It Take Streams to Make a River

I enjoy canoeing on the blackwater rivers near my childhood home. As we glide down stream, which is much easier than working our way against the current, we see differing size creeks and trickling streams that flow into the river. A few of these are even big enough to navigate with a canoe, which only requires a few inches of water to float. Some years ago my canoeing partner of many years and I decided to go to the beginning place of a local river and canoe it over half its length. Its beginning was a small ditch-like stream which overflowed from a small lake. As we spent five days on the Waccamaw River we watched it grow in size and volume. When we came out the river was some 50 to 60 yards across and ten or more feet deep. It was the many creeks and streams that made it the river in which I have swam, fished and played over the years. We too have many creeks and streams uniting to form our river of life.

My understanding and practice of discipling has many creeks and streams. In this chapter I want to share with you and introduce you to several of those that have become major influences to my understanding of discipleship. If you are unfamiliar with these I believe it would do you great benefit to spend some time exploring and learning from these tributaries of insight and wisdom.

One of the first major influences in my Christian life was a group called Navigators. My brother-in-law was involved in them and introduced me to their study materials and weekend conferences. This led to my reading Walter Henrichsen’s, “Disciples are Made not Born.” The basic idea he presents is simply that Christ calls his believers to become His disciples and becoming a disciple isn’t an automatic or magical process. To become a disciple I must commit myself to obeying what the Bible teaches and get busy helping other Christians do the same. The Navigators organization is built on discipleship. They have developed study materials and published many books with that goal in mind.

They know that believers left to a church routine and an unparented faith will be believers with an undeveloped faith that leaves them childlike at best in their Christian living. So Navigators focused on how to “make disciples” because we aren’t “born” that way. That stream of influence challenged and set my course to strive to be the Christian Jesus taught His disciples to be and, according the Great Commission, expects them to lead others to be.

“Disciples are Made not Born” was first published in 1974 and it is still in print today, 2014. That says something powerful about the content and importance of this material. We need to be reminded in every generation that discipleship comes through much hard work and sacrificial obedience to Christ. So stop waiting for it to magically happen to you and start working to make it happen in your life, then you can help others make it happen in their lives too.

Another major tributary into my river is Bill Hull’s book “Jesus Christ Disciplemaker.” This book was first published in 1984 and continues to be a sought after resource by pastors and leaders striving to make discipleship a reality in their churches. In this book discipleship is approached from an organizational perspective, in my opinion. Bill Hull shows great passion in seeking to reestablish discipleship within the organizational church, that is local congregations. As a pastor I shared his passion and tried differing ways to make discipleship part of the church’s established work. My efforts were not as effective as what was shared in “Jesus Christ Disciplemaker.”

Yet I hold tightly to this resource and eagerly recommend it to any with a serious interest in discipleship. The reason is Bill Hull gives several essential elements necessary to those discipling others that go all the way back to Jesus Himself. One is his identification of who a disciple was in the time period of Christ. He identifies a disciple of the rabbinical teachers, like Paul’s relationship to Gamaliel, in the following five ways: (see his introduction to the new edition 2004 by Baker Books)

A disciple must choose to submit to his teacher

A disciple is expected to memorize his teacher’s words

A disciple intentionally learns his teacher’s way of ministry

A disciple understands he will imitate his teacher’s life

A disciple anticipated that he would gather his own disciples


If for no other reason than this New Testament understanding of discipleship, which Jesus’ 12 would certainly have assumed, this book is a great tool for helping us identify just who Jesus expects us to be.


In the original introduction to his 1984 release Bill Hull begins by reestablishing the Great Commission as the centerpiece for the church. He clearly establishes that Christ’s commission is to grow a following of learners of Jesus Christ. He points out that the “go,” “baptizing,” and “teaching” are to produce learners of Christ who live His kind of life in our modern era.


But Bill Hull also does a great work of identifying Jesus’ process for calling His disciples. This took place in four distinct phases. By carefully evaluating the chronology of events we see how Jesus invited His disciples to evaluate and come to their decision about accepting and progressing forward. This comprises the heart of his work. First is the calling to “come and see.” Here Jesus is inviting the disciples to come near and take a close-up look at who He is and what He is teaching. 


The second phase is “come and follow Me.” This is a crucial phase. After Jesus gave his inquisitive onlookers many demonstrations and glimpses into His teachings, He intentionally gave them a time-away. He withdrew from them and sent them back to their familiar lives to contemplate a life-changing decision. Once committed to “follow” Jesus, Jesus begins the instructional phase of making disciples. Where “come and see” is marked by interest and curiosity, “come follow Me” is marked by discovery and enlightenment. Here is where the disciples buy-in to the vision and mission Jesus has placed before them. Here is a place of commitment and personal sacrifice. Still there are many false expectations and assumptions to be discarded, but now they’ve made the commitment to follow unsure of what the future will be. So to school they go and greater discoveries of just what they have committed themselves to becomes clearer day-by-day.


After prepared by Jesus’ schooling period, Jesus surveyed the student body, 70 +, and chooses 12 for a special appointment. “After spending the entire night in prayer (Luke 6:12), Jesus “called to him those he wanted and they came to him. He appointed twelve – designating them apostles – that they might be with him” (Mark 3:13-14). These men were the Lord’s personal choice; on them rested the future of his church.” (pg 147, chapter 8) And these men were to be Christ duplicated in human men. “Come be with me” is a time to be, do and teach as Christ Himself did and would in our situation.


So with that fateful designation these 12 men accepted Jesus’ call to stand side by side with Him, take up His ministry and carry it on even when He wasn’t physically with them. No longer in schooling, the twelve were graduated into on the job training. No longer observing, now they were doing.


And then the ultimate calling came. It was during Jesus’ last night with His disciples. After their final meal Jesus, according to John’s Gospel, gives one more time of intensive instructions. In chapter 15 Jesus mentions ten times in the first eleven verses the calling to “remain in me.” Bill Hull identifies the idea of remaining when he says, “The Greek word menō, translated “remain” or “abide,” means to dwell in or to make a home in.” (pgs 214-215, 2004 chapter 12) So even without the physical presence of Jesus the disciples were able to stay nestled in His teachings and ways as they literally extended Christ’s ministry on earth. As they went through the disbelief, disillusionment and eventual reaffirming of their following of Christ they were able to stay in a fellowship with Him and unity with Him. And there is were we modern disciples are to stay as well.


So into my growing current came these important building blocks from Bill Hull. It is the role of a disciple to image Christ. As I seek to duplicate the image Christ gives, I should recognize that following Christ can be marked in four distinct phases, “Come and see,” “come follow Me,” “come be with Me” and “remain in Me.”


As I continued down my spiritual river the next major tributary came unexpectedly. It wasn’t by my researching but by a friend’s request. I was asked by a friend to take him to a clinic for a procedure that required being put to sleep. Therefore a driver to take the patient home was required as the sedative’s effects would last for several hours more. While I waited in the waiting area I noticed a most unusual book for a doctor’s office or clinic waiting area. The book was titled “Natural Church Development.” It’s author, Christian Schwarz, had researched church growth extensively among 1000 churches from 32 different countries as well as many cultures and various sizes. His conclusion was convicting and convincing as I read. His findings basically substantiated that around the world we have replaced the organic, body of Christ, church with a more modernized industrial or mechanical church. The church, local congregation, was from New Testament times seen from an organic perspective. However our industrial/mechanical society began applying this understanding to the church as well. We viewed the church as an orderly and well oiled organization assembled from many parts. Further, in the quest for success, parts could be added or removed depending on the effect they had upon the church’s goal. Many of my denomination’s churches have grown skeptical and resistant to the many new and revamped programs passed down as additions or upgraded existing programs in the local church. The industrial/mechanical idea encouraged a belief that if all the right parts were present then the machine-like organization would come to life and accomplish it’s designated purpose. If it didn’t work very well then find the broken, weakened or missing part and fix, replace or add it. Instead of identifying a local congregation’s personality and varied gift mix, as ordered by the Head, that is Christ, pastors and congregational leaders molded the people into designated programs and preset ways of being a church. Often programs that once were effective and meaningful became ineffective and a drain on the church’s resources. Yet these energy consuming dead branches are often continued and even invested in because they are seen as what the church is supposed to do.


“Natural Church Development” is Christian Schwarz’s conclusion to the data compiled from hundreds of churches. His question was simple, “If a congregation is growing then what is taking place within that congregation? If it is not growing, are there essential elements missing that all the growing churches share?” His findings led to eight essential qualities found in every growing congregation, regardless of language, culture or denominational flavoring. These findings are not mechanical pieces to be added to your machine. They are aspects of the body of Christ. The church must be viewed as a body over which Christ is bringing together and leading, just as the New Testament pictures it. His underlying truth is this, the “all by itself principle.” Just as the things of nature grow and develop “all by itself,” so the church, a living organism, is to grow “all by itself.” Church growth, contrary to the Church Growth movement, is the natural results of a healthy organism. This requires us to see the church not as a machine to be made, army to be ordered or organization to be correctly arranged, but as a plant that must be nurtured and kept healthy for its natural growth to take place. So with this change of view and an awareness of the essential areas to be kept in balance so growth will naturally occur, a focus on congregational health can be made central again. The Church Growth movement and the mechanical viewpoint focuses on the church’s fruit, growth, instead.


So into my river flowed a renewed focus on letting the natural happen and focusing on health not the desired fruit in discipling. With that I gained a new freedom to look for the process for healthy growth among those being discipled rather than the end product of a newly trained disciple training others.


“RealLlife Discipleship” was a book given me by a close friend who shares this passionate quest for making disciples. It has become a major foundation piece in many present day discipleship circles. Jim Putman began a church with discipleship at its core. He intentionally made the work of discipling central and dominant in the church’s life. His vehicle is small groups, common to most discipleship works, and the discipleship team worked hard to use available resources and create new resources for the multiplying groups and leaders.


After reading “Real-Life Discipleship” a number of times, I made it a must read resource for those I was and would be discipling. The must read importance was Jim Putman’s use of the human/spiritual life cycle and the practical identifications and developmental marks. At Real-Life, the church’s name, those discipling others are taught to look for specific marks of development. Like human beings, our spiritual growth develops through infancy, childhood, young adult and into mature adulthood. So the discipler must understand this development in his/her own life and be able to recognize it in the life of those they are discipling. Unlike many other discipleship processes Real-Life doesn’t implement a pre-set course of study. So gathering in small groups and studying the Bible together the disciple leader looks for and nurtures the growth of each participant. Training is done to help the leaders recognize and respond to opportunities to guide the growing followers/learners of Christ farther along the growth cycle. Jim identifies how church involvement and conversational subjects often help indicate the growth level the disciple is presently in. The importance of this is two-fold. First it enables the discipler to know where to lead the disciple. Second it allows the discipler to know what to expect and what not to expect from the disciple. With this clear developmental scale a disciple’s growth can be charted and not left to arbitrary judgments or assumptions based on completed courses of study. Jim Putman and the leadership of Real-Life broke through the walls of educational based discipleship.


Thanks for staying with me. Let me emphasize the importance of what I’ve been trying to get across to you. As you prepare to be discipled or make disciples of Christ you need to get some important ground-rules firmly set. Know that few believers have the determination and discipline to find their way into being followers/learners or Christ. Most will accept Christ’s forgiveness and gift of eternal life but fall into a pattern of infant or childish faith. Many will desire a more fulfilling Christian experience, but Satan’s strategically placed distractions and deterrents will trap them within the ranks of spiritual children. They need another’s help.


Just like Jesus’ original twelve, we too must answer His invitations. We can “come and see,” but we must not stay there. We may “come follow Me,” but that still isn’t far enough. Jesus still calls us farther with “come be with Me.” And if we are commited to serving Him until His return we must “remain in Me.” I believe these are essential stages of a disciple’s development.


To be a disciple and to make disciples we must keep our focus on the heart-thing and not the seen-thing. The heart of the church is to be Christ’s body. Just as fruit is the natural product of a healthy tree so being and making disciples is the natural fruit of being Christ’s follower/learner. But to be a fruitful plant we must invest great care to keep the plant healthy as Christ’s follower/learner.


Am I a mature disciple? How can I tell what I should give attention to in someone I am discipling? How can I tell if one I am discipling is ready to disciple others? Jim Putman gives you a practical and reproducible scale by which to make that determination.


So to those seeking firm and solid handles in this often mysterious spiritual work here are those I’ve found. No silver bullet or magical formula, just solid understandings that allow the sincere follower/learner of Christ to set a course and walk a pathway that will take him/her into spiritual maturity and the joy of being an extension of Christ, continuing His work today.
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