Deepening
Discipleship

DEEPENING DISCIPLESHIP
…my dear friends, as you have always obeyed – not
only in my presence, but now much more in my absence
– continue to work out your salvation with fear and
trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act
in order to fulfil his good purpose.
Philippians 2.12-13

Some may size up the width of the river and believe
it is possible to reach the far bank in one leap.
Others will be much more circumspect and carefully
step on each stepping stone – and only then with
encouragement, clear instruction and a safe pair of
hands by their side.

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and
to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.
Acts 2.42

In this analogy we might imagine the near side of the
bank as representing someone new who has recently
attended your regular worship service two or three
times. The far side of the bank represents that person
being an active member of the church, serving, and
helping others in their discipleship journey (you might
like to think it includes their Baptism/Confirmation,
and that they have signed up to give regular financial
donations to the church too!)

All journeys involve movement of some sort, and the
journey of discipleship is no different. A very simple
analogy is to imagine the journey of discipleship as
getting from one side of the bank of a river to the other
side – and there being a series of stepping stones to help
those who want to cross.

What are the stepping stones in your church or
benefice? How does someone make that journey
across the river? Remember that people of all ages can
be disciples – it is not something that only starts to
happen when you turn 18. Children and young people
are disciples as they are, here and now, not disciplesin-waiting. What opportunities does your church
provide for children and young people to grow as
disciples and live out their discipleship?

FOUR KEY VALUES UNDERPIN THE DIOCESAN VISION OF
LIVING GOD’S LOVE
•
•
•
•

Generosity
Joy
Imagination
Courage

Helping people to grow as disciples of Christ requires all
four of these values. It takes imagination and the help
of the Spirit of God to conceive of the ways that you
may be able to help and encourage people to grow as
disciples. The Psalmist prayed to God, ‘Restore to me
the joy of your salvation’. Helping someone to grow as a
disciple gives those who help joy. Growing as disciples
means we grow closer to our Creator and so we grow
in joy as the fruit of the Spirit grows in us. Generosity
of time and energy is necessary for people to grow as
disciples; and those who wish to help them have to be
generous with their time too. Jesus told his disciples to
carry their cross daily. It takes courage to live out our
faith in the world, to desire that each day we grow as a
disciple and grow closer to Jesus.
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Discipleship is also a lifelong journey – it is not always
about new people coming to faith. Many faithful
attenders of church are also seeking an evolving and
developing relationship with Christ. Home groups are
wonderful at nurturing faith as people meet together
(sometimes over food) and discuss where they have
seen God at work, what life is like for them right now,
how God might be speaking to them. They also spend
time with scripture and/or study guides. Discipleship
is nurtured and developed in these intimate gatherings
as people support and encourage one another. They
are different from the study groups described below as
much is experience led and much is ‘familial’ rather than
‘student/teacher’.
All is aimed at a deepening a growing relationship
between the person and God – and this is true of people
of all ages. It is good to think about your children and
young people making that journey across a river too.
What steps are provided for them? Who is encouraging
them – standing on the bank cheering them on? What

and beginning of ‘Moving On’ I usually organise
parties such as ‘Bring and Share’ as people like
to contribute. START and MOVING ON are both
courses written by Leading Your Church Into
Growth and can be found here: https://www.
leadingyourchurchintogrowth.org.uk/resources

opportunities are there for your young people to
contribute to the life of the church or group? (music,
servers, technical support, welcomers, cake makers
etc). What opportunities are there for children and
young people to get involved in work the church does
for justice and peacemaking?

•	There are many courses out there – we have some
you can borrow from the Diocese. Do be in touch
if you would like to discuss options and look at
resources.

A commitment to this continuing discipleship is a
hallmark of a flourishing church. Our discipleship
is central to our understanding of our ministry and
vocation. This is true whether we are at the start of our
journey or whether we have a lifetime of prayer and
learning under our belt. In our baptisms we are called
and commissioned to follow Christ all the days of our
life. A church that nurtures this and resources it is one
that recognises the dynamic relationship between us
and God and the importance of how we encourage one
another on this holy path.

•	Consistency: This is essential if you are going to
keep a high percentage of those who begin. For
example:

Is deepening discipleship part of the Mission Action
Plan? Does it need to be? Is it an area to give priority
to in the coming months? Is it an area we can afford
not to give priority to?

		

-	START course: this could be led by the
incumbent or reader with two helpers/
leaders; in the Vicarage or a comfortable
room at Church or even online.

		

-	MOVING ON course is similar to START:
the incumbent/reader could still be there,
but encourage the two helpers/leaders to
be more involved as they have grown in
confidence. Move the venue to the home of
one of the helpers/leaders or keep online.
Some groups have also met at pubs.

		

-	Protecting Unity studies: this is different
material, continue to meet at helpers/
leader’s home. The incumbent stops
attending so that they can run the next Start
Course in the New Year.

		

-	Membership Night: the incumbent/reader
returns to cover this important subject and
to see the group again.

		

-	The early series are put together in such a
way that holidays fall in the middle of the
series not at the end.

For more on how your small groups fit into your vision
and Mission Action Plan you may find this article
helpful: https://www.john-truscott.co.uk/Resources/
Articles-index/Organising-your-small-groups

There are two tools following. The first is a ‘tick-box
exercise’. This is only one step in what may be a long
journey of your church becoming more intentional
about enabling people to become disciples or grow in
their discipleship – however, it is a useful step, and it
never hurts to do quick, not too cumbersome, reviews
of areas of church life. This is the kind of thing you
might run within a PCC meeting in the hope that it
would lead to certain action points or SMART goals
on your MAP for the next 12 months. The second is an
example of discipleship for a 12 month period.
•	Don’t see this as a strait jacket but as some helpful
thoughts and ideas.

•	Some subjects are repeated during this first year
in different courses, e.g. prayer, etc. Repetition is
rarely a bad thing.

• You may have to vary it for your context.

•	There are always one or two meetings each year
which get cancelled due to illness, other church
events, holidays etc. It is sometimes a good idea
to build standalone studies into the programme
which can be deleted if necessary.

•	You need to be attentive to exactly when school
holidays are.
•	This is based on being run on an evening in
the week and there always being four of those
evenings in a month – there may, of course, be
five.

Don’t forgot to be in touch with the Flourishing
Churches team – we may have some advice and
resources available that will make your mission and
ministry a bit easier.

•	Holy Week and Easter will move, but the example
here illustrates the point.
•	This plan includes the use of parties to mark the
end of seasons, e.g. Christmas and Easter; but
sometimes also to help keep momentum from
one course to another - e.g. at end of ‘Start’
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When planning an enquirer’s course we consider who we will invite – those who have
joined the ‘fringe’ of the church in the past 12 months

Our church has a culture of invitation. A lot of regular members are used to saying ‘I
am going to this, I have heard it is going to be good, would you like to come with me?’

After each big ‘festival event’ (Christmas, Harvest, etc.) we know when the next
enquirer’s course is and have printed publicity to use to invite people

After an enquirer’s course we know what a next step would be if those who attended
wanted to learn a little more

We have homegroups/small groups in our church

Each year we invite people to consider Baptism and/or Confirmation
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EXCELLENT

GOOD

REQUIRES
IMPROVEMENT

AN URGENT NEED
Every year there is at least one ‘enquirer’s course’

As a church we teach stewardship and giving as part of what it means to be a
disciple. We have a ‘giving campaign’ at least once a year.

If a new person in church asked a typical member of the congregation, ‘How do I find
out more about Christianity and Jesus?’ they would know the answer without having
to ask the vicar.

Your church has thought about how children and teenagers grow in their faith.

There is no gap between the children and teenagers – there is always a place for them
to belong and grow no matter how old they are.

Your church encourages lay ministry and vocations to lay and ordained ministry – all
ages, genders, and backgrounds.
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EXCELLENT

GOOD

REQUIRES
IMPROVEMENT

AN URGENT NEED
We regularly update our rotas and encourage new people to get involved in serving
others and putting their faith in action in practical ways – it is not the same people
filling all the rota spots all the time!

AN OUTLINE FOR A ‘YEAR OF NURTURE’

STUDY

COMMENTS

Week 1

Schools back

Week 2

2 Weeks to invite contacts to Start

Week 3

1 Week to invite contacts to Start

SEPT

Week 4

Start 1

Week 1

Start 2

Week 2

Start 3

Week 3

Start 4

OCT

Holiday: Best to have a gap after 3 or 4 weeks. 3 weeks to settle
in and before the important final 2 sessions

Week 4
Week 1

Start 5

Week 2

Start 6

Week 3

Party + Moving On 1

Week 4

Moving On 2

Week 1

Moving On 3

Week 2

Membership Course

Week 3

Moving On 4 + Christmas Party

Week 4



NOV

DEC
See outline

NEW YEAR
Week 1

Christmas Break

Week 2

Christmas Break

JAN
Week 3

Moving on 5

Week 4

Moving on 6
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Week 1

Moving on 7

Week 2

Introduction to the Psalms 1

Week 3

Introduction to the Psalms 2

Week 4

Introduction to the Psalms 3

FEB

Week 1
Week 2

4 Spiritual Habits - Prayer

Week 3

4 Spiritual Habits - Bible Study

Week 4

4 Spiritual Habits - Fellowship

Week 1

4 Spiritual Habits - Giving

Week 2

Service 1

Week 2

Service 2

Week 2

Service 3

Half Term Holiday

MAR

Holy Week

APR
Week 3

Easter week

Week 4

James 1

Week 1

James 2

Week 2

James 3

Week 3

James 4

I have found James a very practical book - excellent for new
Christians

MAY
Week 4

Half Term Holiday

Week 1

James 5

Week 2

James 6

Week 3

Mission 1

Week 4

Mission 2

Week 1

Prayer 1-Blessing Others

Week 2

Prayer 2-Answered Prayer

Week 3

Prayer 3-Praying Together

Week 4

Prayer 4-Praying with
Confidence + Party

JUN

JUL

Week 1
Week 2

AUG
Week 3
Week 4

Summer break. After the break try keep them together as a new
Bible Study Group.
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SOME KEY THINGS TO CONSIDER WHEN RUNNING A SMALL GROUP:
HOSPITALITY
Who is going to host or is a neutral venue better? Or a
public venue, such as a pub or café? There’s no ‘right’
answer here, but you will know your people and who
you are trying to reach and which environment will
best lend itself. If it’s a café or pub – will everyone be
comfortable there? Will everyone be able to afford
a drink or snack? Think about your culture and how
people usually socialize – will they feel ‘at home’ in the
environment you are creating? If you’re meeting in a hall
make sure the heating is on in good time! People who
are coming to this year-long course may be parents.
Instead of seeing this as a problem – oh no, they have
to find childcare – think about what you may be able
to offer for children alongside these sessions, or with
parents and children doing some parts of the session
together and some parts separately.
REFRESHMENTS
Is the host able and willing to provide the refreshments?
Can this be shared amongst the group? Does your
church have a budget for this? Do you need one?
Is there something suitable for different diets and
requirements? If meeting in a café is there a requirement
that everyone will buy a drink and snack? Is this clearly
communicated?

THE FORMAT OF THE SESSION:
What follows are some top tips for running a group –
but each context is different and your set up may need
different thoughts and preparations.
Most small groups or study groups run for 1hr 30 – 2 hours
– whatever you decide stick to the time so people know
what they are signing up for and can arrange transport,
child care etc. If you are meeting online you may want a
shorter session as online participation can be more tiring.
•	15 mins before – leaders pray for the session and
commit their time and gifts to God.
•	It is good if you don’t lose 20 mins of the group
time by organising refreshments so your host/s
needs to be organised too. Investing in coffee
flasks or an urn can be really useful.
•	Arrange the chairs in a circle so everyone can see
everyone. You probably don’t need a table, which can
act as a barrier between people and someone always
ends up at the ‘head’ which can affect dynamics.
• Start on time.

GROUP DYNAMICS
Much has been written about group dynamics and how
to foster an atmosphere of inclusion and safety. In short,
its about ensuring everyone’s safety so they are free to
express themselves and their thoughts without fear of
gossip, ridicule, or belittling. It might be good practice
to set the ground rules together by asking ‘what do
you need from this group to feel safe and have space
to reflect and learn?’ The group can then name for
themselves, confidentiality, respect, time keeping, space
to pause and think etc. For more information please see
this article:

•	Begin with prayer as a group – maybe rotate who
leads this. But always give notice for those who
like to prepare.

https://www.john-truscott.co.uk/Resources/TrainingNotes-index/Group-behaviours-to-beware-of

•	If you have more than one leader – have a de-brief.
What went well? What is worth repeating? Do you
need to pastorally follow-up with anyone?
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•	Agree who will follow up with anyone who hasn’t
attended that you thought would be.
• Take a comfort break halfway through.
•	End on time – with a space for reflection and quiet.
Maybe with a simple compline/Night prayer or
reflection.

