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By the grace of God, I have never been part of a church community that did not grow numerically: The small Episcopal church where I grew up; the three churches where I served as a curate; the four I served as a Rector; the two I planted; and the two I served as an Interim Rector. Faithful discipleship means everything to me today, but it was not always so.
I was never given explicit teaching about discipleship. All my early experience led me to presume that numerical growth meant we were making disciples, and that growth mattered to me. I first became aware of the decline of the Episcopal church in 1968, and I had dedicated myself to turning that outgoing tide. Four years of theological education followed by sixteen years of ordained ministry had not yet taught me to be a disciple-making disciple, however. I had learned to grow the church, but I was still blind to the centrality of this missing ministry. Then in 1988 the Lord intervened. And he did so in four distinct and memorable moments.
First, as I sat in my beloved associate rector’s office for our morning coffee time in early January, I saw on his wall a child’s drawing with the text of Mt. 28:18-20. As I looked it seemed I distinctly heard these words: “The Great Commission is the mission of my church.”
Second, I had just signed that year’s Parochial Report, one day late, and asked my executive assistant to hand carry it to the bishop’s office. I told her I was going into the church to say Evening Prayer and then would be going home early. The moment I knelt; I seemed to hear these words: “You are mighty proud of that Parochial Report.” Immediately smitten I was plunged into what I can only call a “Divine Interrogatory.” By the Spirit of God, I believe it was shown to me that all the numbers, all the money, all the new buildings, and all the effort of the previous year were not impressing my Lord. That painful question time ended after several minutes with this declaration: “I called you to make disciples, and you are making Episcopalians.”
Third, that was the year the Archbishop of Canterbury called for a Decade of Evangelism for the entire Anglican Communion. The General Convention in Detroit, Michigan that August passed a resolution in concurrence. I was seated in the gallery as the vote was called and was stunned that the resolution passed without any debate. The following day as I drove home to Tennessee, I was still distressed. At some point on the Interstate, I shook my fist at heaven and said: “Lord, they didn’t even know what they were voting for.” Immediately I heard in my spirit: “I did. I meant it.” Instantly I believed the Decade of Evangelism was inspired by God.
Shaken, I turned on my radio to find some music but found that the mountains of East Tennessee were preventing all but AM stations from reaching me. Scanning that wavelength, I stumbled on an old mountain preacher, and the fourth and final nail was driven into the coffin of my understanding of discipleship. His hyperventilating style was so strange to me that I found myself laughing, that is until the power of his text drew me in. He was preaching from I Corinthians 3:1-15, but he was camped out on verse 13. “Each one’s work will become manifest, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each one has done.”
Repeatedly, he emphasized that the word was not “size” but “sort.” I can hear him still: “Beloved it says whatsoever sor-r-r- t, not whatsoever si-i-i-ze.”
By that time, I had been a part of the Anglican Family for forty-three years, had been a priest for sixteen years, had trained for ordination for four before that, and as I said above had only seen the church grow numerically wherever I had served. From that day I never doubted I was being redirected by the Lord, indeed from that humbling moment I also recognized afresh my sinful Anglican arrogance. This rough mountain preacher knew biblical truth that somehow, I had missed. Returning home I entered an intense season of prayer and study. The issue before me now was what “sort” of disciple was I making? Before another year had gone by, I would be convinced of three things: 
Making disciples is the ministry of a Christian.
You know you have made a disciple when you see them making another.
Jesus has made very clear in Holy Scripture the disciple that he recognizes.
Though I had thought of myself as an exemplary servant of the Lord I was deeply humbled. These had not been the metrics by which I measured faithfulness, and I knew by then that it must be these three things. 
I love the church. She has been my home for nearly eighty years. I love her prayers, her hymns, and many of her ways. But she had not taught me to be a disciple-making man, and thus I was not a disciple-making priest. No one had ever discipled me intentionally, so I had no idea what it might look like, or how to engage in that ministry. But I did know how to make church people. I knew that intuitively, but now I knew it was insufficient, unless they were faithful disciples in the sight of Christ. But what did the Lord Jesus expect?
I searched for help in many books on discipleship but none of them satisfied. Finally, after more days than I am proud to recount, I decided simply to study every passage in the New Testament where the Lord Jesus is recorded to have said either “My disciple” or “My disciples.” I was surprised to discover that there are only nine such verses.[footnoteRef:1] As I meditated upon them and began to understand them scales seemed to drop from my eyes. At the same time, I became persuaded that the initial call the Lord gave to his first disciples: “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men,” (Mt 4:19) is the beginning of the path of discipleship, and Mt 28:19 is the graduation charge. “Go and make disciples of all people.” In between are the truths of the nine verses. [1:  John 8:31;13:35;15:8. Luke 14:26, 27, 33. Mt 26:18;Mk 14:14;Luke 22:11.] 

My careful study of the text had also helped me to see that though the tradition is to translate the Greek word poreuthentes in Mt 28:19 into English as “go,” it is in fact better translated as “going.” This knowledge opened a whole new world to me. I saw that what the Lord was commanding was a lifestyle, not a decision for a few to go overseas as missionaries. He was expecting his disciples to be ready, at any time and in any place, to be involved in another person’s life who was open to follow Christ in relationship with them. 
The first disciples watched this pattern of life in Jesus, and the apostles modeled it after Pentecost. A new disciple learns to be a disciple by being in relationship with a disciple-maker. I grew confident that it is the hidden reality behind the extraordinary growth of the church in the first centuries. Christian men and women became disciple-makers because it was how Christians lived. Wherever they were going, living, playing, working, they were making disciples. It was meant to be as natural as breathing.
How could I have missed this? Was it not clear in the New Testament? Those Jesus called to follow went where he went, listened to what he said, watched what he did. They ate with him; they undoubtedly laughed and wept with him. For the better part of three years those closest to him simply accompanied him and learned from him in the context of ordinary life. The pattern was then repeated by the apostles and first followers, and for centuries it was so in the lives of ordinary believers.
In time I codified what I believe the Scriptures teach about disciple-making into what I have ever since called “the Cycle of Discipleship.” [footnoteRef:2] There are normally seven steps. [2:  See the forthcoming book: Obeying the Final Command: A Field Guide to Fifty Years of Disciple-making.] 

1) Welcomed. The disciple-making Christian must have a welcoming heart to make room in their life for another person. They must be willing to truly befriend the stranger. (Hebrews 13:2)
2) Gospeled. They must over time see that this new friend truly understands the gospel of Jesus Christ. (I Peter 3:15) They must lovingly help their new friend come to the knowledge that a decision must be made: to follow Jesus or to turn away? To repent and believe or not? To be a Christian or not to be? But understanding is not enough.
3) Converted. The discipler must not cease to pray for their friend until he or she is converted to Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit. They must be “born again” to “enter the kingdom of God.” (John 3:5) This may be days or years later, the timing is God’s. If not baptized they must then be, or be brought to a public reaffirmation.
4) Nurtured. It is here that so many of those in the church, who truly believe, have been set adrift. The new convert must be nurtured in the season after their conversion in the way of the Lord. Above all they must develop the habit of abiding in the word of Jesus, which demonstrates to the Lord that someone is “truly his disciple.” (John 8:31) They must be guided to understand and live the means of grace that will help keep them faithful to eternity. The disciple-maker does not rest until these things are understood and can be passed on to another. (Heb 5:12)
5) Equipped. The Holy Spirit equips every believer for ministry uniquely, and the one being discipled must discover that which has been given to them. (I Cor 12:4-7) The discipler is to continue alongside in this journey, in the fellowship of the church.
6) Deployed. The new disciple must be helped to find their place in the body of Christ and the world. It is usually a journey of some years, with twists and turns, but to begin to serve intentionally in Christ is foundational. (I Peter 4:10)
7) Multiplied. At last, the disciple-maker does not rest until the one being discipled is discipling another. Until they are bearing fruit they have not “proved” to be disciples of their Lord. (John 15:8) The fruit that they must bear is another faithful disciple-maker. (John 15:16;17:20) Are they catching men?
You may well ask is disciple-making always this systematic and sequential? No. God may bring a follower to himself in any way he chooses, but the testimony of his word makes clear that he expects much of those who follow him. The mark of their sincere faith is to be seen by others in their desire to obey him.
 To call oneself a disciple yet be disobeying the clear Final Command of the risen Lord (Mt 28:19), or ignoring his clear teaching, should be unthinkable. Every one of these steps is a part of the revealed pathway to mature discipleship, but only the final one “proves” it to the Lord.
How then does all this relate to the challenge put before us in this essay contest? 
We were asked to describe “faithful Anglican discipleship,” and I hope I have shown that discipleship is a Christian subject, not an Anglican one. The baptized believer has been baptized into Christ, not the Anglican Family. The family of the church is to be the crucible in which the life of Christ is learned and lived and passed on. And if that is to be true in the church it must be true in the families of the church. It must be true of all the members of the church.
We were asked how “do we reflect on the fruit of our labors?” The metric the Lord Jesus gives is clear. Are followers “catching men?” Are disciples “bearing much fruit” and thus “proving” to be his disciples?
We were asked “how to nurture discipleship in our parishes?” The ipsum verbum of the Lord reveals that we do so by making disciples in all our life.
One last point. The path of a disciple-making disciple is always walked in relationship with someone already on that path. It is not fully taught in classrooms or from pulpits. Rather it is demonstrated by a visible life lived in Christ and obedient to him and passed on to others. “That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may have fellowship with us: and our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.” (I John 1:3,4)
The members of our parishes will not know that path if they are not led by someone walking that path. The clergy are no exception. Nor are staff members, nor volunteer lay leaders. The faithful church is one that makes disciple-making disciples, raises up disciple-making leaders, and plants disciple-making churches. To pass on our Anglican traditions and yet not be seeing this pattern manifest where we serve, is to place ourselves in danger on that Great Day. But I write not to arouse fear, but with John the apostle to call you to a life of great joy. “That your joy may be full.”
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