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Suffolk Discipleship Pathway Seminar
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Church members sometimes find it hard to understand why someone will be happy to support a church fete or social activity, or even the annual carol service, but that this doesn’t lead very quickly into coming to church on a Sunday when they have had a positive experience.
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Of course, sometimes the journey to becoming a regular worshipper is a short one but for many people it is a long road.
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The Suffolk Discipleship Pathway is a way of describing the steps that people often take on their way to discovering and growing in faith.  
It helps churches and small groups to think about how they can provide stepping stones to faith for the people they are in contact with. 
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The model is based on “Sowing, Reaping, Keeping” – an acclaimed book by Lawrence Singlehurst and used by the Fresh Expressions movement in their Mission Shaped Ministry Course.
“Sowing Reaping Keeping” had just 3 stages. 
· Sowing – which was simple service activities
· Reaping which was coming to faith
· Keeping which was staying in the church.

Lawrence characterises the aim of the sowing as relational engagement with as many not-yet-Christians as possible, as helping them to re-think their misconceptions and so recognise that ‘God is good and we are OK!’ Then as folk move through Reaping and Keeping at their own pace, the group naturally becomes smaller, but the gospel content becomes higher.

In Suffolk we have added the stage of nurturing to more fully represent the growing in spiritual interest before someone is ready to make a faith commitment.  We have renamed the stage of commitment flowering, representing the flowering of faith and instead of “Keeping” we talk about “fruit” because of the way Christians continue to grow and be fruitful throughout their lives.

Any of these stages can occur either in a planned, prepared program/event or they can flow spontaneously in a developing relationship, with one-to-one opportunities and conversations.
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So how does it work?
1.  Sowing – This is the widest part of the diagram as sowing activities usually have wide appeal… In a sowing activity, a Christian group connects with people and shows the love of God by enjoying mutual interest or meeting a need.  It’s just seeds in terms of faith – so the spiritual content of the activity may be quite small.  The group providing the sowing activity needs to be unconditionally committed to love and serve the people, while  they hope they may one day respond to the gospel.  As they serve they pray and look out for what God may be doing
EXAMPLES: 
A group of Christians start a Parent and Toddler Group which gives them an opportunity to share Christian love.  They pray for everyone who attends and seek to make it a place of fun safety and warmth.

A group of Christians love singing and decide to start a singing group which will raise money for local charities.  They invite non-church musical friends to join over a pint and start looking for gigs.

In social events, it can be powerful to have a group of Christians together. We have got so used to being together that we don’t realise just how different our relationships are, but not-yet-Christians do notice. The key is to include people in the things you do, i.e. Sunday lunch, socials etc. 

Some of the seeds of faith sown through this loving service germinate and the Christians involved feel that some of the people involved would appreciate an opportunity to explore or engage with faith or the Christian community at a slightly deeper level.  The arrow represents an invitation to do something more.
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Many of our sowing activities will be activities which address social need such as pop up shops or food banks
2 important points about this:-
i) Don’t separate the social action from your faith – faith needs to visible but not imposed.  Those who participate need to be offered a path to explore faith if they want to.  This could be through a prayer table or an invitation to a follow on event.
ii) Exploring faith may come in the form of seeking to volunteer with you.  Always pray with your volunteer team, welcome non-Christian volunteers and include them in the prayer time in a  non-scary way.  Find them things which are safe for them to do and don’t let the widening of the group of volunteers dilute your Christian values.
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2. Nurturing – Not everyone who was involved with the sowing activity will be interested to engage with the Christian community or questions of faith, so  this is represented by a smaller block than sowing. 
EXAMPLES
For the Parent and Toddler Group, the team decide to invite parents who want to, to come to a “Praise and Play” Toddler Service or “Messy Church”.  These events are designed around the needs and interests of the people they have been serving.  They also give the parents opportunities to learn about christening and invite those who are interested to come to the prayer and planning for the toddler group.

The singing group sing both sacred and secular songs.  Rehearsals always start and end with prayer and the leader seeks to explain the meaning of what they are singing to make it more meaningful.  Some performances actually enable the audience to explore the spiritual themes behind the songs.
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The arrow from each stage to the next in the diagram represents an invitation to more involvement or faith exploration.  It is important that this is an invitation and not an imposition.  

Not-yet-Christians will get involved in these different stages entirely as they want: they move on further when they are interested. We merely give invitations and sensitively support them at their pace. 

So in the case of the toddler group – it is great to invite those who attend ordinary sessions to come to a toddler service:  However, don’t just suddenly introduce worship into the ordinary session if this isn’t what they expect.  To do so would break the trust of participants and feel like an imposition.  An invitation however doesn’t break trust.  It offers an additional opportunity.  It will normally be an opportunity which is tailor-made for the individual or the group and their interests so it shows you have really listened.
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3. Flowering – Opportunity to find out in depth about Christianity and to commit. Taken up by fewer people so they may join up with existing parish activities to provide this, or you may need to create new opportunities.
 
EXAMPLES
The toddler group decide to offer “Alpha with Toddlers”.  This offers play opportunities, bible stories and crafts for the toddlers while the adults talk.  The atmosphere is relaxed and the toddlers can wander in and out of the adult session without anyone minding

The founders of the singing group meet regularly as a small group which prays for the singers.  They decide to invite anyone in the singing group who wants to explore confirmation to join them for a 6 week course.  They base the course around some of the gospel songs they have been singing and some people who have been attending the groups gigs join too.  Maybe some people make a commitment and decide to get confirmed!
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4. Fruit – People continue to grow as disciples within some form of Church – this could be a parish church or fresh expression of Church.  The word fruit conveys on-going development and giving to others in witness and service. 

EXAMPLES
A Parent and Toddler discipleship group grows from Alpha and the new Christian disciples reach out to more of their contemporaries, helping with holiday clubs and eventually starting a Café Church in the local school as their children grow up.

Those who were confirmed join the small group which led their confirmation preparation – and continue to learn about the faith and grow in offering their gifts too.
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Group Activity:  Either draw the Sowing- Nurturing – Flowering - Fruit diagram large on their sheet of paper and use it to map an example of outreach – or use the planning sheet provided. Think about an idea for your context, especially if you are here with friends! Or you can practice by using one of the examples given. 
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Group Activity:   Get each to draw the Sowing- Nurturing – Flowering - Fruit diagram large on their sheet of paper or use sheet and use it to map an example of outreach from their setting or a setting they are familiar with. 
OR
You could alter this and get them to map ALL the outreach activities of their church and how they connect (or not)  Parish groups often find this revelatory. – If no time take this back as an activity to do back in parish.


