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A Resource Guide for Planting New Discipling 
Communities of Faith 

 

Our Vision: 

The Mission Statement of the United Methodist Church is “to make disciples of 
Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.”  This mission statement is based on 
Christ’s Great Commission to all His Disciples (Matthew 28:19-20).  The environment 
where this should occur is in our local congregations.  However, it is widely accepted 
that in general, congregations in the Western Church have largely failed in making and 
growing true Disciples of Jesus Christ.  Dallas Willard (2006), a prophetic voice in the 
Church today, refers to this as the “Great Omission.”  He says the church has been 
guilty of a Gospel of conversion at the expense of a Gospel of Discipleship. 

In Building a Discipling Culture: how to release a missional movement by making 
disciples like Jesus did, Mike Breen and Steve Cockram (2011) have this to say about 
making disciples: 

The problem is that most of us have been educated and trained to build, serve 
and lead the organization of the church.  Most of us have actually never been 
trained to make disciples.  As we look around as Christendom is crumbling and 
the landscape of the church is forever changed, a stark revelation emerges:  
Most of us have been trained and educated for a world that no longer exists. 

Here’s the thing that can be difficult to wrap our minds around: If you make 
disciples, you always get the church.  But if you make a church, you rarely get 
disciples.  Most of us have become quite good at the church thing.  And yet, 
disciples are the only thing that Jesus cares about, and it’s the only number that 
Jesus is counting.  Effective discipleship builds the church, not the other way 
around.  We need to understand the church as the effect of discipleship and not 
the cause.  If you set out to build the church, there is no guarantee you will make 
disciples.  It is far more likely that you will create consumers who depend on the 
spiritual services that religious professionals provide. 

Jesus has not called you to build his church.  In fact, in all of the Gospels he 
mentions the church only two times.  Our job, our only job and the last 
instructions he gave us, was to make disciples. And out of this we will get the 
church. 

The Vision of the Montgomery-Prattville District Leadership Incubator is that all 
congregations would prayerfully consider their current disciple making efforts and that 
they would reaffirm our mission and God given commission to make disciples that would 
be equipped to disciple others and to form new “discipling communities of faith” that 
would change our congregations, our communities, and the world.  We believe that 
fervent prayer and the casting of many seeds is the best way to accomplish this vision 
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given the diverse context of the Alabama West Florida Conference.  This Resource 
Guide is designed to complement our invitation and challenge for ninety days of 
Conference-wide prayer regarding our current discipling efforts and to help your 
congregation step up, step out, or go for it.  We plant and water, but it is God who will 
provide the growth. 

Making Disciples is our primary mission and the best hope we have for revitalizing our 
congregations and for transforming our communities, and the world.  The questions that 
beg an answer are: who is a disciple, what is true discipleship, and how do we make 
disciples?  There are probably as many answers as there are people, but since Jesus is 
the one who commissioned us to make disciples, we think it is important for us to 
consider how He defined a disciple, what discipleship meant in a 1st Century context, 
and how Jesus made disciples. 

A Disciple in Jesus’ day was an apprentice or student and a fully devoted follower of 
one particular Rabbi or master teacher.  This was a visible part one’s identity in those 
days and discipleship became the Disciple’s first priority in life and their primary 
vocation.  Disciples in Jesus’s day memorized their master’s words; they studied his 
ways, and they radically followed and imitated both his words and his deeds.  They also 
accepted responsibility for raising up (making) more disciples for their Rabbi (2nd 
Timothy 2:2).  It was obvious to everyone who your Rabbi was by not only what you 
said, but by what you did and how you lived your life on a daily basis.  So the real 
question is “Who’s your Rabbi?”  There is only one response for a Christian.  Our 
Rabbi is Jesus Christ the Messiah.  He is the Son of God, our only master and teacher 
and our only leader. 

Jesus said, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up 
their cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34, NRSV).  C.S. Lewis said that the ultimate 
purpose of every Christian is to become a little Christ.  It has also been said that the 
name Christian indicates what God has done for us and that the name Disciple 
indicates what we are doing for God.  For our purposes here, a Disciple is a person 
actively working in God’s Grace toward becoming more and more like Jesus.  A Disciple 
is one who is like his Rabbi in thought, word, and deed.  True Discipleship means 
denying yourself and your personal agenda, accepting God’s agenda and your calling to 
be a minister of God’s reconciliation and a Disciple and fully devoted follower of Jesus 
Christ.  So our question to every member of the Alabama West Florida Conference is: 
Who’s your Rabbi? 

Making Disciples: 

The reality is that we don’t really make disciples any more than we can save or change 
someone else.  Salvation is by faith in God’s Grace alone and transformation and 
spiritual growth are the work of the Holy Spirit in the surrendered life of the believer.  
What we can do and should do as true Disciples of Christ and congregational leaders is 
to partner with the Holy Spirit in His work of spiritual formation and transformation by 
creating environments and intentional processes that give the Holy Spirit an opportunity 
to work.  As we pray and consider how we actually do that, we should remember that 
Jesus did not say go and create a Disciples making program or activity. 
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In his book, Transforming Discipleship: making disciples a few at a time, Greg Ogden 
offers four reasons why the programmatic approach to making disciples has failed to 
produce fully devoted disciples: 

1. Programs tend to be information or knowledge based. 
2. Most programs are built around an individual or a few core people who do the 

hard work of preparation. The rest come, to a greater or lesser degree, as 
passive recipients of their work.  Classical examples of this are preaching, 
Sunday school or traditional small groups and Bible studies. 

3. Programs are characterized by regimentation or synchronization.  The nature of 
most programs is that they do not take into account an individual's growth rate, 
which is essential to growing disciples. 

4. Programs generally have low personal accountability and no mutual 
accountability. 

Ogden speaks of three very necessary environmental ingredients or “climatic 
conditions” that are needed to foster spiritual formation and true discipleship. 

1. Transparent trust – this refers to the development of a deep relational 
transparency that counters our enormous human capacity for self-deception and 
self-justification.  It involves affirmation through encouragement; walking with 
each other through difficult times; reflective and deep listening; and confessing 
our sins to one another and addressing addictions of the heart or anything that 
has mastery over us other than God. 
 

2. The Truth of God’s Word – Scripture like prayer is a universal and common 
element or spiritual discipline found in every discipleship model I have examined.  
The study and memorization of scripture for reproof, correction, and training in 
righteousness is core to the process of spiritual transformation (2 Timothy 3:16-
17).  Ogden says, “the word is the seed of new life and must be deeply planted if 
it is to produce fruit…to study and mediate on scripture is to allow the truth of 
God’s word to move from head to heart.”   

 
The transforming power of God’s word is well documented in the classical 
literature (Coleman, 1964) and contemporary research.  In Follow Me (2007), the 
follow-up to Willow Creek’s three year research project, Reveal, searching for 
what factors contribute to meaningful spiritual growth, the authors had this to say 
about the importance of scripture, “The Bible is the most powerful catalyst for 
spiritual growth.”  They found that reflecting on scripture is the spiritual practice 
that is the most predictive of growth across all three spiritual movements along 
the spiritual growth continuum of exploring Christ, growing in Christ, close to 
Christ, and Christ-Centered. 
 

3. Mutual Accountability – Ogden contends that mutual accountability through living 
in a covenant relationship with one another “brings us back to the core of what it 
means to be a disciple of Jesus.  A disciple is one under authority.”  In Luke 9:23 
he says, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and 
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take up their cross daily and follow me” (NRSV).  The way for us to get serious 
about being a true disciple and fully devoted follower is to come under His 
authority in a covenant relationship of mutual accountability with other Christ 
followers. 
 

We further suggest that the following elements (DNA) be present in every discipling 
seed cast and every new discipling community of faith formed: 

 Prayer 

 Wesleyan Theology 

 An Intentional Progressive Discipleship Pathway 

 Mutual Accountability (living in covenant relationship with God and one another). 

 Generative (transferable and reproduceable) 

 An expectation of remaining connected to a local United Methodist Congregation 

 and the adoption of Wesley’s General Rules as an order of life. 

Planting Intentional Discipling Communities of Faith: 

Making Disciples is not a centralized or compartmentalized program and there is no one 
size fits all.  Disciple making is first and foremost about intimate relationships and loving 
God and loving others.  It is not a solo journey and is best accomplished in a small 
discipling community of faith loving, learning and leading in covenant relationship with 
one another.  It is a progressive, on-going, lifelong investment in a process of becoming 
more and more like Jesus. 

Making disciples is not just for the spiritually elite.  We are all called to be disciples and 
to disciple others.  Discipling should also be transferable and intergenerational.  When 
Paul wrote to Timothy in 2nd Timothy 2:2 he looked down the road four generations. 

In an intentional discipling community, group size definitely matters.  As mentioned 
above, the basic group size is 3-4 counting the leader, convener or discipler.  Ogden 
argues for these micro groups of three (3) to four (4) as the optimal size as opposed to 
one-on-one mentoring or larger groups.  He bases this recommendation on the Biblical 
model of the Trinitarian Community; the findings of his doctoral research and for 
pragmatic reasons related to basic group dynamics and logistics.  He contends that 
larger groups are more difficult to facilitate and that the level of intimacy needed for 
deep trust is less likely to occur.  Confidentiality is also harder to maintain in larger 
groups.  Neil Cole (2010) offers many of the same practical justifications for micro 
groups as basic discipling unit.  He summarizes the scriptural justifications as follows: 

 A Community is stronger with two or three (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12). 

 Accountability is stronger with two or three (1 Timothy 5:19). 

 Confidentiality is stronger with two or three (Matthew 18:15-17). 

 Flexibility is stronger with two or three (Matthew 18:20). 

 Communication is stronger with two or three (1 Corinthians 14:26-33). 

 Direction is stronger with two or three (2 Corinthians 13:1). 

 Leadership is stronger with two of three (1 Corinthians 14:29). 
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As United Methodist, this approach to discipling by forming small dicipling groups or 
what we are calling new discipling communities of faith should be a very familiar 
concept.  The apostolic and missional genius of our founder, John Wesley, and the 
“Method behind Methodism” (Tom Albin, 2001) was lay led small groups.  Small groups 
of disciples were organized into Methodist Bands (4-8), Class Meetings (10-15) and 
Methodist Societies (a network of all the class meetings in a given community or city).  
This approach to discipling distinguished and sustained the Methodist Movement until it 
became a “Mainline Denomination” (Scott Kisker, 2008).  Some have even suggested 
that recovering the method behind Methodism is a key factor in the renewal of the 
denomination (Kisker and Rendle). 

An intentional discipling ministry provides a clear pathway for spiritual formation and 
growth.  You can think of a discipling pathway as having three steps or components 
even though they do not always occur in a stepwise or linear manner and they should 
never be compartmentalized.  These steps or components are interrelated and 
interdependent: 

1. A starting or entry point. 
2. A spiritual growth phase, and  
3. A life application phase. 

These three steps or phases can be likened to the Wesleyan concept of grace 
(prevenient grace, justifying grace, and sanctifying grace) and Wesley’s “order” of 
salvation (justification, sanctification, and glorification).  They also fit the well into the 
conceptual frameworks of believing, belonging and behaving or head, heart, and hands.   

It matters not what you label the pathway or the steps.  What matters is that the process 
or pathway is intentional and that there is a clear expectation of progression or 
movement.  We must accept and work with people wherever they are, but we must love 
them too much to leave them where they are.  The goal is to move people from 
conversion to true and costly discipleship and on to perfection or glorification to use our 
founder’s words. 

Our purpose here is not to prescribe for you what the discipling efforts should be in the 
three phases of an intentional pathway that is a matter of spiritually discerning God’s 
call on your congregation and applying it to your unique context and culture.  What 
follows are some readily available and easily replicable examples of intentional 
discipling ministries. 

Starting or Entry Points: 

Starting Point - Starting Point is the first step for newcomers to Christ UMC. During the 
two-hour experience you have the opportunity to interact with Senior Pastor Jeff Spiller 
and other staff members.  You will learn the vision and mission of Christ UMC, meet 
other newcomers, and have an opportunity to ask questions.  You will also have an 
opportunity to explore how you might become connected in group life and ministry. 
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Heart of the Follower Groups - Heart of the Follower Groups at Christ UMC are seven 
week experiences designed to introduce participants to four core values of followers 
(engage, grow, connect, send). Task alignment is a critical component of this 
experience. Task alignment is the practice of making our actions consistent with our 
values. Therefore, these groups encourage a comprehensive approach that includes 
studying the value, participating in a traditional sensory experience that highlights the 
value, and taking practical steps to act on the value. This approach incorporates 
practical,faith-stretching experiences to reinforce the core values of a follower, build a 
stronger sense of community among participants, and provide practical tools for building 
spiritual depth both personally and in community. Some examples of these experiences 
include communion, contemplative prayer practice, service or outreach project, and 
exploration of spiritual habits. This study is intended for groups of six to twelve. Heart of 
the Follower Groups are encouraged to seek out a couple of others and form 234 
Groups once they complete the study. 

Growth Groups: 

Disciple Formation Groups – As Greg Ogden describes these groups, they are highly 
accountable, relationally transparent, truth-centered, small (three or four people) 
discipling units that meet for one to two hours every week for twelve to eighteen months 
and then each participant reproduces the process with a new group.  He likens these 
groups to “hothouses” for spiritual transformation.  He has developed a series of 
Workbooks to guide the spiritual formation of these groups (The Essential 
Commandment, Discipleship Essentials, Leadership Essentials and Witness 
Essentials).  For more information on this approach (see Ogden, Greg (2003) 
Transforming Discipleship: making disciples a few at a time, InterVarsity Press, 
Downers Grove, IL).  If you wish to target pre-Christians for discipling consider forming 
small groups like Neil Cole’s Life Transformation Groups (LTGs) as an alternative 
discipleship approach for evangelizing the unchurched (see Cole, Neil (2008) Search 
and Rescue: becoming a disciple who makes a difference, Baker Books, Grand Rapids, 
MI). 
 
234 Groups - 234 Groups are groups of two, three, or four focused on spiritual 
development. Neal Cole, author of Church 3.0, asserts that this type of group is the 
most appropriate size for discipleship and life transformation. Many discover that 
seasons of deepest spiritual development are shared with one or two others. It may not 
have ever been identified as a group, but the season was marked by open and honest 
communication, heartfelt encouragement, and loving intervention when needed. This 
kind of involvement is difficult to establish in larger groups, but is easier to nurture in a 
group of two, three, or four. These groups include components of accountability, study, 
and service; however, a group may choose to make one a primary focus as their 
specific mode of faith development. Each person shares responsibility in the group and 
a facilitator or leader is not required. Tools are provided for groups in the form of 
studies, practices, ideas, and other resources. 

Discipleship Laboratory – A 6 module small group experiment in faith based on the 
UMC membership vows.  Each month has an experiment and lessons to push you 
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deeper into your discipleship journey. Each week contains a time of worship and 
learning together. This resource was written by Dr. Christopher Perry of the Alabama-
West Florida Conference and is available on the AWF Prayer Initiative group on 
Facebook. 

Life Nurture and Application Groups: 

Covenant Discipleship Groups - A Covenant Discipleship group consists of five to seven 
persons who want to be accountable for their discipleship.  They agree to meet once a 
week for one to two hours to "watch over one another in love."  The group writes its own 
covenant based on a General Rule of Discipleship.  Their covenant guides their 
discipleship and serves as the agenda for the weekly meeting.  Covenant Discipleship 
Groups are a modern day equivalents to the lay led Methodist Class Meetings.  The lay 
leaders or Class leaders are members of covenant discipleship groups who agree to 
guide a group or multiple groups.  The ministry of class leaders is an acknowledgement 
that "pastors can't do it all."  Therefore, class leaders are an important source of lay 
leadership that will enable the local church to more effectively live out its primary task of 
engaging, receiving, growing and sending disciples of Jesus Christ to be his witnesses 
in the world.  For more information on Covenant Discipleship Groups and the ministry of 
Class Leaders go http://www.gbod.org/ or see Guide for Class Leaders: A Model for 
Christian Formation by Grace Bradford (DR274) and Forming Christian Discipleship: 
The Role of Covenant Discipleship and Class Leaders in the Congregation by David 
Lowes Watson (published by Wipf and Stock Publishers and available from 
Amazon.com). 

Missional or Neo Monastic Small Groups This is a relative new development in the 
United Methodist Church.  It is based on planting or forming satellite missional 
congregations or small groups that are formed within or anchored to an existing church.  
These new congregations meet in homes or other community space in neighborhoods 
and on college campuses.  They are led by teams of lay and clergy people who are bi-
vocational.   For more information on this approach go to 
http://www.peopleofnewday.com/ or see Heath, Elaine and Scott Kisker (2010) Longing 
for Spring: a new vision for Wesleyan community, New Monastic Library: Resources for 
Radical Discipleship, Cascade Books, Eugene OR. Or consult Boren, M. Scott (2010) 
Missional Small Groups: becoming a community that makes a difference in the world, 
Baker Books, Grand Rapids, MI. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.gbod.org/
http://www.peopleofnewday.com/
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