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A note about this material 
 
This material grew out of an idea for exploring themes of Christian 
discipleship in today’s world.  It has been produced as a resource for 
Extending Discipleship / Exploring Vocation in the Midlands region 
of The Methodist Church under the editorship of Robert Foster, 
with significant contributions from Sara Cliff and Caroline Wickens.  
The material is ©2011 the authors, but may be reproduced in full, 
or in part, for use in study groups, as long as the authorship of the 
work is acknowledged and no payment is received for using it. 

 
Rev. Sara Cliff, MTh 
is a Methodist minister in the Lincoln (South) Circuit 
and the Lincoln & Grimsby District’s 
officer for Extending Discipleship / Exploring Vocation. 

 
Rev. Dr. Robert Foster 
is a Methodist minister in the Derbyshire Dales Circuit 
and the Nottingham & Derby District’s 
officer for Extending Discipleship / Exploring Vocation. 
 
Rev. Dr. Caroline Wickens 
is a Methodist minister in the Dudley and Netherton Circuit 
and the Birmingham and Wolverhampton & Shrewsbury Districts’ 
officer for Extending Discipleship / Exploring Vocation. 

 

Further explorations 

 
Whether a group has come into being specifically to follow this    
material or was already in existence before using the material, a 
natural question to ask after the final session is “what next?”. 
 
Groups wishing to focus on discipleship in more depth and people 
wishing to examine what God may be calling them to do are        
welcome to contact any of the authors of this material, who will be 
able to suggest further resources. 

© 2011 Robert Foster. 
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Practical Notes 
 
Bibles: It would be good, if possible, for everybody in a group to 
read from the same version of the Bible (such as NIV, NRSV, Good 
News, or another contemporary version), as this will avoid the 
temptation to discuss the differences in the texts.  (It may be 
possible, with permission, to use copies of church pew Bibles.) 

Copyright: Please bear in mind the need to ensure that any 
material in addition to this booklet - including the suggested songs, 
films and Bible readings - must be used in accordance with 
copyright law.  If you are unsure, please obtain permission. 

Timing: Each of the sessions is expected to take at most two hours, 
including some time for refreshments at the beginning or end. 

© 2011 Robert Foster. 
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What I will find in the catechism, creeds and the Bible are 
the stories of those who have wrestled with the same 
question, and whose wrestling indicates the terms of the 
business of wrestling with faith. 

But I will not find a prescription to be followed blindly.  The 
answer can only be found in the detail and the integrity of 
my experience.  The builder must attend to the actual facts 
of the building business and his personal circumstances.  
The king must attend to the actual facts of his armies and 
that of his enemies.  The assassin must ensure that his   
instrument of assassination will be effective.  Jacob must 
be sure that if he wants to cross the Jabok river he is     
willing to suffer at the hands of the angel.  Jesus must be 
sure that if he’s going to encourage others to ‘go up to  
Jerusalem’ that he is willing to take up the cross himself. 

The cost of discipleship for me will be determined by the 
unique detail of my life.  For every single one of us there is 
something which is demanded of us.  For each of us - if we 
have the courage to be conscious of Christ’s call - there is a 
call to do the one thing we would not choose to do.  That is 
the choice to be dis-possessed - dis-possesed of those 
things, those self-images, those relationships, those ideas 
which I have chosen for myself.  The life of Jesus, the life of 
the Kingdom, is that life which is given to us.  We cannot 
grasp at it, we can only desire it.  And desiring this life,    
relinquish everything that would stand in the way of the 
one thing which is demanded of us.  That, is the              
euangellion, the Good News!” 

For the second prayer time, play a hymn or song with a 
focus on Jesus’ death, such as ‘Come and see’ from the  
collection Songs of Fellowship for Small Groups”, or a track 
from another CD or collection designed for use in worship. 

© 2011 Sara Cliff, Robert Foster. 
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Session 6: Choosing to make sacrifices 

The key aim of this session is to help the participants to reflect upon 
how they might choose to be sacrificial in discipleship.  Specifically: 

 To help people to understand the supreme sacrifice 
made by Jesus as he chose to die on the cross; 

 Against this background, to explore people’s priorities 
for life and their opportunities for making sacrifices 
for God and for other people. 

 

For the ‘bucket list’ exercise, you will need a clean bucket, 
sheets of paper, scissors, and pens or pencils.  Before your 
group meets, cut the sheets of paper into smaller slips, so 
that you will have three to five slips for each person. 

As you introduce the task, give group members the slips of 
paper and pens or pencils.  Explain that, after a few 
minutes, you will randomly read some of the bucket-list 
items and see if the rest of the group can guess who wrote 
them.  Collect the slips of paper in the bucket once        
everyone has finished writing. 

If people are struggling with the discussion about priorities, 
try using the example of an athlete training for the      
Olympics choosing whether to go training or to go out for a 
meal with friends.  There will be a time for both, but they 
will need to be carefully planned and the athlete may need 
to make many personal sacrifices in order to win. 

To help people to tackle the question about Bonhoeffer’s 
thoughts about discipleship, read the following excerpt 
from his book The Cost of Discipleship (London: SCM, 
1959): 

“So how do I know what the cost of discipleship might be?  
Will I find the answer in the creeds or the catechism or the  
Synod?  Will I find the answer in the Bible?  No, I will not.  

© 2011 Sara Cliff, Robert Foster. 
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Introduction 
 
A key question for me as a Christian is that of how my faith shapes 
my daily living; being a disciple of Jesus means that I expect to be 
shaped by my understanding of Jesus’ life and teaching.  Therefore, 
the six sessions about discipleship in this booklet are designed as an 
exploration of what it means to say to Jesus “I choose to follow you” 
in today’s world.  This means that there is a deliberate focus within 
the six sessions on the impact of faith upon the choices that we 
make as Christians in daily life. 

The intention is that, in meeting together, groups will wrestle with 
how their daily living - their discipleship - is shaped by what the   
gospels tell us about Jesus.  The hope is that the sessions will not 
simply be an academic exercise, but that they will result in personal 
growth and in concrete action.  However, this is not a                   
comprehensive course - it is more of as ‘taster’ that will hopefully 
encourage group members to develop their own understanding 
about how they can best follow Jesus and to encourage them to 
want to spend more time reflecting on their own discipleship. 

The sessions are designed to be used flexibly by groups; the various 
elements can be included, adapted, omitted or added to.  The      
important thing is not that every part of each session is used as 
written, but that the people in the group are led in a way that will 
stimulate their discussions, reflections and action. 

This material may be used during Lent, since Lent is one of the times 
during the year that we are encouraged to reflect in some depth 
about our faith and about the way in which our faith is reflected in 
our daily life.  Nevertheless, there is no reason why it should not be 
used at any other time that a group feels that it might be helpful. 

As you use this material, may God bless you in leadership and may 
God bless those you are leading as the Holy Spirit challenges, affirms 
and encourages people in your group to take action.  In this way, 
may the world be changed and may the Kingdom of God grow. 

Robert Foster 

© 2011 Robert Foster. 
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Session 1: Choices 

The key aim of this session is to help the participants to reflect upon 
the choices that they make in life.  Specifically, that: 

 The choices that we make have consequences; 
 We do not always make good choices; 
 Following Jesus is a deliberate choice; 
 Following Jesus should have an impact upon daily life. 

        

To open up the discussion on choices, try encouraging the 
group members to think about choices that they may have 
made that have not had major consequences, such as 
choosing to try a new food that they did not like. 

Although permission is needed to show DVDs in churches 
without infringing copyright, you might lead the             
conversation on by talking about Scene 6 of “Finding 
Nemo” (13:15-15:30), where Nemo swims to a boat and 
touches it, despite his Dad saying that he shouldn’t.  
Nemo’s choice results in him being captured and taken 
away on the boat. Thus begins his Dad’s quest to find him. 

As a supplementary question to the one about choices 
that have changed people’s lives, you might ask how God 
our Father might feel when we make choices in life that go 
against his wishes -  e.g. against the teaching of Jesus and 
of the Bible. 

In the Bible reading, Jesus is walking along teaching a 
crowd of people when he sees Levi in his tax collector’s 
booth.  Of all the people there, Jesus chooses to ask Levi  
to follow him and Levi chooses to do so. 

You might like to explain to people that tax collectors were 
ill-thought of not only because they were collecting taxes, 
but also because they were doing so for the Roman        
occupiers of the land and, in doing so, they tended to add 

© 2011 Robert Foster. 
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The story of the cleansing of the Temple occurs at the end 
of Jesus' ministry in the three Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, 
Mark and Luke) and is presented as the last straw; after 
this, his death is inevitable.  For all three, there is an       
inescapable focus on justice versus exploitation: ‘you have 
made my Father's house a den of robbers’.  This means 
that the worship offered in the Temple is invalid - it is not a 
“house of prayer for all the nations”.  It is the same point 
as Amos and Micah made, hundreds of years earlier.     
Worship is useless unless it is matched by justice.  

Sadly, it should prove easy enough to find relevant      
newspaper headlines or articles about situations where 
people are protesting against injustice.  At the time of 
writing, suitable material would have related to the        
violence in Egypt, the release of Aung San Suu Kyi and    
issues arising from our own government’s cuts.  

Appropriate music for the time of prayer and reflection 
might include the Iona song 'Jesus Christ is waiting’.  You 
could also use an instrumental track from the collection 
Songs of Fellowship for Small Groups”, or music from     
another CD or collection designed for use in worship. 

If you have Internet access, explore one of the justice-
centred websites such as Avaaz ( http://www.avaaz.org/
en/ ), which enables people to email the world’s leaders 
and make their voice heard against injustice.   It might also 
be possible to find material online for campaigning and 
acting on national or local issues related to injustice; for 
example,  the 10 Downing Street website has a list of     
petitions ( http://petitions.number10.gov.uk/list ).  Print 
out some material from such websites, being careful not  
to infringe copyright, to help the group to consider what    
action might be taken against injustice. 
 

© 2011 Caroline Wickens, Robert Foster. 
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Session 5: Choosing to challenge injustice 

The key aim of this session is to help the participants to reflect upon 
how they might choose to challenge injustice.  Specifically: 

 To help people to think through the concept of        
injustice, from an experiential and a Biblical point of 
view; 

 Against this background, to explore the reasons why 
injustice angered Jesus; 

 To consider ways in which group members might    
respond to examples of injustice within their context. 

The introductory activity seeks to help people identify   
injustice and begin to explore their own responses to it,   
in a non-threatening way. 

The invitation to explore Biblical material about justice 
gives the opportunity to set Jesus' response against its  
Biblical background, and to see just how strong this     
commitment to justice is in the Old Testament: 

 The verses from Deuteronomy give a      
different motivation for this commandment 
from the version in Exodus 20.  Here, the   
focus is on the right to rest of all people,         
Israelites, foreigners and slaves alike: the  
Sabbath thus becomes an issue of justice. 

 Amos, writing in the eighth century at a time 
when Israel seems to have been deeply     
socially divided, reminds his hearers that   
exploiting the poor is totally unacceptable to 
God. 

 Micah, writing only slightly later, has the 
same sort of emphasis: exploiting the poor 
farmers is not God’s will, and invalidates the 
worship offered by the rich. 

 

© 2011 Caroline Wickens, Robert Foster. 
5 

 

a bit of extra tax to keep for themselves.   Also, the      
Pharisees would have thought that eating with “tax        
collectors and sinners” made one unclean in God’s sight. 

For the second prayer time, it would be good to play some 
reflective music without words and to have a collection of 
pictures showing various contrasting situations in daily life 
where people’s choices might be important, such as: 

 Supermarket shelves vs. emergency food aid; 
 An argument vs. a hug; 
 A war vs. an idyllic situation; 
 Wealth vs. poverty; 
 People or places related to different faiths. 

For music, you might use the instrumental version of ‘Spirit 
of the living God’ from the collection Songs of Fellowship 
for Small Groups”, which lasts for around 3 minutes, or you 
could use an instrumental track from another CD or       
collection designed for use in worship. 

For pictures, you might try the search facilities of sites like 
Google images (http://images.google.co.uk/) or Microsoft® 
Office images (http://office.microsoft.com/en-gb/images). 

It is important that the thinking time is grounded in       
people’s daily lives.  Encourage people to relate their faith 
to real situations in their community, or to areas of life 
such as work, study, shopping, travel and recreation. 

To increase the chances of action being taken, it is            
important for the discussion about action also to be 
grounded in people’s daily lives.  The discussion might   
result in the group choosing to make a commitment, such 
as setting up a project in respond to a need.  But actions 
could also be individual choices, such as someone choosing 
to buy The Big Issue each week to help the homeless.    
Reporting back in some way is important so that the group 
will hear not only that the action has been taken, but 
hopefully also about the impact of taking the action. 

 

© 2011 Robert Foster. 
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Session 2: Choosing to spend time with God 

The key aim of this session is to help the participants to reflect upon 
the choices that they make about using their time.  Specifically: 

 To help people to think about the priorities that they 
set in choosing how to use their time; 

 To help people see that discipleship includes a love of 
God and a desire to spend time with God; 

 To help people to see how spending time with God 
can help to inspire them in their Christian service. 

        
Gently encourage people to say something about what 
they have drawn.  In this very personal area of life, do not 
press people to say something if they do not wish to. 

To help people to think about their approach to their use 
of time, you might ask: 

 Do you like to have order and plans, or is    
spontaneity your rule of life? 

 How do your church activities fit in with your 
time plan? 

The first thing that the psalmist says to God is, ‘I love you’. 
How many times has this been said - by lovers, within  
families or simply between dear friends? 

Wherever caring people work through challenging          
situations, the declaration ‘I love you’ is the truth which 
overrules all others, the point at which arguments fall   
silent and even reason gives way. 

The psalmist states his love for his Lord before moving on 
to explain why he feels this way (vs 1-9) and what he     
intends to do about it (vs 13-19).  People who see God only 
as an abstract concept, a remote idea of goodness,        
perhaps need to absorb the energy of this psalm. 

© 2011 Sara Cliff, Robert Foster. 
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quick answer shakes Jesus into changing his mind.  And for 
this reason it is likely that these events actually happened.  
The story of a rabbi challenged to change his mind by a 
woman is not one that anyone would invent!  Jesus’ choice 
to respect this woman - despite her difference - and to    
respond to her needs perhaps made it possible for later 
Christians to be inclusive as the faith developed.  

Luke 13:10-17 tells the story of a woman bent double by 
what we would call a spinal problem, disabled by her    
condition for eighteen years.  She would be unable to see 
anything except the floor, unable to see where she was 
going or who she was talking to.  Jesus sets her free,       
restoring her to full participation in her society.  The twist 
in this story is the unwillingness of the synagogue leader to 
accept her freedom; for him, the rules of religion mean 
more than her liberation and Jesus challenges this sharply.  

James 2:1-13 offers further insight into the importance of 
respecting others, especially those whose differences 
make it hard for them to be accommodated in society.  

 

Appropriate music for the prayer time might include 
‘When I needed a neighbour’. 

 

The action doesn't need to be anything dramatic.  Often, 
marginalised people say that simple, friendly contact with 
others who are prepared to acknowledge their humanity 
means as much as the concrete support provided by      
professionals.  

© 2011 Caroline Wickens, Robert Foster. 
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Session 4: Choosing to value other people 

The key aim of this session is to help the participants to reflect upon 
how they can choose to value other people.  Specifically: 

 To help people to think about difference and about 
the ways in which it makes a difference; 

 To identify kinds of difference which cause people to 
be undervalued; 

 To help the group think about how and why they 
should seek to overcome this. 

        
Taking it further: people are very different. 

There are some ways in which we take one another's 
differences for granted.  If you prefer  mountains to sea-
side, no-one is going to hold that against you!  In other 
respects, however, difference can lead to mistrust and  
suspicion, or to a quest to gain power over one another.  

The introductory section seeks to make the point that we 
are all different and that these differences can be           
enriching as well as unsettling.  Without permission, film 
clips cannot generally be shown without infringing        
copyright, but the story of The Ugly Duckling (8:18),  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=THmHFHBWQZc, 
makes the same point: the discovery of difference can be 
incredibly exciting, opening up a whole new world. 

Use one or both of the Bible readings as time allows.  

Mark 7:24-30 recounts Jesus' meeting with the Syro-
Phoenician woman who asks for healing for her daughter.  
Jesus seems to have had enough of the public eye; he 
wants a break, wants to be anonymous for a change.  But 
the woman hunts him out - another one in need.  She is a 
Gentile, and in the first place Jesus rebuffs her request for 
this reason (though perhaps also because he is tired).  Her  
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At the heart of the psalm is an intimate and passionate  
relationship between human and divine.  Straight though 
the writer’s undeniably reasonable and orderly points cuts 
the intense emotion which is the heart of the matter. 

The four Gospels portray Jesus at work in many ways …   
He heals.  He comforts.  He fishes with the Apostles.  He     
prepares dinner for the crowds.  He casts out demons.  He 
reads the Scriptures at the synagogue services.  He carries 
a cross.  The Gospels also portray Jesus in many non-
working capacities, such as visiting friends, dining out, 
attending a wedding reception, spending time with little 
children, taking a boat ride.  But whether he is at work or 
leisure, whether he is in the formal atmosphere of the  
synagogue or in the informal atmosphere of a roadside 
encounter with a stranger, invariably Jesus transforms the 
event into a teaching situation. 

According to leading educators, the number one           
qualification of a good teacher is enthusiasm.  Our word 
"enthusiasm," comes from the Greek, and it means "God 
within."  According to Ralph Waldo Emerson, "Nothing 
great was ever achieved without enthusiasm”.  The New 
Testament writers portrayed Jesus as having unbounded 
enthusiasm for his subject.  So much so that he literally 
gave his life for it.  Moreover, Peter and the other disciples 
discovered his enthusiasm to be highly contagious - to the 
point that when he said "follow me!", they gave up        
everything and followed.  For those who accept Jesus as 
Lord and Saviour, he not only teaches the Word of God, he 
is the Word of God. 

Encourage people not to set themselves up for failure by 
being unrealistic about their choices.  For some people, a 
small change, such as placing an inspirational picture 
where they will often see it, or choosing to pray sometimes 
when they would normally be resting, will be a good start. 

© 2011 Sara Cliff, Robert Foster. 
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Session 3: Choosing to care for God’s creation 

The key aim of this session is to help the participants to reflect upon 
how they choose to relate with God’s creation.  Specifically, that: 

 We only have one world and its resources are finite; 
 God has entrusted us with the world’s resources; 
 Our “home comforts” may ultimately harm the Earth; 
 Caring for creation is a deliberate choice. 

        

Although permission is needed to show DVDs in churches 
without infringing copyright, you might lead the             
conversation on by relating it to Scene 32 of the film “An             
Inconvenient Truth” (1:23:10-1:25:52), where Al Gore talks 
about how small our world is compared to the vastness of 
the universe and notes that it is our only home.   It may 
help you to watch the short final word sequence beyond 
this point before leading the session - as there are some 
suggestions about taking action - but sharing these        
suggestions with the group at the beginning of the session 
may make it harder for people to explore the issues as 
effectively as a group.   Al Gore believes that we need to 
take action now to secure our future and wonders     
whether future generations will ask why we didn’t wake 
up when we had a chance.  As a supplementary question 
about the things that worry people, you might ask how 
God our Father might feel when he sees the way in which 
his world is being treated. 

The Isaiah passage has been chosen to help people to see 
that when people harm the world, they are harming God’s 
world, not just the prospects of future generations. 

If  people struggle with the questions related to Isaiah, it 
might help if they are reminded about some of the ways in 
which the world has been harmed in recent years such as: 
Oil spills in the Gulf of Mexico; the destruction of  

© 2011 Robert Foster. 
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rainforests; the emission of greenhouse gases; the          
pollution of rivers; nuclear accidents, such as at Chernobyl. 

The question about the things that we take for granted is 
meant to help people to think about the environmental  
impact of things like transport, power generation,        
packaging and things that we have finished with.  Even 
things that are said to be ‘carbon-neutral’ may have other 
impacts as resources are depleted or ‘waste’ items need to 
be disposed of after use. 

It is important that the thinking time is grounded in       
people’s daily lives.  Encourage people to really think 
about the way in which their community works and about 
the things that people do in daily life that have an impact 
upon the environment, however small they may feel the 
impact of actions by individuals may be.  For example, the 
waste plastic generated by one family may seem relatively 
small, but if that is multiplied by thousands, tens of     
thousands or hundreds of thousands, then it becomes very     
significant.  This means that small changes on the part of 
individuals can also make a difference if many people 
choose to make those changes. 

To increase the chance of action being taken, it is also   
important for the discussion about action to be grounded 
in people’s daily lives.  The discussion needn’t result in 
complex schemes - the action could be as simple as         
encouraging the church and all of its members to use less 
electricity or to recycle more.  Reporting back in some way 
is  important so that the group will hear not only that the  
action has been taken, but perhaps also about the         
consequences of taking the action. 
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