


Hello.

The Five Elements (Five 
Es for short) is a four-part 
interactive study for people 
who are doing their first 
small group, people who 
are starting with a new 
group, or people who are 
in existing small groups.  
In other words, 
everyone’s invited.
If you’re starting with a new small group, this study 
will give you a sense of what it’s like to be part of a 
pocket-sized community and figure out what you want 
out of the group. If you’re already in a small group—
whether you’re crazy about each other or are ready 
for some reconfiguring—this study acts as a group 
pulse-check and provides some intentional time to 
decide what everyone needs and wants for your  
group’s future.

How long will it take? 

This study is divided into four parts, so 
four meetings with your group is ideal.  
We suggest meeting weekly and knocking it out in 
one month so everything stays fresh. (Your group host 
will be coordinating when and where to meet.)  
Group time will vary from an hour or two for each  
part. The only time you’ll have “homework” is before 
the first meeting.

Your next steps: 
The current “host” (leader) of your small group will be 
coordinating when and where your group will meet. 
Expect a call, email or smoke signal.

Before your group meets, read pages 3-6 and answer 
the two questions. It should only take 15 minutes, 
tops. (Flip through the rest of this guide for a heads up 
on what will happen meeting-by-meeting.) 

Go to your group’s meetings. Bring these pages  
with you.

Think big.
Get small.

1

2

3

1   Intro   Intro  2



Read this before your group meets 
(aka The Homework):

Small communities can have a really big impact on 
your life. Big crowds make it easy to slip in and out 
and feel like you’ve not really connected with anyone. 
So we think it’s super important that everyone 
gets into a small group where you can find 
authentic community, be part of each other’s lives 
and grow together. Because we’re not made to do 
life alone. We need others around us in order to be 
fully known, celebrated and challenged toward living 
like Jesus.

So congrats on taking the first 
step toward getting into a small 
group—or for recognizing that the 
group you’re already part of could 
use some guidance along the way 
in order to grow. 

Lots of questions pop up around small groups: 
What should a small group do? What if my current 
small group isn’t what I expected? How do I get to a 
meaningful place with my group? This study will help 
answer those questions.

Small groups aren’t one-size-fits-all and they go in 
many directions, but with a few basic elements they 
can thrive and benefit everyone who’s part of them. 
Because even if you’ve got great people in your 
group, a thriving group doesn’t just happen on 
its own. And even with good intentions, a group 
might realize it’s simply not growing in authenticity 
or friendship. Some groups might be good at book 
studies, but lousy at real conversations. On the other 
hand, some groups may be great at hanging out, but 
the conversation never goes deeper than sports or 
reality TV.

That’s where this study comes in. The fundamental 
elements that help a group thrive are what we call  
The 5 Elements for a Small Group (5Es). 

Here’s the list: 

ownership 
challenging environments 
trust 
compassion
being on the same page
This study will lead your group through each of these 
elements in a simple, conversation-based way. You’ll 
consider each element, discuss some questions and, 
in the end, make a decision about what’s next for your 
group. Even if you decide your group is splitting up, 
that’s OK. So don’t worry about awkward endings. It’s 
also possible that half of your group will want to stay 
together and the other half will want to venture out. 
The important thing is that everyone gets into a setting 
where they can become vulnerable, find authentic 
relationships and be challenged to grow in relationship 
with Jesus.

A word about small group individuality:
No two groups are the same. There’s no rule that 
says all small groups should look like a Bible study or 
meet every week of the year. Groups should feel free 
to dedicate a season to anything from perfecting the 
American cookout to focusing on a subject like being 
a good dad. Small groups should feel like welcoming 
communities, not classes. While Jesus spent time 
teaching, he also spent a lot of time hanging out with 
friends over a good meal. So whatever you do after 
this study will be up to your group.We’re not 

made...

...to do  
life alone.
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What is one 
question 
you have 
right now?

Q:



The first thing to answer:

NEW SMALL GROUP Answer the following: 
Why, specifically, do you want to be part of 
a small group?

EXISTING SMALL GROUP Answer the following: 
Think about how your group—or the last 
group you were in—typically operates. 
What, if anything, do you hope to see 
change or grow?

The second thing to answer:

NEW SMALL GROUP 
What are your deal-breakers as you 
consider joining a small group, if any?  
(You’ll get asked to share an answer for this during  
group time, although you can modify your answer at  
that point if it makes you more comfortable.)

EXISTING SMALL GROUP

When do you feel like your small group is 
at its best?

That’s it for now. The next step is going to your 
first meeting. Welcome to your new (or renewed) 
small group experience.
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examples:
I don’t want it to feel 

like group therapy 
every time. 

I want to meet people 
who I can do service 

projects with. 

I’m not into hardcore 
studies. Just 

something easy. 

I want it to be an 
every-week, in-depth 

thing.

Q1:

Q2:
Q1:

Q2:



Part One
During this first meeting, groups will talk about 
taking ownership and creating a challenging 
environment.

Ownership is about everyone playing a part in your 
small group. In a thriving small group, everyone is 
committed and no one is a bystander. Everyone 
contributes time, hospitality and effort—and is willing 
to receive those same things from everyone else.

We’ll look at the different roles people might 
play within a small group, talk about what suits 
each member best and discover where we can 
challenge ourselves to step up to a new role.

Creating a challenging environment means everyone 
being open to rich discussions where different ideas 
are talked about and sometimes debated. The freedom 
to express individual views coupled with authentic 
interaction can lead to healthy conflict and individual 
growth. It’s important to challenge each other. Our goal 
should be to speak truth to one another in a loving way. 
Sometimes this is easy for groups; sometimes it takes 
a while to grow into.  

We’ll talk about how we typically handle being 
challenged on a behavior or something we’ve 
said, and share any examples of how being 
challenged has helped us grow.

Part Two
For this meeting, groups will discuss trust.

Trust involves risk. Not only does it mean being open 
and trusting the group with what we’ve shared, but 
also trusting that others will be as vulnerable as we 
have been. Thriving small groups agree to take the 
risk, always share during discussions, always trust 
each other, and always assume its members are 
trustworthy and will hold things as confidential within 
the group.

We’ll discuss some ways to create a trusting 
environment and spend some time sharing our 
personal stories or giving updates on our lives (if 
we’ve been together as a small group for a while).

Part Three
During this third gathering, groups will talk about 
compassion and being on the same page.

Thriving small groups care deeply for one another 
and are willing to mobilize quickly when one of the 
members needs something. They help meet the 
spiritual, emotional, tangible and social needs of their 
fellow group members.

We’ll talk about how we typically handle sharing 
good and bad news, and spend a few minutes 
praying together (whether it’s out loud or silently).

Being on the same page is how groups keep 
frustrations at bay because there’s a group purpose 
that everyone agrees upon. The purpose might be 
simple (like meeting weekly to help build into each 
other’s marriages) and it might change over time.

We’ll check out potential purposes for a small 
group and see if anything sounds like the right fit.
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The 5Es Meeting-by-Meeting

potential roles:

Host: gets group 
organized; provides 
a place to meet

Snack Provider

Communicator: 
sends the emails

Leader/
Facilitator: keeps 
conversation going

Starts or Leads 
Prayer

Social Event 
Planner

Time Keeper: 
helps make sure 
the group ends on 
time

Add your own...



Part Four
For the last gathering, groups will decide on their 
next step.

We’ll look at four categories of next steps (see 
below) and come to a consensus on what sounds 
good to everyone. And we’ll give an easy out for 
anyone who decides they’re not ready to commit 
to this particular small group right now.

POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS 

FOCUS ON JUST BEING SOCIAL
1. Take turns sharing your personal stories and receiving 

encouragement from the group
2. Do something active together, like helping each other with 

home projects, riding a bike trail or visiting Findlay Market
3. Attend Crossroads’ weekend services together
4. Meet weekly and simply update each other on life, pray 

together, have a meal together

DO A LIGHT STUDY 
Check out one of the following small group studies:
1. Welcome to the Revolution If you’re new to a 

relationship with Jesus or have been around for awhile 
but don’t feel like a part of the earth-shaking movement 
called God’s Kingdom, check out this six-week study and 
get engaged. Free: crossroads.net/sg.

2. The Early Church Nowhere in the Bible does it say that 
we have to be just like the early church, but certainly 
Jesus’ first followers were intimately aware of his 
teachings—and wrote down what it was like for them. 
This seven-week study uses the book of Acts to spark 
discussion about how to live as the church today. Free: 
crossroads.net/sg.

3. Crazy Love This six-week study, written by Francis Chan 
(a pastor from Cornerstone Church in California) is about 
what it really means to fall in love with God in a way that 
radically transforms your life. The study comes with a 
DVD, book and workbook. The DVD is recommended for 
your group sessions, but each person can choose how 
deep they want to go by purchasing the book/workbook 
if they choose. Available on Amazon.

4. Core Strength Find new levels of depth in your 
relationship with God through prayer, times of solitude, 
service, meditation, fasting and worship with this 
six-week study on building some life-giving spiritual 

disciplines into your life. Free: crossroads.net/sg.

5. Prayer You can’t have a relationship without 
communication. And God is all about relationship. This 
six-week study tackles some of the preconceived notions 
you might have about prayer, and it provides you with 
challenges to take you deeper into your prayer or to get 

you to pray for the first time. Free: crossroads.net/sg.

DO A DEEP STUDY 
Check out one of the following small group studies:
1. Freedom Fighting In this six-week study, discover what 

God says about the world we’re living in and the ways 
he has empowered and commanded up to engage in 
the war for our freedom and the freedom of others. Free: 
crossroads.net/sg.

2. The Forgotten God Scripture says that God lives in each 
believer, but we’re often far more characterized by fear, 
insecurity and characteristics that have nothing to do 
with God’s spirit. Check out Francis Chan’s book, The 
Forgotten God, for a six-week study on who the Spirit is 
and how living in active dependence on him transforms 
us. The study comes with a DVD, book and workbook. 
The DVD is recommended for your group sessions, but 
each person can choose how deep they want to go by 
purchasing the book/workbook if they choose. Available 
on Amazon.
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3. Repenting of Religion The opposite of love is judgment, 
and most of us live in it all day long. Consider Greg 
Boyd’s book, Repenting of Religion, as a guide to 
exposing the areas in your life where we are far more 
comfortable in God’s seat of judge and how we can live 
such freer lives if we instead choose to love. Free study: 
crossroads.net/sg. Repenting of Religion is available on 
Amazon, but is not a required accompaniment of this 
study.

4. Forgiveness There is perhaps no greater call of believers 
than to forgive. For six weeks, consider the possibility that 
forgiveness is for you, and God has blessings waiting for 
you on the other side of it. Free: crossroads.net/sg.

5. Prodigal God Revisit the story of the Prodigal Son with 
Tim Keller’s (pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in 
Manhattan) powerful study, “Prodigal God.” The study 
looks not only at the younger son, but also the elder 
brother and the father for an eye-opening picture of the 
love and grace God has for us. The group study and 

book (both recommended) are available on Amazon.

SERVE TOGETHER OR 
DO A SERVICE-RELATED STUDY 
Check out the following studies and ways to serve 
together:
1. Serve together weekly at The Diner or Outlet. Serve 

together on the weekends at The Diner, where you’re 
invited to prepare, serve and share a meal with the guests 
of City Gospel Mission in downtown Cincinnati. Or serve 
together on the weekends at The Outlet of City Gospel 
Mission where you can build relationships with homeless 
men in our city by playing cards, doing art, playing music 
and just hanging out.

2. Take a GO Trip together Going away together to be part 
of something bigger than ourselves and serving others is 
definitely a great way to bond as a group. Consider the 
Crossroads-facilitated GO New Orleans or GO Mamelodi 
as a trip for your small group. Trips are throughout the 
year. Get details at crossroads.net.

3. Do a GO Cincinnati project GO Cincinnati is the biggest 
service project weekend in our city. It happens mid-May 
each year, so mark your calendars and prepare to sign up 
as a group to watch Cincinnati be transformed. Details at 
crossroads.net.

4. Do the Kingdom Journey Spend six weeks intentionally 
seeking the Kingdom through reading the Bible, 
answering discussion questions and engaging in 
Kingdom “experiments.” The Kingdom is wherever God’s 
will is being done, and the more we can be aware of it, 
open to it, and seeking it— the faster it will spread. Free: 
crossroads.net/sg.

5. Do the Poverty Study A six-week look at the incredible 
problem of poverty in our world and what God says about 
it in the Bible. Includes discussion questions and weekly 
challenges to engage our hearts in one of the biggest 
subjects Jesus talked about (and how we should be 

talking about it, too). Free: crossroads.net/sg.
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SMALL GROUP GROUND RULES

1. Accountability I’ll show up every week unless I’m out of town or 
I’ve let the host know the (good) reason I will be absent.

2. Preparation Before each meeting, I’ll have done any “homework” 
the group had assigned, whether that’s reading something, praying 
for someone or just bringing the tortilla chips.

3. Affirmation I acknowledge that every person in this group is at a 
different point in considering, seeking or following Christ, and I will 
value and affirm people for who they are.

4. Confidentiality I’ll maintain complete confidentiality. What I hear 
and say stays here.

5. Listening I understand that others will need to be encouraged 
to share, to be open and to show emotion. I will let them do 
so, without being judgemental, trying to “fix” them or offering 
unsolicited advice.

6. Self-Awareness I understand that some of us are talkers and 
some of us are quieter, so I’ll be aware of not dominating the 
discussion or always leaving the weight of it to others.

7. Vulnerability I’ll stretch myself to be as open and honest as I can 
with my perspectives and experience to create a safe environment 
that might encourage others to takes risks, too.

8. Conflict Community can be very messy, and conflicts may 
arise. I’ll offer grace to others and won’t leave the group over 
disagreements, realizing that God might use conflict in my spiritual 
formation some way I don’t currently understand.

SMALL GROUP REFRESHER TIPS
In a rut? Here are a few refresher tips that can lead to revitalizing  
your small group.

1. Have variety in your content Go through a book of the Bible, try a 
Crossroads study, check out our recommended outside resources, have 
regularly scheduled nights off to just enjoy one another’s company over 
dinner, read a book together or try rotating through all of these. Anything 
can turn stale if you’re always doing the same thing. Don’t let a lack of 
creativity hurt your group experience.

2. Serve together Participating in serving projects as a small group is a great 
way to bond, spice things up, and learn new things about each other. You 
can check out different serving options at www.crossroads.net/reachout.

3. Have a regular prayer discussion If it’s not already an active part of your 
small group experience, see if someone in your group is willing to regularly 
collect prayer requests and email them out to the group each week. Most of 
us are bad at remembering details, but something as simple as keeping an 
email chain of group needs and celebrations can make a huge difference.

4. Share your stories The power of stories can be one of the greatest 
catalysts for growth. It’s also a critical part of building life-changing 
relationships. Take a month (or as long as you need) to tell each other your 
stories—include the things that have formed you into who you are: key 
experiences growing up, impactful relationships, trials and successes, how 
you found God, etc.

5. Have food If you’re not already, include food in your meetings. It may 
sound simple, but you’ll be amazed at the walls that come down simply by 
enjoying a meal together.

6. Rotate meeting locations Have everyone in the group take turns hosting, 
or even have a meeting at a restaurant or park. Changing the environment 
might give your group some new perspective.

7. Take time off a study and take turns leading Give each person in the 
group a week (or two or four) to have ownership over the group and lead 
discussion on whatever is of interest to them.

8. Go away together We know life gets busy and there’s not always the 
opportunity, but if it’s possible—do it. Bring your families or sneak away on 
your own for a weekend or even just a night for extended time of bonding 
and relationship building.

9. Been together awhile? Have an affirmation session And make a night 
out of it. Go out to dinner or set something up you’ll enjoy, and encourage 
one another. Let your group know why you’re there and how each person 
is a blessing to have in your life.
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