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Introduction 
All churches share a common mission to make disciples of 

Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. This two-part 
mission transforms Jesus’s call to “Love the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with 
all your mind and love your neighbor as yourself” into an action 
statement for the church. How do we live out the call to love God 
and neighbor? We make disciples and strive to transform our 
communities and world. 

Making disciples will not happen by accident. It must be the 
intentional work of each local church. The goal of this booklet is to 
help you begin to articulate a clear path of discipleship for people 
in your congregation. 

At baptism, we are initiated into Christian community. Vows are 
made, either by individuals themselves or by others on their behalf, 
to be on a journey of discipleship. At each baptism we ask the 
whole congregation, “Will you nurture one another in the Christian 
faith and include these persons now before you in your care?” 
Developing an intentional discipleship system is the most important 
ways a congregation can live this commitment out. 

Each congregation will have its own flavor of discipleship 
system. It will vary based on your location, context, and the gifts 
and graces present in your community. This variation is healthy 
and as God intends. To be a vibrant movement, Christianity needs 
a diversity of churches. 

All discipleship activities should relate in some way to what we 
know as the means of grace.1 Meaning, they should be practices 
where we recognize and expect God’s grace to pervade in and 
through those who participate. This grace, in turn, strengthens and 
confirms the faith of the individual. 

There are some common elements that should be part of any 
discipleship system. This booklet will walk you through developing 
each element in a way that best fits your local congregation. 
 
 
 

                                                
1 http://www.umc.org/how-we-serve/the-wesleyan-means-of-grace  
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Those elements are: 
• A clearly articulated definition of what a disciple is. 
• A defined set of core practices expected of all disciples in 

this community. 
• On ramps for new participants to begin a journey of 

discipleship. 
• A system of Wesleyan small groups. 
• A system of 1:1 discipleship guides (or triads). 
• Local ministries of justice and mercy. 

 
As you can see, this list moves from aspirational to very 

practical. An aspirational definition of discipleship is required and 
so are practical opportunities for discipleship to be developed. A 
true disciple-making church will have both. 

As you move through this booklet you may want to invite 
additional people to participate. The final goal is to develop a 
discipleship system that can be widely embraced. It will take you 
more than one session to complete this process. 
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Part 1: Crafting a Definition 
Before you can start building a discipleship system, you need a 
clear definition of what a disciple is. The above definition is offered 
as a starting place. Any definition should be simple, no more than 
one or two sentences, and in an active voice. Discipleship is not 
passive, and your definition cannot be either. A good definition will 
be self-explanatory and understandable by those not used to 
church language. 
 
The above definition comes from a strong Trinitarian influence 
which may or may not resonate with your faith community. 
 
Review the definition above and some or all of the following 
passages: 
 

• Matthew 28:16-20 
• Romans 12:1-18 
• John 8:31-32 
• 2 Timothy 2:2 
• Luke 6:40 
• Luke 9:23 
• Luke 14:25-26 
• John 3:3 
• 2 Corinthians 5:17 

 
  

A disciple is someone whose life is being transformed by the love 
of God the creator, through the power of the Holy Spirit, and by 
following the way of Jesus Christ. 
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GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
Have each person write the words or ideas they feel are most 
important from the passages on a whiteboard or large piece of 
paper. Review and identify any common elements. Write them 
below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Individually write a one- to two-sentence definition of discipleship, 
or adapt the definition from page three, and share aloud. 
 
 
As a group, develop your definition of discipleship, keeping the 
following in mind: 
 

• Is it short? One or two sentences. 
• Will people remember it? 
• Is it Trinitarian? The full expression of God should be 

present. 
• Is it active? Discipleship is an ongoing journey that doesn’t 

end. 
 
Keep in mind your definition does not need to be timeless, it needs 
to be timely. It should line up with who you are as a community 
today and where you want to go tomorrow. You should plan to 
revisit it occasionally to be sure it still serves you. 
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How can you share this definition? 
 
A definition is not really valuable unless people know and embrace 
it. How can you share your definition? How can you educate the 
wider congregation on what it means to be a disciple, and how your 
team arrived at this definition? 
 
Task List 
What do you need to do next to share your definition? 
 

What? Who? By When? 

   

   

   

   

   

  

OUR DEFINITION 
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Part 2: Discipleship Guides 
 

To help develop your discipleship system we will work through 
the list presented in the introduction. We will start by looking at 
some specific elements that should be in place in any robust 
discipleship system. This does not mean they all have to be in 
place on day one, but over time they should develop as the system 
matures. 

One to one discipleship guides are a tried and true method of 
growing and deepening faith. Going by different names, the basic 
premise is an intentional person-to-person relationship where 
there is regular contact between people. They are also sometimes 
configured as triads where three individuals act as guides to one 
another. They often begin for a set period of time, eight to ten 
weeks, with the option to extend longer. The set initial period allows 
for a graceful exit should one or both participants not wish to 
continue. 

Alcoholics Anonymous has put this process to great use 
through what it calls “sponsors.” 2  In fact, AA began as a 1:1 
intentional relationship between two people struggling with their 
shared addiction. Discipleship guides are also commonly used in 
churches in confirmation and youth group settings, often calling 
them “mentors.” The reality is that these types of relationships are 
valuable no matter a person’s age. 

An important part of any 1:1 discipleship guide process is the 
idea that neither party is in charge. While it’s common for one 
person to be further down the path of discipleship, each person has 
something to offer the other. In this way the relationship is mutually 
beneficial. Some congregations embrace the principles of 
coaching as a way to equip discipleship guides. 

Creating a system of 1:1 discipleship guides can be 
straightforward. The best place to start is for the pastor and/or key 
leaders in the church to start participating in a 1:1 process 
themselves. As they gain experience, they can share that 
experience with others. 

                                                
2 http://www.aa.org/assets/en_US/p-15_Q&AonSpon.pdf 
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GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
When have you been part of a mentoring or coaching relationship? 
Was it valuable and why? 
 
 
What would happen in your faith community if more people had 1:1 
discipleship guides? 
 
 
Who could you be a discipleship guide with today? 
 
 
 
How can you start a 1:1 discipleship guide process? 
 
One to one discipleship guides are often either the first or last step 
a faith community takes in creating their discipleship system. They 
often start small with a select group of leaders participating in a 1:1 
process then using those leaders to train others. Any participation 
in a 1:1 process will need to be done by individual invitation to be 
successful. 
 
Task List 
What do you need to do next? 
 

What? Who? By When? 
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Part 3: Wesleyan Small Groups 
 

The rediscovery of small groups has been underway for 
several years across the wider church. Once trumpeted as the 
savior of declining congregations, we now have a more realistic 
view of them. Small groups, by themselves, are not the savior of a 
local congregation. That said, they are almost always a part of any 
vital disciple-making church and should not be overlooked. 

The roots of the Methodist movement are in small discipleship 
groups called Class and Band Meetings. Everyone was expected 
to be in a Class Meeting if you wanted to be a Methodist. Bands 
were a special form of small group for leaders in the Methodist 
movement. 

Small discipleship groups are distinct from other forms of 
Christian education. Too often, we mistake Bible studies or 
women’s and men’s groups for small discipleship groups. In truth, 
these activities serve different purposes. First and foremost, small 
discipleship groups exist to be places of mutual support and 
accountability. They encourage us on our path of discipleship and 
keep us honest in making progress. They are small (no more than 
twelve), private, and confidential spaces. 

In the earliest Methodist small groups, the following questions 
were asked of each individual at every meeting: 
 

1. What known sins have you committed since our last 
meeting? 

2. What temptations have you met with? 
3. How were you delivered? 
4. What have you thought, said, or done, of which you doubt 

whether it be sin or not? 
5. Have you nothing you desire to keep secret? 

 
This helps you understand the depth of sharing expected in a true 
Wesleyan small group. 

Small discipleship groups come in two common forms: ongoing 
and seasonal. Ongoing groups start with no end date in mind. They 
are formed by various means, often meet weekly, and become like 
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close families. They do not tend to grow bigger but instead multiply. 
Meaning, when people join over time the group eventually divides 
rather than becoming larger than a dozen or so people. Sometimes 
ongoing groups begin with two leaders so that they are prepared 
to multiply when the time comes. 

Seasonal groups start with an end date in place. They may last 
two to six months, often meet weekly, and can be more topical. 
They will often form around a theme or specific discipleship 
practice and provide an opportunity for people to learn and expand 
their experience of that practice. For newer Christians, seasonal 
groups are far more attractive. They also better accommodate the 
transient nature of some demographics like young adults. 

Ultimately a disciple-making congregation will have a mix of 
ongoing and seasonal groups. Seasonal groups make a great 
starting place for congregations with no current small discipleship 
groups. Various resources exist to help any size church start 
ongoing or seasonal groups. A good place to start is Discipleship 
Ministries, http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/wesleys-small-
group-model-for-today. 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Default Option 
If you are interested in starting a Wesleyan Small Group 
process but are not sure where to start, The Class 
Meeting by Kevin Watson is a good starting place. 
 
https://www.cokesbury.com/product/9781628240580/the
-class-meeting 
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GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
When have you been part of a Wesleyan small group? What was 
valuable to you personally about it? 
 
 
What would happen in your faith community if more people 
participated in small groups? 
 
 
Who could you invite to be in a small group with you today? 
 
 
 
How can you start a Wesleyan small group process? 
 
Wesleyan small groups are a great first step in creating a 
discipleship system. Start with one group composed of key leaders 
participating for several months. Then use those leaders to start 
future groups. Any participation in a small group will need to be 
done by individual invitation to be successful. 
 
Task List 
What do you need to do next? 
 

What? Who? By When? 
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Part 4: Local Ministries of Mercy 
and Justice 
 

Every follower of Jesus has the inescapable call to participate 
in works of mercy and justice. This call predates Jesus’s earthly 
ministry and is expressed clearly in the following passage from the 
prophet Micah: 
 

He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. 
And what does the Lord require of you? 
To act justly and to love mercy 
and to walk humbly with your God. (Micah 6:8, NIV) 

 
In the New Testament we find it clearly expressed in passages like 
the following: 
 

• Matthew 25:31-46 
• Matthew 5:1-16 
• Luke 4:14-21 
• James 2:14-24 

 
You cannot call yourself a Christian and ignore suffering or 

injustice. Participating in acts of mercy and justice are as much a 
part of discipleship as are worship and prayer. Unfortunately in 
many churches today what passes for ministries of mercy and 
justice (often called “missions”) is the collecting and sending of 
small sums of money. It is true that sometimes the best thing we 
can do is send money. In the face of natural disasters, UMCOR 
(http://www.umcor.org/) is often your best recipient of funds. 

However, mission is much more than money. In Matthew 25, 
Jesus personalized our call to acts of mercy and justice by saying 
when we reach out to others, we are reaching out to him. Do we 
want to encounter Jesus from afar or up close and personal? The 
closer, the better, most would say. 

One way think about this is through the idea of ministry “with,” 
not “to.” We aren’t called to assume what peoples’ needs are and 
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then fill them. Instead we are called to be in a close enough 
relationship with those we aim to serve that we can learn about 
them and their situation. Only then can we hope to truly know how 
to help. 

Many congregations are already invested in local ministries of 
mercy and justice. One way to know if you are doing ministry with 
or to people is to ask a simple question. Can you learn the name 
of the person you are serving? If you can’t then you can’t really be 
in relationship with them. 

Food pantries are popular mercy ministries in churches. One 
way to change the dynamic in a food pantry is to stop handing 
people prefilled boxes of food; instead let them select their own 
items. Many congregations assign a volunteer to push a small cart 
or hold the box while the person is selecting things. As a result, 
conversation flows, names are learned, and relationships formed. 

As important as meeting basic needs for food and clothing is, 
mercy ministry is far more than that. In the United States one in 
seven people face issues of addiction, while one in six have 
diabetes or other chronic medical issues. Support and recovery 
groups of all varieties are need to meet the challenges of our 
modern world. 

Justice work can vary dramatically based on context and 
opportunity. It can look like organizing people to be present at city 
council to speak for a certain issue. It can also be raising 
awareness of important but unnoticed social problems by hosting 
conversations with local leaders or town-hall type events. 

Any time we shine light on places where people are being 
abused or neglected, we are engaging in justice work. When we 
hold civil leaders accountable for their actions, we are engaged in 
justice. When we stand with the marginalized and overlooked, 
because that is where Jesus would stand, then we are participating 
in God’s call for justice. When we use our voice to speak for those 
not being heard, we are doing as Jesus did. 

Ideally, mercy and justice opportunities will be open places 
where new participants are welcomed. Too often, ministry 
leadership can become closed, where only a small group makes 
all the decisions. This is not a healthy way to operate. People need 
to be given every opportunity to live out their gifts and graces, 
which requires a more open leadership structure. 
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It is important to see ministries of mercy and justice not as 
something additional your congregation does, but as a core part of 
your discipleship process. Jesus knew that our faith must be 
translated in action if it is to be real. Christians have always been 
called to right thinking (orthodoxy) and right practice (orthopraxis). 
John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement, embraced 
this thoroughly as he required all who call themselves Methodists 
to do good.3 

On a practical level, opportunities to participate in acts of mercy 
and justice are an increasingly popular way for new people to 
encounter a faith community. Bringing a friend to help feed the 
hungry and clothe the naked is far easier to do than bringing an 
unchurched person to worship. By understanding these activities 
as part of the discipling process of your community, the door is 
open to a whole new way of reaching people. 
 
 
 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
When have you participated in ministries of mercy and justice? 
How did it affect you? 
 
 
Where is your faith community currently involved in mercy and 
justice? Are you doing ministry with or to? 
 
 
How could you use ministries of mercy and justice to invite new 
people into a journey of discipleship? 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
3 http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/general-rules-of-the-methodist-
church 
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How can you increase ministries of mercy and justice? 
 

Most new local ministries of mercy and justice are started by a 
small group of dedicated people. Several options exist and will vary 
based on context and local opportunity. Partnerships with nearby 
schools have become fertile ground for many faith communities, 
for example. One good first step is to make a list of those in the 
community you could talk to and ask what they see as the greatest 
need. School principals, law enforcement, and other leaders are 
good conversation partners. 

Check out the Missional Outreach and Know Your Neighbor 
resources available under the Resources menu at 
www.wholechurch.org for more help starting effective ministries of 
mercy and justice. 
 
Task List 
What do you need to do next? 
 

What? Who? By When? 
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Part 5: Core Practices 
 

From the earliest days of Christianity, communities of faith 
have developed standards they expect members to follow. The 
Didache4 is the earliest example of this, dating to the first century 
AD. Only a few centuries later the Rule of St. Benedict 5  was 
authored and is still followed around the world. These standards 
are a mix of broader attitudes and more defined activities, often 
including reminders to treat one another with love (broader 
attitude) and to read scripture daily (defined activity). 

Congregations should not shy away from articulating their 
expectations. In fact, every congregation already has a set of 
unspoken expectations for people. Unfortunately these practices 
are rarely explicitly stated and often don’t serve well our current 
mission field. Instead, they are holdovers from a time when church 
participation was seen as a duty or obligation. 

Faith communities need to publicly state their discipleship core 
practices. As you discern which practices to include, they should 
serve one or more aspects of discipleship found in the discipleship 
cross. They should be inspiring, not punitive. 

                                                
4 http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/didache-roberts.html 
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rule_of_Saint_Benedict 
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The Discipleship Cross 
 
Vertical axis, what is the focus: God or Neighbor? 
 
Horizontal axis, how do people participate: as individuals or as a 
group? 
 
Devotion: These are acts where the attention of an individual is 
oriented toward God. This could take the form of a daily prayer 
practice before bed or when you rise. It could be reading a book or 
devotional resource. It could be a form of physical prayer through 
movement, meditation, or dance. 
 
Worship: Here, the term worship is being used broadly to mean 
more than just what is typical on Sunday mornings. It is any activity 
where a group orients its attention toward God. It could be through 
singing, communal prayer, communion, or deep sharing in 
Wesleyan small groups. 
 
Mercy: These are acts where the attention of the individual or faith 
community is directed toward other individuals. This includes 
participating in missions like food banks, community meals, 
recovery groups, and free stores. While those ministries might 
serve several people at a time, it is individuals who benefit from the 
effort. 
 
Justice: These are acts where the attention of the individual or 
faith community is aimed at correcting systems that devalue the 
God-given dignity of people. This could be advocating for the rights 
of the poor, the abolishment of the death penalty, or other social 
justice causes. 
 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
On the following sheet, list the most common activities happening 
in your faith community and what quadrant(s) they belong to. 
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Are any quadrants particularly strong? 
 
 
Are any quadrants noticeably lacking?  

Activity     Quadrant 
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Core practices are those things you expect disciples to do. 
They will vary, but most congregations will have commonalities. 
Parts two to four in this booklet lift up some important core 
practices all churches should consider. 
 
To get started, think about the following:  

• Do you expect disciples in your church to participate in a 
weekly worship service? How often? 

• Do you expect disciples to be engaged in mission work? 
What kind and how much? 

• Do you expect disciples to have an active personal prayer 
life? 

• Do you expect disciples to give a percentage their income 
to support God’s work through the local church? 

• Do you expect disciples to lend their voices to those not 
being heard? 

• What about issues related to personal, spiritual, emotional, 
and physical health? 

• Is it the role of every disciple to witness to others about 
Jesus? If so, what does that look like in your context? 

 
All of these, and more, are questions to be asking yourself as you 
move forward. 
 
 
GROUP DISCUSSION 

Draw the discipleship cross on a whiteboard or large sheet of 
paper and distribute sticky notes to everyone. Each person should 
write down on a sticky, one each, what they believe to be core 
practices of being a disciple and then place them on the board in 
the appropriate quadrant. Try to be as specific as possible (i.e., 
pray daily, give away a percentage of income, etc.). 
 
What common practices/themes came up? 
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For each quadrant, create a manageable list of core practices 
agreed upon by your team. Include both opportunities you currently 
offer and those you aspire to offer. This will take time. Do not be in 
a hurry. You will need to revisit this list several times, so do not 
worry about making it perfect. Existing activities will likely need 
tweaks to make sure they are truly useful to your discipleship 
system. 
 
Devotion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Worship 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mercy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Justice 
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If, for some reason, the discipleship cross is not working for 
your team as a framework to talk about core practices, a popular 
alternative is to use the five categories from the United Methodist 
membership vows: prayers, presence, gifts, service, and witness. 
Feel free to adapt either framework to fit your needs. 

Once you have your list, how can you share these practices? 
What buy-in do you need from the leadership of your church? 
 
Sharing Suggestions 

• Develop a sermon series that introduces the idea of core 
practices and concludes with a presentation of your list. 

• Offer a small discipleship group experience for eight to ten 
weeks where people can start to practice the activities and 
support each other (this could become an “on-ramp” in Part 
6). 

• Gather and distribute written testimonies from those already 
doing one or more of the practices and share them. 

 
As with the definition from Part 1, this list of practices needs to be 
timely, not timeless. However, do not be too quick to change. Give 
yourself time to live into them. 
 
Task List 
What do you need to do next? 
 

What? Who? By When? 
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Part 6: On Ramps 
 

Everybody needs a starting place on the journey of 
discipleship. Whether you are new to church or have been sitting 
in a pew your whole life, we can all continue growing. Oftentimes 
people don’t quite know where to start. Creating on ramp 
opportunities is critical to meet this need. 

Many churches make it too easy to become a member of the 
local congregation. While membership does not equal discipleship, 
the membership process can be a good means to introduce 
discipleship principles to new people. You should review your new 
member process and ensure it includes an overview of your 
discipleship system and core practices. 

On ramps often look like seasonal Wesleyan small groups that 
focus on introducing the core practices of your faith community. 
Lasting six to eight weeks, these groups should have all the 
features outlined in Part 3. It’s important to allow people to really 
experience a true small group. In addition, throughout the six to 
eight weeks you should review all the core practices you have 
identified in Part 5. 

It is important not to simply talk about your core practices but 
also give people a chance to experience them. This is why the on 
ramp needs to feel as much like a Wesleyan small group as 
possible. Similarly, you might want to pair people up as prayer 
partners to get a taste of what a 1:1 relationship can be. This is 
your opportunity to have people try something they otherwise may 
not. 
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GROUP DISCUSSION 
 
How do you introduce the concept of discipleship now? 
 
 
What could happen in your faith community if more people 
participated in an on ramp? 
 
 
Who could you invite today if a new on ramp opportunity was 
created? 
 
 
 
How can you develop an on ramp? 
 
On ramps are a required part of any serious discipleship system. If 
you already have a new member process, transforming that into a 
true discipleship on ramp is likely your easiest option. Do not 
assume that only those brand new to your church would benefit 
from participating. Many congregations have people who have 
been present for years who have never truly taken a discipleship 
journey. 
 
Task List 
What do you need to do next? 
 

What? Who? By When? 
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Conclusion 
 

It is expected that you do not currently have opportunities in 
place to help people develop in all of your core practices identified 
in Part 5. In fact, if your list from Part 5 is composed entirely of 
activities you are already doing, then you likely need to revise the 
list. Similarly, it is expected that you will have activities happening 
in your church that don’t line up with any part of your core practices 
list. If these activities consume a great deal of time or energy in the 
congregation, you need to reconsider continuing them. 

Every church has a responsibility to provide encouragement for 
people to grow in their discipleship. Your core practices list is the 
first step in identifying how to do that. Sometimes existing 
ministries need to be tweaked or their intention better articulated. 
Sometimes whole new programs will need to be created. It all 
depends on your starting place. 

All of this will take time: months, if not years, to fully develop. 
Your best bet is to start with your strengths, not your weaknesses. 
If you already have a commitment to ministries of mercy and 
justice, how can you create an on ramp from there to a more 
complete journey of discipleship? If Sunday worship is a strength, 
how do you leverage that in a new way? 

People need to understand how their current practices relate 
to the larger question of what it is to be a disciple. For new people, 
it’s important to be as upfront as possible about what your 
community expects. Not that each person must fully embrace your 
core practices on day one. Instead, it should be presented as an 
overview of the journey you hope to partner with them on.Following 
this is an example of what presenting a discipleship system can 
look like. It is easy to understand and fits on a single page, though 
it could take a lifetime to live into.  
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Example 
 
In this congregation, we take seriously our mission to make 
disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world. 
We understand that every person is called to a journey of 
discipleship that will include participation in several core practices. 
We expect the Holy Spirit to guide every person on this journey. 
 
We understand a disciple to be someone whose life is being 
transformed by the love of God the creator, through the power 
of the Holy Spirit, and by following the way of Jesus Christ. 
 
Nobody is ever finished with their journey of discipleship, and each 
person’s course will be different. The core practices listed below 
will develop at different rates for each person. Be patient with 
yourself and let God guide you. 
 
The core practices we expect disciples to journey toward are: 
 

Devotion 
• A daily practice of prayer. 
• Participation with a 1:1 

Discipleship Guide. 
• Regular giving of a percentage 

of your income.  

Worship 
• At least twice monthly worship 

attendance. 
• Participation in an on-going (or 

two seasonal/year) Wesleyan 
Small Group(s). 

Mercy 
• Monthly participation in an 

organized Matthew 25 activity. 
(i.e. feeding the hungry, clothing 
the naked) 

• Bless those you encounter who 
are in need. 

Justice 
• Regularly evaluate where you 

are participating in unjust 
systems. 

• Offer guidance to those younger 
than you to interrupt cycles of 
injustice. 
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