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INTRODUCTION

Millions of people have left the church, meaning they no longer participate in
weekend worship or other discipleship experiences, since the 1960s. Many causes
for this attrition are suggested, such as relevance to daily life, boring worship, or
judgmental and legalistic leaders. The causes are as complex as each individual, but
alarge group of “dechurched” persons still identify as Christian or evangelical, even
as they (and observers of the culture) prefer to say they are “spiritual but not reli-
gious.” By this they express disappointment in organized religion.

This session will help your class

1. learn why regular Christian conferencing (meaning worship and disci-
pleship) is an indispensable means of grace;

2. discover that there are alternative fresh expressions for Christian con-
ferencing in nontraditional settings; and

3. learn the three essential elements for any group experiencing the
means of grace through Christian conferencing.

GATHERING (5 Minutes)

In this chapter, the author describes the most basic meaning of church, or ekkle-
sia. How does this meaning compare to your experience of church?

Invite participants to reflect on why they do or don’t participate in worship.
Ask for a participant to describe a worship service or small-group experience that
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stirred the person’s heart so much that he or she was transformed and changed a be-
havior or pursued a new place of service toward others.

Have the class share joys and prayer concerns, and invite them to be in prayer
for each other. By doing this each week (this time at the beginning of the last session
for this study), remind participants that this sharing is one of the ways to experi-
ence the means of grace through the experience of Christian conferencing. Invite
someone to open the session in prayer.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE READING (15 Minutes)

Have participants turn to a neighbor and share recollections of a family member
or friend who guided them into weekend worship or small-group experiences through
achurch. As part of their reflection, invite participants to think of reasons it might be
difficult for them to participate in worship or in church with regularity.

Have the class work on completing the following sentences based on the prior four
means of grace:

« “We pray to God so that J

« “We eat the Lord’s Supper so that !

« “We search the Scriptures so that

+ “We fast so that S

For each sentence completion, have the group brainstorm ways that each means of
grace contributes to a tangible way of serving others. In other words, how does each of
these means of experiencing God’s grace relate to the impact God can make through us
on the lives of others?

This chapter articulates three essential elements for experiencing the means of
grace through Christian conferencing (p. 56). Read these elements aloud and ask the par-
ticipants to comment on where they think these elements are present in their lives:

1. The group is gathered in the name of Jesus, as described with regard to
Matthew 18:20 (“where two or three are gathered”).

2. The practices of the group foster deep spiritual friendships that lead to
growth in personal and corporate holiness and genuine community.

3. The group is engaged in missional ministry beyond itself, thus it is
kenotic (which means “self giving”).
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VIDEO SEGMENT (15 Minutes)

Video segment featuring Elaine A. Heath, author of Five Means of Grace, in conversa-
tion with theology professor Joerg Rieger.

VIDEO DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (10 Minutes)

1. Have you practiced Christian conferencing in a way that changed your
life? What happened? What changed?

2. What's the difference between many of our small groups and Sunday
school classes (casual spiritual friendship experiences) and what Wes-
ley meant by Christian conferencing?

3. What are the God reasons for being part of a diverse community with
different kinds of people? (Hint: iron sharpens iron, one body with

different parts, not political correctness but rather God's imagination
about who we are made to be)

To build upon ideas from participants, consider as your next group experience the
Bible study resource Fresh Expressions: A New Kind of Methodist Church for People Not in
Church by Kenneth H. Carter Jr. and Audrey Warren (ISBN 9781501849206).

PRACTICAL APPLICATION (5 Minutes)

Following a rule of life is core to Methodist DNA, yet very few Methodists today in-
tentionally do so. Why do you think this is the case?

As you consider following a Methodist rule of life, consider the General Rules (sum-
marized in Rueben P. Job’s Three Simple Rules) or a modern adaptation, such as the use of
United Methodist membership vows—to faithfully participate in our ministries by our
prayers, our presence, our gifts, our service, and our witness. What would be the most
challenging aspect for you? What would come easily?

CLOSING PRAYER AND CLOSING THIS STUDY (5 Minutes)

As your group concludes this study, discuss ways that your church could more
intentionally teach and practice the ordinary means of grace as presented in this book.
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Christian Conferencing

If you were to ask random people at a shopping mall to define the word church, two
of the most common answers would be (1) a Sunday morning worship service in a
church building, or (2) a church building.

The typical church participant would likely say the same things. These answers
aren’t exactly wrong, but they aren’t right either. The Greek word in the New Tes-
tament that we translate “church” is ekklesia or “gathering.” Jesus said in Matthew
18:20 that wherever two or three are gathered in his name, he is with them. To be
“gathered in his name” is to become a group assembled for the express purpose of
loving, listening to, following, and participating in the way of Jesus. Being gathered
in his name has inward and outward, individual and communal dimensions. This
brief description Jesus provides in Matthew 18 is a distillation of what it means to
be the church. We are gathered around Jesus, and he is with us. This kind of gath-
ering can and does happen in all sorts of places, including church buildings. At the
same time, simply gathering in a church building doesn’t guarantee what Jesus
means by ekklesia. John Wesley makes very clear in his sermon “The Almost Chris-
tian” that one can be very religious and spend a lot of time in the church building
participating in religious activities without actually being a Christian.!

According to Wesley, the chief difference between “almost Christian” and “real
Christian” is that real Christians love God and neighbor wholeheartedly. Their faith
is lively and transformative in an ongoing way with a steady growth in holiness of
heart and life, and their faith is deeply grounded in a living, dynamic relationship
with Jesus Christ. Note well that these characteristics are neither programs nor
rituals but loving, honest, practical, relational commitments to God, neighbor,
and self. John Wesley’s entire theological and ministerial life focused on helping
people enter into a dynamic experience of ekklesia—Christian community gathered
around Jesus for the sake of others. His precedent for this kind of ekklesia is the early
church, especially as described in the New Testament.

Methodism began with people gathering in exactly the way Jesus described in
Matthew 18:20 (which is part of a larger conversation Jesus had with his disciples
about how to handle conflict). As a young man, John Wesley started a group called
the Holy Club because he and his college friends felt they needed to take much




image2.png
more seriously the claims of Jesus on their lives. They wanted to have a system of
accountability for how they were living. In addition to reading the Bible and pray-
ing together, they talked about their struggles with temptation and sin, and they
helped each other remain active in ministries to people who were in prison and
suffering in many other ways. This level of accountability is similar to what hap-
pens in a twelve-step group for addiction recovery, such as Alcoholics Anonymous.

After the Methodist movement was underway, John Wesley started small
groups called “class meetings” that became the backbone of Methodism.? These
‘were small groups facilitated by a class leader, where members followed common
spiritual practices and held themselves accountable for how they were attending to
all the means of grace. One distinctive of Wesleyan spirituality is the seamless blend
of personal and social holiness. Discipleship isn’t summed up by attending one
hour of worship each week, although corporate worship truly matters as a means of
grace. Instead, discipleship is the practice of all the means of grace in every aspect of
life.

These smaller groups designed to foster discipleship practices are what John
Wesley has in mind when he speaks of “Christian conferencing” as a means of grace.
From the time that I experienced Betty’s leadership (see chapter 1 on prayer) with
the “special ladies,” I am firmly convinced that without Christian conferencing it is
very difficult to follow Jesus, much less increasingly bear his love and likeness into
the world.

There are three essential elements of small groups that foster genuine disciple-
ship or, in Wesley’s language, that practice Christian conferencing. These are the
following:

1. The group is gathered in the name of Jesus, as described above with regard
to Matthew 18:20.

2. The practices of the group foster deep spiritual friendships that lead to
growth in personal and corporate holiness and genuine community.

3. The group is engaged in missional ministry beyond itself, thus it is kenotic (a
Greek word that means “self giving”).

Let’s look at each of these elements to see why they are essential. As we move
through this discussion, think about the best way to introduce Christian conferenc-
ing into your congregation, organization, or neighborhood.




image3.png
Gathered around Jesus

Over several years and along with several friends, I helped establish a network
of residential, intentional communities called the Epworth Project. These houses
are in diverse social contexts in Dallas, Fort Worth, and Waco and serve as incu-
bators for persons who wish to learn how to live in community, practice a robust
fivefold Methodist rule of life,” and connect in deeply hospitable, life-giving ways in
their neighborhood. Each of the houses is anchored in a church or campus ministry.
Most of the residents are young adults, with about half being seminary students.

Over the years, in guiding the houses in their spiritual and justice formation,
we learned the first way community houses go off the rails: instead of being
gathered around Jesus in order to love, listen to, and follow his way, their center
point shifts. Sometimes Jesus at the center is replaced by a conflict or problem
relating to the mundane tasks of life, such as washing the dishes or getting up in
time for morning prayer. At other times Jesus gets bumped by one of the practices
for the rule of life, such as hospitality or fasting! (Legalism is always a temptation
for people who choose to take discipleship more seriously.) At those times, it was
important to gather the house members and engage in Christian conferencing so
that the house could once again center itself around Jesus and his way, with the rule
of life as a supportive structure to help the house stay focused and to correct course
when hitting inevitable bumps in the road of life together.

The same principle is crucial for marriage, a congregation, or a small group
within the church. When we remain centered around Jesus, he is with us and we
find our way in participating in his work in the world. Christian conferencing is a
means of grace that helps us do that.

Living Out Spiritual Practices

Living with a “rule of life,” or set of common spiritual practices, is core to
Methodist spirituality. John Wesley was accused by detractors of being a monk,
specifically a “closet Jesuit,” because of his rule of life and the methodical disciple-
ship system.* This is why the derogatory name “Methodist” was a label hurled at
Wesley and his friends. Early Methodism was in many ways a lay monastic move-
ment’ in which the “monastery” was the workaday world of practicing Methodists,
especially among the poor and disadvantaged. Their rule of life was distilled in
the General Rules. Rueben Job reframed the General Rules in his book Three Simple
Rules.® The original three were the following:
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1. First do no harm (similar to the Hippocratic Oath taken by doctors).
2. Do all the good you can.
3. Attend to all the ordinances of God (meaning all the means of grace).

Living by a rule of life isn’t meant to be a legalistic or grim adherence to rules
and regulations. Rather a rule of life is a set of practices that helps us form habits
that are life-giving and liberating for ourselves and others. Wesley would say these
habits help us “go on to perfection,” by which he means an ever-increasing capacity
for love of God and neighbor. When a group practices a common rule of life, one of
the richest ways it can experience Christian conferencing is to occasionally have a
conversation to focus on reflection questions regarding how it is actually experienc-
ing its rule of life. In the early Methodist movement, a question commonly used in
such groups was “How is it with your soul?” Several spiritual friends regularly ask
me this question, and they kindly but persistently wait and prod until I answer. I do
the same for them. We are able to have this conversation because we love and trust
each other, and we keep confidentiality. This kind of mutual conversation, com-
bined with reflection upon scripture and grace-filled prayer for what surfaces in the
conversation, goes a long way to shape us into genuine followers of Jesus.

Engaged in Mission

Even so, Christian conferencing isn’t complete unless it includes Spirit-
breathed action in which the group gives itself to others. Christian conferencing is
meant to foster authentic discipleship, which includes both contemplation and ac-
tion. But how does a group discern the Holy Spirit’s leading as to when, where, how,
and with whom it will give itself away? What does this look like on the ground?

A few years ago a small group of Christians in Wichita, Kansas, sensed that God
was leading them to form a new kind of community in which they would be much
more engaged in their neighborhood. Matt and Catherine Johnson lived in one of
the roughest neighborhoods in South Central Wichita, and they knew a few of their
neighbors. Matt was a staff member at a United Methodist church, and Catherine
was a graduate student in environmental studies. Matt and Catherine’s friends
Adam and Ashley Barlow-Thompson and their toddler, Prescott, lived in a differ-
ent part of the city and held pastoral positions in two different United Methodist
churches.

Over a period of two years these four friends and a few others regularly talked
and prayed about their growing sense that God wanted them to enter into a much
more intentional way of life that included a change in how they did their ministries
and where they all lived. That is, they engaged in Christian conferencing.




image5.png
As they began meeting with a spiritual director and a missional ministry coach,
they learned more about how to listen to the Holy Spirit in community. They grew
in their capacity to pay attention to and respect the growing desire God had given
them to do a new thing. They began naming their inner resistance to following and
trusting God with the new thing. Step by step, they recognized increasingly how
God was bringing resources, opportunities, and courage to step out in faith and do
the new thing. They were practicing discernment in common, a type of listening
prayer.

Finally, they reached a tipping point in listening to and cooperating with the
Holy Spirit. Adam, Ashley, and Prescott moved onto the same street as Matt and
Catherine. Both couples went for training in Asset-Based Community Development
(ABCD) and spent time with Mike Mather, pastor of Broadway United Methodist
Church in Indianapolis, which was revolutionized by ABCD. They began practicing
community development in their neighborhood, getting to know many of people
living around them and finding out about the gifts, wisdom, dreams, and hopes of
their neighbors. They could see that God was already at work in the neighborhood
in a number of ways. (In Wesleyan theology we refer to this as prevenient grace, or
the Holy Spirit’s activity among us that helps us experience God and get ready for
relationship with God even before we seek or are aware of God.)

Adam, Ashley, Matt, and Catherine learned how to foster networks of oppor-
tunities for neighbors to connect with each other so that the neighborhood could
flourish in every possible way. As the four friends took each step of obedience (obe-
dience meaning “listening that leads to action”), more steps became clear. They
learned by trial and error and by maintaining a sense of humor along the way.

At this writing their ministry is called Neighboring Movement.org and is a
hub of beautiful, organic, and transformational living in South Central Wichita.”
On summer evenings there are front-yard picnics with live music, which they call
Fork and Folk. While visiting, I sat in their yard at one of the Fork and Folk events
and sang “Yellow Submarine” at the top of my lungs along with an eclectic mob of
neighbors. Throughout the year there are craft groups, baking circles, community
gardening, recipe swapping, the bartering of skills and tools, and spiritual conver-
sation. Pastoral care. Bible reading. Prayer. Community. An educational program
emerged to help churches organically love their actual neighbor as a form of disci-
pleship. The beautiful project is in a constant state of evolution, bearing witness to
the dynamism of a life lived as ekklesia, a group of friends gathered around Jesus in
order to listen to him, love him, and participate with him in the making of all things
new.®

For NeighboringMovement.org to be born, a small group of Christian friends
had to practice Christian conferencing and discernment, and take steps of obe-
dience to give itself away. This process was slow, halting, tearful, sometimes ag-
onizing, sometimes hilarious, and at times misunderstood by skeptical religious
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onlookers from their own traditions. They didn’t have a blueprint or a five-year
strategic plan. Nonetheless, the four friends persisted, and are now living into a
fresh expression of ministry for experiencing God’s love the Wesleyan way.

Becoming a Means of Grace

Throughout this study we considered how and why the five means of grace are
so important in the forming of genuine Christian faith and practice. We reflected
upon John Wesley’s original vision for Christian discipleship and how relevant
Methodist spirituality is indeed still evolving for Christians. As we explored each
means of grace we noted how it is an expression of prayer that leads to missional
engagement. To be a Wesleyan Christian is to be committed to participation in
Christ’s work of making all things new.

May staying in love with God increasingly compel us through all the means of
grace, so that we become a means of grace to our neighbors.

Reflection Questions for Chapter 5:

Christian Conferencing

. In this chapter, you read about the most basic meaning of church, or ekklesia.
How does this meaning compare to your experience of church?

N

. What could be done to help complacent or inwardly focused congregations recap-
ture the spiritual and missional meanings of ekklesia?

. Following a rule of life is core to Methodist DNA, yet very few Methodists today
intentionally do so. Why do you think this is the case?

w

4. As you consider following a Methodist rule of life (either the General Rules or a
modern adaptation such as the Epworth Project’s use of Methodist membership
vows), what would be the most challenging aspect for you? What would come
easily?




