
Discipleship practices

tc \l1 "Discipleship practices
Toolbox #6: Ministry

Practice ministry.  We believe we are called to “make a difference,” which means doing ministry in two ways (both of which, we believe, are essential):

· We are called to make disciples.  We understand this to mean that we are called to bring people into relationship with God through Jesus Christ, and that we are called to follow Jesus, to learn from him, to learn to be like him.  In effect, this calls us both to BE disciples and to MAKE disciples.

· We are called to participate in God’s ministry in the world, which means, essentially, to “do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God.”  To take the title from a recent United Church report, we are called to participate in the “mending of the world.”  “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth...”
This toolbox is about finding your calling, your vocation, your life-work, your ministry.  It may be something that is related to what you do for a living, though it very well may be something quite different.  The best description of ministry I have heard is that it is where your deep joy meets the world’s deep need.  

Part of ministry is what we’ve named making disciples.   To make disciples is to participate in the ministry of evangelism, and it’s something every Christian is called to do.  Now, wait!  Don’t stop reading!   Don’t get upset!  I know you’re United Church.  And we haven’t, in this church, talked a lot about evangelism.  Perhaps that’s why our numbers are declining!  But evangelism for us is not trying to convince others to believe what we do.  It’s not a matter of (boorishly) forcing our faith or our church on others.  Rather, it’s a matter of bearing witness to the good news in Jesus Christ.  

Try thinking of it this way.  If you imagine life to be a journey of some sort, evangelism is helping others to find their way.  We don’t necessarily know where they’re going – unless we ask, and they tell us.  We can show them our map (which we hope is accurate), or we can tell them where we’ve been and what we’ve learned.  And if we happen to be going in the same direction, well, we can walk together a while, perhaps.  But in the United Church, we tend NOT to believe that our way is the only way, or that anyone who doesn’t walk with us is lost.  But it sure does help to talk, and to compare notes, and check each other’s map.  

How did you come to believe in Jesus Christ?  Who told you about Jesus, or who invited you to church?  Presumably (since you’re a part of this church) that was a good experience for you.  Someone else’s ministry of evangelism was a blessing for you.  Spend some time remembering how you came into relationship with God.  The goodness in that experience is what we’d like to make a part of our ministry of evangelism.  We don’t want to be pushy, or insensitive, or judgmental.  We don’t believe God is any of those things, after all!  But we do need to tell the good news, we do need to spread God’s love, because if we don’t, who will?  Do we really want to leave the evangelism to those who, perhaps, ARE pushy, insensitive, and judgmental?  

Evangelism is not simply telling people about God, or inviting people into belief.  It’s also a matter of making disciples – inviting people to follow Jesus.  Again, we’re not talking about being pushy!  Perhaps “making” is the wrong word here.  What we hope for is to share discipleship, to encourage each other, to teach and support each other.   We tend to make our religion private – it’s not something we talk about.  The ministry of evangelism involves talking about God, about prayer, about our practice – and so helping each other along the way.  

One person described evangelism in this way: one hungry beggar telling another where to find bread.  

We have talked about evangelism here (the ministry of making disciples) as a four part process:  

· practicing hospitality (developing real relationships)

· blessing others (no-strings-attached well-wishes for God’s best for others)

· service (as we get to know people, we offer them what service we can

· witness – we tell them about the Kingdom of God.

This process comes from Jesus’ instruction to his followers in the beginning of Luke 10.  

The other part of ministry is to join in God’s ministry in the world.  We believe that God is mending the world, that God is bringing in God’s New World.  We believe that God is healing the world, and us along with it – and it is our calling and our privilege to be involved in this healing.  

But where?  How?  What IS our calling, our vocation, our place in the work of God?  

We have often patterned our discussions of ministry on the story of Moses at the burning bush, found in Exodus 3 and 4.  Moses has several objections to God’s call, but really, he is ideally suited to the job God calls him to.  He has been raised by revolutionaries (his mother and Miriam), raised also to lead (in the house of Pharaoh’s daughter), and he even has experience in desert survival.  Moreover, he is so passionate about the Israelite people’s safety and freedom that he killed an Egyptian overseer who was abusing an Israelite slave.  Who but Moses could lead the people out of Egypt through the desert to the promised land?  Based on this story, then, as we seek our vocation we ask these questions:  

Who am I?  What are my gifts?  The better we know ourselves, the better we may be able to discern our calling.  Each of us is an individual, a collection of skills, abilities, spiritual gifts, personal preferences.  You can ask yourself (and others, too!): what am I trained to do?  What am I good at?  What’s my educational background?  What innate skills and talents do I possess?  What do you know about your personality?  Do you like to be out there with other people, or do you prefer to be alone?  Up front, or in the background?  Would you rather lead, or support?  Are you a “detail person,” or do you tend to look at the big picture?  The more you know about yourself, the better you’ll be able to find a vocation that is a good “fit.”  

Another “who am I” question has to do with how each of us expresses the image of God.  We believe each of us has a particular way that God tends to work through us.  We call these spiritual gifts, and there are a variety of ways in which we can discover what these are.  Most simply, we can find out by asking others.  “Is there some way in which you have felt blessed by God, through something I have done?”  Our ministry calling will always involve our spiritual gifts (though sometimes in ways that are unexpected).

What do I love?  The aim of this question is to get at our passions.  What do you love to do?  What gives you a sense of energy, of fulfilment, a sense that “I was made for this”?  If you know what you love to do, then you might be well on the way to knowing your calling.  But more than what you love to do, what do you simply love?  Are you attracted to wild places, or to urban culture?  Do you love architecture?  Visual art?  Music?  Farms and animals?  What is it you love?  

You can find what you love in another way, too.  When you read or watch the news, what kinds of stories particularly tug at your heart?  What really gets you going?  Is there anything that gets you really mad, really passionate – something about which you’d really like to make a difference, if only you knew how?  

We believe that God suits us to our calling, and that means that our calling, our vocation (like God’s) has profoundly to do with what and whom we love.  
What is God doing around me?  We aren’t expected to do God’s work all by ourselves.  We are expected to join in.  So look around:  do you sense God active around you in some way, some way that calls forth your particular gifts and skills, and which involves you with something you love, something you’re passionate about?  If so, well then perhaps you’ve found your ministry!  

