people about His mission and their involvement. It is understood that as God’s people explore His Word and their community together, seeking to identify His desire for their lives and their church, that God will call out individuals to begin new ministries in the harvest as well as strengthen, or start, new ministries within the churches.

The conviction that we can understand things that are presented to us, but we own what we discover, should be the foundation for guiding our development of a process that involves everyday Christ followers. Here are some additional convictions which should be foundational as we seek to involve the body of Christ in the process: 

· God is at work in our communities, inviting His people to join Him in His work of redeeming humanity for His glory. (2 Corinthians 5:18-19)

· Personal sin prohibits us from discerning God’s invitation to join Him and we, therefore, are in need of spiritual renewal in our personal lives, prior to our understanding of God’s invitation to join Him. (Psalm 66:18)
· All Christians are gifted and equipped for meaningful involvement in fulfilling God’s mission. (Ephesians 2:10)
· God instructs all believers to be salt and light in their communities.   iWe are to engage people where they live and bring them the good news of Christ in practical, culturally-relevant ways. (Matthew 5:13-16)
Network Meeting Agenda Items
It is suggested that the network meetings be lead by trained leaders and be conducted once a month from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. for a pre-determined length of time. (More) During their time together, the network should focus on the following:
· Prayer for Spiritual Awakening 

· Foundational Discussions on Scripture
· Skill Development (Strategy development, coaching, and group facilitation) 
· Personal Ministry Pressure Points and Celebrations

· Review of Assignments Related to the Community and Church Assessment Process 

· Looking Ahead: New Assignments Related to the Discovery Process
Foundational Discussions on Scripture

As the networks seek to fulfill their purpose, it is important that a solid Biblical foundation be developed. It is important that the participants, pastors and church members have an accurate understanding of what God’s Word says about each of these topics. Therefore, one topic should be addressed during each network meeting and then be explored in the churches participating in the network. Suggested topics include:
· The Mission of God

· Spiritual Awakenings, Revivals and Church Planting Movements

· Seeing North America and My Community as a Mission Field and the Missionary Patterns found in scripture
· The Church at Antioch: Being a Mission-Outpost

· Role of the laity

· God’s Mission

· Relational Evangelism

· Life transformation through the teaching and application of God’s Word

· Cooperation

· Pursuit of intimacy with God

· Sending of missionaries into the harvest

· Contextualization in Scripture

· Cooperation and Collaboration in Scripture and in Southern Baptist Life and/or across denominational lines
The Role of the Network Leader
Adult training methods and the idea of group facilitation have been undergoing a radical paradigm shift for the past several years. The old paradigm implied that the group leader was the expert, the knowledgeable one. They entered into a group as the “teacher” and the participants entered as the “students.” This top-down process ignored the collective I.Q. of the group and was not very empowering. Today, the trend is moving toward the creation of environments where participants discover solutions together. The emphasis is upon the process, not necessarily the “leader.” The network leader serves as a facilitator, seeking to establish a safe environment, frame the conversations and maintain synergy. Here is a brief introduction to each of these roles:
· Establishing a Healthy, Productive Environment

· Creates physical space that facilitates the process 
· Creates an atmosphere where people feel safe and empowered to participate in the process. 

· Draws out, and ensures, balanced participation.

· Framing the Conversation

· Asks questions instead of providing answers.
· He is a “Player Coach” who casts vision and presents challenges.
· Listens actively and asks others to do the same.

· Helps draw out principles from the discussions.

· Maintaining Synergy
· Encourages the group to evaluate its pace, progress and development.
· Leads in such a way that others are barely aware they are leading.

· Continually seeks to summarize and record the conversation clearly.

Network Timeline

This process is made up of three phases (Discovery, strategy development and implementation) and can take anywhere from six months to two years to complete. Phase one should take longer than the other two remaining phases. Here is a suggested time line for implementing phase one:
· Month One: Enlistment of churches to participate in the network

· Month Two: Pastors retreat for personal renewal, vision casting and to overview the process

· Month Three: Facilitation Training for Pastors and key lay leaders

· Month Four: Introduction to Coaching
· Month Five: Enlistment Activities Within The Local Church 

· Month Six: Mission Focus Retreat for Local Church & Pastor’s Network Meeting Number One

· Month Seven: Pastor’s Network Meeting Number Two

· Month Eight: Community Assessment & Pastor’s Network Meeting Number Three

· Month Nine: Community Assessment & Pastors Network Meeting Number Four

· Month Ten: Strategic Initiatives Discussion in the Local Church & Pastor’s Network Meeting Number Five

· Month Eleven: Pastor’s Network Meeting Number Six
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