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Class Descriptioni 

 
The New Testament church understood itself to be walking The Way, a new Way, the 
Way of Christ. They met together not only to worship but to help each other and the 
community as a whole follow the Way and thereby grow in Christ and grow into Christ. 
They did this through listening together to Scripture (the Hebrew Scriptures) and 
teachings (for example, Paul’s letters) and reflecting on their own lives and their life 
together in this light. Can the church still develop discipleship through this kind of 
reflection on concrete experience? This class will explore biblically-based experiential 
formation through teaching, discussion, exercises of recall and reflection, and a group 
discernment experience. 

 
Class Objectives 

In this class, students will: 

• understand the centrality of what St. Paul calls “putting on Christ” (or “clothing 
oneself with Christ”) for faithful Christian living, and be able to describe the basic 
ethical movement of Christ, using Philippians 2. 

• identify, in their own experience, formation practices that foster experiential 
formation and discernment, for themselves or for the church 

• practice a method for using particular passages from the Bible as resources to 
help one another interpret and respond faithfully as Christians to concrete events 
and issues arising in their individual daily lives. 

 
 

Class Schedule 
I. The model of formation in Pauline communities 
II. Reflection on students’ experiential formation in church and various groups 
III. Discussion of formation of the church as a body 
IV. Introduction of the model from St. Benedict’s Workshop for discernment within a 

group, in light of scripture 
V. Experience of the model from St. Benedict’s Workshop 

 
 

Suggested Resources 
Cahalan, Kathleen A. Introducing the Practice of Ministry. Liturgical Press, 2010. 
Johnson, Abigail. Reflection with God: Connecting Faith and Daily Life in Small Groups. 

Alban Institute, 2004. 
Law, Eric H. F. Holy Currencies. Chalice Press, 2013, esp. ch. 9, “Gracious 

Leadership.”  
Palmer, Parker J. A Hidden Wholeness. Jossey-Bass, 2004.   

 
i This class draws heavily on material presented previously at Iona by the Rev. Drs. John Lewis and Jane Patterson 

and further documented in “Experiential Formation I and II” of the Iona Collaborative, SSW. 

 



 
 

 
  



 

 

 
 

 

 



 

 
 

Source: John Lewis and Jane Patterson, Experiential Christian Formation I, Iona Collaborative. 

 

 

 



A Family Resemblance 

Fifth Sunday of  Easter, Year A 

John 14:1-14 

 

 

 

“You look like your father.” 

 

People tell me that a lot these days. “You look like your father.” 

 

When I was younger, people used to say, “You look like your mother.” And that was true – as a 

child, I resembled my mother. 

 

But DNA does funny things. And now people say to me: “you look like your father.” The family 

resemblance is clear. 

 

Have people told you that you look like your mom, or your dad, or your grandparent? 

 

Family resemblances can be strong. DNA is powerful! 

 

But it’s not just our DNA that is involved in family resemblances… 

 

For instance, when I was a child, I started to notice that whenever my dad was doing something 

that required careful attention – like, when we was balancing his checkbook - he had a funny 

habit of sticking his tongue out to the right, and biting on his tongue. 

 

Well, when I was a freshman in college a friend of mine came up to me after Calculus class, and 

he asked me, “Why do you always stick your tongue out when you are doing math?” 

 

“I do not!” I replied. 

 

“Yes you do,” he said. 

 

And I realized… he was right. 

 

Without even thinking about it, we sometimes speak like our parents, behave like our parents, 

stick our tongue our like our parents… 

 

One of the most moving experiences I’ve had in recent years happened after church one day. 

Friends of mine were visiting my parish that Sunday. I’ve known them for 30 years. They knew 

my parents very well too.  

 

That particular Sunday, in my sermon, I told a funny story about my mother. After Mass, I was 



chatting with my friends who were visiting. Then a parishioner came up and said, “I just love all 

your stories about your mom. I wish I had had a chance to meet her before she died.” 

 

And my friend said, “If you’ve met Michael, you’ve met his mother.” It was a very moving thing 

for me to hear. My mother was a far better Christian than I have ever been. But it was very 

moving for me to hear someone say that they could see a family resemblance between my 

mother and me, especially if that meant that some of her goodness could be seen in me. 

 

I’m thinking about family resemblances, not just because it is Mother’s Day weekend, but 

because I think Jesus I speaking of the same reality in today’s Gospel passage. 

 

This is a very poignant moment in the Gospel of John. It’s all happening at the Last Supper, on 

the night before Jesus died. 

 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus has already washed the disciples’ feet, that humble act of loving service. 

Then, he told his disciples the truth – he was about to be betrayed, his death was near. 

 

Then Jesus says to the remaining disciples: “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Have faith in 

God, have faith in me.” 

 

Jesus goes on to say that he is, indeed, returning to his Father in heaven, but his journey to 

heaven will enable him to prepare OUR place in eternity, to prepare OUR home in the Father’s 

heart. Jesus says, “I will come and take you with me, so that we can be together for all eternity. I 

am the way, the truth, the life.” 

 

It is the apostle Philip who then asks, “Show us the Father.” 

 

And it’s that question which enables Jesus to say: “Whoever has seen the Father has seen me.” In 

other words, ‘If you know me, you know the Father.’ 

 

Jesus seems a little disappointed that Philip and the others haven’t already picked up on the 

family resemblance! 

 

Jesus says, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father! The Father is in me, I am in him. The 

words I hear from him, I speak to you. The works he tells me to do, I do.” 

 

Do you hear that? 

 

In effect, what Jesus is saying is this: 

 

Look at me: if you see me, you see what your heavenly Father looks like. 

Listen to me: if you hear me speak, you are hearing your Heavenly Father’s voice. 

Watch me: If you see the way I behave and act, that is revealing how the heavenly Father 

behaves and acts. 



 

Well, Jesus – you look like your Father! 

Well, Jesus – you sound like your Father! 

Well, Jesus – you act like your Father! 

 

What a family resemblance! 

 

This is the amazing, radical, unique Christian conviction… that in the person of Jesus, we are 

catching a glimpse of the Father, and hearing the Father, and experiencing the Father. The 

invisible God becomes visible, tangible, and evident in the person of his Son. The family 

resemblance is so strong. If you’ve seen the Son, you’ve seen the Father. 

 

Many people struggle – because we know that God is a spiritual reality. God is beyond our 

comprehension. God is invisible to our physical eyes. And that fact can, at times, make God 

seem distant, disconnected, hard to know. 

 

So Jesus suggests to Philip, and to us: You want to know what God looks like and sounds like? 

Just look at his Son. You’ll see. 

 

That is why we need to pay so much attention to Jesus in the Gospels.  

 

Do you want to know what your heavenly Father looks like? He looks like his son. His son… 

humble enough to be born in a barn… gentle enough to embrace the children… compassionate 

enough to hold hands with the sick… strong enough to lift up the lowly… generous enough to 

die on a cross… victorious enough to rise from dead. That’s what God looks like. He looks like 

his Son. 

 

Do you want to know what God sounds like? He sounds like his Son. His Son, who says… 

Blessed are the peacemakers… His son who says,  if you are angry, you’re as guilty as a 

murderer… forgive 70 times seven…  your sins are forgiven… when I was hungry you fed 

me…. That what God sounds like. He sounds I like his Son. 

 

Do you want to know how God acts? He acts like his Son. His Son, who feeds the multitudes, 

who calms the storms, who heals the sick, who speaks the truth. That’s how God acts. Like his 

Son. 

 

And we, the sons and daughters of God, are created in his image and likeness. Have you every 

though much about that phrase? We are created in “the image and likeness of God.” In other 

words, there SHOULD be a very clear family resemblance connecting you, me, Jesus and the 

Father. 

 

I am supposed to resemble the Father! So I should resemble Jesus! 



When people see me, they should see Jesus and his Father. 

When people hear me, they should hear the words of Jesus and his Father. 

When people encounter me, they should find me doing the deeds of Jesus and his Father. 

 

During these days of pandemic, during these days when our lives have been radically altered, 

there are many people around the world wondering: where do we find God, where do we see 

God, in the middle of this mess? 

 

Here’s my suggestion. The answer to that question is this: if you want to see what God is up to 

right now, pay attention to what God’s people are up to right now. 

 

Right now, all across the globe, Christian believers are feeding the hungry, supporting those who 

have lost their jobs, helping those who have hit an economic hardship. 

 

Right now, baptized believers are checking in on their elderly neighbors,  buying grocery gift 

cards for people they’ve never met, calling up folks they know who are lonely. 

 

Right now, Christians are praying at home, immersing themselves in the scriptures, spending 

time with family, taking a walk to be with God in the silence. 

 

Right now, Christians are making sure that hungry school kids get a lunch, and they’re writing 

letters to lonely senior citizens who have to stay in their rooms. God’s people are putting the 

needs of others before their own needs.  

 

Right now, when others are despairing, Christians dare to be people filled with hope.  

 

Every morning, as I leave my house and head over to my church office, I offer this brief prayer. 

“Lord, may every person I speak with today, may every person I email today, may every person I 

encounter today, see Jesus in me. Lord, may I live my life in such a way that  the people who 

encounter me might someday say, “Gosh, you look and act and live like Jesus.” 

 

Now, THAT’S a family resemblance to rejoice in! 

 

 

—Michael Renninger © 2020 



Group Reunion Card

V  CLOSING PRAYERS

OUR FATHER

(A) For those who have not known 

how to keep their commitments.

(B) For missing cursillistas.

(C) For special intentions.

PRAYER OF THANKSGIVING

We give you thanks Almighty God 

for all the grace you bestow on us 

through Jesus Christ, our Lord, 

Amen.

HAIL MARY

Christ is Counting on You.

____________________________

Name

____________________________

Date of Cursillo

GROUP REUNION

I  OPENING PRAYERS

Come, Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of 

your faithful and kindle in them the 

fire of your Love.

Send forth your Spirit and  they shall 

be created.

And you shall renew the face of the 

earth.

O God, who by the light of the Holy 

Spirit, did instruct the hearts of the 

faithful; grant that by the same Holy 

Spirit we may be truly wise and ever 

enjoy His consolations.  Through 

Christ our Lord, Amen.

Our Father,  Hail Mary, Glory be.

- --
-

-
-

- -

-
-

-
-



Group Reunion Card

II  PIETY

“Without Me you can do nothing”

1. What spiritual helps have brought 

me closer to Christ this week?

Morning Offering_____________

Meditation__________________

Mass & Communion__________

Liturgical Services____________

Visit the Blessed Sacrament____

Rosary/Marian Devotion_______

Devotional Guide____________

Spiritual Direction____________

Examination of Conscience____

Retreat_____________________

Other______________________

2. At what moment did I feel closest 

to Christ this week?

III  STUDY

“If you knew the gift of God”

3. What have I studied this week to 

better know Christ and His 

Mystical Body?

Scripture Reading

Spiritual Books

Religious Biographies

Bible Commentaries

Study Group

Religious Tapes

Encyclicals

Vatican II Documents

Other Studies

IV  ACTION

“Go forth and witness to all nations”

4. How did the Lord use me to show 

his love this week?

5. When did I fail to show the love 

of Jesus this week?

6. Apostolic  Plan:

What will I do to bring people 

closer to the Lord?

How effective was last week’s 

plan?

7. Activities of my permanent group.

For example:

Community service

Cursillo involvement

- -

- -

-
-

-
-

-
-

-
-
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Covenant Discipleship Groups: An Introduction
MUTUAL ACCOUNTABILITY & SUPPORT FOR DISCIPLESHIP

A Covenant Discipleship group is 5-7 persons who meet together for one hour each week to hold

one another mutually accountable for their discipleship. Groups tend to form based on the day

and time people are available for a weekly meeting.

There are no rules about the composition of groups. Many groups are composed of women and

men together. Some are all men. Some are all women.

Groups are usually composed of people from the same congregation. But, particularly in the

case of a multiple church charge or circuit, a group may comprise people from several

congregations.

The purpose of the weekly meetings is mutual accountability and support for discipleship. The

group is guided by a covenant they write, shaped by the General Rule of Discipleship:

To witness to Jesus Christ in the world and to follow his teachings through acts of 

compassion, justice, worship and devotion under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

The covenant serves as the agenda for the weekly meeting. It keeps the focus of conversation on

discipleship; what each member of the group has done, or not done, during the past week to

follow the teachings of Jesus in their daily lives.

WEEKLY COMPASS HEADING

Covenant Discipleship groups are where Christians “watch over one another in love” by giving

each other a weekly compass heading. If you have ever used a compass you know that, when

used with a map, a compass will point in the direction you need to travel in order to reach your

destination. Occasionally, life and the world put obstacles and choices in our way that cause us

to get o� course. This is why it’s important to frequently check our map and compass so that we

can get back on course and make progress towards our destination.

The goal of discipleship is to become fully the human beings God created us to be, in the image

and likeness of Jesus Christ. Our map is the Scriptures which contain the teachings of Jesus

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/
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Christ, summarized by him in Mark 12:30-31

...you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.

...you shall love your neighbor as yourself.

Our compass is the General Rule of Discipleship. The mutual accountability and support that

happens in the weekly meeting of a Covenant Discipleship group provides the regular compass

headings that help us to make the course corrections need to keep us on the way of Jesus that

leads to our desired destination.

TASK-ORIENTED GATHERINGS

Covenant Discipleship groups are task-oriented gatherings whose task is to help each other

become better disciples. Members are responsible for one another. Covenant Discipleship

groups are one way congregations help their members to keep the “new commandment” Jesus

gave to his disciples in John 13:34-35

I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another. By this

everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.

One of the ways Christians love one another is by helping one another to become the persons

God created us to be; by helping one another to become more dependable witness to and

workers with Jesus Christ in the world.

FORMING LEADERS IN DISCIPLESHIP

Covenant Discipleship groups are trustworthy and e�ective means of identifying and nurturing

leaders in discipleship for mission and ministry. It’s important to understand that the mission

of Covenant Discipleship groups is to develop leaders in discipleship who help the church to

faithfully live out its mission with Christ in the world. While individuals certainly receive great

blessing when they participate in CD groups, those blessings are secondary to the main purpose

of building up the body of Christ for participation in God’s mission for the world.

Congregations that take seriously their mission to “make disciples of Jesus Christ for the

transformation of the world” need dependable leaders in discipleship. They are women and

men who are intentional about their vocation of following Jesus Christ in the world. As members

of Covenant Discipleship groups they form holy habits that open their hearts and minds to

grace. Their habitual encounters with grace forms them into persons whose natural response to
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the world is love. They are leaders in discipleship because others see in them and the way they

live and serve in the world embodiments of Christ’s love.

FORMING DEPENDABLE DISCIPLES

The weekly Covenant Discipleship group meeting is not where your discipleship happens, but

it’s where you make sure that it happens the rest of hours of the week. The mutual

accountability and support you receive in your CD group keeps you mindful of what you need to

do as a follower of the way of Jesus Christ. The weekly sharing that happens in the group helps

you to be intentional about doing the things Jesus taught his disciples: prayer, worship, the

Lord’s Supper, reading and studying the Bible, doing no harm, and doing good to everyone. Over

time these basic practices of discipleship become habits that transform your character into a

re�ection of Jesus Christ.

Dependable disciples are the people who lead churches in their mission of making disciples of

Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.

COVENANT DISCIPLESHIP GROUPS ARE NOT...

 Bible Study Groups

 Prayer Groups

 Encounter Groups

 Cell Groups

 Sharing Groups

 Neighborhood Groups

 Service Groups

 Advocacy Groups

 Growth Groups

 Outreach Groups

 Caring Groups

The dynamic of Covenant Discipleship groups is mutual accountability and support for

discipleship. Group members certainly read and study the Bible. But when the group meets the

conversation is focused on discipleship, with the group’s covenant serving as the agenda. Many

groups open their weekly meetings by reading a passage of Scripture and with prayer. But Bible

reading and prayer are not the primary purpose of the meetings. Rather, they are more likely to

happen in the lives of group members because of the weekly group meeting.
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Congregations need a variety of small groups that meet people where they are and help them to

grow and mature in faith, hope, and love. Covenant Discipleship groups provide mutual

accountability and support for discipleship in a way that forms persons as leaders in

discipleship. Some may serve as leaders for Bible study, prayer, cell, service and other types of

small groups that serve as part of the congregation’s disciple-making system.

THE COVENANT DISCIPLESHIP GROUP MEETING

THE LEADER FACILITATES

The weekly meeting is a process of question and answer gives the leader a directive role. The

leader o�ers a brief prayer and the group reads the covenant preamble in unison. The leader

begins by giving his or her account of how she or he did with the �rst clause, or group of related

clauses (acts of compassion, acts of justice, acts of worship, or acts of devotion). The leader

then turns to another group member and asks, “How did you do with this (these) clause

(clauses). After the person has �nished hiving his or her account of that part of the covenant,

the leader may go to the next person or he or she may ask a question to get the person to say

more about their experience with that part of the covenant that week.

The leader determines gives each person an opportunity to give their account of how they did

with each part of the covenant. He or she must also keep track of the time and make sure the

group does not run over time too much. He or she also manages the time so that no one in the

group monopolizes the time. It’s important to keep everyone focused on mutual accountability

and support for discipleship in light of the covenant written by the group.

NO PERMANENT LEADER

Leadership of Covenant Discipleship groups is shared by the group. Members take turn each

week. This way the task of leading week to week does not fall on the shoulders of one person.

Shared leadership also helps members develop leadership skills.

If any group member does not feel ready to lead the group, that’s okay. Let them pass when it is

their turn to lead. In time they will learn by observing their peers as they lead. In time they will

take their turn with the others.

Finally, the last order of business of each meeting is determine who will lead the next meeting.

Some groups set up a regular rotation of members. Others select weekly leaders from week to

week. Either way is okay as long as everyone knows who is leading the next meeting.
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BEGIN WITH PRAYER. THEN GO THROUGH THE COVENANT.

Leading a Covenant Discipleship group meeting is simple and straightforward. The leader opens

the meeting with prayer. This may be a simple extemporaneous prayer or it may be a prayer

from a book (The United Methodist Hymnal, The Book of Common Prayer, Praying in the

Wesleyan Spirit: 52 Prayers for Today by Paul Chilcote are good resources for prayers.). The

leader may include with the opening prayer reading a brief passage of Scripture. Some groups

use Disciplines: A Book of Daily Devotions from the Upper Room.

Following the opening prayer, many groups read the Covenant preamble aloud in unison. Some

groups read the entire covenant together. The unison reading centers the group in the business

at hand and physically reminds them of the covenant, which is the meeting agenda.

The leader then walks the group through the covenant. This may be done several ways. The

preferred way is to deal with each clause, one at a time. The leader always begins by giving his or

her account of a clause and then inviting others to give their accounts in turn. This process is

repeated until all the clauses have been covered.

The order in which the clauses are covered is up to the leader. Some like to start at the top of the

page and work their way down to the bottom. Others may like to be more random and take the

group through the covenant in no particular order. As long as the entire covenant is covered

each week, the order is not really important.

ONE HOUR MEETINGS

The group member leading any given meeting must always keep her or his eye on the clock.

Meetings must begin and end on time. One hour. No more. No less. This means the leader is

responsible for keeping the conversation focused on the covenant. It also means that the leader

must help guide the conversation in such a way that each member has time to give an account of

each part of the covenant within the allotted hour. More talkative group members need to be

given gentle reminders to be brief in giving their account of each part of the covenant so that

everyone will have time to participate within the hour.

Try to leave the last �ve minutes of the meeting free for members to brie�y share prayer

concerns. Then the leader concludes the time with a brief prayer, blessing and dismissal.

Be certain that everyone knows who will lead the next meeting before anyone leaves the room at

the end of each meeting.
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COVENANT IS THE AGENDA

This means that the focus of conversation during the one-hour meeting is discipleship. In

particular, the practices the group has agreed to incorporate in to their life together and

individually contained in the clauses of the covenant. The leader in any given week needs to be

mindful of this important dynamic. Occasionally the group will get distracted a comment or

begin discussing recent events in the morning news or recent gossip in the church. When this

happens the leader needs to gently intervene and bring the group back to the purpose of the

meeting: mutual accountability for discipleship shaped by the covenant written by the group

shaped by the General Rule of Discipleship. The covenant is the agenda. Limiting conversation

to the agenda will help to maintain focus and keep the meeting to its agreed upon one hour time

limit.

DEVELOP AN ATMOSPHERE OF TRUST & SHARING

Over time, as the group meets faithfully week after week, an atmosphere of trust and sharing

will develop. This trust and willingness to share develops and grows when meeting leaders

faithfully keep the weekly conversation focused on the discipleship contained in the covenant

(the meeting agenda) and regularly begin and end each meeting on time. Trust is built when the

discipline of accountability and support for discipleship is routinely maintained.

Con�dentiality is also essential to build trust and sharing within the group. The group needs to

agree from the beginning to keep con�dence with one another. This means that all that is said

in the group stays in the group. Nothing that is said in the group meeting may be mentioned to

anyone else, ever. No group member should ever hear something he or she said during a

meeting outside the context of the group. Con�dentiality within the Covenant Discipleship

group helps to build trust and deepens the level of accountability and sharing.

CATECHESIS: QUESTION AND ANSWER

“The most important reason for the sharing of leadership is that the format of the group

meeting is what the early church called catechesis, a process of questions and answers. In other

words, the distinctive dynamic of covenant discipleship is a dialogue between the leader and

each member of the group. This is how the primitive Christian community taught its new

members and its children: the catechist was the questioner, and the learners were called

catechumens. To this day in a number of denominations, learning one’s catechism is still the

�rst step toward being accepted into full church membership.
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“Of course, cont content of the catechesis in covenant discipleship groups is practical rather

than doctrinal. But the method is the same, and it is a good one. It means that important aspects

of Christian discipleship are �rst of all agreed and written into the covenant. Then the leader

appointed for the week voices them and asks each member to do likewise. In this way the

axioms of living a Christian life are written, heard, and spoken.

“A good illustration of this dynamic is what happens in an airplane cockpit before takeo�. There

is a basic checklist—so basic that most pilots prior know it backwards. Yet the routine is

established. However well they know these basics, the pilots go through them, one by one. They

read them out to each other, they physically check that each control is properly set, and they say

out loud that they have made the check. The procedure is rudimentary yet very necessary, for

human error is always a real possibility.

“How much more, then, should Christians do the same for their discipleship. After all, serving

Jesus Christ in the world is the most responsible duty assigned to human beings in this world. It

surely merits meticulous checking, for human error is an ever-present possibility” – from

Covenant Discipleship by David Lowes Watson (pages 145-6).

Recommended Resources

Disciples Making Disciples: Guide for Covenant Discipleship Groups and Class Leaders by Steven

W. Manskar is an essential resource for congregational leaders and Covenant Discipleship group

members. The �rst half of the book is a brief review of the theological, biblical, and historic

foundations for CD groups. Part Two is a practical guide for organizing a Covenant Discipleship

group, writing a covenant of discipleship, leading a weekly meeting, and answering common

questions and objections. Ideally, everyone in a CD group should have a copy of this book. They

will �nd it to be a practical and useful resource.

Covenant Discipleship

Related

APRIL 19, 2018

Pre-Conscience intuitions and/or Reasoned Beliefs? (Part III)

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/content-library/tags/covenant-discipleship
https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/blog/pre-conscience-intuitions-and-or-reasoned-beliefs-part-iii
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This is the third in a series of blogs building on a couple of insights from Jonathan Haidt’s book, The Righteous

Mind: Why Good People Are Divid. . .

APRIL 04, 2018

Pre-Conscience intuitions and/or Reasoned Beliefs?

In Jonathan Haidt’s timely book, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion,

he references an interesting experimen. . .

JANUARY 17, 2018

What if we grow more divided?

“But what if we hold a Courageous Conversations event and we grow more divided?” This is a common fear I

hear from church members about their hes. . .

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/blog/pre-conscience-intuitions-and-or-reasoned-beliefs
https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/blog/what-if-we-grow-more-divided
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Some Guidelines for Clearness  
 

For a Leading or Ministry under the Care of a Meeting 

 

* Borrowed & adapted from Central Philadelphia Monthly Meeting’s “Handbook for 

Formal Care of Friends Called to Ministry or Witness” Approved April 10, 2005, Draft 

Revision 2010 

 

Clearness   

In a clearness process, an individual (or couple, in the case of clearness for marriage) meets 
with three or four other Friends in a spirit of worship, listening and loving concern. The 
clearness committee’s job is to help the focus person discover whether there is clarity to 
move forward with a matter, wait, or take other action. Clearness committees can be used 
informally as a way of testing for clarity around personal decisions or transitions, and more 
formally for membership, marriage and public ministry, witness or the carrying of a concern 
which ought to be brought formally into our meetings’ care and accountability. In the formal 
clearness process, this clarity is for the spiritual community as well. If a recommendation is 
to be brought before the community, clearness must be sought on behalf of both the 
meeting and the individual. 

The clearness process includes: 

 Worship together 

 Deep listening to the questions & concerns brought to the committee 

 Careful, gentle open-ended questions from clearness committee members 

 Reflecting back what has been heard 

 

A. Clearness of the Individual 

Testing for clearness is a spiritual exercise which requires that the person seeking clearness and the 
members of the committee all enter in a spirit of trust, teachability, and openness to the guidance of 
the Spirit.  Occasionally members of a clearness committee may meet separately from the focus 
person in order to clarify process or address obstacles to unity; however, the report to the meeting’s 
ministry and counsel committee should be produced jointly with the focus person.   While there are 
suggestions below on issues to reflect on in seeking clearness, clearness is not found in the correct 
answers to a set of questions.  It is found in the collective sense of having discerned the leadings of 
the Spirit.  A clearness process that has been favored by the movement of the Spirit may produce an 
unexpected and surprising outcome. 
 

(NOTE – A clearness committee for a leading for ministry or stand of conscience under the 
care of the meeting involves clearness on behalf of both the individual and the meeting.) 
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1.  Appointing a Clearness Committee 

When there is a need for testing of the leading or exploration of how the meeting might 
most appropriately support the Friend in her/his faithfulness, the meeting’s ministry and 
counsel committee appoints a clearness committee to join the Friend in a process of 
discernment. 
 
In some instances, ministry and counsel may feel clear to bring a recommendation 
supporting a Friend’s request directly to the meeting for business without a further clearness 
process.  This is most likely to be appropriate when the work has been known to the 
meeting or where it has been tested through other meeting channels (such as a small group 
in the meeting.)   

 

2.  Responsibilities of the clearness committee 

The clearness committee should be attentive to two responsibilities:  

 Assisting the individual  in testing his/her next steps in faithfulness, grounding in the 

Spirit and readiness to take these next steps 

 Assisting the meeting in discerning its appropriate role as outlined below 
 

The clearness committee usually meets one to three times, or as needed, to come to clarity 

and unity.  Should concerns arise at any stage in the clearness process the clearness 

committee or the person seeking clearness may consult with ministry and counsel for 

support and guidance.  

 

3.  Testing Clearness 

The first step in the clearness process is to assist the individual to come to a deeper clarity 

about whether there is a leading of the Spirit, what faithfulness requires, and whether way is 

open for responding.  Through a clearness process a person who feels a leading of the Spirit 

can come to a deeper clarity about the nature of a call and a fuller understanding of how 

submitting to the meeting’s care and discernment may empower it.   

 

Below are suggestions of issues to reflect on in seeking clearness.   

A. Grounding in the Spirit:  Is the sense of call from God or from some other impulse?  

How does this person ground her/his seeking?   

B. The nature of the call:  What is being asked of this Friend? How has the person come to 

feel that s/he is being called to this service? How does this call fit into his/her 

personal and spiritual life? 

C. Ways in which the person already feels clear:  In what ways does the person feel already 

clear?  What questions and concerns is s/he seeking to clarify? 
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D. Potential benefits of the proposed ministry:  What are the potential benefits to the person's 

spiritual development?  What are the potential benefits to the wider community?  

What are the potential benefits to the life of the meeting as it seeks to learn the ways 

of faithfulness? 

E. Readiness to undertake the ministry:  Is the person prepared to undertake this ministry at 

this time? How does it fit into other obligations such as family, work, or community? 

Does the person have the skills and resources to carry out this call? What steps might 

be taken to become better prepared for undertaking the ministry? What are the risks 

and how will they be borne? 

F. Financial readiness:  How will the person support him/herself while carrying out this 

ministry? Is s/he prepared to go forward even if the level of funds available may 

require living on significantly reduced means?  

G. Rightness of seeking support:  Is it appropriate to ask others to join in this ministry by 

providing spiritual, practical, or financial support?  Sometimes there may be clearness 

that this is something the individual is called to bear alone.  What expectations does 

the person have of the meeting community and are they realistic?  In exploring 

whether there is a role for the meeting, is the person prepared to engage prayerfully 

with others without resentment and disruption of his/ her relationship to the 

meeting community? 

H. Adequacy of support:  Does the work require more financial or practical resources than 

the individual can reasonably carry alone?  Is the needed financial or practical 

support available?  If not, can the ministry be carried forward faithfully in a less 

demanding form and/or is it rightly ordered to wait until way more fully opens? 

I. Next steps:  Are there next steps required in preparation and walking with the Guide 

before moving forward in outward action? 

 

4. Discerning the clearness of the individual may produce a variety of outcomes: 

 If the individual concludes that there is not a call to religious service or that this is not the right 

time to act on the call, ministry and counsel would report this outcome to the meeting for 

business.  The Friend seeking clearness may continue to season the leading. 

 If there is clearness for the individual to take some action, the clearness committee proceeds to 

discern what support from the meeting would be most rightly ordered.   

 Often, the individual and the committee come to clearness that the individual has a Spirit led 

leading and that the support of the meeting would be a gift to the individual and to the 

meeting. 

 On some occasions the committee and the individual do not find unity on the rightness of 

proceeding with the leading at this time.  This is not a “failure” or a “bad outcome.”  Rather, it 

signifies the need for further searching and growth in the Spirit by the individual, the meeting, 
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or both.  Our Quaker forebears such as John Woolman and Lucretia Mott found themselves 

in this position with their meetings at times.  It is an occasion for prayerfulness and humility 

for all concerned.  The time of waiting may bring forward a ministry that is deepened and 

honed in ways that might not have been possible if the ministry moved forward when 

originally proposed. 

        If a lack of unity should occur, the individual and the committee may agree on a process 

for further seasoning the leading and/or further educating the meeting on the concern.  They 

may explore with ministry and counsel what next steps might be appropriate.  If the person 

feels called to act on the concern despite the reservations of the clearness committee, care 

should be taken to avoid bitterness and division.   

 

B.  Discerning the nature of the meeting’s support 

When a sense of unity and clarity is reached as to the rightness of the leading and any next steps, the 

clearness committee moves on to discern how the meeting might best support the Friend in 

faithfulness.     

An individual’s clarity to act on a leading does not necessarily imply that it is rightly ordered for the 

meeting to undertake any specific form of involvement.  It may be found that the Friend is clear to 

move forward but that no further involvement of the meeting is needed or desired beyond 

informing the meeting of the progress of the ministry and holding the Friend in love and prayer. 

More formal support of the meeting may take one or more of the following forms: 

 Minuting the meeting’s readiness to hold in its care the Friend’s faithfulness to the leading 

 Providing an anchoring committee (spiritual accountability group) to care for the minister’s 

faithfulness 

 Providing a letter or minute affirming the clarity of the Friend’s call to religious service 

 Providing financial or practical support 

 Providing companions for travel 

 Providing affirmation to another Friends organization 

 Affirming that the meeting is in unity with the ministry and under the weight of the concern 

 Other recommendations as the clearness committee or ministry and counsel is led 
 

As the clearness committee proceeds with its work it should reflect on whether there are other 

forms of support already available in the meeting that might be appropriate for this individual.  

C.  Report of the Clearness Committee  

The clearness committee reports to the meeting’s ministry and counsel committee.  On reviewing 

the report ministry and counsel may refer to the clearness committee any additional questions that 
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should be clarified before reporting to the meeting for business.  As needed, ministry and counsel 

works with the clearness committee in identifying members for an anchoring committee (spiritual 

accountability group).  Ministry and counsel may also assist the clearness committee in drafting a 

minute of religious service if there is to be one. 

The report of the clearness committee to ministry and counsel should include: 

1. Description of the leading and of the request to the meeting; 

2. Clarity as to the nature and clarity of the leading and that the individual is spiritually grounded 

and ready to undertake the work 

3. Clarity as to the timeliness of the leading; 

4. Recommendations to the meeting for business regarding the meeting’s relationship to the 

ministry; 

5.    Details regarding recommended actions of the meeting (any that apply): 

a. Recommendations for members of an anchoring committee (spiritual accountability 

group);  

b. The meeting’s relationship with Quaker work outside the meeting with which the work 

will be affiliated (e.g.,yearly meeting or FGC); 

c. Draft of a minute or letter  

d. Recommendation regarding financial support from the meeting.  If no financial support 

is needed at this time but a request in the future is anticipated it is good to let the 

meeting know that a further recommendation may be coming forward;  

e. If funds are to be solicited outside the meeting, recommendations should include request 

for approval of solicitation of funds and include information about and the meeting's 

relationship to that support.   

 

At the conclusion of the clearness process, the meeting’s ministry and counsel committee reports to 

the meeting for business.  In discerning its right response to the report, the meeting should discern 

its readiness to enter into a commitment to engage tenderly with the Friend as s/he seeks to be 

responsive to the Spirit’s guidance.      

 

Approval for taking a Friend’s faithfulness to a leading under the meeting’s care is usually for a 

specified period of time (often up to one year.)  If the leading continues beyond a year, the meeting 

may once again discern the form(s) of support that are most appropriate in each new season of the 

ministry.   

*Note – this piece on Clearness Committees was borrowed (and adapted) with permission from the 

section on “Clearness” in Central Philadelphia Monthly Meeting’s “Handbook for Formal Care of Friends 
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Called to Ministry or Witness,” approved April 10, 2005,  Draft Revision 2010. Committee names were 

changed where appropriate to fit the wider body of FGC Friends meetings and sections pertaining only 

to Central Philadelphia or Philadelphia Yearly Meeting were changed or removed.  

For more information contact travelingministries@fgcquaker.org . 

 

 

 

 

 

This document was downloaded from the website 
of Friends General Conference.  Explore the many 
resources and opportunities we offer for Quakers, 
Quaker meetings, and all interested individuals.  Go 
to www.fgcquaker.org. 
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LAITY, WORK LIVES

The Work+Shop: Faith in everyday
life

108 Photography

Two Episcopal priests in San Antonio combine scholarship and
discernment to help ordinary Christians ‘live life in full color’

MONDAY, DECEMBER 6, 2010

At 6:45 a.m., the park-like grounds of the Bishop Jones Center, headquarters of the Episcopal

Diocese of West Texas, are clothed in darkness and the rustling of night animals. Gradually, women

and men make their way to a small lighted outbuilding along familiar paths shadowed by live oaks.

One by one, participants arrive and greet each other. They settle into cushioned chairs, juggling

Bibles and coffee mugs. The Rev. Dr. John G. Lewis, the leader, says a prayer and asks, “Does

anyone have an event to share?”

https://www.faithandleadership.com/category/topics/laity
https://www.faithandleadership.com/topics/work-lives
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A young teacher describes a situation at school. A conflict with a colleague has her feeling

bewildered and embarrassed, even fearful for her job. Each person listens attentively, asking a few

questions, until Lewis draws the telling to a close.

“Let’s think about biblical passages that might shape our imagination about how to respond here,”

he says.

Though it lacks a formal name, participants call this process a reflection or discernment

group, or even “backward Bible study.” It’s backward because the story or event is what organizes

the search for biblical guidance, not the other way around.

This act of gathering, sharing a story and discerning biblical guidance is the core activity of The

Work+Shop, a ministry of faith in everyday life in San Antonio, Texas. Founded in 2001 at St.

Mark’s Episcopal Church, a landmark downtown parish, The Work+Shop occupies a unique place

in Christian ministry, combining seminary-level scholarship with the long-term, face-to-face

relationships of a congregation.

Questions to consider:

How can Scripture be used imaginatively to open dialogue about personal and
social situations?
In what ways can biblical scholarship nourish Christians in their discipleship
journeys? How can scholarship be presented in appealing ways?
Every Christian disciple is in ministry, not just the ordained. How are laity and
clergy formed to do ministry and to be witnesses in all contexts?
How can Christian history be a catalyst for contemporary Christian formation
and creativity?

http://www.theworkshop-sa.org/cgi-bin/kingdomtools/ktpublic.rb
http://stmarks-sa.org/cgi-bin/kingdomtools/ktpublic.rb?short_url=home&site=stmarks-sa.org
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The Work+Shop ministry owes its name to two sources: the history of its meeting space as a

workshop, nestled next to a gently flowing stream, and St. Benedict’s notion of the monastery as the

“workshop” where the tools necessary for spiritual life are acquired.

Far from being isolated from the world, however, The Work+Shop is a setting where individuals

who wish to develop a deeply integrated spiritual life are given abundant opportunities to, in St.

Benedict’s words, “toil faithfully and mindfully at all these tasks.”

Led by the Rev. Dr. Jane L. Patterson and Lewis, who are biblical scholars and Episcopal priests,

The Work+Shop’s programs model a way of living faithfully that harks back to the earliest days of

Christianity.

It’s an approach to ministry that’s as imaginative and creative as it is deeply rooted in history.

“It really comes out of the Letters of Paul and how he uses this practice we’re trying to emulate as

part of his congregational formation,” Lewis said. Lewis and Patterson call the members of the

earliest Christian communities the spiritual ancestors of the contemporary participants.

Underlying their activities is the desire to address questions such as, How do we take what we hear

in church out into the world and actually follow Jesus, acting in ways that respond to his call? How

do we step into and experience the kingdom of God in the midst of earning a living, nurturing a

family, participating in the community and being a friend?

 

During the course of this day’s one-hour gathering, participants search for, read and discuss biblical

passages -- Matthew 18, Luke 12, Mark 8 and others -- to help discern a way forward for the young

schoolteacher, as well as other members.

Often, participants give the Scripture a metaphorical twist. In this case, the story about Jesus

restoring a blind man’s sight after leading him “out of the village” inspires a suggestion: Could the

teacher invite her colleague to get together outside of work (their village) for some honest dialogue?

In this way, the participants weave modern-day challenges into ancient biblical stories -- drawing

meaning from verses that may look disconnected from contemporary life.
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“We bring life to the Scripture,” said Nancy Nowak, a longtime participant who joined one of the

reflection groups that were a forerunner of The Work+Shop’s current ministry.

Priests bring the academy to laypeople

In addition to these core small-group gatherings, The Work+Shop’s mission of “strengthening

Christian communities by equipping them over time to practice discernment and discipleship in all

areas of daily life” plays out in many settings.

This year Lewis and Patterson, working separately and together, have led weekly and monthly

reflection groups, Sunday classes, and Bible studies. Patterson has taught a semester of seminary

classes, and Lewis has taught biblical Greek in the Sudan. Each has led weekend-long retreats.

“I think that what makes us unique is that we have what are essentially academic degrees, designed

for teaching graduate students, but we use our training to teach ordinary church people,” Patterson

said.

They work with vestry and other congregational groups at St. Mark’s and consult with churches in

the Episcopal Diocese of West Texas and across the country. At any time during the year, they’re

working with about 400 people.

For every audience, the central question that The Work+Shop’s programs ask is, What does it mean

to live out Christian faith?

Lewis and Patterson revel in extending the wisdom and imagination they experienced in the

academy to a larger audience.

“We thought what we were learning at the doctoral level was really great stuff for non-ordained

people,” Patterson said. “People should know this! One of our frustrations is that most laity have

benefited almost not at all from the last 200 years of biblical scholarship.”

“What we discovered is that many laypeople have the hunger and capacity for the depth of learning

that we come with from the academy,” Lewis said.

Not your grandmother’s Bible study
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That’s certainly true for the men and women who attend a midweek Bible study at St. Mark’s. On a

fall morning, about 25 men and women gather in a meeting room, study guides on their laps, eating

homemade apple cake.

The class includes retirees, young mothers and people who work nearby. For several months, they

have been parsing the letters of Paul to the Galatians and Thessalonians. This day’s passage centers

on Paul’s anguish with the Galatians over their abandonment of the law-free gospel he had

proclaimed among them (Galatians 1:8-10).

To unpack the meaning behind these three verses -- so that participants can see their own stories in

the text -- takes effort. Lewis and Patterson go through the passage line by line, reading from the

original Greek and bringing in historical context.

The content is difficult, but the delivery is easygoing and laughter is abundant. At one point in the

lesson, Patterson explains Paul’s strong language: “He didn’t know he was writing Scripture. He

was mouthing off.

“What if you were mouthing off and someone turned it into Scripture?” Class members laugh at the

thought.

Throughout the class, the teachers ask participants to consider how the Scripture applies to them,

what Paul’s experience as a “vehicle for God’s justice on earth” might mean today.

By the end of the class, by studying just three verses, the group has gained some knowledge and

insight into Paul’s world, how various and conflicted early Christian communities were, and how

these conflicts play out in the New Testament.

“When I’ve asked questions in the past [about how] in part of the Bible you get one answer, in

another, a different one, the response has been ‘It’s in the Bible. It’s the truth.’ Well, the Bible has

conflicts. It helps to know this,” participant Tookie Spoor said.

Faith in and out of the workplace

What is today known as The Work+Shop was founded at St. Mark’s as the Center for Faith in the

Workplace, with Lewis as founding director.
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The ministry began modestly as an outreach to men and women who worked downtown, providing

a place for participants to reflect on the role of faith in their life and work.

A former attorney who left the practice of law in 1994 to pursue a call to the priesthood, Lewis

attended Virginia Theological Seminary before earning a D.Phil. in New Testament studies at

Oxford University.

He started the Center for Faith in the Workplace after returning to San Antonio from England. His

original goal had been to teach in a seminary, but for complicated reasons that career move didn’t

pan out.

“I began to look for a way that I could integrate my legal experience in the workplace, my highly

specialized Ph.D. training in New Testament, and my desire to serve the church as a priest,” Lewis

said.

The quest to integrate faith and the workplace grew out of Lewis’ experience practicing law, a time

when he often sought the help of a spiritual director in interpreting his business life through the

lens of his faith tradition.

In 1991, during an economic downturn, Lewis’ firm of 100 attorneys split over a dispute about

laying off one-third of the workforce.

“A group of us in leadership did not think that was a faithful thing to do, and our unwillingness to

take such drastic action led to half the firm walking out one weekend,” Lewis said. “Several of my

closest friends at the time led the walkout.”

This turning point fueled a passion to help people of faith use biblical tradition to imagine faithful

solutions to contemporary workplace issues. This kind of workplace ministry is not about hanging a

cross in the office and evangelizing.

“The question is more how do I be in the workplace, as opposed to how do I share my faith or

evangelize. We’re not about your going out and preaching. We’re about your going out and being,”

said Emmet Faulk, community formation director at St. Mark’s and an early supporter of the

project.
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Patterson signed on as co-director in 2005, the same year the ministry moved off-campus and

adopted its current name, which reflects both its mission and its location.

Regarded as one of the diocese’s most gifted prophetic voices, Patterson uses her capacious

scholarly imagination and deftness with “non-churchy” language to full effect in The Work+Shop’s

groups.

In her teaching, she connects the theological with the practical in ways that invite people, in her

words, “to be as Christ wherever they are.”

A third partner, the Rev. Mary C. Earle, is retired from active ministry but is associated with The

Work+Shop as author-in-residence. A published author on topics of Benedictine and Celtic

spirituality, Earle leads occasional retreats under the auspices of The Work+Shop.

Although no longer located downtown on the St. Mark’s parish grounds, The Work+Shop is still

affiliated with the church, and Lewis and Patterson each hold part-time appointments there.

“We’re a ministry in partnership with St. Marks and an ecumenical community of supporters,”

Lewis said.

Check doctrinal baggage at the door

Through The Work+Shop, Lewis and Patterson strive to create an encounter between individuals

and the sacred text, fully understood in its historical context. This is different, they say, from many

Christian traditions with strong doctrinal frameworks.

“What Jane and I do is we just approach the Bible from the point of view of the text itself as

stripped away from church doctrinal theological commitments,” Lewis said.

The approach is not for everyone. One of the very first small groups that Lewis started, a lunchtime

Bible study, was contentious from the get-go, Lewis said.

Attorney Drew Cauthorn attended that group and remembers the arguments.

“So many people who showed up already knew what the Bible had to say,” Cauthorn said. “So they

weren’t interested.” After a year, Lewis ended the group. Lesson learned.
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“What won’t work [for discernment groups] is really strong doctrinal views, because if you’re

reading the Bible for doctrine, it’s really hard to apply it to daily life. You can’t work with it

metaphorically,” Lewis said.

“You can’t live off that.”

Cauthorn is now an enthusiastic attendee of a men’s Bible study that meets for dinner,

discernment, lessons and conversation once a month.

People who attend The Work+Shop’s small groups say their participation changes them and affects

the way they deal with everyday issues.

Chris Lopez, who has been attending the ministry for many years, believes that she now approaches

difficult situations at work with an attitude of being open to change, especially “change that the

Holy Spirit might bring.”

“It’s less about what I think and more about the community,” Lopez said, adding, “At first, I felt

uncertain of the approach. It felt less efficient and maybe less effective, but in the end, you usually

get a better outcome.”

“It isn’t just about Sunday or ordained people,” Patterson said. “What we’re really after is helping

ordinary Christians live life in full color as Christians.”
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Clothing Ourselves with
Christ
Jane Patterson and John Lewis

It is early evening, and tra�c is heavy in the city as people head home
for dinner and a night’s rest. Lights are beginning to be visible in the
windows of homes and apartments. Twenty-six people, however, won’t
just be going home for an evening with the family. �ey are packing
up food they’ve prepared, making sure the children are dressed and
ready, and heading back out again for a meeting of their house church.

When they arrive at last, they are weary from the day, but glad to be
together. �eir hostess welcomes them in, and takes their containers of
food to add to what others have brought. For a while, the rooms of
the house are full of laughter and talk, until the meal formally begins
with the breaking of bread and the words of Jesus, “�is is my body
that is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.”

�ey continue talking, catching up with one another, until the leader
of the house church lifts a glass of wine, and again pronounces the
words of Jesus, “�is cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as
often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”

�ese words, and the passing of the cup, are the signal for the
community to grow quiet as they prepare for a time of re�ection on
their daily practice of following Christ. Silence reigns.

Finally one woman speaks up. “You all know how welcome I feel here.
I look forward to coming here, and being with you every week for —
how long have we been doing this? Four years? But sometimes it feels
really lonely, because most of you come with your families, and, as you
know, my husband thinks this is all silly. He’s a good man, and I guess
you could say that his religion is ‘civic religion.’ He’s fair in his
business; he participates in lots of the things that make our city livable
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and even prosperous. But he thinks all of this Jesus business is
ridiculous, or even dangerous. Sometimes I wonder whether we
should even stay together, because our values are so di�erent.”

A hush falls over the room as the group feels her anguish and searches
for words that contain, somehow, the wisdom of Christ himself. �ey
comb through what they remember of Jesus’ words and actions,
working to discern the most life-giving course of action for their
friend and her family. Finally one of them speaks up. He says,
tentatively, “Is there nothing good coming of your being together?”
“Oh, no,” she says. “On the contrary. I’m often aware that there is a
goodness or blessing or — I hate to say holiness, but it’s something
like that — that includes both of us. When I’ve been with all of you
and I go home, it’s as though the holiness of what we do washes over
on my husband as well, and our children.”

�e scenario above could be an account of one of the regular weekly
discernment groups convened by �e Work+Shop in San Antonio
since 2001, but it is actually an imaginative description of a house
church meeting in Corinth in the mid-�rst century (1 Cor. 11:23-25;
7:12-15). �ose �rst-century gatherings for re�ection and discernment
on what it means to “clothe one self with Christ” (Gal 3:27) are the
model for the weekly discernment groups convened by �e
Work+Shop in San Antonio.

�e Work+Shop began when St. Mark’s, a downtown Episcopal
parish, sought to develop a ministry that would provide a place for
those who work downtown to re�ect upon the role of faith in their
daily life and work. Simultaneously, �e Rev. Dr. John G. Lewis was
completing his doctoral thesis at Oxford on the practices of
discernment carried out by the Apostle Paul in his churches. Lewis
joined the sta� of St. Mark’s in 2001 to develop this new ministry to
the working community.

�e Work+Shop has grown since then into a ministry that is both
within and outside of the parish. �e Work+Shop helps people to
engage the Bible imaginatively and creatively, as a tool for discerning
how they might embody Christ in their own contexts.

�e Rev. Jane Patterson, who is completing her Ph.D. in New
Testament at Southern Methodist University, joined Lewis in 2005,
and the two priests teach New Testament and practices of Christian
discernment in a wide variety of seminaries, parishes, dioceses, a
university, and a medical school.
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A Bible Study for Difficult
Decisions
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How can you tell when a ministry is no longer viable? Can a ministry
come to an end without being seen as a failure? How can the generations
of a parish support one another in their di�erent ways of carrying out the
ministry of Christ?

�ese are di�cult questions, and they are often avoided by vestries as
they seek to make everyone happy by supporting every old ministry
and every new ministry about which someone is enthusiastic.

At St. Mark’s, we realized that we simply could not continue to ignore
these questions, especially as they pertained to a particular long-
standing ministry that had practically de�ned the parish in the eyes of
the community. Yet this was also a ministry that required extensive
human and other resources, just as fewer and fewer young adults had
the time and energy to carry it out.

�e move back into our Parish House after its extensive remodeling
brought the issue to a head, and the question of the continuance of
the ministry was set as the centerpiece of the vestry’s agenda for
August, with an hour set aside purely for discussion of the results of
interviews with “stake holders” in the ministry, both sta� and
parishioners.

�is Bible study was used to initiate re�ection on the interviews, and
is presented here in the hopes that it may help another congregation
do the hard work of discerning whether a ministry continues to be an
energetic vehicle for the work of Christ.

Experiences of God’s power: 1 Corinthians 12:1 
Now concerning spiritual things (pneumatika), brothers and sisters, I
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do not want you to be uninformed…Now there are varieties of
experiences of God’s power (charismata), but the same Spirit...and
there are varieties of services (diakonia), but the same Lord; and there
are varieties of actions, but it is the same God who energizes all of
them in everyone. To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit
(pneumatos) for the common good. To one is given through the Spirit
the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of knowledge
according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to
another charismata of healing by the one Spirit, to another the
working of deeds of power (dynameis), to another prophecy, to
another the discernment of spirits, to another various kinds of
tongues, to another the interpretation of tongues. All these are
activated by one and the same Spirit, who distributes to each one
individually as the Spirit chooses.

A note on key Greek words: 
Pneumatika refers to all sorts of things inspired by the “breath,” or
spirit of God. Charismata, often translated as “gifts,” or “spiritual
gifts,” are perhaps better understood as experiences of the power of
God working through us when we make ourselves instruments of God
for the well-being of those around us. Diakonia referred originally to
table service, but gradually came to mean any form of Christian
service or ministry. Dynameis are sometimes translated as miracles.
When you see the Greek word, you can see that what is foremost in
the word itself is its “dynamic,” or powerful quality. �us, Jesus did
many deeds of power, some of which were what we might call
“miraculous.”

Questions for re�ection on the passage: 

1. What do all of the inspired actions of the church have in
common, according to Paul?

2. What is the purpose of all of the actions inspired by God?

Note the wide variety of actions inspired by the Spirit: 

the speaking of wisdom
the speaking of knowledge
faith (or “con�dence”)
healing power
powerful deeds (Whose power is known through one’s powerful
deeds?)
the courage to speak forth what God gives one to say
(“prophecy”)
the discernment of spirits
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tongues (“languages” not native to those present, but perhaps
familiar to others),
interpretation of tongues

Questions for assessing the continuation of a ministry: 

1. What is the purpose of this ministry as a channel of the power of
God for the common good?

2. Does every aspect of the ministry currently contribute to the
achievement of this purpose?

3. Does this ministry look like the ministry of Jesus (the “one
Lord”)?

4. Does this ministry maximize the potential of those engaged in
this ministry? In other words, do they correspond to the
charismata that the Spirit is distributing in our community?

5. Is there a dynamic balance between the resources required of the
parish and the evidence of the Spirit’s power known through this
ministry? Does it energize or deplete the community?

6. Is this ministry the best way for the parish to achieve the core
purposes outlined above?

7. What is the most powerful way for a ministry to be initiated in
the �rst place?

8. What makes a tradition a living one, which continues to energize
a community?

9. What risks are taken when a ministry is passed down from one
group to another?

�is article is part of the November 2008 Vestry Papers issue on
Spiritual Discernment
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Life Reflection Group 
 
In the worship of early church communities in the Pauline tradition, the weekly meal 
called the Lord's Supper was immediately followed by a time of reflection on 
faithfulness in daily life. A major goal of this practice of community discernment was to 
help Christians more faithfully embody the person of Jesus Christ in all the various 
contexts of their everyday lives. Several years ago, St. Benedict's Workshop in San 
Antonio developed a weekly, scripture-based method of reflection that seeks to revive 
this early Christian discipline and adapt it for use in our world.  
 
We begin in an opening silence, invite people to indicate if they have a topic on their 
lives to reflect on, ask a few clarifying questions about the issue, then wait on the Spirit 
in silence. As moved, we then offer scripture passages or stories that have been brought 
to mind. We avoid advice and trust that the Spirit will lead each person to recognize the 
guidance they need. Sometimes, one of us will check back in with the group about a 
situation previously considered, but that is always at the discretion of the person who 
brought up the topic. We maintain complete confidentiality about anything discussed in 
the group. 
 
You’re invited to participate in this practice of small group Christian discernment, and 
discipleship, practiced through silence, waiting on the Spirit, and listening to Scripture 
speak to our lives. Anyone is welcome to come for a few weeks to discern whether this 
process speaks to them. 
   
Facilitator: Rev. Mary Lenn Dixon 
Dates: Wednesdays, beginning January 17, 11:45–12:45 
Location: Canterbury House, 906 George Bush Dr., College Station 
For further information or to join: Contact Mary Lenn Dixon at 
marylenndixon@gmail.com  


	Handout 1_Experiential Formation_Class Outline
	Handout 2_Biblical Patterning for Disciple Formation
	Image of Christ
	If you've seen me_Michael-Renninger-John-14

	Handout 3_Formation Groups
	Cursillo Reunion Card
	Discipleship Ministries _ Covenant Discipleship Groups_ An…
	Guidelines for Clearness for a Leading or Ministry

	Handout 4_StBenedict'sWorkshop
	SBW_Faith and Leadership
	SBW_Clothing Ourselves
	SBW_Discerning End of Ministry
	SBW_Reflection Group Description 2018


