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MICROCHURCHES:  WHAT, WHY AND HOW
As the church recaptures its missionary nature and navigates multiple cultural shifts, starting microchurches has 
emerged as an effective church planting strategy. Simple, mission focused, and relationally driven, microchurches are 
a practical response to the challenges and opportunities of the 21st century. 

What Is a Microchurch

Microchurches are small, decentralized faith communities focused on living out the mission of God in a specific context. 
They typically operate with simplicity, prioritizing mission, relationships, and discipleship over programs or buildings. 
But how are microchurches different from traditional small groups or missional communities?

Small Groups 

While small groups certainly existed beforehand, the growth of small group ministries came about primarily with the  
rise of the mega-church and the church growth movement in the 1980s. Many churches recognized that lots of new  
people were coming in the “front door” but just about as many were exiting out the “back door.” Churches discovered 
that if people were connected with each other in small groups, especially meeting in homes, they were less likely to  
leave and attend another church. Simply put, small groups became an assimilation strategy. They helped make a large  
church smaller, and when functioning well, they created a space for life-on-life accountability and authentic care.

While it is a good thing to help people connect relationally, the outcome was that “community” became the organizing 
principle of most small groups. Instead of using the collective gifts and resources of the group members to engage 
in mission, they focused on utilizing the latest small group curriculum. The problem wasn’t with small groups. The problem 
was that small groups were hijacked by the subtle influence of consumerism.

This can also be seen in the manner most people see the gathering to define their small group. If you ask people 
about their group, they will tell you when and where they meet, rather than the vision, values, or mission of the group.  
The hope has been that over time people in small groups would be discipled and eventually engage in mission. 
However, while that process sounds good “on paper” the reality is that genuine discipleship and missional engagement 
rarely take place when community is the starting point.

Missional Communities

The organizing principle of a missional community is mission.  A missional community sees itself as a network of 
relationships with a common mission, rather than being defined by a meeting that is attended.

A missional community can be defined as a committed group of Jesus followers, the size of an extended family (12-25), 
empowered by the Spirit, to participate in God’s mission of redemption in a particular neighborhood or network.

There are 7 key phrases in this definition:

•	Committed group. They are devoted to each other and to the mission of the community. 

•	 Jesus followers. They are maturing disciples who are following Jesus’ lead.

•	Extended family. The group is small enough to care, yet large enough to dare.

•	Empowered by the Spirit. They are formed and sent by the Spirit.

•	Participate in God’s mission. The missio Dei is the organizing principle of all they do.

•	Of redemption. They will engage in both Gospel proclamation and demonstration.

•	Neighborhood or network. They are embedded in a neighborhood or network of relationships  
as an incarnational expression of the church.
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This definition offers a framework to differentiate a missional community from a traditional small group, but at the  
same time, it provides enough flexibility not to be too rigid. It is important as you define what a missional community 
looks like in your context that it is not too prescriptive. Each missional community needs to be unique to its context 
and mission.

Microchurches

While microchurches share several of the same characteristics with missional communities, there are a couple of 
differences. Like missional communities, microchurches see mission as the organizing principle of their existence. 
However, microchurches not only focus on neighborhoods and networks of relationships, but others will engage 
in specific problems in a city. These areas of missional engagement could include a wide variety of poverty issues, 
human trafficking, education, crime, homelessness, mental health, and other areas of brokenness where gospel 
restoration is needed.

The language of microchurch also provides a broader umbrella to encompass a variety of church expressions. How and  
where microchurches gather and engage their missional contexts will be very different. Some of them will meet in 
homes, as that approach often makes sense for reaching a neighborhood or a social network. But others will meet 
in coffee shops, cafes, pubs, community centers, apartment complexes, and other informal public places. There will 
even be some microchurches that operate around business ventures or non-profits created for the sake of the city.

All microchurches will not (and should not) look alike. Mission is the mother of adaptive ecclesiology. This simply  
means that if we begin with God’s mission (missiology) then there ought to be lots of wild and wonderful expressions 
of church (ecclesiology). Thinking outside the conventional paradigm for how mission, community and worship 
intersect in smaller gatherings is essential. 

Perhaps the greatest distinction between a missional community and a microchurch is that microchurches are seen  
as the church in its smallest, most nimble, and potent expression. Most (not all) missional communities are closely 
“tethered” to the larger church. Missional communities are therefore seen by many as an outreach expression of the 
mother church. 

Microchurches, on the other hand, give special emphasis to empowering people to use their gifts and resources to  
engage in God’s redemptive mission. They provide opportunities for indigenous leaders to create and contextualize 
fresh expressions of the church. They give leaders the license to lead, as well as the creative control over what they lead.  
This does not negate the benefits of networking microchurches together for the sake of training, coaching, accountability, 
and movement, however those resources exist to support the microchurches, not for the microchurches to support 
the network.

7 Benefits to Planting Microchurches

1.	 Flexibility and Agility 

Microchurches are not bound by the constraints of large institutional structures. This flexibility allows them to:

•	Adapt to local contexts: Microchurches can easily tailor their mission and practices to meet the unique 
needs of their communities, whether urban, suburban, or rural.

•	Respond to change quickly: Unlike traditional churches, microchurches are agile and can pivot swiftly 
in response to cultural, social, or economic changes.

2.	 Focus on Mission

The simplicity of microchurches enables them to maintain a laser focus on mission. They prioritize:

•	Mission as organizing principle: Microchurches exist to fulfill God’s mission in a particular context—
whether that is a neighborhood, a workplace, marginalized group, or area of brokenness in the community.

•	Disciple-making: By keeping groups small and relational, microchurches emphasize deep discipleship 
rather than superficial attendance.

•	Engagement with the unchurched: Their non-institutional nature often makes them more approachable 
for people who might feel disconnected from or intimidated by traditional churches.
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3.	 Empowerment of Believers

Microchurches operate on the principle of decentralized leadership, empowering every believer to take ownership  
of mission and ministry. This:

•	Activates gifts: Every member is encouraged to participate, discover their gifting (APEST), and contribute  
to the mission.

•	Reduces reliance on clergy: By fostering shared leadership, microchurches lower the burden on a single  
pastor or leader and leans into the priesthood off all believers.

4.	Cost-Effectiveness

Without the overhead of buildings and programs, along with being led by Covocational leaders, microchurches  
can operate with minimal financial resources. This:

•	Makes them accessible: Anyone with the proper character and calling can start a microchurch without  
concern for financial stability.

•	Frees up resources for mission: More funds can be directed toward serving the community and supporting  
mission rather than maintaining facilities.

5.	 Community and Relational Growth

Microchurches thrive on intimacy and connection that flows out of missional engagement. Their small size fosters:

•	Authentic relationships: Members can know and support each other, creating a strong sense of belonging  
as they engage in contextual mission.

•	Communitas: A deep sense of shared purpose and relational connection emerges among the group as  
they collectively engage in the challenge of mission. 

6.	Reaching the Margins

Traditional church models often struggle to connect with people on the margins of society. Microchurches are  
uniquely equipped to:

•	Engage in incarnational ministry: By embedding themselves in neighborhoods and communities, 
microchurches reflect the proximity of the ministry of Jesus.

•	Break down barriers: Their informal and relational nature can overcome socioeconomic, cultural, and 
generational divides.

7.	 Reproducibility

Microchurches are inherently scalable and reproducible. Their simplicity allows them to:

•	Multiply organically: As disciples are made, new leaders are raised up, and new microchurches can be 
formed without extensive planning or resources.

•	Create networks: Microchurches can connect with one another for encouragement and collaboration 
while maintaining their autonomy.

How to Start a Microchurch
Networks that do a good job of starting microchurches usually provide these eight key things:

1.	 Cultivate a Mission-Driven Culture

•	Focus on personal calling: They help individuals discern their unique calling by asking questions like:

•	What has God placed on your heart?

•	Who are you called to serve?

•	What context has God placed you in?

•	This emphasis on personal mission creates a culture where people feel empowered to act on their 
God-given passions and gifts.
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2.	 Equip and Train Leaders

•	Workshops and courses: They offer training sessions to equip leaders in missional living, discipleship, 
and practical skills for starting and leading microchurches.

•	Missional coaching: They provide coaches who walk alongside leaders, helping them clarify vision, 
navigate challenges, and stay faithful to their mission.

•	Toolkits and resources: Simple and reproducible tools are made available, such as guides for missional 
engagement and leadership development.

3.	 Apostolic Empowerment

•	Permission-giving environment: Instead of a top-down structure, they encourage a decentralized model  
where everyone is released to lead.

•	Minimal gatekeeping: Anyone with a clear sense of calling and alignment with the Jesus and His mission  
is encouraged to start.

•	Empowering leaders, not controlling them: They trust leaders to lead and experiment, offering support 
rather than micromanagement.

4.	Support Systems

•	Resource hub: A centralized hub provides shared resources, such as meeting spaces, administrative 
support, and access to tools that leaders might not have on their own.

•	 Ongoing community: Leaders are part of a broader network of microchurch leaders, offering encouragement,  
accountability, and collaboration opportunities.

•	Funding options: While microchurches are encouraged to be sustainable, there are occasional financial 
resources available to support specific needs or missional initiatives.

5.	 Emphasis on Contextual Mission

•	Mission-first gatherings: People are encouraged to start with the mission (e.g., reaching a neighborhood, 
addressing a social need) rather than a pre-defined church structure.

•	Adaptable forms: They provide freedom for microchurches to take various shapes, from house churches 
to workplace groups to social justice initiatives to non-profits.

•	Listening to the Spirit and the context: Leaders are taught to spend time in prayer and engage with their 
communities to shape the microchurch around real needs.

6.	Community of Microchurches

•	Collaboration over competition: Each microchurch is part of a larger network that supports and learns 
from one another, fostering a sense of unity and shared mission.

•	Celebrations and gatherings: The network holds events to celebrate what God is doing across the 
microchurches, encouraging and inspiring leaders.

•	Shared identity: While each microchurch is autonomous, they share a common DNA of gospel centrality, 
relational focus, and missional engagement.

7.	 Disciple-Making as the Core

•	Disciples who make disciples: They emphasizes disciple-making as the central function of every 
microchurch.

•	Simple, reproducible processes: Leaders are trained to make disciples who can then lead others, 
ensuring that the microchurch remains dynamic and multiplying.

8.	 Storytelling

•	Sharing success stories: They frequently tells stories of how microchurches are transforming lives and 
communities. This inspires others to start their own.

•	Highlighting impact: Leaders see how even small efforts can lead to significant kingdom impact, 
encouraging them to take steps of faith.
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Micro Network Examples
•	The Tampa Underground (Tampa, FL)  |  tampaunderground.com 

•	The KC Underground (Kansas City, KS)  |  kcunderground.org 

•	Zoe Toronto (Toronto, ON, Canada)  |  zoetoronto.com 

•	Boise Underground (Boise, ID)  |  boiseunderground.org 

•	Renaissance Church (Boston, MA)  |  wearerenaissance.org 

•	Greenhouse Church (Gainesville, FL)  |  greenhousechurch.org 

•	Pando Collective (Colorado Springs, CO)  |  thepandocollective.com  

•	Love Your Neighbor Network (Stafford, VA)  |  loveyourneighbornetwork.org 

House Church Network Examples
•	The Church Project (Houston, TX)  |  churchproject.org 

•	The Edge House Church Network (Canada)  |  theedgehc.com 

•	Dwell Community Church (Columbus, OH)  |  dwellcc.org 

Resources
•	Underground Church by Brian Sanders

•	Microchurches: A Smaller Way by Brian Sanders

•	Church as Movement by J.R. Woodward & Dan White Jr.

•	The Starfish and the Spirit by Rob Wegner and Lance Ford

•	The Forgotten Ways by Alan Hirsch (provides theological foundation for micro expressions)

https://www.tampaunderground.com/
https://kcunderground.org/
https://www.zoetoronto.com/
https://www.boiseunderground.org/
https://www.wearerenaissance.org/
https://greenhousechurch.org/
https://thepandocollective.com/
https://ebenezerumc.org/love-your-neighbor-network-2/
https://www.churchproject.org/
https://theedgehc.com/
https://www.dwellcc.org/

