The Mark for Which We Aim

If you have been involved in teaching then at what did your teaching aim? What result did you intend your teaching to produce? Many teachers teach with a particular purpose in mind. So do pastors who “preach” or, like myself, teach from the pulpit. But many others just cover material, talk about a topic or in general hope for some difference to be made. This is a major difference between the volunteer teaching of our churches and the evaluated teaching of our public schools. Public school teachers have to have a lesson plan and some anticipated result for which they strive. But in our churches we have become content to just have someone in the class and to try and cover the material sent from our denomination or chosen publisher.

The exceptions are those public school teachers who apply their training to the classes they teach at church. Also there are those few who with passion give themselves to learning how to teach so a difference will be made in the class members’ lives. The same is true for discipling efforts. Many of our discipleship courses and studies are taught with the intent of conveying material given us. To be effective Parental Disciple-Making, like other discipling efforts, must grow from passion that aims at changed lives instead of better informed students.

One of the more practical elements of my seminary education is what I am going to share with you now. In summary teaching has to take into account the environment and mental/emotional state of the student. Also the experience of learning isn’t complete until what they have perceived is applied to their life. The stages through which we go before we apply what is presented require different methods. The effective teacher, and disciple-maker, learns to focus on applying the Scriptures and walking his/her learners through the necessary process. So grab your toolbox and let’s add some important tools to your teaching ministry.

I’m not big on psychology. But I am much aware that our mental make-up and state affect all of life. As one seeking to teach others, a certain amount of our psychological nature needs to be understood. In my studies of Religious Education several areas were addressed. One in particular was the findings of Abraham Maslow. Abraham Maslow was born in New York in 1908. He became one of the fathers of Humanistic Psychology, psychology focused on human achievement. In 1943 he published his studies leading him to conclude that our move toward fulfilling our dreams and potential must pass through four previous stages. Each stage marks the focus of our mental energies and efforts. I think you will see how teaching is built upon certain psychological comfort levels.

The most elemental level of our psychological interest is the Physiological Needs, our physical needs. The basic needs of life start with food, water, sleep and shelter. If you visit shelters for the homeless you will see one great and all-important concern, “What will I eat and where will I sleep?” Let the weather reports tell of snow, a hurricane or some other major storm and the first place everyone goes is to the grocery store for milk, bread and eggs. There seems to be many reminders that when all is gone our first concerns are for the simple physical elements that enable us to survive. In severe situations, as many Bible stories show us, we will abandon family members and throw aside all moral and ethical standards when the basic physical elements of life become scarce or unattainable. I have preached in several homeless shelters. I have worked in food pantries feeding the poor. I have observed people in deprived situations. They are not interested in information, self-help tips or spiritual guidance. They will pray most any prayer, tell you most anything you want to hear, and promise most anything you want them to promise if it will provide them with food and shelter. Until we are secure in having our physical needs met we are not interested in anything else.

After physical needs are satisfied we begin to focus on Safety Needs. We all want to feel secure. Millions of dollars are spent on security systems, home protection equipment, personal defense training, personal weapons and more. Many have moved from one neighborhood to another for safety reasons. Many others do not have that option so they are left to live with the effect constant fear brings upon them. Living with a real or imagined threat distracts us from other matters. We still carry out social functions, often just to meet our physical needs, but the freedom to enjoy and explore life’s opportunities is disregarded in protecting self from feared dangers. Any public school teacher can pick out the children in his/her class that are living in a threatening environment. It shows in their attitude, suspicious perceptions and mental progress. Until safety is felt the student will not give energy to pursuing much of anything but a place of feeling secure. Adults are no different. We may go to church, to work and look normal in many ways, but the fear within distracts us from giving ourselves to the pursuits of joy and meaningful experiences in life.

Once there is a contentment that physical needs will be met and we do not need to live protecting and defending ourselves from constant dangers we can turn our focus to significant relationships and our relationship with others. Social Needs are our need for human interaction and social involvement. It is here that we began to explore the pleasure of another’s friendship, courtship or of family love. It is when our basic needs are stable and our fears are removed that we can take a place in social groups of which church is one of them. Now there is a freedom to give and receive affection at different levels. It is here that motherhood can be given attention and trust in and dependence upon others can be birthed. Now we can explore a God who loves us. We can contemplate a Savior offering us forgiveness and eternal life. We can begin to address our moral and ethical standards for living. We are finally free to look at living rather than surviving.

Esteem Needs is the fourth level of our progression toward personal freedom. It is here that we begin to give and invest our lives. With a confidence of being important and significant within a social community we have a freedom to turn our energies toward what can become of life. If we instead feel out of place or unaccepted by our social group we gravitate to quiet places in the shadows of community life. With a positive social experience we now begin looking at what can be. Whether careers, family, social clubs, church, spiritual life or any number of other areas, we offer ourselves to participate in and experience a higher level of living in community with others.

Abraham Maslow said that it is after the first four levels have been navigated that we are able to move into Self-actualization Needs. Self-actualization is simply the fulfilling of our potential and creativity. It is excelling as a person in our environment. For some it is becoming a great leader, athlete, artist or academic. For others a loving mother, nurse, father, or mentor. It isn’t about being great or accomplishing great things. It is about our reaching the fullest expression of ourselves as a person within the community of others. This is the place where we use our creativity, potential and devotion to be what we want most to become.

I share these with you to open your eyes to the fact that leading people to follow Christ doesn’t take place outside of their life environment. As you seek to follow Christ and lead others to do the same you will face the struggle to revert to the basic needs of self-esteem, social acceptance, security and physical needs. We must be realistic in working with others considering their environment. And life has a way of changing our environment from time to time. However, Jesus taught us not to be preoccupied with the earthly elements of life. It takes a well-developed faith to weather the storms of life and not revert to our pressing earthly needs. Once we reach the place of being ready to invest ourselves, or being assisted to get to that place, we can give attention to a calling to live for more than this life. That is the calling of Christ. The Sermon on the Mount is a calling to break free from the psychological grip that our natural lives hold on us. Can we trust the God Who provides for the lilies and the sparrows to care for us in our need? Can we reject the human voice calling us to care for self above others? Will we break out of the normal pattern Abraham Maslow identifies for us and focus on the spiritual living that has an eternal reward? Being a disciple of Christ brings us into conflict with each of these stages. Sometimes we need to better help those who need to hear the Gospel but can’t for earthly distractions. Sometimes we need to be confronted that earthly elements of life are more a distraction than a guide. Genuine submission to Christ requires a determination to trust Christ more than human nature. It calls us to follow the biblical directives and reject the natural inclinations and impulses that leave us human rather than new creations. And that is one goal of disciple-making.

When we move from our physical nature to our spiritual nature how do we grow there? Dr. Bruce Powers spent much time and energy studying that question. As a professor in one the Southern Baptist Convention’s seminaries, he sought to better understand how to encourage our Faith development. In his book, “Growing Faith” he shares his findings. After studying what many others had written and shared along with his and his students faith experiences and our personal faith development he gives a more simple and usable tool A-R-U-C-A, Awareness, Recall, Understanding, Conviction and Application. “These levels are sequential; that is, we cannot begin learning at one level until we have achieved the previous level(s). Also, learning may stop at any point; there is nothing that assures we will continue to learn and progress to the next level.” “Growing Faith,” Dr. Bruce Powers, Broadman Press, 1982, pg 73

Dr. Powers found that Christians tend to grow in their faith through marked and distinctive phases. Working in the field of Christian Education he was able to talk and chart many Christians as to their progression in following Christ. His findings were that we start our faith journey with “Awareness.” It is the beginning place for change and transition. Ignorance is to not know. So for us to go beyond the walls of what we do not know we must be informed. Was not much of Jesus’ preaching and teaching focused on making others aware. His parables, teachings and even miraculous acts made the people see beyond their walls of ignorance. The ultimate work of His earthly existence was revealing a loving Father and His great act of reuniting His creation with Himself. So our faith begins with being aware of who Jesus is and what God is showing us about Himself and ourselves. Whether preaching, Sunday School, small groups or individual conversations our growing begins when we know more. It is that knowledge that challenges or disturbs us in our present place.

The next step of our growing is “Recall.” As Dr. Powers studied children and adults He found that we naturally move to repeating what we have discovered. “Recall” is when we have learned enough to repeat what we were told or shown. We can recall the information. This is much of what we see in children and infant Christians as they talk about facts and topics only repeating what they have read or been told by others. “An example of this is a two-year-old first learning to count. The child may count from one to ten but have no understanding of the meaning or purpose of counting.” (Powers, pg 75)

Once discovering the reality of something and retaining it in our mind we can then choose to understand it. “Understanding” is the next level of progression. This is a distinctive move from just recalling something learned. This is where we add the reality of something with it being important to our lives. “We become able to interpret and interact with what we are learning and begin to generalize the knowledge to it is useful in other situations.” (Powers, pg 75) We are not ready to commit ourselves or put into action the learned information. But we are able to talk about it with a recognition of what it means and why it may be important for our lives. But, we still won’t live it!

A major hurdle in the learning process takes place at this next level. Having begun to understand the implication and importance of our knowledge we now develop personal convictions about what we should do. “Conviction” is a level where our knowledge is no longer mental but emotional. We feel moved to change our living so as to use what we have begun to understand. It is here that attitudes, commitments and discomfort with the present now rise to the surface. Here we must decide to live where we know better than to live or make the change to living the new way we have been shown. This is the crisis point of faith. We know we should be different but the cost of changing pushes us toward rationalizations, postponement, denial or many other methods that allow us to stay in our old way of life. It is where we “quench” the Holy Spirit. “Quench not the Holy Spirit.” 1 Thessalonians 5:19 (KJV) The NIV puts it this way, “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire.” The original word used means to extinguish as in outing a fire. Many Christians get to this level in our growing faith and throw water on the Spirit’s encouragement to step across the line. Satan rejoices at so familiar the occurrence of Christians clinging to the familiar and less costly instead of moving toward the calling and teaching of Christ. I know I should go to church, but… I know I should read my Bible more, but… I know I should tithe my income, but… I know I should be more obedient, but… all mark our retreat from what we have understood but do not want to accept the conviction that we must do.

For the few who make the sacrifice of living out their convictions is the experience of walking with peace and joy in Christ’s footsteps. “Application” is the living out of what we know and feel impressed we must do. It is where we take the teachings given us in the Bible and purposefully use them to redirect our decisions, relationships, values, goals and everyday actions. Here is the fulfillment of Jesus’ intent. It is the point of the parable of the wise man and the foolish man. Building a house with out a foundation is a recipe for disaster and that is what those hear the word but does not do them. Those who listen, understand, form convictions and apply what is taught is compared to a builder who laid a solid foundation for his house. The Sermon on the Mount was more that stories, different ideas with the addition of some miraculous sideshows. It was Christ’s awakening of us to see God and start living according to His prescribed way of life. And few of us get it now and few of them got it then either.

Making disciples is about leading people to apply the Scriptures to their lives. It goes beyond informing to implementing. It comes at great cost and requires great commitment. It isn’t the way of society and will often be ridiculed by those in our community of faith as extreme and fanatical. But to live as the Scriptures teach is the teaching of Christ in the Great Commission and the ministry of disciples of every generation.

Listen to these painful observations Dr. Powers makes:

“First, whereas the expectations are that Christians are committed to what they study and will apply it to their lives, teaching in the church usually focuses on the first three learning levels: awareness, recall and understanding. It is assumed that commitment to and application of learning will take place.

The second observation is that we often seek application of learning (for example, in witness, in prayer life, or in tithing) without moving through the understanding or conviction levels of learning. Consequently, teaching effectiveness is often very limited.” Powers pgs 77-78

Materials, courses and instructions will not make followers of Christ. There is a process of our faith’s development. We must move beyond information presenting to contemplating its meaning and accepting the Holy Spirit’s convictions placed in our hearts. We must choose to follow Christ beyond sacrifice and discomfort to live in harmony with God as His Scriptures teach us. And how do we move into understanding, conviction and application? That is the third concept I want to share with you.

Once we help our learners reach a place that they can concentrate of the learning experience and now that we know that learning starts with discovering but culminates with doing we need help in the how to. Dr. Powers goes on to show us that the particular learning phase we are focused upon may require a different teaching style than another. He identifies three phases of learning and the teaching style best able to accomplish that desired goal. The chart below is copied from his book “Growing Faith” on page 81.
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Over the thirty some years of my pastoring and working in the church’s educational arena I have often lamented and struggled with our contradicting efforts. As a pastor I have often been criticized for not “preaching.” My style is to inform and invite those listening to follow an inner leading to work on the presented truth in their daily living. But our mentality is that if we use enough emotion and persuasion from the pulpit those feeling the biblical and pastoral pressure and the emotion filled delivery will change to start living by the preacher’s declaration. Being more spiritual we say God will convict them and they will repent and obey the Bible. I take that serious. I deliver a sermon expecting and trusting in the Holy Spirit to move among those listening. But I also know that what takes place as the result of a thirty minute lecture or sermon, mine are more like forty-five, will usually not last without a personal ongoing relationship with Christ. A greater difficulty is that many see the weekly sermon as a place for conversion rather than spiritual discovery and growth. From the pulpit and behind a lecturing stand, which so many of our Bible teachers use, we will only be able to share more information. Sure some will be spiritually disturbed by what is presented, and praise the Lord they are, but they will need more to put that new or renewed information into practice. All too often we leave the service or the class/Bible study group with great intentions to live more like we have learned we should. But, without developing the understanding, convictions and clearer applications we are easy pickings for Satan and therefore our little plant sprouting from the sower’s seed, the Word of God, soon withers and dies.

In case I haven’t been clear enough, discipling others is more than sharing truth. It is leading others to let the Holy Spirit use God’s Word to open their eyes to how we are to live in honor and to the glory of Jesus Christ. It is assisting others to put into practice the teachings of the Bible just as we are putting them into practice. To do such a job requires differing venues, techniques, skills and methods. Tell them the new information need to live for Christ. Discuss with them the importance and various implications the teaching has for our living. Challenge them to ponder what the Holy Spirit wants us to do in response to what we have seen. And hold them accountable to live out what they now know they are expected by Christ to do. That’s the way of discipleship. And that’s the way the world, and church, will be changed.

There is a place to lecture and preach. But there is a time to causally sit and discuss, ponder and contemplate God’s Word too. There is a time to practice what we have come to believe God wants us to do. And there is a time to share successes and failures so we can be encouraged to strive harder to live-out the convictions we have come to have. Read the Gospel accounts and you will see how Jesus used these methods to move His disciples through the process of learning. They sat and listened as Jesus taught. They discussed with Him the meaning of His parables. They were challenged with living examples around them. They were sent out to experience being obedient to God. They were corrected and encouraged for their efforts to understand and apply what they were learning. And even though they all tasted the bitterness of doubt, denial, and shame, they were graduated into disciplers who were the beginning human agents of Christ’s kingdom on earth. We are to continue the work of discipling. We have many tools with which to accomplish our commission. So let us commit ourselves to nurture the human soul through its fears and searchings, (Abraham Maslow), and let us complete the process of learning for ourselves and lead our learners through it too. And let us not assume that preaching and teaching will accomplish it all. Don’t forget an ancient truth preserved for us in Deuteronomy:

Deuteronomy 6:7-9

“Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” (NIV)

There are many ways to learn. And, there are many methods used in teaching. So use the method that is best for the level of learning that is needed.
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