
 
 

Creating a Hybrid Network 
A How-To on Creating Opportunities for Formation that Meet Your Flock’s Needs 

 
Problem: “Beyond Sunday worship, folks don’t have time for formation. The same dozen people 
come to everything but we’re not reaching anyone outside these small groups. We’re not 
developing more mature, faithful practitioners within our church.” 
 
Solution: Stop offering programs, start nurturing networks that meet people where they are. 
 

 A program requires folks to show up when and where the church tells them and to learn 
what the church says. 

o Often, programs supply something that there was once a demand for. Often, 
that demand no longer exists, and frequently the programming might not meet 
people’s needs and constraints.   
 

 A network allows folks to connect with others who want to learn and do so at their own 
pace, with the church’s support. 

 
Hybrid Networks. What we’ll be detailing in this resource is how to create hybrid networks, 
which combine network theory with classic small group ministry.  
 
Here are the three essential steps for creating a hybrid network: 
 

1. Identify. Identify within the church an area of shared interest for learning and growth 
(e.g., Paul’s letters, contemplative prayer). 

2. Gather. Gather the group for monthly in-person meetings to build community and 
introduce key concepts and skills.  

3. Learn alone together. On its own time, the hybrid network will work on leader-provided 
activities and reading and discuss the experience online. Click here to read more about 
various platforms for creating online community.   

 
Identifying the network is the first crucial step. The leader needs to research what people want 
to learn and how much time they have, and set clear time commitments.  

 
1. Survey. Do your best to understand the commitments of your possible network. 

Knowing how folks spend their day, when and where their pockets of free time are, and 
what amount of time they have to commit will inform how often you meet and what 
modes of communication the network uses.  

2. Propose, don’t ask. “Can you commit to a two-hour meeting once a month and two 
hours of reading on your own each week?” is better than “How much time can you 
spare?” The answer to the latter is almost always, “Not another second.” But the former 
is a clearly defined and manageable commitment to formation. 

3. Don’t get discouraged. Hybrid networks are not a cure-all. You’re looking to increase 
the number of mature, faithful practitioners at your church by finding the time 
commitment and delivery method that meets your flock’s needs. It’s a gradual process 
that will bear more fruit as the concept catches on. 
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Gathering. Making the most out of the in-person gathering time is essential.   
 

1. Gatherings are for key concepts. Because folks will spend less time together with the 
group leader, what is taught and discussed during the in-person gatherings bears more 
importance than in classic small group structures. Think about what core concepts must 
be explained at this meeting. Leave the rest out. Offering context and tools to think 
critically about the reading or practice and anticipating sticking points will go a lot 
further. The minutiae are for the “alone together” time.  

2. Build in time for fellowship. People come to church for community. It’s harder to build 
community “alone together,” so be sure to build in time for fellowship when you meet. 
Try centering the gathering around a meal or having a social hour (or half-hour) at the 
beginning or end. Giving some structure to the fellowship time will help unacquainted 
members get to know and trust each other as they work through the reading or 
practice.  

 
Learning Alone Together. The vast majority of formation will occur in the time between each 
gathering. You’re allowing folks to study or practice when and where it’s convenient for them, 
but that doesn’t mean that time should be without structure.  
 

1. Set clear mile markers. Saying, “Read Mere Christianity before we gather next month,” 
might be a reasonable goal, but you should be more specific. Say instead, “Ideally, by X, 
Y and Z date you’ll have read this many pages.”  

2. Give structured opportunities to interact in the “alone” times. Using a medium that 
will allow folks to post questions about the week’s reading or practice will give the 
leader and members a chance to respond and foster more fruitful learning.  

 Suggestion on platform: Creating a free, private blog with sites like WordPress 
or Blogger can be an effective way to do this. Both these platforms work well 
with smartphones and tablets, which will allow folks to post and respond to 
questions anywhere they find themselves with some downtime. Learn more 
about platform options here. 

3. Send reminders. Send a short, regular e-mail with the reading assignment and 
directions on how to interact. (Be careful to not overload people on reminders or they’ll 
just start ignoring them.) Designate different people to get the conversation started 
each week to increase participation and ownership of the learning process.  

 Don’t be afraid of the phone: Using platforms like blogs and videoconferencing 
doesn’t change the fact that people respond to a personal touch. If you think 
someone is straying from the formational flock, give them a call or ask about 
how the study is going when you see them in church.  

4. Be flexible. If things go well, you may find that people are willing to make more time for 
the network. Suggest that these people meet in sub-groups at coffee shops or set up 
more regular times to use Google Hangouts or other free videoconferencing software. 
Learn more about platform options here. 
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