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Background

In October 2021, Barna and Gloo, in partnership with For Columbus, gathered leaders from the 
church, para-church, and marketplace to hear about some interesting research on the state of 
the church in our city. Ed Stetzer gave a rousing talk on cultural trends and a biblical response; 
new data about the Black church lent helpful perspective and complexity to the discussion; the 
continued toll of pandemic life was analyzed. But no data or research stuck out more to me 
than the point David Kinnaman emphasized: “People want the church to provide whole-life 
discipleship.”  

My interest was piqued right away, and questions began swirling. What does whole-life 
discipleship look like practically? What would pastors in our city think? What are strengths and 
weaknesses of “whole-life discipleship” in our own backyard? Are there bright spots we could 
look to for guidance in doing this well? After all, “Go into all the world and make disciples…” 
(Matthew 28:18-20) was literally the last command Jesus left to his own disciples before 
ascending to the Father. We had big data giving us hard numbers on certain aspects of 
discipleship in our community, but the absence of individual stories and voices was palpable.


The Project

My colleague, Doug Franck, and I began contacting dozens of local pastors from the event, 
emailing north of 50 people about getting together. Our goal was to hear personally from 
pastors who were male and female, represented a variety of ethnic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds and ministry fields, and from varied denominational heritages. Our goal was to 
answer five basic questions:


(1) How does your church define discipleship?

(2) What is the pathway/ on-ramp for discipleship?

(3) What tools/ structures/ resources/ training do you use in disciplemaking?

(4) What are the biggest successes/ victories in disciplemaking in your church?

(5) What are the biggest obstacles/ challenges to disciplemaking in your church? Is 

anything missing? What, if anything, have you done to address this?


In the end, we were able to sit down with 20 pastors representing 18 churches and ministries 
for personal interviews, to hear and learn from the approaches they take throughout our city. 
We walked away from these meetings with a much more holistic perspective and great 
encouragement, which we hope to share with you.


The Findings


HOW CHURCHES DEFINE DISCIPLESHIP 
Biblically, the word “disciple” means a learner or apprentice, someone actively seeking to grow 
and transform, at least in some way. 




Our interviews found that there was a tremendous range in how churches are defining what 
discipleship is and looks like in our community. Some churches defined discipleship as 
anything that might influence a person — such as engaging a social media post — while others 
had a more narrow, structured definition sometimes including a specific curriculum or weekly, 
one-on-one mentoring. Others preferred not to use the term discipleship at all, citing how 
misunderstood it is by the larger church community. While the semantic range was large, there 
were a few words and phrases that came up again and again:

• Walking with/ following Jesus

• Intentional relationship

• Teaching others

• Growth/ transformation

• Journey


As one representative pastor put it, ‘Discipleship’ means “Take what I know, what I’ve learned 
from Christ, get it in my heart, and give it to somebody else as I understand it. Then, for them to 
take what they’ve learned from the Lord and heard from me, and go out and teach somebody 
else. A process, not an event. It’s transformational, intentional, relational, personal.” 


HOW CHURCH-GOERS GET INVOLVED IN DISCIPLESHIP  

While the definition of “discipleship” varied widely by church, the pathway to getting involved in 
discipleship was more similar across congregations we interviewed.


The vast majority of churches described a class (either one-time or ongoing) or small group as 
the pathway for a person getting involved in discipleship. For many churches, the class or 
small group is the main vehicle for discipleship, so while involvement was easy (signing up and 
showing up) it was also almost completely initiated and driven by the disciple themselves. 


On the other hand, there were a few churches that described a more personal or micro-group 
mentorship within their congregations. In most cases, these churches described a class or 
small group as simply the first step with additional, deeper, more intentional training/ 
mentorship available. What this looked like varied from church to church; in rare cases, the 
majority of congregants were involved in personal, one-on-one mentoring; in most, these kinds 
of relationships were the exception rather than the norm. However, across the handful of 
groups that practice this more intentional spiritual mentoring, one principle really stuck out: 
selection. These groups described looking for specific qualities (such as spiritual hunger or 
willingness to serve) before agreeing to take on the task of meeting with an individual or very 
small group for intentional care and training. And as such, part of the onus of discipleship 
rested on the disciple-maker to seek out interested people who fit the profile of someone 
they’d like to mentor. 


HELPFUL TOOLS, STRUCTURES, RESOURCES, AND TRAINING 

Three distinct philosophies for training and resourcing emerged among the churches in our 
sample.


(1) Churches and organizations which do not currently have much training, resourcing, or 
go-to tools for lay leaders outside of the Sunday sermon.


“We need some help here.” 
“‘Training’ is the word that sticks out to me because it’s the thing we lack.” 

These groups were the slim minority. 




(2) Churches which generate most or all their training and resources in-house (or within the 
denomination).


Many churches described using resources they created for their specific congregation 
to train lay leadership and help people grow spiritually. In some cases, this meant a 
regular discussion guide around a specific passage or the Sunday sermon; in others, it 
included a robust multi-year curriculum of classwork designed to be completed 
alongside a cohort of peers. Many fell somewhere in between, offering regular trainings, 
classes, or study guides. Churches with high small group participation described 
apprenticing future leaders and providing coaching. Churches oriented around service 
groups described relevant trainings once every few weeks. Although each congregation 
looked different, one clear commonality was a desire to provide training that felt 
relevant and authentic to their specific context.


(3) Churches which primarily utilize resources and training available on the open market.


Although many churches with robust in-house resources also looked to outside 
material, there were quite a lot of churches that were happy to utilize proven materials 
on the open market almost exclusively. Some described a more flexible or relational 
approach with a menu of resources which could be consulted; others utilized a specific 
curriculum from which there was little deviation. Some of the resources which came up 
included (resources mentioned repeatedly in bold):


• Radical Mentoring 
• The Way of the Alongsider 
• Call2Disciple.com  
• Organic Disciplemaking 
• Evangelism Explosion 
• DisciplesPath by Lifeway 
• practicingtheway.org 
• 3DM 
• Emotionally Healthy Discipleship  

SUCCESS STORIES 

“Success” is a relative term, and one of the perhaps obvious things we found was that success 
really looked different depending on the life stage of the church. Larger, longer established 
congregations reported successes that younger church plants simply didn’t have time to attain. 


For example, multiple younger churches reported successes in line with a few leaders stepping 
up, or one small group that replicated, or the first or second class of people who wanted to 
engage in intentional mentorship. 


“We have a small group that started when we first launched and it’s multiplied three 
times and the depth of the relationships and the commitment to invest in other people. 
All of those people would say that that is attributed (how they live their life and open 
their home) to how they were cared for and invested in from this one small group.” 

By contrast, a couple of larger, more established congregations reported raising up whole 
generations of replicating leaders almost exclusively through personal mentoring and 
discipleship within the church. 


http://Call2Disciple.com
http://practicingtheway.org


“[One guy] was teaching math in New Albany, discovered in the church, raised up to 
lead [a church plant] in Mount Vernon. Took another guy… to [live in] his basement, 
raised him up, then they sent him to plant [a church] in Delaware. Another guy, raised up 
by [the last planter], now planting churches. Culture of developing church planters here. 
Organic. [Our Church] is designed to move people.” 

As in the example above, one of the most exciting reports from a variety of newer and longer-
established churches was that church planters and pastors were routinely inspired and raised 
up through some kind of personal or small group intentional mentoring. 


In another example, one pastor of an established church told me: 

“[Our biggest success is] some of the multi level discipleship that is true multiplication. 
On a practical level, senior pastor replaced himself as senior pastors with two of his 
disciples, and raised up many upper level leaders in our church. As you start tracing 
down through the discipleship lines, so many leaders raised up… Everybody does a little 
bit and suddenly a lot gets done.” 

Another pastor commented on how they view life-on-life discipleship as integral to their 
successes:


“Replication… seeing small group movement and moving away from a Sunday School 
model. From head to heart. Discipleship versus preaching model analogy… Not 
throwing  a bucket of water at a water bottle, ie preaching to the masses, but more 
effective to pour into bottles vs spraying them only with preaching.” 

I did hear one funny story that I think illustrates the power of life-on-life discipleship well. A 
woman I greatly respect co-pastors a hispanic congregation with her husband in the Hilliard 
area. Their church has a long-established robust discipleship class. She told me that a few 
years ago, a church they were friendly with invited them to guest-lead a discipleship class in 
their church, in order to pilot the program. As the first discipleship class drew to a close, the 
church thanked this couple for their help but said they had decided not to continue the 
program. However, after a few years passed, the inviting congregation got back in touch. They 
explained that the only people in their congregation who were stepping up, serving, and 
multiplying were the same people who had been part of that original discipleship class! They 
asked them to come back and start a discipleship group again. 


CHALLENGES 

The challenges to whole-life discipleship are many, and there were a few themes that came up 
again and again. It was often at this point in the interview that pastors who, all things 
considered, had some quality-sounding discipleship measures in place, would begin to admit 
that they aren’t as effective or robust as they would like. Consider one pastor’s comment, from 
one of the more standout churches we interviewed with a comparatively robust discipleship 
program:


“Does a life group REALLY disciple a person? Is Crazy Love by Francis Chan really going 
to disciple you? I have some concern. You can go to a life group and think that you’re a 
disciple, but who are you discipling? What does it look like on a one on one basis v. a 
community? We have serving, but what about mission? Sharing the gospel and making 
a disciple? That happens here, but it feels more corporate than individual sometimes. 
You need systems and individuals; feels a little lopsided sometimes.” 

In addition to a general sense of wishing discipleship had a little more teeth, there were a few 
specific obstacles repeated:




• COVID

- “This is a really stereotypical answer, but covid really hurt a lot. The division was 

intense… Honestly, I just think we need to get over it.” 
- “COVID sped up the trends in the church. Any amount of people who did church out 

of habit, it has given them an excuse to get out and there’s no reason to go back. 
We’ve become a self-help center that hasn’t been good at self-helping. The church 
has been weighed, measured, and found wanting.” 

- “Coming out of covid one of the challenges is that people are wanting to engage in 
different ways.” 

- “Digital online attenders are hard to disciple.  How do you measure discipleship 
effectiveness?” 

- “The virus revealed the weaknesses in the church.” 

• Consumer Mentality 

- “We created this problem in the 90s, a consumer model of church. We created a 

bunch of spiritual babies and never matured them. The world is changing and it’s not 
cool to be a Christian. But people are hungry for an authentic experience with Christ. 

- “A lot of them are in a program mindset, It is a life-on-life thing, not programs.” 

• Lack of Lay Leadership

- “Having enough mature leaders! Just have a few of us who are leading groups like 

that… We need to raise up spiritually mature leaders in order to multiply.” 
- “Ministry isn’t bubbling up; there’s a dependence on leadership to start it.” 
- “What’s missing? Older, mature Christians who can disciple.” 
- “There aren’t enough leaders to lead.” 
- “It’s hard to find churches that are doing life on life discipleship to send the guys from 

[our ministry] to.” 

• Perceived Lack of Time

- “Hurry. Contemporary culture. People are just in a hurry. Dallas Willard has this quote: 

‘You have to ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life or you will never successfully 
follow Christ.’ We just don’t slow down.” 

- “Discipleship takes a ton of time. For adults, a big barrier is career and family. It’s sort 
of intrusive… We’ve encouraged adults to just do the best they can, and if it’s 
positive, people will want to commit the time.” 

- “People are sooo busy, no margin. Lack of Priority. Over extended with asking them to 
serve.” 

- “Parents too overloaded by self infliction… Priorities messed up - not enough [time 
spent] on soul care… time to sit and process at a deeper level.” 

- “Busyness/ time… not a high priority. Young families priorities supersede being in 
discipleship. Discipleship is not on their radar… As a Christian settling for ‘just good 
enough… at least I’m not going backward.’” 

• Focus on Cultural Ideologies 

- “Ideology is more important [to people] than theology.” 
- “People are being shaped by media and cable.” 
- “[The Church] in Columbus is more transfer growth, more ideologically connecting 

and not seeing conversion growth.”   



SOLUTIONS 

Although we were careful to inquire about attempted solutions to the problems church leaders 
articulated, we often found that the conversation got stuck in the gridlock of the obstacles 
themselves. In all fairness, many of the issues presented are entrenched, complicated, and 
thorny, with no easy answers or clear solutions. That said, there were a couple of ideas in our 
sample that are worthy of some discussion here. 


• Public Discussion

“We’ve been talking to people in community about embracing change. Being willing to 
do whatever it takes.” 

It may seem simple, but there is something refreshing about naming and talking about a 
problem head-on that can sometimes get issues un-stuck. By shining a light in a dark 
place, people often begin to generate ideas and solutions on their own, developing a 
helpful momentum for change, and willingness to embrace hardship in order to see 
results. Certainly an open discussion is rarely sufficient, but it is often a helpful and 
needed element of real change. 


• Experimental Structures

“Men’s ministry has been a real struggle. Balancing intergenerational has been hard. 
Going to re-tool and re-launch in January… Going to call it men’s mentorship. Once a 
week, the guys will meet in groups of four, some older, some younger. The older guys 
are going to have to let some of the younger guys do some talking. We’re seeing more 
men engaged than women; used to be the opposite. More dads showing up than 
moms.” 

What we loved about this church is their ability to see what wasn’t working and try 
something new as they noticed the needs of their church changing. Church leaders 
need to balance the need for consistency (not changing things up every few months) 
with a willingness to explore a new wineskin from time to time as needs change and 
adapt. Organizational experts contend that finding this balance is tricky, but essential, in 
leading a healthy group.


• Coaching for Lay Leaders

“We have made huge strides over past 10 years to increase coaching for leaders, to 
provide disciplers with the support they need.” 
“Ongoing care for leaders [to prevent] burnout, try to emphasize leader care.” 
“We don’t have enough leaders to lead, we have big groups and also small staff team 
spread too thin… so [we] rely on coaches." 

Without a doubt, coaching for lay small group leaders and disciple-makers was one of 
the most consistent interventions tried and embraced by the churches in our sample 
(although it was still a slim minority). Churches who reported using coaching as a 
strategy to help tackle serious challenges also reported some of the better outcomes in 
terms of lay leadership engagement. Coaching provides encouragement, accountability, 
ideas, a sense of care and value, and vision to everyday Christian workers who form the 
backbone of the church congregation (often small group leaders). Based on the 
success of these churches, we wonder if increasing efforts to provide effective  
coaching could help congregations throughout Columbus. 




Conclusion 

Let us return to the questions we sought to answer at the outset: What does whole-life 
discipleship look like practically? What would pastors in our city think? What are strengths and 
weaknesses of “whole-life discipleship” in our own backyard? Are there bright spots we could 
look to for guidance in doing this well? 


We have seen that on a practical level, what churches consider to be discipleship varies widely 
among congregations, and that even pastors within the same congregation may not be 
working with the same definition. Further, we have seen that discipleship outcomes vary almost 
as widely as their definitions, making it difficult to draw clear strengths and weaknesses across 
congregations in our city. However, in thinking through potential bright spots, a few 
congregations stood out. 


These stand-out churches all had one thing in common: regular, sometimes systematic 
development of mature lay leadership to help take on the work. This approach looked different 
in each congregation. There was no obvious one-size-fits-all formula. Some focused on a few, 
while others focused on almost the whole church; some preferred a one-on-one approach, 
while others utilized micro-groups. Though the approach varied, what set them apart was 
intentional lay leadership development and maturity, and also, what substantial amounts of lay 
leadership enabled the congregation as a whole to achieve. Pastors with this kind of high 
discipleship engagement appeared less bogged down by the day-to-day administrative side of 
running a church, and more engaged on the thing they are passionate about: seeing peoples’ 
lives changed for Christ. While these churches faced many of the same challenges as the 
others and were clear that they had their own problems, there was a subjective but tangible 
sense of excitement conveyed by these pastors as they looked to the future; they didn’t appear 
to struggle with burnout. 


To further lend credence to this observation, most of the obstacles pastors mentioned are 
problems which can be in part alleviated by the presence of a robust life-on-life discipleship 
strategy. Consider the problem of leadership development. One of the most common 
complaints pastors mentioned was a lack of mature Christians able to take on the mantle of 
the work in the church (or its close cousin, the consumer mentality among church-goers). How 
better to develop an army of mature Christian believers, able and willing to help shepherd the 
flock, than a strategic focus on disciple-making?


Or how about COVID? Lots of congregations began to realize the large-group worship 
structure didn’t produce the kinds of results they were hoping for as their attendance dried up 
seemingly overnight. The ability to care for parishioners was severely hampered by a pandemic 
no one saw coming. By contrast, groups that already had a life-on-life discipleship strategy in 
place fared far better.


The interviews in our sample matched some recent data released by Barna in partnership with 
Navigators, finding that Christians in “discipleship community” - who are both pouring into 
another believer (discipling them) and are being poured into themselves (being discipled) - do 
best on a range of outcomes, including passion and joy in their relationship with God, reading 
and applying the Bible, praying, feeling like they have close personal relationships (including at 
church, but also at work and in their neighborhoods), and knowing how to help a friend who is 
struggling, confessing sin, and more. 


For churches who are curious about pursuing a more intentional mentorship strategy, following 
the advice of our respondents to (1) discuss the problem(s) openly, (2) embrace a new 

https://barna.gloo.us/reports/growing-together-part-1


structure, and (3) provide coaching along the way, could go a long way to help transform 
churches and overcome the obstacles described. 


Though a daunting task, we know of churches both locally and nationally who have 
successfully transformed a congregation (or are in the process) from a Sunday-worship model 
to a life-on-life discipleship model, and with enviable results. For churches interested in 
pivoting in this direction, please don’t hesitate to reach out and get in touch. We’d love to put 
you in touch with other pastors who have made or are making the switch to a more 
discipleship-focused congregation. 


Finally, we’d like to thank each and every pastor and leader who agreed to be interviewed for 
this project. We learned so much and are greatly indebted to you for your time, input, and 
wisdom. We left our time greatly encouraged by the passion to follow Christ found in the 
Church in Columbus! 


www.thediscipleshipinitiative.org
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