he concept of discipleship is

often misunderstood solely

as something Christians do.

We study the Scripture, get

baptized, and tell others
about Jesus. We must do these things,
but we must understand that who we
are as disciples is as important as
what we do. At the core of disciple-
ship is relationship, and who we are
in a relationship with Jesus creates a
solid framework for what we do for
Him (John 13:34, 35).

Discipleship is teamwork, and so
this article is co-written by the faculty
of the Department of Discipleship and
Lifespan Education (DSLE) at the Sev-
enth-day Adventist Theological Semi-
nary at Andrews University, with each
sharing a brief overview of his or her
area of specialty or framework in dis-
cipleship. As part of a departmental-

wide emphasis on clarifying and
bringing attention to the concept of
discipleship, the authors have begun
collecting short one-page responses
from seminary students around the
world with an assignment titled,
“Who Discipled You?” The following
testimony was written by a seminary
student who was discipled by several
of his teachers in Adventist church
schools and illustrates this point:

More Than Words, Discipleship Is Care
in Action — A Personal Testimony

“My discipleship was never any-
thing formal. No one specifically
chose to walk alongside me to teach
me how to form a spiritual life. I grew
up in the church and was familiar
with the importance of prayer, Scrip-
ture reading, and daily devotion.
While I understood the importance of
these things, I didn’t have a decent
framework of how to put them into

practice. My parents wanted me to
adopt these spiritual habits, but I
rarely saw them spend much time de-
veloping their spiritual lives outside of
church on Sabbath.

“Where I did experience what I
might consider discipleship was in the
examples of teachers I had in acad-
emy. Many of my teachers would have
devotional thoughts and prayers be-
fore class. I could tell that spirituality
and connection to God were important
to them. I would also see how they
handled difficult situations with
Christ-like attitudes. When my teach-
ers were struggling with troubled stu-
dents or enforcing rules, they did so
with an air of mercy. Even in my own
mistakes, my teachers showed me
much grace. I wasn’t sure how they
developed their spiritual life, but I
knew I wanted my spiritual life to look
like theirs.
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“The most noteworthy discipleship
I received was in college. As a theol-
ogy major, I got to talk with professors
who were deeply rooted in the Word
of God, some of whom were pre-
viously pastors, which was what I
wanted to become. During my time in
college, I was able to ask questions
like, ‘How does God speak to you?’
and ‘How do you deal with unan-
swered prayer?” Getting to ask these
deeper questions and receiving
thoughtful answers was helpful for the
foundation of my spiritual life. On top
of that, my professors took an interest
in my well-being. They would gen-
uinely ask how I was doing or how
they could pray for me. Their care im-
pacted me deeply.”!

Teachers first must see themselves
as disciples who need to be nurtured
closer to the heart of God so that they
can then share what they have per-
sonally experienced with others.? I
(S.W.) always tell my seminary stu-
dents that if they have a good relation-
ship with Jesus and meaningful devo-
tional times with Him, they will
always have something ready to share
from their experience with Jesus that
morning, the previous day, or week,
or whenever the most recent meaning-
ful devotional moment happened.
Educators all know, and it is obvious
from the story above, that students
see us for who we really are, and
when Jesus shines out of us, they
can’t help but notice. And then, if we
go on to actually talk about it, it can
inspire them in their own search for
meaning in their lives.

And then we also need to consider
other influences that can hinder dis-
ciples from fully experiencing Jesus
and living for Him. Human beings
were created to be in a relationship
with God (Genesis 2:24-28; 3:8, 9).
Being in a relationship with God is
fundamental for our existence now
and throughout eternity (John 15:5).
It is possible to do many things for
Jesus without being in a daily, de-
voted, covenantal relationship with
Him. But it is impossible to be in a

committed relationship with Jesus
without sharing our experience with
Him with others, engaging them in
ways that breathe hope and alleviate
humanity’s suffering.

Discipleship Overview (Scott R. Ward)

It is important to note that a rela-
tionship with Jesus and devotional
time with Him is not a one-size-fits-all
type of engagement for students or
educators. Disciples of Jesus come in
all shapes, sizes, and colors, and
speak hundreds of different languages
representing cultures and relationship
dynamics covering a vast spectrum of
diversity. Numerous scientifically de-
fined learning styles, love languages,
and temperaments impact how we en-
gage with the world around us. Differ-
ences in how we love and learn im-
pact how we engage in relationships.
The way our parents and grandparents
practiced their faith may look much
different from the ways we have found
to nurture our spirituality, and that
will most likely be somewhat different
from some of the ways that help our
students connect with Jesus. I (S.W.)
believe that as educators, we all need
to find our own personal connection
that feeds our spirituality so that our
teaching ministries flow from the
heart rather than mere religious obli-
gations.?

Additionally, every generation re-
acts to and adapts from the generation
before it. Each generation makes
changes resulting in new ways of
thinking and interacting, adapting and
creating a new culture. These changes
are not always positive or in align-
ment with biblical principles and may
promote suppressive and destructive
ideologies. The reality that we all live
in a sinful world where we are all vic-
tims of various afflictions and abuses
also impacts our ability to have
healthy relationships with Jesus and
other humans.

Though we are diverse in culture,
language, and temperament, collec-
tively, we have similarities in devo-
tional practices and the way we inter-
act with Jesus. Sometimes these
similarities become ritualistic en-
counters that are divisive and hinder

growth in our relationship with Jesus.
Hence, our differences and similarities
challenge us as educators and mini-
stry leaders to assess the individual
and collective needs for discipleship
and develop approaches to meet the
needs in each context.

We must recognize the diversity
and struggles amongst the incredible
variety of people and circumstances
around us as we engage in disciple-
ship. A wholistic approach to dis-
cipling students demands that we seek
to understand their spiritual as well as
their emotional needs.

One of the challenges to wholistic
discipleship is the tendency to com-
partmentalize our lives and the issues
we face. I (S.W.) believe compartmen-
talizing our lives contributes to ide-
alistic methods of discipleship that fail
to adequately meet many people’s
spiritual and emotional needs. Every-
thing that affects our relational dy-
namics (positively or negatively) with
Jesus or others must be included in
our discipleship journey. When all our
experiences are counted as opportuni-
ties for healing and nurturing, we are
more likely to grow into healthy dis-
ciples displaying the fruits of the
Spirit.

I (S.W.) have been invested in dis-
cipling young people, leading them
into a growing relationship with Jesus
that naturally bears the fruit of the
Spirit. Throughout my career as a
youth pastor and teacher (volunteer
art teacher in the academy, adjunct
Bible teacher, and currently seminary
professor), I have focused on teaching
young people devotional life practices
and service through lunchtime cam-
pus-based devotional groups and out-
reach projects at my local Adventist
academy and in the elementary junior
high grades. These outreach projects
have involved community services,
mission trips, and other methods of
evangelism. Many of these young
people continue to grow in their devo-
tional habits and are committed to
Jesus as they serve humanity.
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Discipleship is also a community
endeavor. Through collaborative ef-
forts, I was also able to build/foster
community, engaging in church and
school discipling ministry by facilitat-
ing an on-campus Christian club at
one of the local public high schools.
These are just some of the practical
outworkings of my focus on disciple-
ship and biblical spirituality during
my doctoral studies. Over the years,
my passion for discipling through the
lens of relationships and community
has deepened. I endeavor to equip
teachers and pastors with tools for
church and school collaboration in
their approach to discipleship.

Discipleship and Trauma (David
Sedlacek)

We live in a fallen world. As a re-
sult, hurt, pain, and trauma exist,
which interfere with a people’s ability
to trust God. I (D.S.) believe that since
discipleship, by definition, is assist-
ing people in developing a loving, inti-
mate relationship with God, Satan’s
goal is to interfere as much as possible
in the discipling process. He does this
in several ways. He knows that the in-
iquity of parents is visited upon the
children to the third and fourth gener-
ation (Deuteronomy 5:9). Modern
science confirms this biblical reality.*
Both genetics and parental modeling
make children vulnerable to household
trauma, such as having a parent who
is divorced, mentally ill, an addict, or
in prison. Even more directly, physical,
emotional, and sexual abuse in the
home, domestic violence, or the emo-
tional and physical neglect of a child’s
basic needs can be traumatic.® Ad-
ditional types of traumas include com-
munity trauma such as living in an un-
safe neighborhood, bullying, or being
exposed to a mass shooting. Environ-
mental trauma, such as damage from a
flood, fire, earthquake, tornado, or
hurricane, extreme heat, and more,
can create anxiety and hypervigilance
in those exposed to them.®

In God’s design, parents are to be
in His place to disciple their children
into loving relationships with Jesus.
However, when parents, due to their
own brokenness, are not present for

their children emotionally or physi-
cally or are active in their children’s
abuse, the children’s capacity to see
God as unconditionally loving is di-
minished. If the parents whom chil-
dren see and experience cannot be
trusted, can a heavenly Father who
cannot be seen be trusted? Even if the
children go through Sabbath school,
church services, Adventurers and
Pathfinders, they may have a cognitive
relationship with God and be very du-
tiful in the way they practice their
faith, but they may not believe that
God loves them or that He can be
fully trusted.’ Further, since some stu-
dents enrolled in Adventist schools
also come from homes that are secu-
lar, agnostic, or a variety of religious
traditions and may not have had expo-
sure to discipleship, Adventist edu-
cators will need to be especially atten-
tive to their needs.

The goal of discipling broken, trau-
matized persons is to give them such
an experience of unconditional love
(either through safe communities or
through a therapeutic counseling pro-
cess) so that rather than their being
severely affected by anxiety or hyper-
vigilance, they will be empowered to
open their hearts to God’s love (1 John

4:18). Safe communities might include
Christ-centered 12-step programs such
as Journey to Wholeness (https://
www.adventistrecoveryglobal.org/resour
ces/journey-to-wholeness/) or men’s or
women’s groups that focus on emo-
tional healing. Professional interven-
tions should be trauma-focused and in-
clude an experiential element. The
wounding occurred in a relationship
with someone else, and the healing is
best done in a way that includes both
cognitive and experiential components.
It is important to note that these inter-
ventions and healing opportunities are
important not just for the students we
work with, but also for educators, pas-
tors, and parents as well.

We (the authors) have seen the im-
portance of taking a person’s pain and
trauma into account in the discipling
relationship. It is important to under-
stand a person’s journey so we can
better understand the next steps in
discipleship for that individual and
how we can best surround and sup-
port him or her. This includes under-
standing our fellow teachers’ journeys
as well as the journeys of our stu-
dents. The more that everyone can un-
derstand that we (pastors, teachers,
parents, and students) are all victims
of trauma, the more we can try to
work together to support one another
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in our spiritual journeys and in form-
ing a true spiritual community.

Discipleship and Culture (Rogelio
Paquini)

Youth discipleship is an essential
aspect of spiritual development for
young people. It is a space where
young people can come together, grow
in their faith, and build community. In
this context, culture and spirituality
intersect in a significant way. In my
(R.P.) experience, and supported by
the literature and research on disciple-
ship, I have found that culture informs
how young people understand and en-
gage with spirituality, an essential fac-
tor in shaping their culture. James
Emery White defines culture as “the
comprehensive, penetrating context
that encompasses life and thought, art
and speech, entertainment and sensi-
bility, values and faith.”®

Society’s dynamics and social
structures shape the culture of young
people. In many groups, a desire for
independence, belonging, and a
search for meaning and purpose de-
fine youth culture.’ The way young
people approach spirituality and faith
seems to be an expression of their
youth culture. They want to under-
stand their beliefs and practices in a
way that makes sense to them, and
they want to express their spirituality
in ways that are meaningful and rel-
evant to their experiences.

One of the primary challenges of
youth ministry is providing young
people with space to explore their
faith and spirituality in a safe and sup-
portive environment. Good disciple-
ship practices require an open and in-
clusive environment where young
people are encouraged to ask ques-
tions and share their thoughts and
feelings. In the fall of 2019, prior to
COVID-19, the Springtide Institute sur-
veyed a representative sample of 1,000
youth, ages 13 to 25, in the United
States. In addition to surveys, re-
searchers conducted 35 in-depth inter-
views. Responses indicated that 36
percent of this population “don’t have
anyone to talk to.”% Post-pandemic re-
search is ongoing, but what this study

continues to reveal is that one in three
young adults in the U.S. feels com-
pletely alone, 40 percent believe they
have no one they can talk with, and
45 percent believe they are misunder-
stood." Educators and other leaders
engaged in ministry to young people
must demonstrate a willingness to
listen and engage in open and honest
conversations with the young people
in their care.

Relating to other cultures is essen-
tial in discipling young people be-
cause it helps them broaden their per-
spectives and develop empathy for
those who are different from them.
Jennifer Guerra Aldana says it best:
“Diversity is a gift.”!? Exposure to di-
versity can lead to increased under-
standing and acceptance of various
cultural practices, beliefs, and values.
When young people connect with
others from different backgrounds,
they are more likely to be open-
minded and accepting of diversity; it
is imperative in today’s world, where
we are more connected than ever.
Young people must understand and re-
spect the cultural differences of those
around them. As educators, we are

also responsible for teaching them
how to use their knowledge of biblical
principles to understand what helps
humanity to thrive and then provide
opportunities for them to apply this to
their lives. Relating to other cultures
can promote spiritual growth and a
deeper understanding of God’s love
for all people, regardless of their back-
ground.

However, while young people are
growing progressively diverse, many
ministries still have not yet contex-
tualized their practices to welcome
and engage with this population. A
clear and straightforward example of a
lack of contextualization is the ab-
sence of integration of young people
in participation and involvement in
the decision-making process in most
churches, even when such organiza-
tions proclaim to care for them. In
such cases, programs and styles dis-
play more interest in pleasing previous
generations’ tastes and interests than
in what is relevant for young people.

University and academy settings
have an advantage over local churches
since they have a higher population of
young people and operate within the
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context of young people. Their chapel
volunteers and worship leaders are
students; however, as I (R.P.) have
heard from many students on both
levels, that they do not feel that the
Bible class lectures relate to their
needs. Therefore, professors and Bible
teachers must become aware of the
characteristics of this generation and
create learning environments that sup-
port students within their context.

Every culture worldwide engages
in relationships differently and in ac-
cordance with its various cultural tra-
ditions and practices. Spirituality and
discipleship are, as stated earlier, not
one-size-fits-all activities. It is criti-
cally important to meet people where
they are within their culture—whether
it be ethnic or generational—to give
them the best opportunity to under-
stand the gospel message and be
drawn into the new discipleship cul-
ture of the local church context.

A Biblical-Theological Framework for
Understanding and Practicing Disciple-
ship [Jasmine J. Fraser)

A biblical-theological framework
for understanding and practicing dis-
cipleship centers on the Great Com-
mission (Matthew 28:19, 20) to
preach, teach, and baptize. Jesus gave
the mandate in His parting words be-
fore ascending to heaven. Central to
fulfilling this commission are the prac-
tical, wholistic, and emotional attrib-
utes that define human relationships.
However, I (J.F.) believe that we must
not miss the practicality of disciple-
ship expressed throughout Jesus’ life
in His relationships with people, par-
ticularly the 12 men in His inner cir-
cle. Jesus is the ultimate model of dis-
cipleship. He modeled what He
taught; He showed His disciples what
devotional life with the Father looked
like (Mark 1:35; Matthew 11:25-30;
John 17). Jesus also modeled what
was involved in meeting His disciples
emotional needs; He expressed empa-
thy and compassion in addressing
those needs (Matthew 9:36; 14:14;
20:34; Mark 1:41; John 11:32-38).

In several instances, we see Jesus
embracing a wholistic approach to dis-
cipleship, meeting the physical, physio-

>

Faculty in the Department of Discipleship in Lifespan Education at Andrews
University engaged in conversation about developing the whole student.

logical, psychological, and ultimately
the spiritual needs of those He served.
Matthew 9:36 tells us that when Jesus
saw the crowds, “He had compassion
for them because they were harassed
and helpless, like sheep without a
shepherd” (NIV).? As Jesus witnessed
the suffering of the people He served,
He felt their anguish and was moved
with compassion. His compassion led
Him to care for their physical and
physiological needs by healing the
sick, opening the eyes of the blind, and
feeding the multitudes (Matthew
14:14-21; 20:34). Jesus’ tearful re-
sponse (John 11:35) to Martha and
Mary on the death of their brother La-
zarus indicated that psychologically He
was sensitized to the emotional an-
guish that accompanies grief and loss.
He enters the experience of His dis-
ciples, empathizing with them, sharing
in their affliction, and bringing comfort
to the suffering ones. The author of the
Book of Hebrews also tells us that
Jesus was “touched with the feeling of
our infirmities” (chap. 4:15, KJV), con-
firming His compassionate and empa-
thetic approach to discipleship.

It is also necessary to understand
the pivotal role of the Holy Spirit in
the discipleship process. Paul dis-
cusses various gifts the Holy Spirit

gives disciples as tools for building
healthy relationships and communities
(Ephesians 4:1-12). Then in verses 14
to 16, he emphasizes the reason for
and benefits of the discipleship gifts.
While the gifts are multifaceted, the
common objective is the formation of
Jesus in each disciple (vs. 13). This
formation leads to maturity: “The ob-
ject of the bestowal of gifts is that
God’s children might grow into spiri-
tual manhood.”** The outworking of
gifts of the Spirit is the fruit of the
Spirit. As we grow in faith, we are em-
powered to live and speak the truth in
love, becoming more like Jesus, who is
Love and Truth. As each disciple ex-
periences transformation through de-
votional encounters and relationships
with Jesus and in community, collec-
tively, we grow in unity, building up
the body of Christ. (See Sidebar for At-
tributes of the Relational-Communal
Model of Discipleship.)

A Basic Definition of Discipleship
Before making a few final sugges-
tions for engaging in wholistic dis-
cipleship in the classroom, let’s look
at a short definition and then a break-
down of wholistic discipleship.
Discipleship: leading people into
a growing relationship with Jesus
Leading: All leaders lead by exam-
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ple whether they know it or not—ac-
tions are more powerful than words.
You cannot lead others into what you
do not have—especially regarding a
personal relationship with Jesus.
Growing: Healthy growth, accord-
ing to principles of Adventist educa-
tion described by Ellen White, is nur-

tured by addressing body, mind, and
spirit.'s
Body is physical and emotional and

ture and generational location.
Spirit is our experience with Jesus
via the Holy Spirit. It may also involve

spiritual warfare and battling demonic
influences and oppression/depression

not only within the individual but also
affecting all of God’s creation from be-
ginning to end—the Great Controversy.

is impacted by trauma;

Mind is both cognitive and affec-
tive and involves various learning
styles, love languages, and tempera-
ments.'® All are all impacted by cul-

Sidebar: Attributes of the Relational-Communal Model of Discipleship by Jasmine J. Fraser

As we seek to understand and practice discipleship as modeled by Jesus, there is no doubt that the process is relational and communal. A
relational-communal model approach to discipleship helps us understand the interwoven cords of journeying, obedience, transformation, and
serving. We journey with Jesus and others in community and respond daily in obedience to the directive of the Holy Spirit. The relational-
communal approach to discipleship modeled by Jesus in the nonformal learning context can also serve as a guide in the formal learning setting.

In the formal learning context, relational-communal discipleship begins at the intersection of faith and learning and is further cultivated by
creating inclusive and supportive learning environments where students and educators build meaningful relationships. The table below suggests
an outline of how to create such an environment. Through the working of the Holy Spirit in relational-communal discipleship, lives are transformed
in both formal and informal learning contexts, and individuals become conduits of God’s love to others in society.

Some Attributes of the Relational-
Communal Model of Discipleship in
the Formal Context of Learning

Modeling/Practicing Relational-Communal Discipleship in the Formal Context of Learning

Foster Authentic Relationships

Cultivate: Foster authentic relationships based on trust and mutual respect (between
educators and administrators, between educators/administrators and students, and
among students).

Connect: Prioritize connection over content dissemination in the teaching and learning
process.

Stories Matter: Emphasize the value of individual stories and experiences.

Transparent Communication

Dialogue: Foster a safe space for open and honest dialogue.
Active Listening: Practice and encourage active listening and empathy.
Feedback: Create opportunities for questions and discussions.

Shared Meaning

Collaborate: Emphasize collaborative learning experiences.
Exchange: Encourage the exchange of knowledge and insights among participants.
Value: Respect and value diverse perspectives.

Intentional Mentoring

Engage: Participate in intentional one-on-one relationships.
Accountability: Provide guidance, support, and accountability.
Growth: Set realistic personal growth goals, and commend, and affirm progress.

Care Project

Contribute to felt needs: Create a system to pool resources to temporarily alleviate hard-
ships and difficulties.

Community Service Initiatives

Provide opportunities and foster engagements for service in the academic setting or the
local community.
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All three areas (body, mind, and
spirit) work together for optimal health
and growth, and all need to be nur-
tured by effective discipleship practices
that ultimately lead to equipping and
sending (Acts 2). As we address these
areas of body, mind, and spirit, we
must keep in mind that all are affected
by various traumas that individuals ex-
perience in life. A healthy discipling
community will lift one another up and
help in all these areas of life to produce
well-balanced followers of Jesus.

Relationship: The relationship is
between “ ” and “Jesus.” And
the relationship with Jesus is greatly
impacted by the community of
« ” with “ .” There is also
a difference between knowing about
Jesus and entering a personal rela-
tionship with Him to truly “knowing”
Him intimately so that His life trans-
forms a —re-forming him or
her back into His image.

Taking Action

Based on the discussion and defini-
tion above, here are some basic steps
we believe will help educators as they
prioritize wholistic discipleship with
students. Many educators already use
at least some of these steps, so the goal
here is to simply give us all a friendly
reminder of their potential spiritual im-
pact:

1. Spirituality flows from the leader’s
own devotional life. If you are struggling
with knowing how to engage devo-
tionally or with prioritizing devotional
time, you are not alone.

Devotional engagement is a dis-
cipline, and it will not happen without
effort. The key is to recognize the posi-
tive impact of an active, regular devo-
tional life on daily experiences. As
noted earlier in this article, devotional
time is not a one-size-fits-all endeavor.
A good resource for better understand-
ing how to enhance one’s relationship
with Jesus and build an effective devo-
tional life is Authentic: Where True, Life-
changing Christianity Begins (Hager-
stown, Md.: Review and Herald, 2012).
Just as TAG Time (Time Alone with
God) has shown great benefits for chil-

dren, it is important for teachers and
other educational leaders to remember
the importance of it for themselves as
well. TAG time is also one of the great-
est opportunities for children to experi-
ment with and discover their own spiri-
tual love languages and learning styles.
2. Other than their parents, there are
few people who know students better
than their teacher(s). In helping chil-
dren to grow in body, mind, and spirit,
taking time to check in with students
who seem to be struggling is vitally im-
portant. Praying with students who are
facing challenges at home or bullying at
school (and actively implementing pol-
icies to prevent these occurrences) can
be a great boost for them spiritually as
well. The importance of the care and
concern that teachers offer their stu-
dents should never be underestimated.
This is critically important for forming
community—which is the foundation of
Christ’s church on earth. It is also im-
portant to know when to refer students
for professional counseling and other
forms of support that may be needed.
3. Outreach is an essential aspect of
spirituality and is referenced in the
definition above as, “equipping and
sending.” Giving students the oppor-
tunity to engage in community serv-
ice, in addition to being helpful in the
classroom, is important for their spiri-
tual growth. In my (S.W.) experience,
community service and the basic con-
cept of learning to help others can be
a great catalyst for greater spiritual
interest and growth. If your school
doesn’t already have a robust com-
munity-service program, visit http://
collaborativeministry.org for more
community service ideas and to learn
how community engagement fits into
the overall spirituality of your school.
Serving the community is a natural
outcome of deeper spirituality, and
just as the leader’s devotional life is
foundational to spirituality, so is ac-
tive engagement in serving others,
side-by-side, working together with
students, pastors, and parents.

Conclusion

Discipleship requires that we know
who we are as disciples and what we
are called to do. As Adventist edu-

cators, we must lead by example, and
this means nurturing our own rela-
tionship with Christ and being ready
and willing to share it. We must dem-
onstrate care for our students, and
this requires that we understand their
lives, their traumas, and intentionally
seek ways to encourage and support
them as they grow physically, men-
tally, and spiritually. We must not
only create environments that encour-
age and support them but also engage
them in outreach and service to
others. These principles serve as the
foundation of discipleship and can
help to build a framework to lead
people into a growing relationship
with Jesus Christ, which is the true
purpose of Adventist education.'” &
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