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Grace and Peace to you in the name of Jesus Christ!

The season of Lent invites us to reflect on faithfulness 

and fruitfulness. Too often we use Lent simply as a 

time to anticipate the coming of the resurrected Christ, 

instead of taking these 40 days to truly examine our 

faith; to focus on our faithful response as disciples.

Lent is a journey we take with Christ and one another. It is a journey 

that helps us to focus on our discipleship formation beginning with 

the reminders of our shared humanity on Ash Wednesday and traveling 

through the days of searching and repentance to the eager anticipation 

of Palm Sunday, the solemn and sorrow filled journey to the cross on 

Good Friday, and the celebration of the empty tomb on Easter Sunday.

In this Lenten journey, we are called to reflect on how our faithful 

response to Christ bears fruit in our own lives and in the lives of those 

around us. As Jesus made the ultimate sacrifice to bring us new life, we 

too are called to bring new life to our congregations, neighborhoods, and 

communities, called to live as resurrection people.

It is my prayer that this Lenten study will help you reflect and build 

upon your faithfulness to God so that you might experience the joys of 

fruitfulness that come with the journey of discipleship. As you study the 

scriptures and read through the stories and questions presented here, 

consider how Christ is calling you to respond according to the gifts and 

grace God has given you.

My desire is that Seeds of Hope: Where Faithfulness Grows will deepen 

and enhance your experience of the season of Lent, and that you might 

bear fruit to whomever God places in your path and wherever your 

discipleship leads you.

Sandra Steiner Ball, Resident Bishop, 

West Virginia Conference of The United Methodist Church
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Ken Willard is Director of Discipleship, Leadership and 

Congregational Vitality for the West Virginia Annual 

Conference. He is a professionally certified coach with 

the International Coaching Federation, an author with 

Abingdon Press, and has a masters degree in adult 

education and training.

Ken and his wife Mary moved to West Virginia in 

September of 2018 when he joined the conference 

staff. Prior to that they lived in the St. Louis area, but both 

of them grew up in Georgia. Ken spent the last ten years 

coaching pastors and consulting with churches, districts, 

and conferences all over the United States...but is very 

happy to be in West Virginia!

Rev. Jonathan Dierdorff is an ordained elder in the 

West Virginia Annual Conference and serves as the pastor 

of the Meadow River Charge. Jonathan is married to 

Alisha, and together they have two children, 

Carter and Emma.

Jonathan’s passion is to help disciples get excited about 

the story of God as revealed in Scripture, in order 

to find practical ways to live out the passion and 

mission of Jesus together in the world.

Our vision is to be a Christ-led, spiritual breath 

of fresh air that changes the world.

Our mission is to discover, develop, and deploy 

passionate spiritual leaders who make disciples 

of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.
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What is the difference between 
faithfulness and fruitfulness? 
Living in an age when church attendance 

is in decline, faithfulness is an important 

quality. Without faithfulness, it would be impossible 

to keep the doors of the church open. However, God 

promises us more. God promises us fruitfulness.

It can be discouraging to focus on results when things aren’t 

going as we might hope, and that might be why we place 

such a high value on faithfulness. After all, when the going 

gets tough, the faithful get going.

Another reason we might prefer to focus on 

faithfulness is because fruitfulness feels a little too 

driven by numbers. Although numerical growth can 

be evidence of God’s blessing, fruitfulness is really 

about a lot more than our weekly worship attendance. 

It is about radical transformation that takes place 

in our own lives and in the world around us.

I believe an important word for bridging these two concepts 

is synergy. We hear the word synergy tossed around all the 

time in leadership and management trainings, but it is 

actually a word straight out of the Bible.

When Paul talks about his “fellow-workers,” he uses the 

Greek word synergos, which is constructed by two words that 

mean “work” and “with.”1 Therefore, according to Scripture, 

synergy is about working with God and working with each 

other for the sake of the kingdom. Even when we don’t 

produce the results we desire, when we work with each other 

and work with God, we will see fruit.

Seeds
of Hope
where faithfulness grows
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An important word for bridging 

the concepts of faithfulness 

and fruitfulness is synergy.

Teamwork makes the dream work
In Paul’s first letter to the Church in Corinth he uses an 

analogy that paints a biblical portrait of synergy. Paul says, 

“I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase.”

It’s fitting that Paul says that he “planted the seed,” 

since he is the leader who founded the Corinthian Church. 

Likewise, it makes sense that Apollos is described as the 

one who “watered,” because after Paul’s departure, Apollos 

stayed in Corinth and continued to teach and nurture the 

fledgling community.

What we can gather from this passage of Scripture is that 

Apollos may not have had the necessary gifts to plant a 

church, and Paul might have missed his calling had he 

stayed longer to help the Corinthians grow deeper in their 

faith. However, when Paul and Apollos worked together using 

their individual gifts, God produced the harvest.

As Paul rounds out his argument, he says, “we are God’s 

synergos”—we are God’s synergy!2 It’s interesting that God 

doesn’t leave fruitfulness solely up to our own efforts. Yet, 

it’s also important to remember that God doesn’t produce 

fruit singlehandedly; instead, God desires to work with us 

and through us to produce a fruitful harvest.

Later in the very same letter Paul explains that each member 

of the body of Christ has a unique gift. Some are teachers, 

some have the gift of sharing faith, others hospitality, etc. 

However, it’s not so much about which gift we possess, 

but that we use our gifts in love to serve one another 

and serve the world. For instance, Paul says, “…if I have 

prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and 

all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove 

mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.”3
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In the following pages we talk about all kinds of different 

gifts mentioned in the New Testament and how when we 

work together and work with God we will see fruit. From time 

to time you might feel like what you have to offer is inferior 

or inadequate compared to others, but fruitfulness is the 

result of synergy—it is about each of us doing our part no 

matter how big or small, in order to step back and watch 

God make it grow.

A look ahead
In the first session, Name, we talk about the importance 

of seeing the sacred worth of every person. Every 

relationship and opportunity for fruitfulness begins with 

learning and knowing someone’s name and valuing them 

as a precious child of God.

In the second session, Ignite, we consider how the 

simplicity of our Christian example can be enough to ignite 

someone’s faith. When we allow the power of God’s love 

to transform our lives, it is impossible to keep from igniting 

the faith of others.

In the third session, Risk, we discover that sometimes God 

calls us to invest in the most unlikely people and ministries 

in order to accomplish God’s plan in unconventional ways. 

Fruitfulness is often the result of taking healthy risks.

In the fourth session, Nudge, we focus on how sometimes 

it can be hard for others to recognize their own calling. 

Therefore, we bear fruit when we nudge others and help 

them identify their gifts.

In fifth session, Lift, we are reminded that sometimes life 

can be difficult, and at times, we all need encouragement. 

When we lift others, we bear fruit in their lives by reminding 

them that God is a God of second chances.

Name

Ignite

Risk

Nudge

Lift

Teach
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In the sixth and final session, Teach, we discuss the 

responsibility of every Christian to get out of the spiritual 

highchair in order to help feed others. We bear fruit when 

we take the time to teach and nurture others in ways that 

match our unique gifts and abilities.

At the close of each session we provide questions for 

personal reflection and group discussion in order to dig 

deeper and consider how God might be calling us to 

influence the lives of others for the sake of the kingdom.

Our prayer is that this resource will be a blessing to you 

during this Lenten season as we journey to meet the living 

Christ, God’s first fruits of the new creation.

Questions for Reflection 
and Discussion
Where are you seeing fruit in 
your ministry? How is that fruit 
connected to your faithfulness? 

What forms of “personal preference” 
might be getting in the way of ministry 
fruitfulness in your church? 

How do you and your church feel 
about ministry fruitfulness? 
(results, measurements, etc.) 
Why do you feel that way? 

What is one step you personally 
can take toward a more fruitful 
ministry in this season of Lent?
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Name
Mark 10:46-52

As a pastor I am constantly reminded of the 

power in a name. I’ve learned that when I ask 

someone their name, I’ve taken the first essential 

step in building a relationship. Although it’s 

simple, there’s hardly anything more rewarding than 

seeing someone’s face light up and hearing them 

say, “I can’t believe you remembered my name!”

Unfortunately, I’ve also sensed the disappointment 

when someone’s name has been forgotten, or even worse, 

they’ve been called by the wrong name. I guess the 

importance of our name is just one of those things we 

don’t outgrow from our childhood.

The person who really taught me the importance of names was 

Gary. Gary was my dad’s friend at church, and he was also the 

captain of the bus ministry. Gary was a soft spoken, quiet man, 

who had an undying passion to lead children to Jesus.

What I remember best about Gary is the fact that when we 

had dinners at church, he would sit at the kids’ table. Gary 

didn’t say a whole lot, but he authentically laughed at our 

terrible knock-knock jokes that we made up on the spot.

Gary was also my cabin leader at church camp for a few 

years. I’m still amazed by the fact that he was able to spend 

several days with a group of young boys and never raise his 

voice or lose his cool. When I think about Gary’s patience I 

continue to be reminded of how much growing I have to do.

As the captain of the bus ministry, each week Gary and 

several other adults would canvas a new neighborhood in the 

community and invite parents and their children to attend 

church. If a parent gave permission for their child to come, Gary 

would put them on the appropriate route and inform their driver.

It seems that many of the children who rode on the church 

vans came from difficult home lives. As a result, it wasn’t 

When he heard that 
Jesus of Nazareth was 

there, he began to shout, 
“Jesus, Son of David, 

show me mercy!”

Week 1 • NAME
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There’s hardly anything 

more rewarding than seeing 

someone’s face light up 

and hearing them say, 

“I can’t believe you 

remembered my name!”

unusual for them to act inappropriately at church. As a kid 

I can remember hearing some of the adults say things like, 

“Their parents only send them because it is a few hours of 

free babysitting.” Those kinds of statements left a lasting 

impression on me as a child.

For most of the congregation the kids who rode on the 

fifteen passenger vans were called “the bus kids.” Usually 

their collective name was spoken with a sense of contempt 

or exasperation. For example, if someone asked “Who broke 

that chair?” It wasn’t uncommon to hear someone reply, 

“It was probably one of the bus kids!”

Nevertheless there was a high value placed on the bus 

ministry. Nearly half of our attendance on Wednesday evenings 

came from the hundred or so kids who poured out of the 

church vans. There was also a sense of obligation to support 

the bus ministry because it was providing an opportunity for 

children to attend church. How can you argue with that?

Unfortunately it seemed that the “bus kids” had just 

become a number booster for many in the congregation, but 

for Gary, the children who rode on the church vans were of 

sacred worth. To Gary these children weren’t “bus kids.” 

Instead, he called them each by name.

As I look back I am amazed at how often a child’s behavior 

would be transformed after hanging around Gary for a little 

while. If a child was misbehaving Gary wouldn’t call them 

out...instead, he would give them a job. For instance, Gary 

might make a child the junior bus captain for the day. 

By giving them a little responsibility, their behavior would 

change like flipping a switch.

In short, Gary taught me that when we call someone by 

name, we remind them of their sacred worth—which is 

ultimately our job as Christians. And when we treat someone 

like they are of sacred worth, they start to believe it.
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A man with no name
Our Gospel reading today is about Jesus traveling through Jericho on his way to 

Jerusalem. As Jesus is leaving the city, a blind beggar begins crying out “Son of 

David, have mercy on me.” Sometimes we call this man Bartimaeus, but that is 

not really his name.

In the original languages of the Bible, the prefix “Bar” means “son of.” 

Therefore, Bartimaeus simply means, “Son of Timaeus.” In other words, 

the blind beggar sitting at the gate doesn’t actually have a name.

It’s possible that the name Timaeus comes from the Greek word for honor 

(“tim-a-ō” ). The irony of the story is that the blind beggar is most likely lying 

beside the road because he has been disenfranchised by his family for bringing 

shame upon them, rather than honor. In a culture that viewed honor as its highest 

value, we should not take lightly the consequences of shame.

As the nameless man cried out for Jesus, many told him to be quiet. However, 

in spite of all of the background noise, Jesus heard the blind man’s cry and 

healed him. Even though the story seems to be a pretty straightforward healing 

narrative about Jesus, there are a few details that are worth further consideration.

First, when the nameless man learns that Jesus wants to see him, Mark tells us 

that he threw off his cloak, sprang up, and went to Jesus. Over the centuries 

some Christians have suggested that the man used his cloak to catch money 

given to him by generous strangers. Therefore, by throwing off his cloak 

the man may have been abandoning his only sense of security to follow Jesus.

Week 1 • NAME
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Bartimaeus becomes 

an example of the ideal disciple 

because when his eyes are opened 

he is willing to forsake everything 

and follow Jesus on the Way.

Second, after the blind man is healed, Mark tells us that 

he followed Jesus on “the way.” In the Gospel of Mark, 

the term “the way” becomes a significant theological 

theme symbolizing Jesus’ journey to the cross. When we 

put these two clues together it seems that Mark might be 

giving Bartimaeus the most important name according 

to the Gospel of Mark, which is the name “disciple.”

If we read Mark’s Gospel as a whole, it becomes clear 

that Jesus’ twelve disciples have difficulty understanding 

his mission. On more than one occasion Jesus describes 

the disciples’ lack of understanding in terms of spiritual 

blindness. A good example is the episode that immediately 

precipitates the story about Bartimaeus.

As Jesus and the disciples are traveling on the way to 

Jerusalem, James and John ask if they can be seated 

in places of honor in Jesus’ kingdom. When Jesus asks 

if they are able to drink from the same cup he drinks, 

the two brothers heartily respond, “We are able.” 

However, as we continue to read it becomes clear that 

James and John have no idea what they are talking about.

It seems that Mark intentionally places the story of 

Bartimaeus immediately after Jesus’ conversation with 

James and John. The contrast teaches us that the twelve 

still cannot see because they continue to seek honor 

rather than sacrifice and service.

However, Bartimaeus becomes an example of the ideal 

disciple because when his eyes are opened he 

is willing to forsake everything and follow Jesus on 

the Way. Because the theme of discipleship occupies 

so much of Mark’s theology, it seems that Mark could 

give him no greater honor than to call him a disciple.
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Questions for Reflection 
and Discussion
Are you good at remembering people’s names, 
or is it a struggle? Do you know anyone who is 
really great at remembering names?

In the story about Gary, the children were 
sometimes referred to as “bus kids.” 
Have you ever felt like just part of a 
nameless group?

Is there someone at church or elsewhere 
who you have known for a while, but 
cannot recall their name? How will you find 
out their name?

Going Deeper – suggested reading:

Get Their Name: Grow Your Church by 
Building New Relationships by Kay Kotan, 
Bob Farr and Doug Anderson

Clip In: Risking Hospitality in Your Church 
by Jim Ozier and Fiona Haworth

What's in a name?
Heidi and Rolland Baker are not your typical missionaries. 

After Heidi completed her PhD in Systematic Theology 

from King’s College London, she and Rolland prayed 

about where they would embark upon a new season of 

ministry. As they prayed they both sensed that God was 

calling them to serve among the poorest people in the 

world, which eventually led them to Mozambique.

In her book, Birthing the Miraculous, Heidi shares stories about witnessing 

God’s miracles as they served among some of the most forgotten people on the 

planet. On one occasion, as she was traveling to church on foot, Heidi saw an 

elderly woman sitting in the dirt against a mud hut. It was visibly obvious that the 

woman was blind because her eyes were completely white.

Heidi sensed God nudging her to stop and talk to the woman, 

but when she asked her name, the woman responded, “I am 

blind. I have no name.” Heidi says, “I was stunned. I hugged 

the old blind woman and immediately decided that I would 

call her Utaliya. It means ‘you exist’ or ‘you are.’ When I spoke 

it for the first time, her wrinkled face came alive. She gave me 

a huge, nearly toothless grin…After that I prayed for her eyes. 

I watched them turn brown in front of me. Utaliya could see!”1

You and I might not be in Jericho or Mozambique, but that 

doesn’t matter. What matters is that we are in the place 

where God has called us to serve and we are surrounded by 

forgotten people who are crying out for hope and healing.

As we reflect upon what makes ministry fruitful, 

Heidi’s story reminds us that every miracle begins with 

compassion. Ultimately we aren’t able to bring healing 

and transformation in someone’s life, that’s God’s job. 

Instead, you and I are simply called to listen for desperate 

cries and ask each person their name. If they respond, 

“I have no name,” it becomes our job to declare, 

“You are! You exist!”

Learn more about 
Heidi and Rolland at 
rollandheidibaker.org

Week 1 • NAME
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Ignite
2 Timothy 1:3-7

There’s an old saying that goes, “Faith isn’t taught…

it’s caught.” In other words, most of us were 

compelled to follow Jesus because we saw the living 

Christ through the example of others, not because 

we were convinced about a particular truth. Although that 

initial spark isn’t enough to sustain us for the entirety of our 

spiritual journey, it seems that the igniting spark is often what 

leads us home when we’ve lost our way.

Igniting someone else’s faith doesn’t require any special skills 

or training; all that is required is love and authenticity. When 

our lives are authentically transformed by the power and love of 

Christ, it’s impossible for us to keep from igniting the faith of 

others. In the words of John Wesley, “Light yourself on fire with 

passion and people will come from miles to watch you burn.”

A PhD in caring
In his book, Iron Sharpens Iron, the late seminary professor 

Howard Hendricks shares the story of how his faith was 

ignited as a young boy. Raised in downtown Philadelphia, 

Hendricks grew up in a broken home with little to no spiritual 

influence in his life. However, one day, while Hendricks was 

playing marbles on the sidewalk with some of his friends, 

a man named Walt approached the group of boys and invited 

them to attend his Sunday School class at church.

All the boys quickly declined Walt’s offer, feeling the word 

“school” sounded a bit too educational. However, with 

nothing else to lose, Walt sat down on the ground next 

to the boys and challenged them to a game of marbles. 

From that moment on, Walt had their attention.

After Walt defeated the boys in every game of marbles he 

played that day, they changed their mind about Sunday 

School and began attending Walt’s class. As Dr. Hendricks 

reflects upon Walt’s Sunday School lessons, he remembers 

that although Walt wasn’t the most “scintillating teacher,” 

For God has not given us 
a spirit of fear and timidity, 
but of power, love, 
and self-discipline.

Howard Hendricks 
photo via Dallas 

Theological Seminary
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he was always prepared, and did his best to involve the boys 

in making the lessons fun. Although Walt had not completed 

any education beyond the sixth grade, as a teacher he was 

able to captivate the hearts and imaginations of the boys in 

his class because he had a “PhD in caring.”

In his closing remarks, Hendricks shares the ultimate 

fruitfulness of Walt’s ministry. Out of the thirteen boys in 

his Sunday School Class, eleven entered full-time vocational 

ministry after high school. Out of the eleven who entered 

full-time ministry, nine came from broken homes.1 Walt was 

able to ignite the faith of thirteen young boys and change 

their lives forever, all because he cared enough to sit down 

on the sidewalk and play a game of marbles.

Never give up
In his second letter to Timothy, Paul writes to his young 

protégé, encouraging him in the midst of what appear 

to be extremely adverse circumstances. Based upon Paul’s 

tone, it seems he is concerned that Timothy might actually 

give up his ministry role and walk away from the faith 

altogether. Therefore, Paul urges Timothy to hold on tightly 

to the calling that God has placed upon his life and re-ignite 

the flame of his faith. Paul says:

Timothy, I thank God for you—the God I serve with a clear 

conscience, just as my ancestors did. Night and day I 

constantly remember you in my prayers. I long to see you 

again, for I remember your tears as we parted. And I will be 

filled with joy when we are together again. I remember your 

genuine faith, for you share the faith that first filled your 

grandmother Lois and your mother, Eunice. And I know that 

same faith continues strong in you. This is why I remind you 

to fan into flames the spiritual gift God gave you when I laid 

my hands on you. For God has not given us a spirit of fear 

and timidity, but of power, love, and self-discipline.2

Week 2 • IGNITE
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It isn’t entirely clear why Timothy is experiencing such 

anxiety as a pastoral leader. Based upon the context it seems 

plausible that there were some within his ministry context 

mistreating him because of his young age. It is also possible 

that Timothy may have been experiencing some form of 

persecution from the false teachers whom Paul mentions in 

the letter. Regardless of the specifics, Paul reminds Timothy 

about the spirit of power, love, and self-discipline that keeps 

us grounded and stable through difficult seasons.

In order to offer Timothy a concrete example of the spirit 

of power, love and self- discipline, Paul points back to 

the faith of Timothy’s mother and grandmother, Lois and 

Eunice. According to Paul, Lois and Eunice are the ones who 

modeled discipleship for Timothy and first ignited the flame 

of his faith. Therefore, if Timothy has any hope of weathering 

the storm, he’ll need to “fan into flames” the initial spark 

ignited by the matriarchs of his family.

Most likely Timothy’s initial faith wasn’t sparked by 

a specific moment or a particularly profound word spoken 

by his mother and grandmother, but through their daily 

example of faithfulness, love and care. Paul indicates 

that Lois’ and Eunice’s authenticity is what ignited 

Timothy’s faith and illuminated his calling...and it will 

ultimately be their example that helps keep him 

grounded through his present circumstances.

Most likely Timothy’s 

initial faith wasn’t 

sparked by a specific moment 

or a particularly profound word 

spoken by his mother 

and grandmother, 

but through their daily example 

of faithfulness, love and care.
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A faith ignited
As I reflect upon the story of Timothy found in Scripture, I am reminded of a 

more contemporary version of a preacher whose faith was first ignited by his 

grandmother. In his testimony about the formative experiences of his faith, Dr. 

Bill Wilson, a retired pastor in the West Virginia Annual Conference, reflects upon 

the moments that sparked his faith journey and ultimately his call to ministry.

Bill’s story
I grew up in Parkersburg, WV, as a late-in-life child to an older couple, 

and was reared in a faithful Methodist home. In addition to my parents, 

I was greatly influenced by the faith of my maternal grandmother, who also lived 

in Parkersburg, and worshiped with us at the First Methodist Church.

I spent the night with my grandmother every Saturday evening, which were usually 

really fun times. From early childhood, my grandmother and I would walk the next 

morning from her house on 8th Street to Sunday School at First Church. There we 

would meet my parents and sister for worship.  

My grandmother taught me a lot about life, shared Bible stories, and really loved to 

have a good time. She would often have me do readings for her Sunday School class 

and eventually do some singing at their special class gatherings.  

Besides my grandmother’s strong faith in God’s grace was her love of telling Bible stories. Favorite Bible 

stories that have formed me in my faith are those that she would tell me over and over (e.g., feeding of 

the multitude, the Emmaus Road, and the story of four friends helping their friend to be healed by Jesus). 

Grandmother’s interest in my being a follower of Jesus, member of the Church, and preacher was 

significant. I have often said that my grandmother is the first to call me to preach. As a result, 

from the time that I was a child, when asked what I wanted to be when I grew up, my answer 

was always the same: “I’m going to be a preacher.” 

I received my license to preach in the former Methodist Church 50 years ago. My grandmother was 

present that afternoon at Trinity Methodist Church in Parkersburg, when I was called forward at 

a District Conference to receive my license from the District Superintendent. Soon followed the 

journey of serving as a Student Pastor, college, seminary, and ordination as a minister.  

Now, 50 years later as a retired United Methodist Elder, I am thankful for the loving influence of 

my grandmother (God rest her soul!). I am reminded of a wise saying she had about reading and 

studying the Bible – “be careful where you choose to quote it, it may bite you somewhere else.” 3

Week 2 • IGNITE

Rev. Bill Wilson
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Pass it on
Not all of us play marbles or have children and 

grandchildren, but each of us can find opportunities 

to ignite the faith of others through authentic acts 

of love. Through the simplicity of our example, 

we can allow others to see the light of Christ in 

us and inspire them to follow Jesus, too.

As we close this session, I’d like to end with a 

meditation from the words of a familiar song in the 

United Methodist Hymnal. The title of the song is 

“Pass it On.” Perhaps you as you sit quietly you 

can pray, reflect, and listen for God’s Spirit to lead 

into new opportunities to ignite someone’s faith.

It only takes a spark to get a fire going, 
and soon all those around can warm up in its glowing. 
That’s how it is with God’s love once you’ve experienced it; 
you spread God’s love to everyone; you want to pass it on.

What wondrous time is spring, when all the trees are budding; 
the birds begin to sing, the flowers start their blooming. 
That’s how it is with God’s love once you’ve experienced it; 
you want to sing, it’s fresh like spring, you want to pass it on.

I wish for you, my friend, this happiness that I’ve found; 
you can depend on him, it matters not where you’re bound. 
I’ll shout it from the mountain top; I want my world to know; 
the Lord of love has come to me, I want to pass it on.

Questions for Reflection 
and Discussion
Was there an event or person who ignited 
your spiritual journey?

How has the faith of your family (parents, 
grandparents, etc.) influenced your faith?

Who needs a word of encouragement from 
you this week? When will you offer that to 
them?

Going Deeper – suggested reading:

Just Say Yes! Unleashing People for 
Ministry by Robert Schnase

Unbinding the Gospel: Real Life 
Evangelism by Martha Grace Reese
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In his book, Lasting Impact, church leadership expert 

Carey Nieuwhof lists ten reasons why churches don’t 

grow. The sixth reason Nieuwhof lists is, “You’re afraid 

to risk what is for the sake of what might be.” He 

goes on to say, “When you’re perpetually afraid to risk 

what is for the sake of what might be, you may as well 

cue the funeral music now”1 (emphasis added).

I’m afraid that in an ever-changing world, we’ve come 

to see the church as our hiding place—our refuge. 

In other words, we’ve learned to accept when things change 

in our communities, government, and in our extended 

families, but I fear we have come to see church as the place 

where we have the chance to keep things exactly the same. 

As a result, the concept of risk is often out of the question.

Unfortunately it seems that when churches reach the point 

that they either need to change or die, fear of closing 

their doors prompts superficial changes. For instance, 

changes that require little to no risk might include adding 

a contemporary hymn to the service, updating the marquee 

outside of the building, or putting coffee 

and donuts in the foyer. Small innovations 

and adaptions may be little victories worthy 

of celebration, but they often lack the kind of 

risk that moves the congregation closer 

to executing the mission.

In the United Methodist Church, our mission 

is to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the 

transformation of the world. As members 

and leaders of the United Methodist Church, 

we should be willing to do whatever it takes 

for the sake of the mission. In fact, when 

we hesitate to do whatever it takes to make 

disciples of Jesus, it means that some other 

value has eclipsed our purpose for existing.

RISK
Matthew 14:22-33

“Be encouraged! 
It’s me. Don’t be afraid.”

Week 3 • RISK
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Ironically, the leader of our movement, Jesus of Nazareth, 

had little regard for maintaining the status quo. When Jesus 

stepped onto the scene 2,000 years ago the leaders of 

ancient Israel were working tirelessly to prevent any kind of 

change from taking place, but Jesus came to turn the world 

upside down by starting a revolutionary movement called the 

“kingdom of God.” 

The main impetus of Jesus’ movement was to bring home 

the lost sheep, heal the sick, love the disenfranchised, and 

eliminate oppression, but it seemed that there was too much 

red tape preventing such boundless love and generosity to 

have full reign. Therefore, it became obvious that Jesus was 

going to have to take significant risks to execute his mission.

Bringing home the lost sheep meant fraternizing with 

Gentiles. Healing the sick meant violating the Sabbath and 

being exposed to their impurities. Loving the disenfranchised 

meant breaking table fellowship laws by eating with sinners. 

Consequently, it wasn’t long before Jesus had gained the 

reputation of being a “drunk and glutton.”2

As we read the Gospels it becomes increasingly clear that 

Jesus knew he had limited time before the religious and 

political leaders tried to put an end to his movement. 

Therefore, each day of Jesus’ public ministry he risked all 

that was comfortable and familiar in order to make God’s 

kingdom on earth a reality. In other words, Jesus was willing 

to “risk what is for the sake of what might be.”

One day during the festival of the Passover, Jesus risked 

it all when he turned over the money changers’ tables 

and cleared the temple. As a result, the religious leaders 

took him into custody and handed him over to the Roman 

government to be executed by crucifixion.

As members and leaders of the 

United Methodist Church, 

we should be willing to do whatever 

it takes for the sake of the mission. 

In fact, when we hesitate to do 

whatever it takes 

to make disciples of Jesus, 

it means that some other value 

has eclipsed our purpose for existing.
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Jesus knew that day would eventually come, but he had a plan in place. 

Prior to beginning his public ministry Jesus had called twelve disciples and 

had been preparing them to take over his movement. More specifically, Jesus had 

been preparing one disciple to lead the others. His name was Simon, AKA “Peter.”

In all four Gospels the portrait of Simon is fairly consistent. We’re given 

the impression that Simon is loud, impulsive, and flip-flops on important issues. 

Simon is usually the first to speak up when Jesus asks a question, and his 

response is usually either hit or miss (usually miss). In fact, sometimes it is 

altogether surprising that Jesus would call Simon to be a disciple at all, 

much less their leader.

On one particular occasion the disciples were in their boat at night when a great 

storm arose. As they were trying to keep their vessel from sinking, the twelve 

looked up and saw a figure walking toward them in the distance. Because ancient 

Jews believed that departed souls dwelt in the sea, some of the disciples feared 

that it was a ghost. However, the figure spoke to them saying, “Take heart, it is I; 

do not be afraid.”3

Realizing that the mysterious figure walking on water was Jesus, Simon said, 

“Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” 4 

Jesus’ invitation was simple. He looked at Simon Peter and said, “Come.”

Most of us are somewhat familiar with the account of Jesus and Simon walking 

on water. However, sometimes we make the focus of the story about how Simon 

started sinking, rather than about the fact that he had enough courage to step 

out of the boat.

In the ancient world, disciples believed that they were supposed to be able 

to do the same kind of things as their rabbi, which might explain Simon’s 

motivation to step out of the boat and onto the waves with Jesus. Although 

Simon started to sink when he saw the strength of the storm, we need to 

remember that there were eleven other disciples who chose to trust in a boat 

that was falling apart rather than stand in a storm with Christ.

Week 3 • RISK
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There’s no doubt that Simon spiked the chart on Jesus’ risk analysis. Simon was 

completely unpredictable almost every step of the journey. However, Jesus knew 

that Simon would always be willing to step out of the boat and follow his lead, 

and that’s why Jesus put him at the helm of the ship.

It seems that Jesus deliberately chose twelve disciples with unique gifts and 

personalities in order to create a healthy balance. Some of the twelve were grounded 

enough to help rein in Simon Peter when necessary, and Jesus seemingly chose 

Simon Peter to ensure that someone was always testing the boundaries.

If we’re honest, our churches would be a mess if all the leaders were like 

Simon Peter. On the other hand, our churches might die without one disciple 

who is willing to step out of the boat and onto the waves. As we work together 

through the leading of the Spirit, we can learn how to take healthy risks 

for the sake of the kingdom.

Light of the world
In the 1980’s First United Methodist Church of Los Angeles, CA, sold its building 

in order to support affordable housing and college education for minorities 

in their community. With only a parking lot left as the church’s surviving piece 

of property, the congregation began to worship in various places, including 

a multi-purpose room of an affordable housing facility.

Photos courtesy of 
First United Methodist 
Church of Los Angeles: 
lafirstumc.org
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However, in July of 2017, Rev. Mandy Sloan McDow was 

appointed to their congregation. On Rev. McDow’s first 

Sunday, she instructed the congregation to move the altar 

and baptismal font out to the parking lot and under a tent. 

She explained, “We are not going to hide our light under a 

bushel…we’re going to take our light into the world.”

When Rev. McDow was asked why their congregation 

worshipped outside, she said, “Los Angeles has a rampant 

housing crisis: there are 58,000 homeless people living in 

our city. So this is one of the ways that our land gets to be 

an expression of our theology. We will remain unhoused as 

a church in solidarity with our houseless neighbors, until we 

can build something that will provide housing for them and 

for the church. We’ve listened to the prayers of the people for 

stability and access to housing. We believe that the barrier to 

worship with us is much lower when we meet outside.”5

I share the story of First United Methodist Church of Los 

Angeles because it serves as a clear example of what it looks 

like to step out of the boat. So often our time, energy, and 

resources get tied up in property and we begin to believe that 

the facility is the church. If we’re not careful, our building can 

become the mission.

In a bold move, First UMC of Los Angeles gave up its facility 

because it was ultimately getting in the way of executing the 

church’s mission. As Rev. McDow leads the congregation 

to be the light of the world, they will stand in a parking lot 

beneath a tent in order to bring home the lost sheep, heal the 

sick, love the disenfranchised, and eliminate oppression.

We live in a changing world. As we study the history of 

the Church, we are constantly reminded that although the 

mission never changes, sometimes the methods do. In order 

to be the light of the world, we’re going to have to step out 

of the boat and “risk what is for the sake of what might be.”

Questions for Reflection 
and Discussion
What’s a risk you have taken? What’s the 
last big risk your church has taken? 

Where do you fall on the scale of 
risk-taker—risk-avoider? Where does 
your church fall on that scale? 

What’s one risk your church needs to take 
this season for the sake of the mission? 

Going Deeper – suggested reading: 

If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to 
Get Out of the Boat by John Ortberg 

Failing Forward: Turning Mistakes 
Into Stepping Stones for Success 
by John C. Maxwell 

Week 3 • RISK
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In today’s Gospel lesson we encounter the story 

of Jesus visiting the home of Mary and Martha. 

In some ways it seems kind of strange that Luke 

would even include this short narrative in his Gospel.

Aside from these five verses, there is no mention of 

Mary and Martha elsewhere in the Gospel of Luke. 

Likewise, the only other story about Mary and Martha 

in all four Gospels is when Jesus raises their brother, 

Lazarus, back to life in the Gospel of John.

When we dig into the background of Jesus’ earliest 

network of believers, we know that Mary, Martha, and 

Lazarus played an important role in his ministry. For 

instance, it seems that Jesus celebrated his last Passover 

at the home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus in Bethany, 

a village just two miles from Jerusalem.1 Some biblical 

scholars have even argued extensively that Lazarus is the 

mysterious “Beloved Disciple” in the Gospel of John.2 

However, there is no explicit mention of these two sisters 

and their brother outside a handful of places.

So, what’s my point?

The fact that there is so little mentioned 

elsewhere about Mary and Martha tells us that the 

episode in Luke 10:38-42 is really important—

something that Luke simply couldn’t afford to 

leave out of his account of Jesus’ ministry.

I have heard multiple sermons based on this text, and 

most pastors and teachers draw the same conclusion: 

it is better to spend personal time with Jesus than to 

simply be a busy bee. Although there might be some 

element of truth to this application, we might miss that 

Jesus is doing something revolutionary if we stop there.

Nudge
Luke 10:38-42
“One thing is necessary. 
Mary has chosen the better part. 
It won’t be taken away from her.”
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Research shows that ancient Palestinian society was 

structured on the basis of gender roles. In other words, 

women were supposed to do what Martha was doing 

(cooking, cleaning, and serving), while boys and adolescent 

males were given an education or taught a trade. These 

societal norms explain Martha’s consternation when she, 

in so many words, asks Jesus to put Mary in her place.

According to New Testament scholar Craig Keener, 

“People normally sat on chairs or, at banquets, 

reclined on couches; but disciples sat at the feet of 

their teachers. Serious disciples were preparing to be 

teachers—a role not permitted to women.” Therefore, 

he continues, “Mary’s posture and eagerness to absorb 

Jesus’ teaching at the expense of a more traditional 

womanly role would have shocked most Jewish men.”3

If we read this story a second time through this particular 

socio-cultural lens, it seems that Martha expects Jesus 

to heartily support her complaint. However, instead it 

becomes a mic drop moment for Jesus. Not only does 

Jesus disregard the cultural norms and expectations for 

women, he vigorously affirms Mary’s role as his disciple.

As I interpret this story with fresh eyes, it causes me to 

consider how vulnerable Mary must have felt as she lowered 

herself to the ground to sit at Jesus’ feet. Was her heart racing? 

Was she short of breath? What kind of response did she expect? 

Ironically, the rebuke that one might have expected 

was not directed toward Mary, but toward her sister. 

Jesus demands that Mary has made the right choice 

and it “will not be taken away from her.” As far as can 

be discerned, Jesus is the first Jewish rabbi to invite 

women to be his disciples. No wonder Luke includes this 

short story in his Gospel—Jesus is making history!

Jesus nudges Mary to embrace her gifts and calling as a disciple.

Not only does Jesus disregard 

the cultural norms and expectations 

for women, Jesus vigorously affirms 

Mary’s role as his disciple.

Week 4 • NUDGE



25For more resources, visit our website: wvumc.org

Everyone needs a cheerleader
As I reflect back on our key Scripture about fruitfulness, I think about Paul saying 

that “some plant and some water, but God makes it grow.” I wonder if we could 

put it this way, “some plant, and some nudge…and God makes it grow.”

Nudging seems to go beyond the initial step of forming a relationship of trust. 

Nudging involves building a relationship that is strong enough to look in the 

eyes of another person and say, “God has given you these gifts and they won’t 

be taken from you!” 

Nudging means being an advocate, a refuge, and a cheerleader. If we’re honest, 

none of us would have grown as disciples if someone hadn’t planted a seed and if 

someone hadn’t nudged us to take a leap of faith.

Jenny’s story
When I was in the sixth grade, the UMYF leader of my home church wanted several of us to go 

to our District’s Summer Camp. He promised that it would be the most awesome thing we’d ever 

done. We resisted mightily because no one from our church had ever gone to camp before, and we 

had no idea what to expect. He had to work hard to persuade us! Finally we relented and registered. 

When the time came, the youth leader packed us up in the church van and drove us to camp.

He was right; it was the most awesome thing we’d ever done. The week was filled with fun 

camp activities, new friends, and a chance to delve more deeply into our faith. At the closing 

campfire, one of the pastors concluded his talk by asking us to close our eyes. He talked about 

what it meant to serve God, and he invited campers who were willing to give ourselves in service 

of God to stand up. Before I knew it, I was no longer seated on the stone step. I was standing, 

and it wasn’t a conscious choice. I would give my whole life in service to God. I was 12.

Fall Workshop 2018: 
“Running the Race”
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Going to camp hooked me on connectional youth ministry. My home conference’s 

youth events were designed for high schoolers, so as soon as I was old enough I 

began participating. During my first conference youth event in ninth grade I learned 

that there was a Conference Council on Youth Ministry. All the youth officers were 

introduced on stage at the event, and we were told that if we didn’t see a youth 

representative for our District to come to the front after the session. I went forward 

to volunteer and began serving as the rep for my District the next month.

I adored being on CCYM. It was made up of lots of cool kids my age who cared about 

their faith and wanted to help other kids love God too. The pastors who worked with 

the CCYM invested so much time in us, staying overnight for meetings, helping us plan, 

taking us to conferences. When the time came for the CCYM to plan the next 

conference youth event, I was asked to preach.

Hold the phone. I had never spoken publicly beyond giving a book report in school, 

and I didn’t know how to prepare a sermon. But I’d seen other kids preach and thought 

I’d give it a whirl. As a sophomore, I preached my first sermon at that event.

Afterward lots of kids complimented me. I had been relevant, and more miraculously, funny. 

But what I remember the most is the couple of pastors who took the time to talk with me after 

that sermon. They affirmed me and asked if I had ever considered pastoral ministry. That was 

the first time anyone had ever said anything like that to me. I was surprised and not sure what to 

think because I’d anticipated becoming a teacher or psychologist. (Newsflash: you get to do both 

in pastoral ministry.) Honestly, I shelved their comments at the time. When I later learned about 

“internal call” and “external call” during the candidacy process, I looked back on those moments 

and realized that the latter came first, through adults who took the time to invest in me.

I continued to be heavily involved in CCYM and national United Methodist youth activities. I continued 

to plan events for other students. And I continued to go to summer camp each year, eventually serving 

as a counselor when I entered college. I went to seminary right after college and then was ordained.

Though I am a pastor, my story could be true for a layperson as well. I gave my life in service 

to God because a youth leader made me go to camp, someone created an opportunity for me 

to make a commitment, and God nudged me to stand up. I learned that I had gifts because 

someone asked me to serve and someone else affirmed my service. The Holy Spirit nudged me 

both directly and through others, and I have tried to look for gifts in young people and create a 

space for them to deeply love God because of how grateful I am that others did that for me. 4 

Week 4 • NUDGE

Rev. Jenny Williams
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Swimming upstream
Sometimes society makes it harder for some of God’s 

children to have the confidence to sit down at the feet 

of Jesus. Women, people of color, and other minorities 

have and continue to be told to stay in their “place,” 

but Jesus is calling us to speak on his behalf. Through 

the Spirit of Christ, we bear fruit in the Church 

when we are willing to swim upstream and renounce 

the worldly obstacles that prevent the Marys of the 

world from embracing their calling as disciples.

Maybe you recognize gifts in someone in your 

congregation who might think they are past the point 

in life to attend seminary or pastoral licensing school. 

Nudge them to explore their gifts and calling.

Perhaps you have a friend who is gifted to serve and 

lead in countless ways but they feel their physical 

handicaps will be a hindrance. Your nudge might be the 

catalyst that opens countless doors for fruitful ministry.

A gifted young lady might be in your youth group 

who doesn’t know women can be ordained in the 

United Methodist Church. You might be the nudge 

she needs to take the next step of faith.

You can be the nudge.

Questions for Reflection 
and Discussion
Have you ever felt a “nudge” from the Holy 
Spirit? What did you do about it? 

When have you felt out of place, or going 
against the norms of society or a situation? 

Who can you “nudge” this week? 
(maybe just a word of encouragement or 
recognition) 

Going Deeper – suggested reading: 

S.H.A.P.E. Finding & Fulfilling Your Unique 
Purpose for Life by Erik Rees 

The Christian as Minister: An Exploration 
into the Meaning of God’s Calling – The 
UMC Board of Higher Education 
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A young seminary graduate felt lost and confused upon the 

completion of his theological education. Uncertain of what 

to do next he decided he would spend some time working 

as a missionary in a developing country. The young man’s 

rationale was that if he could go to another country and 

preach the good news to others, he might have an authentic 

spiritual experience of his own.

However, during his nearly two year expedition, John was 

unsuccessful as a missionary. In addition to his professional 

failure, he also experienced the bitterness of heartbreak 

when the woman he loved married another man.

To top off the series of unfortunate events, while John 

was returning home, the boat he was traveling on almost 

capsized in a storm. As a result of John’s near-death 

experience, the spiritual issues with which he had been 

wrestling for months intensified, and he felt even more lost.

When he finally made it home John shared his experiences 

with his friend, Peter. Instead of berating John for his doubts 

and fears, Peter replied, “Preach faith until you have it, and 

then, because you have it, you will preach faith.”1 Little did 

Peter know that his simple words of encouragement would 

salvage the faith and ministry of his troubled colleague.

Over the next year John continued to “preach the faith,” 

but nothing seemed to change. Throughout those months 

Peter served as a spiritual guide for John, lifting him and 

encouraging him in every way possible. Then one day John 

had the experience he had been waiting for, as he writes 

in his journal:

Lift
Acts 15:35-41

Barnabas took Mark 
and sailed to Cyprus.

Week 5 • LIFT
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In the evening I went very unwilling to a society in Aldersgate Street, 

where one was reading Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans. 

About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change which 

God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 

warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation, 

and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, 

even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.2

If you haven’t put it together yet, this is the story of 

John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement. 

As United Methodists, we owe much to Wesley’s 

friend, Peter Böhler, who encouraged Wesley to remain 

steadfast during one of the darkest seasons of his life.

Böhler could have easily told Wesley that he was in the 

wrong profession, or that if he hadn’t found faith after 

seminary and serving as a missionary there was no hope. 

But instead, Böhler chose to nurture what he saw God 

doing in John Wesley’s life. Böhler chose to lift.

A tale of three doors
Every church has three doors—at least figuratively 

speaking. The first door is the front door, and it represents 

worship. Some of the people who are now a part of your 

congregation were invited by a friend or family member 

to attend worship one Sunday and that’s how they got 

connected. Those who come through the front door are 

often compelled to return because of the welcoming 

atmosphere and sense of authenticity.

The second door is the side door and it represents events and 

outreach ministries within the church. For instance, some 

members of your congregation entered through the side door 

when they attended a church picnic or went on a trip with the 

youth group. The power of the side door is that it often creates 

opportunities to form meaningful and lasting relationships.

“Preach faith until you have it, 

and then, because you have it, 

you will preach faith.”
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The third door is the back door, and it represents those who exit the church for one 

reason or another. Sometimes members go out the back door when they relocate 

because of a job or educational opportunity. We also say goodbye each year to 

those who are dear to us when they transition from this life to the heavenly courts. 

Unfortunately there are others who go out the back door because they’ve become 

discouraged or hurt by the church, or are struggling with life in general.

Obviously it is important for every congregation to think of strategic ways to invite 

friends, family, and acquaintances to enter through the front and side door, but 

sometimes we don’t do a very good job of tending the back door. We cannot prevent 

death or relocation, but we can stand at the back door and encourage those who are 

wounded, tired, and discouraged by letting them know that they are not alone.

Countless persons have exited the back door and have consequently given up 

on God and the church because they feel they’ve been forgotten. However, we 

are called to be people of encouragement. We are called to lift those who are 

struggling and remind them that God still has a purpose for their lives.

A man named Joseph
In the early church there was a man named Joseph who served as one of St. Paul’s 

most important traveling companions. In fact, we sometimes assume that Paul 

was the leader of their missionary enterprise, when it was actually Joseph who took 

Paul under his wing after his conversion and welcomed him into the church.3

Not only did Joseph defend the authenticity of Paul’s faith and mentor him, it appears 

that Joseph was one of the first leaders to plant churches in gentile territory.4 Although 

Paul has historically been regarded as the “missionary to the gentiles,” everything he 

was able to accomplish was ultimately the result of Joseph first laying the foundation.

If you’ve read through the Book of Acts and can’t seem to remember the name 

“Joseph,” it’s probably because you know him better by his nickname, “Barnabas,” 

which means “son of encouragement.”5 As we piece together the story of Barnabas 

as found in the New Testament, it becomes clear that he lived up to his name.

In addition to Barnabas’ influence on Paul’s life, he also played a significant role 

in shaping the life and ministry of John Mark, who is believed to have written the 

earliest of the four Gospels. On one occasion Mark joined Paul and Barnabas on 

their missionary endeavors, but somewhere along the way decided to return home.

We are called to 

lift those who 

are struggling 

and remind them 

that God still 

has a purpose 

for their lives.

Week 5 • LIFT
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Although Mark’s departure didn’t seem to raise immediate 

problems, when he later wanted to rejoin Paul and 

Barnabas in their travels, Paul refused. However, Barnabas 

insisted they welcome John Mark back to their team. 

Both Paul and Barnabas were unwilling to change their 

positions. As a result, they went their separate ways, and 

Barnabas used it as an opportunity to mentor Mark.

It’s difficult to know how much Barnabas’ ministry of 

encouragement has shaped the church, both then and now. 

In addition to Paul’s missionary journeys and the churches 

he planted, we might not have his thirteen letters in the 

New Testament, or much of the story we find in Acts if it 

weren’t for Barnabas.

Likewise, if Barnabas had not stood up for Mark, we might 

not have the earliest Gospel, which the majority of scholars 

believe also served as a primary source for Matthew and 

Luke. Therefore, we can literally attribute two thirds of 

the New Testament to Barnabas’ ministry of lifting others 

up and encouraging them during the most difficult and 

vulnerable seasons of their lives.

The ripple effect
Lifting someone begins simply by lifting them in prayer and 

asking God’s Spirit to bring healing to their brokenness. 

In addition to prayer, we can find other simple ways to 

let others know that they are not forgotten. We can lift 

and encourage others by sending a card, making a phone call, or extending an 

invitation to lunch. Even if we don’t have something profound to say we might be 

able to help restore someone’s faith by simply listening to their story.

When we lift others we not only bear fruit in that person’s life, but potentially in 

the lives of countless others. Because Peter Böhler and Barnabas were committed 

to ministries of encouragement, millions of people have come to Christ through 

Paul, John Mark, and John and Charles Wesley. Therefore, when we choose to 

stand at the back door and lift those who are broken, we might be creating a 

ripple effect that continues for generations.

Questions for Reflection 
and Discussion
Have you ever gone somewhere or done 
something “very unwillingly” and been 
able to look back on it as a positive, maybe 
even live changing event? 

Do most people enter your church through 
the front door (worship), or the side door 
(events, activities, ministries open to the 
community)? Are more people coming to 
your church or leaving your church (through 
the back door) in the past ten years?

Who has been an encourager to you on your 
spiritual journey? Who are you encouraging 
in this season on their spiritual journey?

We all have friends, family members, 
coworkers, etc. who are not currently 
connected to a church – who will you 
reach out to this week to offer prayer and 
encourage them to attend a worship service?

Going Deeper – suggested reading: 

Unbinding the Gospel: Real Life 
Evangelism by Martha Grace Reese 

Evangelism in the Small Membership 
Church by Royal Speidel
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Teach
Acts 18:1-28

Sometimes we confuse the concepts of discipleship 

and conversion. As a result, when we hear that the 

mission statement of the United Methodist Church 

is to “make disciples,” we might assume it means 

getting someone to come to worship or join the church. 

Although inviting others to come to church and into a 

relationship with Christ is imperative, discipleship is really 

about helping others take the next step on the faith journey.

In fact, in the Great Commission, after Jesus instructs the 

apostles to baptize new disciples in the name of the “Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit,” he says the next step is, “…teaching 

them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”1 

Therefore, teaching (especially teaching about Christ) is 

imperative to the discipleship process.

In all reality, not all of us are gifted as teachers per se...yet 

according to Scripture, those of us who are seasoned in the 

faith should still be able to guide others into a deeper walk 

with Christ. In fact, in Hebrews 4:12-14, the biblical writer is 

addressing a group of seasoned Christians who are apparently 

shrugging off their responsibility to teach others because they 

still need someone to feed them. The author says:

When Priscilla and Aquila heard him, 
they received him into their circle 

of friends and explained to him 
God’s way more accurately.

Week 6 • TEACH
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You have been believers so long now that you ought to be teaching 

others. Instead, you need someone to teach you again the basic things 

about God’s word. You are like babies who need milk and cannot eat solid 

food. For someone who lives on milk is still an infant and doesn’t know how 

to do what is right. Solid food is for those who are mature, who through 

training have the skill to recognize the difference between right and wrong.2

In his seminar on Disciple Pathways, WVUMC Director of 

Discipleship, Leadership, and Congregational Vitality Ken 

Willard uses a similar concept to create a helpful word 

picture. Willard claims that long-time church members often 

complain that they aren’t growing because they aren’t “being 

fed.” However, according to Willard, people who have been 

following Jesus for a reasonable amount of time should no 

longer “be fed.” Instead, it is their turn to get out of the 

high chair and start feeding others.3

Perhaps it is not your gift to stand up in front of 

a classroom, much less an entire congregation, 

or to lead a Bible study. But if you have been following 

Christ for more than a couple of years, it’s time to get 

out of the high chair and begin guiding others on the 

path of discipleship in a way that works for you.

If you have been following Christ 

for more than a couple of years, 

it’s time to get out of the high chair 

and begin guiding others.

Discipleship begins with relationship. 
We cannot disciple people that 
we are not in relationship with.

— Rev. Junius Dotson, General Secretary 
UMC Discipleship Ministries
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Oh, Susanna
Every Christian, especially every Methodist, should know the story of John Wesley, 

the founder of Methodism. Wesley received his formal training in divinity at 

Oxford University, but his Christian education began essentially from the time 

of his birth. One might assume that by having a father and grandfather who 

were both ministers Wesley would have gained the most from their investment 

in his life. However, John’s primary teacher was his mother, Susanna.

In addition to teaching all of her children reading, writing, and arithmetic, 

Susanna took it upon herself to teach them to pray and memorize Scripture. 

At some point in the process of educating her children, Susanna became 

concerned that she wasn’t giving each of them enough individual attention. 

Therefore, the busy mother of nineteen children created a rotation within her 

week to spend time with each of them one-on-one.4

Some of the conversations during these individual sessions were more serious and 

pertained to spiritual matters, while other times Susanna simply let her children 

share whatever was on their mind. Regardless of what they discussed, Susanna 

was fostering meaningful relationships with each of her children in order to help 

them grow as faithful disciples.

When I think of Susanna Wesley’s style of teaching and discipling her children, 

I don’t envision Sunday School classrooms or Bible studies as much as 

conversations at the kitchen table or quiet walks on their farm. In other words, 

Susanna, who was not only a busy mother but also the primary caretaker of their 

farm, utilized her gifts to teach and nurture disciples for Christ in a way that was 

most practical for her context.

The foundation of Susanna’s discipleship method was building deep and abiding 

relationships with her children, inviting them to ask questions, and creating 

a safe place for them to explore their faith. Although the world has changed 

significantly in the centuries that have passed since Susanna Wesley taught her 

children, the same practices of creating a relational environment continue to be 

the key for teaching and discipleship in the twenty-first century.5

Week 6 • TEACH
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It’s probably true that we likely wouldn’t know about Susanna Wesley if it weren’t 

for her two sons, John and Charles. However, I think it’s important to ask whether 

we would know John and Charles Wesley if it weren’t for the influence of their 

mother. In the words of one of Susanna’s biographers, “Despite poverty, illness, 

a difficult marriage, and heartbreak in endless forms, she used her intellect, 

creativity, time, energies, and will in such a way that can hardly be reckoned. 

The world in which we live owes much of the goodness in it to her life.”6

Teaching “the  Way of God”
In our Scripture lesson today we learn about a missionary couple named Priscilla 

and Aquila, who, like Susanna Wesley, developed a system of teaching and 

discipleship by cultivating deep and meaningful relationships. Based upon the 

available evidence in the New Testament, Priscilla’s role in the early church has 

largely been underestimated. According to one biblical scholar, Priscilla was 

“one of the most eminent missionaries and founders of house churches….”7 

Although Priscilla and her husband worked together as a missionary team, it seems 

that she was understood as the pastoral leader in the communities she served.8

During their time serving alongside Paul, a young man named Apollos caught the 

attention of Priscilla and Aquila. It was apparent that Apollos was knowledgeable 

in the Scriptures and gifted in several ways, yet he needed some guidance to 

reach his fullest potential as a leader. Therefore, Priscilla and Aquila took Apollos 

under their wing and taught him the “Way of God.”9

Like Susanna Wesley with her children, we might imagine Priscilla and Aquila 

teaching Apollos in their own home over a meal, or as they worked their day job 

of making tents. As a result, the focus was not primarily on Apollos retaining 

facts and information, but on building a lasting relationship that allowed 

dialogue, questions, and guidance.

After briefly describing Priscilla and Aquila’s teaching ministry, the 

writer of Acts describes the fruitfulness of Apollos, saying, “Apollos had 

been thinking about going to Achaia, and the brothers and sisters in 

Ephesus encouraged him to go. They wrote to the believers in Achaia, 

asking them to welcome him. When he arrived there, he proved to be 

of great benefit to those who, by God’s grace, had believed.”10 

The focus was 

not primarily 

on Apollos 

retaining facts 

and information, 

but on building 

a lasting 

relationship.
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How about you?
The model of discipleship that we read about in both stories 

today might be what we call the “ripple” or “domino” effect. 

In other words, Susanna Wesley and Priscilla and Aquila 

didn’t bear their fruit directly, but indirectly through the 

investment that they made in the lives of others. As a result, 

after nearly four hundred years since her passing, we still 

identify ourselves as the children of Susanna Wesley, the 

“Mother of Methodism.”

Because Susanna Wesley and Priscilla and Aquila were 

willing to get out of the spiritual highchair in order to feed 

others, the world will never be the same. Perhaps as you 

spend some time in prayer and quiet reflection, you might 

also sense that God is urging you to get out of the highchair 

in order to teach others.

Sometimes taking such a leap of faith can be intimidating 

and it can be difficult to even know where to begin. In the 

final part of this session we want to provide you with some 

helpful suggestions as you begin to take new steps.

Pray 
When we pray we can share with God our reservations and 

our fears about climbing out of the highchair and beginning 

to lead others. God will bless our honesty, humility, and 

desire to grow.

Also, when we pray, we grow in our faith and deepen our 

relationship with God. As a result, our greatest teaching 

moments with others will overflow from our own experiences, 

practices, and spiritual disciplines.

Our greatest teaching moments 

with others will overflow from 

our own experiences, practices, 

and spiritual disciplines.

Week 6 • TEACH



37For more resources, visit our website: wvumc.org

Talk to Your Pastor
Talk to your pastor about how God is working in your 

heart. There is nothing that could please her or him more! 

You might ask your pastor for guidance, resources, and 

prayer, and ask to invite conference leaders to come to 

your church to help implement intentional discipleship 

processes. By talking to your pastor you might discover 

that there are already processes in place for you to 

grow and for you to help teach and disciple others.

Observe
As you pray and talk with your pastor, keep your eyes open 

for the opportunities God might already be placing before 

you. Perhaps you are already in a group that is committed 

to walking and physical fitness. Important conversations 

about life and spiritual formation can take place on nice 

evening walks. Maybe you are a grill master. You might 

be able to use your culinary skills to prepare a delicious 

meal and invite someone from your church to enjoy an 

evening of food and fellowship. Be creative and have fun! 

Study
As you climb out of the highchair it is important to 

study Scripture in private devotions and within Christian 

community, whether it be small groups, Bible studies, 

or Sunday school. If you are new to reading and studying 

Scripture, we suggest that you begin with 1 John, which 

was John Wesley’s favorite writing in the New Testament. 

The book of 1 John is a simple and practical guide for 

what it looks like to be in a right relationship with God 

and with others. After reading 1 John you might try 

reading the Gospel of John or one of the other Gospels.

Questions for Reflection 
and Discussion
What is one area of discipleship, or 
Spiritual disciplines, where you need to 
grow in “feeding yourself?” [Spiritual 
disciplines examples: prayer, sabbath, 
worship, Bible reading, service, financial 
generosity, witness, Christian community]

What will you do in this season to take a 
step in that area of discipleship? 

How is your church equipping people to 
grow as disciples? Where does your church 
need to take a step in this area? 

Going Deeper – suggested reading: 

Simple Church: Returning to God’s Process 
for Making Disciples by Thom S. Rainer 

Stride: Creating a Discipleship Pathway for 
Your Life by Mike Schreiner and Ken Willard 
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This free Lenten Study is a product of 

the West Virginia Conference Office 

of Connectional Ministries, supported 

through the fair share apportionment 

dollars of our local churches for 

discipleship development.

For more free resources for your church, 

charge, class, or small group, please 

visit our website at wvumc.org.
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