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ABSTRACT
THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CULTURALIZATION PROCESS FOR THE TRANSITION
FROM A TRADITIONAL CHURCH TO A SMALL GROUP-FOCUSED CHURCH
Young Bae Lee
Liberty University School of Divinity, 2016

Mentor: Dr. Justin Yoojung Lee

The purpose of this research is to clarify the importance of the process of culturalization,
which takes place before a full-scale transition, to Korean churches that are attempting to change
the direction of their ministries from traditional to small group-oriented ministries.

Since the introduction of the small group ministry, Korean churches have been trying to
convert to small group churches. Many churches, however, are struggling with the transition due
to hastiness instead of following the right philosophy and roadmap. Having led cell group and
small group ministries for the last ten years in Korean churches in both the United States and
Korea, the researcher recognizes that many churches tend to rush the transition process while
overlooking the importance of the initial culturalization process.

This study will examine the biblical grounds and related literature for small group
ministry in order to establish a theoretical foundation. In particular, it will be confirmed through
real life examples that the success of the culturalization process is directly linked not only to the
success of the transition of the ministry, but also to the importance and essentials of the process.
Ten Presbyterian churches in the Busan and Gyeong-nam areas of Korea have successfully
completed the transition. Through this paper, the researcher intends to present the basics in order

iv



to prevent any confusion caused by the conversion of the ministry and to allow Korean Churches

to form small group ministries as commanded by the Lord.

Abstract length: 239 words
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SUMMARY
CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The number of Christians in Korean churches began to decline at around the year 2000.
Church members left, and new members did not join. Korean churches are making a great effort
to overcome this decline, and many of them have chosen to shift from the traditional church
system to a small group-oriented church. The intent is good, but such a conversion is not easy;
many of the attempts failed. The writer believes that the most significant cause for the failure
was the absence or neglect of the culturalization process in conversion.

The central purpose of this thesis is to reveal the importance of the culturalization
process in the transition from traditional churches to small group-focused churches. This thesis
also purposes to propose a method, or roadmap, for those who have the desire to change their
churches to small group-focused churches so that they may have a positive impact on their local
church ministries.

The thesis will probe Acts 2:46-47, Matthew 28:19-20, Ephesians 4:11-12, and Matthew
13:4-8, among other Bible passages, honoring the authority of the Bible. 1 Peter 2:9 is significant
in that it teaches the principle of individual priesthood of believers. This principle allows people
to lead small groups, and even small churches. Unlike the Old Testament where only priests
from the tribe of Levi were able to represent the people before God, anyone can become a leader

of a small group or a small church in the New Testament.
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CHAPTER 2

TRADITIONAL CHURCH AND SMALL-GROUP
FOCUSED CHURCH

Korean churches in their traditional form practically led the Korean society since the
Japanese annexation of Korea (1910-1945), which was a time of the great persecution and
suffering for Korea and Korean churches. Through the moderation movement, anti-smoking
campaign, rural enlightenment campaign, and social work movement, Korean churches set new
moral standards and took the lead in advancing culture and education. By the help of
missionaries to Korea, early Korean churches established seminaries and provided organized
theological education. Mission organizations contributed to the growth of Korean churches.

In spite of the great contributions made by traditional Korean churches, their
shortcomings began to appear in recent decades. In traditional churches, the organizational
system has been in place so long that they find it difficult to keep up with the pace of change of
the times. The churches retain an attachment to the past, and they resist the change. The most
visible relationship within the traditional churches is that between the pastor and lay people.
More central to the modern traditional church are programs, which face limitations in cultivating
all members for spiritual growth and in building the church as a community.

In traditional Korean churches, the building provides the reference for the identity of
believers, and for the life of faith and church. In the 21st century, however, the building-centered
ministry reached its limit as congregations, as the people of God rather than the building, began
thinking beyond the building.

The authoritarian leadership of traditional Korean churches was meaningful around the

1950s. It might have been even inevitable since most of the believers were not well-educated and
Xviil



had no professional knowledge. Nonetheless communication and cooperation have risen to be
more important than authoritarian leadership nowadays. In this sense, small group-focused
churches that emphasize delegation and servant leadership grew as an alternative to the
traditional form of the church.

In traditional Korean churches are found geographical groups that make up the church.
The geographical group system first provided lay leaders for Korean churches. The leaders
played a big role in the growth of Korean churches by sharing with the pastor caring ministries
for church members. The groups invited newcomers to their group meetings to share their life of
faith and fellowship. In essence, the geographical groups helped members to grow spiritually.

Contributions aside, the geographical group system was bound by geography only, as
opposed to age or any other commonality. Churches frequently assigned power-oriented leaders
to the groups. Also, the groups were mostly attended by women.

In contract to the traditional churches, small group-focused churches can perform
various, unique functions of a church in different ways. For example, small groups have
flexibility to meet anytime during weekdays. In addition, pastors and lay leaders share their
ministries together.

In the book of Acts, the early church members gathered in large groups at their homes
and worshiped in small groups. These small groups were hosted or led by married couples (Rom
16:5), male leaders (Phile 1:1-2), and female leaders (Col 4:15). In the course of history,
however, the function of small groups disappeared, and Christians gathered in large groups for

worship. It is time to return to the biblical model of the church through renewal.
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CHAPTER 3

CHANGE AND SOIL CULTIVATION TOWARD A
SMALL GROUP-FOCUSED CHURCH

Traditional Korean churches overelevate the place of the Sunday morning worship
services and recongnize the significance of the daily life of a Christian, which is worship itself,
relatively less. Small groups can bring a good balance between Sunday morning worship services
and Christian’s daily life. In order to shift from the traditional church model to a small group-
focused model, it is most important to prepare the hearts of church members. The process begins
with the pastor, who should cast a clear vision and should not be afraid of the change.

The next step is to select small group leaders, current leaders of the church, as church-
appointed volunteers. Each church is different, but, in all cases, clarifying the roles of a leader,
the extent of ministries, and the degrees of commitment is very important. Reading and
discussing Scripture, attending seminars, and experiencing other small group meetings are
effective ways to train leaders.

When the small group leaders are ready to receive their members, the members should
be allowed to find and join the group of their choice. The church should focus all its attention to
construct and establish a small group setting in the church. There may be confusion and negative
reactions at the beginning, but going back to the old ways is not an option. Rather, the church
should endeavor to improve the transition and the small groups. Along with the change, large-
scale program-based events, which may be important to traditional churches, should be
resolutely abandoned.

The associate and assistant pastors play important roles in the transition. They frequently

meet members in ministry and life situations, and they can share the vision and philosophy of the
XX



small group-focused church with the members. The staff pastors all need to work as a team with
the senior pastor. Elders, deacons, and lay leaders should likewise possess like-mindedness on
the transition and vision. Eventually, all members should come together.

Once the vision is shared, training follows. Negative consequences are enormous when
untrained leaders are set up as leaders. Preaching is a good way to communicate about the values
of small groups, community, and ecclesiology as well as the reason and necessity of the
transition of ministry; while seminars become a practical avenue for introducing the structure
and the system of small group ministries. Ministry episodes from the field may be shared in
order to help one another’s understanding. As the last step in the soil cultivation process for
transition, a revival-style conference can function as a rally that motivates members to start a
small group ministry.

The transition from a traditional church to a small group-focused church means that
members are transformed from care-receivers to care-givers. It means changing from visitation-
receivers to visitation-givers, from learners to teachers. The lay leaders may feel apprehensive
about the load of the new ministries. Therefore, the new church should relieve them of their old
service and help them to focus on the new responsibilities.

The soil cultivation process for the paradigm shift is vitally important for the church.
Changes in members’ thought about the transition should frequently receive more attention than
the change of the system itself. Soil cultivation for the transition cannot be ignored. It is the
process to prepare for seeds to grow well, not to bear fruit immediately. Good planning and

execution should cultivate the soil for the transition well.
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CHAPTER 4
SURVEY AND RESULTS

As for the survey, the writer has chosen eight senior pastors who successfully converted
their churches from the tranditional type of churches to the small group-focused ones, based on
the subjective judgment of the writer. The selection was not totally arbitrary, but followed the
criteria below.

First, those churches are known to have very good small group-centered ministries.
Second, the churches hold seminars on the preparation and transition of the paradigm shift.
Third, the churches grew numerically after the transition. Fourth, the churches postitively
influence other Korean churches.

The survey questionnaires were distributed to ten pastors, and eight responded. All of the
survey questionnaires were distributed and collected via e-mail. Along with the questionnaire, a
translation of the explanation and the consent of the survey were attached according to the
standards of Institutional Research Board (IRB) at Liberty University. All respondents to the
survey agreed to the explanation and the survey.

The questionnaire consists of 47 items with the possibility of answering at minimum 45
items, depending on the situation of the respondents. All eight respondents completed the
questionnaire without missing any items.

The survey questionnaire included questions on personal information, the situation of the
church, the status of the small groups in the church, and the transition of ministry. More
specifically, the items, or questions, in the survey deal with the age of the senior pastor (the

respondent); his tenure at his current church; his invitation to the church; the number of hours he

XXii



prays daily; the age of the church; the information about staff; the total attendance of people and
number of ministry departments; the number of of new members; hypothesis on factors for new
members to remain in the church; the type of training the church provides; the kind of small
group system and activities the church has; the preparation the church went through and length
thereof; the most effective method of transition for that church; the greatest challenge that faced

the transition; and books the pastor found useful.
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CHAPTER 5
ANALYSES FROM THE SURVEY

A strikingly common factor can be seen among eight churches: the smaller number of
associate or assistant pastors in comparison with the former system of the church. In the small
group-focused churches, lay leaders take over many areas of the pastoral ministries traditionally
taken care of by associate or assistant pastors. This demonstrates that the small-group focused
church is lay leader-centered.

The average attendance of these eight churches was 216 each before the transition, but
grew to about 852 afterwards, a four-fold increase. It took at least three years before they
realized such an exponential growth.

The settlement rate for new members reached at least 60% for seven of the eight
churches. The way of evangelism affects the settlement rate. Six of the churches do not hold
large-scale evangelism conferences that traditional Korean churches like. The small-group
focused churches evangelize through small groups.

Six out of eight respondents counted pastoral leadership as the most important factor in
success during the soil cultivation process. The soil cultivation process lasted anywhere from less
than six months to more than three years. The smaller the congregation, the less time it took to
convert to the new model; the larger, the longer.

Half of the respondents noted preaching as the most effective method of communication
for soil cultivation. Of the remaining four, two pointed to attending seminars as the key
contributor to the success; the other two, visitation. Five of eight respondents emphasized

ecclesiology in their preaching; the remaining three, the concept of community. The pastors did
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not approach the conversion of their churches for the purpose of church growth or the call of the
times, but addressed it from an ecclesiological perspective.

Half of the respondents identified communication, or conversation, as the most effective
way of handling opposition to the change, followed by confidence in ministry and prayer. These
pastors took a practical approach to meeting the challenge by talking to the members. There was
no noticeable change in membership right before and after the change. Five respondents noticed
a growth in number after two years.

The survey results show that God uses small group-focused churches for His kingdom.
The fact that a high percentage of new members visit and stay indicates that small group-focused
churches do enjoy quantitative growth.

The pastor himself is a central element for success in the ministry conversion. He should
present a clear vision through preaching, dialogue, and prayer, and should meet the challenges
through conviction in the conversion. New possibilities of spiritual and physical growth open up

after conversion into the small group-focused church.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION

Many traditional Korean churches are attempting to change their churches into small
group-focused church, such as a house church or a cell church. Some have succeded while some
others have not. Any spontaneous or emotional approach to the change brings great difficulty to
the church, and one should employ strategic approaches. This thesis has established that good
soil cultivation for the change increases the success rate considerably.

Pastoral leadership is a critical element in the change. The change demands leadership
with clear phisosophy and servant attitude. The pastor should communicate clear vision and goal
for the change while maintaining conviction and confidence in it. Training lay leaders on servant
leadership is also a necessary component of soil cultivation.

Responsibilities and authority should be delegated to the leaders at different levels within the
small group settings.

Joshua, having undergone training under Moses, became an outstanding leader in
bringing the Israelites into the land of Canaan after Moses’ death, and the apostles spent three
years with Jesus. Those who led successful ministries in the Bible went through customized
preparation and training. Soil cultivation is vitally needed for the change from traditional

churches to small group-focused churches.
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Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 20. teaching them to observe all that I commanded you;
and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age." (Matt 28:19-20)
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