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"I believe in order 
to rediscover 
the power at 
the heart of 
Methodism, we 
must rediscover 
the what, how, 
and why of 
discipleship."
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When Wesley penned these words he was expressing his fear that 
someday the people called Methodists might lose the power that was 
driving the Methodist movement; that Methodists might forget why 
the movement started in the first place; that we would forget what 
we believed and why we believed it; that we might lose the spirit 
behind all that we do and say. Has that moment arrived in some parts 
of the world? Have we lost our focus on a holiness of heart and life 
which transforms individuals and communities? I believe in order to 
rediscover the power at the heart of Methodism, we must rediscover 
the what, how, and why of discipleship. 

What
If you say to the average church leader, “Tell me a little about what 
your church does,” they will typically respond with a list of activities 
and ministries: “We worship at 8:30 and 11:00. Sunday School is in 
between the two services. On the second Sunday of each month we 
have a breakfast. We go on a mission trip to repair homes in June, 
and we have a bible study that meets on Wednesday nights.” All 
of these things are good and should be a part of what we do as a 
church, but this should not be our response to the question, “What 
does your church do?” 

Need for Clarity:
What, How, Why

I am not afraid that the people called Methodists should ever cease to exist either 
in Europe or America. But I am afraid, lest they should only exist as a dead sect, 
having the form of religion without the power. And this undoubtedly will be the 
case, unless they hold fast both the doctrine, spirit, and discipline with which 
they first set out.

– JOHN WESLEY, FROM ‘THOUGHTS UPON METHODISM’
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Well, what is the mission of The United Methodist Church?

To make disciples of Jesus Christ for 
the transformation of the world. 

(¶120 of The Book of Discipline 2016)

When we are asked what our church does, our answer should be, 
“We make disciples.”

Many in the church can recite our mission statement, but we must 
fully live into it and own it for ourselves. We do lots of good things in 
The United Methodist Church, but we are not necessarily making or 
growing disciples. 

What & How: 
Two Repeated Questions
As I travel across the country discussing intentional discipleship and 
listening to pastors, laity, conference staff, and bishops, toward the 
beginning of most discussions, these two questions arise: 

What is a disciple anyway?
How are disciples really formed?

It is right, as the questions imply, to ask critically of ourselves and the 
church, what part do we play in the making and forming of disciples, 
and where does God enter the process? For we do believe that the 
mysteries of God’s grace – prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying – are 
at work in the lives of all people. The trouble is, the mystery of God’s 
grace is not always the reason for these two questions. My fear is 
that what these two questions are really implying is our own desire 
to relinquish our responsibility within the disciple-making process. 
Let’s be honest, if we do not know what a disciple is or how they are 
formed, we will never have to make them. The lack of clarity here will 
actually keep us from doing the hard and intentional work of making 
disciples. Indeed, there is no cookie-cutter approach to making 
disciples, and each disciple’s journey and each church’s process is 
unique. And yet we, as disciples of Jesus, have a role to play in our 



14

own growth as individual disciples, in our accountability to and with 
other disciples, and in the formation of an intentional discipleship 
system for our church.

We must take our part in the discipleship process seriously as it has 
been entrusted to us by Jesus:

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything that I have commanded you. And surely I 
am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

– Matthew 28:19-20 (NIV)

The key word in this text is “go!” Christianity is a going religion. We 
are a going faith. Our mission as a denomination is fundamentally 
rooted in the Great Commission. We are at our best when we are 
going. The spirit of the Methodist movement is characterized by going 
to the people with a passion to make disciples. We have forgotten that 
the power that fueled our passion for making disciples is found in our 
continual effort to answer the call of the Great Commission.

If we persist in our ignorance of not knowing 
what or how, we will need to revisit the 
mission of The United Methodist Church. 
And if we do believe in our mission 
statement, we must bring clarity to these two 
regularly asked questions. We must know the 
basic characteristics of a disciple, we must 
know our end product (what kind of disciples 
we hope our churches will produce), and 
we must think intentionally about how our 
church’s ministries and opportunities work 
together to assist in disciple formation. It is 
my hope that in the coming years as more of 
us join the movement of intentional disciple-
making, in addition to the mission statement, 
each person in the pew will also be able to state what a disciple is and 
have a basic understanding of how they are formed.

"The spirit of 
the Methodist 
movement is 
characterized 
by going to 
the people 
with a passion 
to make 
disciples."
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Why
Bringing clarity to what and how is important, but I believe we need to 
take one more step back, and answer the question: Why discipleship? 

In his book Start with Why, Simon Sinek unpacks how great leaders, 
movements, and companies know and operate from their Why. Simon 
offers that most companies know what they do, some know how they 
do it, but very few can tell you why. He calls this The Golden Circle 
(see Figure A).

“When I say Why, I don’t 
mean to make money – 
that’s a result. By Why I 
mean what is your purpose, 
cause or belief? Why does 
your company exist? Why 
do you get out of bed every 
morning? And Why should 
anyone care?”
– Simon Sinek, from Start with Why

Although Sinek speaks to the corporate world, I believe the lessons 
are the same for the church. Can we clearly articulate our why? 
As we look at this statement, we might (incorrectly) replace “make 
money” with “fill the pews.” Filling the pews might be a result, but it 
has nothing to do with our why, nor would it have anything to do with 
making disciples. Why we make disciples gets to our purpose, our 
cause, and our belief. It gets to the heart of why we exist. Why does 
your church exist and why should anyone care?

When asked, “Why are you here (in this church, in this place)?” what 
is your response? I ask this question when visiting churches and the 
exact numbers vary, but overall results are usually the same:

• Less than 5% will say they found this church on their own.

• 5-10% will say they were invited by a member of the church.

Figure A
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• 80% or more will say they were “born” Methodist and have 
always simply attended the United Methodist Church where 
they live. And a large portion of this group (60-70%) would say 
they have always been in this church; their parents or their 
grandparents came to this church, and thus, so do they.

The problem becomes, the longer we have been in one place, the 
greater the likelihood that we have forgotten why.

It is my assertion that many United Methodists have lost or forgotten 
their Why for being a disciple, for being in a particular church, and 
thus have forgotten or lost the Why of making disciples. As we seek 
to bring clarity to what a disciple is – how disciples are formed – 
the most important thing that we can do as followers of Jesus is to 
reconnect with our Why.2

Take a Moment:
Discuss the following questions with your leadership:

1. Why am I here (in this church)?

2. What brought me here?

3. Why do I stay? What keeps me here?

4. Why is this place important to me?

2  As a companion to this resource, I invite you to read Simon Sinek’s short book Start 
with Why. In this book he unpacks the success of Apple, the Wright Brothers, and 
Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Civil Rights Movement through the lens of The Golden 
Circle. Or, watch his TED Talk “How Great Leaders Inspire Action” www.ted.com/talks/
simon_sinek_how_great_leaders_inspire_action


