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Discipleship

This paper is designed as a brief discussion starter to highlight discipleship formation in the Church. Discipleship has always been at the root of Methodist identity, and Conference reports in the last decade have teased out some of the implications of what this means. The paper summarises this work, hints at some of the signs of a world-changing, whole life discipleship and gives an illustrative taste of some possible activities the Connexional Team might uniquely or best do to support discipleship formation. It is not intended to bring firm proposals but to give the Council an opportunity to influence such proposals as will come later with the 2009-10 budget.

1. Introduction

As the ‘people called Methodists’ we are called to be world-changing disciples. This lifelong discipleship, nurtured in the company of others, leads to a gradual inner transformation of character and outer transformation of lifestyle, as we learn to be Christlike in an often un-Christlike but never Christless world.

The practices of our tradition sustain our discipleship. These include:

‘Scriptural holiness’ (e.g. prayer, Bible study, personal piety);

‘social holiness’ (e.g. gathering for worship and study, sharing accountability for discipleship in a small group context);

personal acts of kindness and corporate acts of challenging unjust structures – making a difference in and for the local and global community;

an evangelical imperative – making visible the signs of the in-breaking Kingdom of God and articulating the ‘hope’ that we have within us.
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This outline of discipleship builds on the discussion of discipleship in Methodist Conference statements and reports, and is expanded in §2 and §3 below. §4 and §5 begin to explore ways to deepen a culture of world-changing discipleship in the Church.

2. ‘A life of love for God and for others’

‘From the moment God has saved you from all sin, you are to aim at nothing more, but more of that love described in the thirteenth of Corinthians’.

Discipleship is living ‘the life of love for God and for others which the Spirit makes possible’, in response to ‘God’s demand to become transformed into the image of Christ, who is Lord and who is perfect love’.

Discipleship begins with ‘a sense of call – a disciple feels called and chooses to respond. The call is to a two-way relationship, where God keeps us company and we keep company with God. There has to be a willingness to follow – the disciple is on a lifelong journey of faith as a follower of Jesus, and must be willing to “go for God”. The journey is not straightforward, but can include moving towards and drifting away from closeness to God. The aim is to become more Christ-like, being like Jesus and doing like Jesus. Discipleship is a discipline that can involve pain and cost; in some choices we make, the gospel asks us to be counter-cultural – how should we live, where do we place ourselves, who or what do we really serve? It also involves discipline; we are committed to learn, to pray, and show our faith in action. In our love of God we will also love our neighbour as ourselves. And in order to go on growing, disciples must be vulnerable, curious, able to live with questions, and full of desire to learn’.

Discipleship is ‘at the root of everything else that we might find ourselves doing or being, in the service of the Church or the world’.
 It is a ‘whole life-response’ to God: ‘everything a Christian believes and does is potentially an aspect of discipleship’.
 It is part of ‘the process of claiming for Christ every activity of the Christian... and redeeming every department of the corporate life of the world’.

It follows that, ‘for most of us, our discipleship will be expressed and lived out in the ordinary life of the world and not in specific ministries of the Church. Far too often Christians use the word “discipleship” as if it referred only to that part of our lives which is involved in church-related activities, and had no relevance to any other part of our lives’.

3. ‘A quest for holiness’ – distinctive Methodist emphases

Jesus, confirm my heart’s desire / To work, and speak, and think for thee; / Still let me guard the holy fire, / And still stir up thy gift in me.

‘Christian holiness or perfection... is Methodism’s traditional way of speaking about growth in discipleship... We “catch fire” with the love of God. At the same time, keeping a fire continually burning requires ongoing vigilant work – watching for when more fuel needs adding, stirring the fire to ensure enough oxygen to keep the flames burning’.
 Discipleship is a ‘quest for holiness’ from a starting point of ‘personal faith’.

Methodist membership implies a ‘call to continuing and mature discipleship’, and the ticket of membership identifies activities which nurture, and which are signs of, discipleship: 

As a member of the Methodist Church, I am called to:

worship within the local church, including regular sharing in Holy Communion, and through personal prayer

learning and caring, through Bible study and meeting for fellowship, so that I may grow in faith and support others in their discipleship

service, by being a good neighbour in the community, challenging injustice and using my resources to support the Church in its mission in the world

evangelism, through working out my faith in daily life and sharing Christ with others

Questions:

1. What have been the helpful ways in which the Christian community has nurtured your discipleship?

2. In what ways do you see yourself as a world-changing disciple?

3. Which factors prevent a wider acceptance that ‘everything a Christian believes and does is potentially an aspect of discipleship’?

4. Contemporary whole-life discipleship

Deepening a culture of discipleship might involve prioritising the following signs of discipleship – some because they are neglected elements from our own tradition, others because they resonate with elements of our wider contemporary culture:

· A willingness to be part of a small group growing in accountable discipleship

· An ability to speak of God and faith in ways that make sense

· An ability to recognise signs of the presence of God in the everyday (prevenient grace)

· A sense of connection between work and faith

· A willingness to find ways to be alongside the marginalised and to stand up for justice

· A sense of connection between lifestyle choices and faith, eg sustainable living

· A willingness to wrestle with difficult questions to work out an ethical way of living and of dealing with messy life situations

· An intentional rooting of discipleship in spiritual practices.

5. Connexional Team activities
How can the Connexional Team best work to deepen a culture of discipleship? This is an initial illustrative list of possibilities:

Reviewing current Connexional Team activities – Bringing emphases on discipleship in current Connexional Team activities to the fore

For example, in the area of World Church Relationships, work is already being done to take advantage of the fact that every member of the Methodist Church is also a member of the Methodist Missionary Society.

Equipping circuit leadership teams through Regional Training Networks and District officers
Communication – Maximising the potential of existing communication channels, including the website, Buzz, e-news, The Methodist Recorder, Momentum, resource leaflets; sharing Good News stories about whole-life discipleship

Resources – Focused resources highlighting discipleship

For example: resource leaflets about our tradition of small group accountability; resources on discipleship in a post-Christendom context; formatting Conference reports to have the best impact in the circuits

Visioning Road Shows / Big Event – Going to where people are: listening to stories, sharing good news and resources, widening vision

Projects – cutting edge projects to explore different models of nurturing discipleship
Questions:

4. In what ways can circuits be enabled to prioritise the nurture of world-changing disciples?

5. In what ways can the Connexional Team uniquely or best support work to deepen a culture of world-changing discipleship?

� John Wesley, A Plain Account of Christian Perfection; quoted in Called to Love and Praise, Agenda 1999, ¶4.3.10


� The Ministry of the People of God, Agenda 1986, ¶014. Living ‘the life of love for God and for others which the spirit makes possible’ is also ‘our calling’ and ‘our service’; it is also a summary of ‘the ministry of the people of God’. Methodism has used these four phrases (calling, service, ministry and discipleship) reasonably interchangeably to describe the duties and attributes of the Christian life of the ‘people of God’.


� Time to Talk of God – Recovering Christian Conversation as a Way of Nurturing Discipleship, Agenda 2005, ¶3.7


� Time to Talk of God, ¶3.6


� ‘Education for Discipleship’, Formation for Ministry within a Learning Church: Shaping the Future: New Patterns of Training for Lay and Ordained, Church of England (with Methodist Church participation), 2005


� The Nature of the Christian Church, Agenda 1937, p.16


� Time to Talk of God, ¶3.6


� Charles Wesley, Hymns & Psalms, 745, verse 3


� Time to Talk of God, ¶7.1.3


� Called to Love and Praise, ¶4.2.14 and ¶4.2.2


� Time to Talk of God, ¶0.3
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