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    DEDICATION

    
      To Rodney, the love of my life,

and to Samuel and Emmanuel,

my hearts, the love of our lives.

       

      This book is dedicated to every servant of God

trying to hold on to belief and help people believe

at the same time.

    

  





  

    FOREWORD

    EKEMINI UWAN



    
      
        All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.

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 I have commanded you.

 And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.

        THE LORD JESUS CHRIST, MATTHEW 28:18-20

      

    

    
      THESE ARE THE FINAL WORDS OF JESUS, spoken to his disciples before he ascended into heaven, words now known as the Great Commission. The fact that these were the last words Jesus chose to speak to his disciples emphasizes the gravitas of Jesus’ commission to his disciples and—by extension—to those of us who are now Jesus’ disciples. As we say in the Black church, “I ain’t been saved all my life,” but I have been walking with the Lord for twenty years now, and what I know to be true is that it takes a village to raise a Christian. I am the product of such a village. As I sit with the weight of Jesus’ powerful and prophetic commission to his disciples and us, I am led to ask the logical and inevitable question: Have we failed to obey the Great Commission?

      When I survey the current landscape of the church in the United States across race, class, and denominational lines, pastors and churches are going viral for salaciousness, scandal, cold-heartedness, and all manner of abuse. Then, there are professing Christians who won’t put up with sound doctrine, and who balk at Jesus’ instruction to deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow him down the narrow path that leads to life. With sorrow in my heart and tears in my eyes, I have to say that the unfortunate answer to the inevitable question is an emphatic yes: we have failed to obey the Great Commission. Our villages are decimated, and this destruction is not from without but from within.

      According to Barna Group, 56 percent of Christians say their faith is private. On the topic of discipleship, only 28 percent of Christians are being discipled, and a measly 5 percent are discipling others. Do you see what I see? The decimation of our villages is an inside job, and it will take an inside job wrought by the power of the Holy Spirit to help the church get back to the kingdom work of obeying the Great Commission. The good news for us is that our God is the God of the comma, not the God of the period. He is not done making the church the beautiful, spotless bride Jesus died to redeem.

      For such a time as this, God has raised up one of his very own daughters, Yolanda Michelle Solomon, who has gifted us with this discipleship tome, Discipleship as Holy Collaboration. In her literary debut, Yolanda’s passion, love, skill, expertise, and heart for discipleship shine brightly over the blighted villages of the American church context. I have had the privilege and honor of not only counting Yolanda as a sister in Christ but also as a friend. For years, I’ve observed Yolanda’s gift for discipleship: her humility, love for people, ability to speak the truth in love, and wise application of the Word of God in the lives of those whom she disciples are a wonder to behold. Yolanda loves discipleship, Yolanda lives discipleship, and Yolanda is the product of villages that have formed her into a disciple and have shaped her view of discipleship. Above all else, her love for Jesus fuels her discipleship posture and praxis, which foregrounds this book.

      In March 2021, Truth’s Table, the podcast I cohost alongside Christina Edmondson, launched our fifth season with a series titled “We Gon’ Learn Today,” which focused on education in various sectors of society, including the church. When we decided to produce an episode about discipleship, Yolanda was the first person who came to mind for us. Yolanda joined us at the table for the “We Gon’ Learn Today: What Is Discipleship?” episode. She blew us away with her candor, wisdom, and knowledge. Our audience of Black women clamored for more of Yolanda’s teaching after hearing her on the show, so we invited her to teach the women in our Black Women’s Facebook Discipleship group for three weeks. It goes without saying, but as you can imagine, three weeks was not enough to satiate the desire to learn more about being a disciple of Jesus. Still, we were so grateful for her offering to us and our discipleship group.

      It’s no secret that there is a dearth of discipleship resources written by Black women, which makes this book critically important. Her vantage point as a Black woman who has been discipling people from all walks of life for over ten years makes her uniquely positioned to write a book on discipleship that seamlessly marries the theological with the practical. Yolanda demystifies discipleship through her exegesis of Scripture and culture, which empowers the reader to disciple others or seek out someone to disciple them.

      For years, Yolanda has been reconstructing villages that will raise disciples of Christ who love Jesus, justice, and mercy, who walk humbly with our Thrice Holy God. In Discipleship as Holy Collaboration, Yolanda has gifted the church with a clear instruction manual on how to wield the sword of the Spirit with grace and truth in order to do the kingdom work of making disciples. May we all join Yolanda and partner with God in this divine village reconstruction project, which the American church so desperately needs.
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MY DISCIPLESHIP
JOURNEY




IN 1999, I SPENT THE SPRING SEMESTER of my junior year of college interning for a TV and film production company and in the post-production office of a TV show that rhymes with “Schmawson’s Schmeek.” I was so hyped to go to Los Angeles, escape the bootleg Ithaca, New York, “spring” and be back in a real city (like Brooklyn) where I could get my party on for real. My mind danced with thoughts of seasoned food, good weed, and dope parties in real clubs (shoutout to “Club Semesters” in Ithaca for holding me down, but you weren’t enough). I was living in Los Angeles for the semester and had big dreams and aspirations, y’all! I was making seventy-five dollars a week, going to industry parties—and after meeting Nice & Smooth at the 1999 Soul Train Music awards you couldn’t tell me nothing! I was on track to graduate a semester early with a television and radio production degree and my goals were to network with enough industry big wigs to secure a job offer after graduation.

God changed my plans.

A family friend, who grew up in the same Brooklyn Baptist church that I did, lived and worked in Los Angeles, and I reached out to her as soon as I arrived with hopes that she could connect me with her industry friends. She was a successful film and television actress so I wasn’t sure if she would reach back, but she did, and not in the way that I’d hoped.

She reintroduced me to Jesus and saved my life.

Ariyan discipled me without me even knowing it. It started with her offering me rides to get groceries. (I didn’t have a car, and I can’t think of anything more Christlike than voluntarily driving through LA traffic.) The rides turned into lunches, and the lunches turned into her letting me tag along to industry events where I did my fair share of schmoozing. She was obviously very busy but made time for me. She introduced me to her industry friends and, if I asked, offered up advice about moving through the TV/film industry as a young Black woman. She told me that even though there was fierce competition for acting roles written for Black women, she prayed about the jobs that she would take and trusted God to direct her path. But most importantly, for that entire semester, I watched her sneakily model a Christlike life in front of me. Much of discipleship is caught not taught—and I was watching.

That spring, somehow, I got tickets to the Soul Train Music awards. Lauryn Hill took home four awards, and as we left the Shrine Auditorium the day seemed like it couldn’t get any better. But then it did. When I walked into the House of Blues afterparty and realized I was in the same room as Busta Rhymes and Whitney Houston, I nearly lost my mind! I set up shop at that open bar and commenced to dranking. Ariyan kept an eye on my underage ratchetry with no judgment. She just hit me with a lemme me know when you’re ready to go and stayed close while sipping a mocktail and talking to her industry buddies. She always said, “You can be a Christian in this business and still be a Christian in this business.” What I caught that night was that it was possible to be a Christian, have biblical convictions, and not be a weirdo. Ariyan had been on full merit scholarship for Alvin Ailey, Harkness Ballet, and Martha Graham but chose to share her gifts and talent as the director of the liturgical dance ministry at her local church. She chose to live as a woman set apart for God’s use, even though she had options to do otherwise. She was the same person at the awards show afterparty as she was on car rides to the grocery store. She never switched up. And I was taking it all in.

I also subconsciously compared her to the industry executives that I hoped would offer me a job at the end of my internship. Ariyan had ambition, but, unlike my peers, the industry wasn’t everything to her. It was everything to me. I’d be restocking my bosses’ mini fridges with Diet Cokes, daydreaming about how to get one of the scripts that I’d written for my screenwriting class into the right hands so I could be set for life. One day I was in the Carsey-Werner intern room watching reruns of A Different World when someone ran in and said, “Turn on the news! There’s been a shooting at a school!” This was back when school shootings were rare, so everything stopped while we learned about a place called Columbine in Colorado. It got real somber really quick and we interns were sent home early. As I wandered around Studio City that day, I began to think about my life. I remember thinking, These execs and show writers are everything that I want to be . . . but none of them have joy like Ariyan. Ariyan is the happiest person that I know out here! Earlier in the semester Ariyan invited me to a worship service at her church, but I didn’t go. She offered once or twice again but never pushed it. She just said to me, “If you ever want to come, let me know. Even if you’re out and it’s late, let me know and come through. I’ll leave a spare key in the flowerpot by the front door, and we can go together.” After the Columbine shooting, I finally said yes.

Because God has a sense of humor, the Saturday night before I’d planned to visit her church, I went out partying with some friends. We went to a bar and the night ended with my friend being arrested for public drunkenness (apparently that’s a crime in Pasadena). While we waited for him to be released, I started to think. It was about an hour drive back to our apartment complex in the valley and as we finally headed home, I began to think about my life again. You get real deep when you’re half drunk. I thought about the semester (which was almost over), the relationships and connections I’d made, and what I was going to do with my life. And then—Oh snap!! Church!! I thought, Just go home. You can go another Sunday. It’s been a crazy night. But as we got closer to LA, something shifted, and I told my friends to take me to Ariyan’s house. When they dropped me off, I found she’d left a key in the flowerpot by her front door so I could let myself in, just as she’d promised.

When I got in, I marveled at how she’d left Post-its all over the house with instructions on where I could find food, drink, and linens. I remember looking around, whispering a prayer of thanks, and then passing out on the pull-out bed. The next morning, I woke up to Ariyan cooking and playing CeCe Winans, and she was like, “You look awful, we’ll go to the second service.” And so we headed to church later, and for the first time in a long time, the Word of God penetrated my soul.

The pastor was named Kenneth C. Ulmer, and he preached a sermon called “The Wills on the Wheel” from Jeremiah 18. The premise of the sermon was that God’s will was to mold us like a potter shapes clay. In the pastor’s analogy, God was the potter (who had a will), we were the clay (who also had a will), and the potter’s wheel represented being in the will of God. No matter how marred the clay, or how good or bad it felt to be shaped by God, if the clay stayed on the wheel, it was in “good hands.” As he preached, I tried (with my hung-over self) to put myself in the sermon, but the only reference that I had for pottery was the scene from the movie Ghost with Demi Moore and Patrick Swayze. Not ideal, I know.

I tried to create a mental picture of what the pastor described and imagined myself as an amorphous, messed-up lump of clay in the corner of a pottery barn with God sitting next to an empty potter’s wheel nearby. If I followed the pastor’s metaphor, I knew I wasn’t on the wheel (or in God’s will) and I had no clue how to climb on. I was going to decide what to do with my life after that semester, not God. I was going to decide whether to live in NYC or LA after graduation, not God. I was going to decide what job I took or didn’t take, not God. So my question was, How does a messed-up lump of clay get up on God’s pottery wheel—how do I get in God’s hands? And for the first time, without answers, I began to personally wrestle with God’s Word for myself. I closed my eyes and began to pray. It’s a miracle that I didn’t doze off, but in that moment a song came to mind. It was a song that I’d heard many times as a child back in Brooklyn at Mt. Lebanon Baptist Church: “We are climbing Jacob’s ladder, we are climbing Jacob’s ladder, soldiers of the cross.” I began to cry because in that moment, the song seemed cruel. I knew myself, and I knew that in my own strength—even if I white-knuckled it and tried my best to be a “good Christian”—I could never get “high enough” to be in God’s will (or on the wheel). That was for Christians like Ariyan.

I wondered about where in the Bible that song came from and, as the sermon continued, I grabbed a pew Bible and searched for Jacob’s name. (I knew he was somewhere in Genesis.) Eventually I found the passage where Jacob dreams about a ladder that rests on earth and reaches all the way to heaven. I whispered to myself, “Oh snap. Jesus is the ladder! Jesus is how we get to God!” I probably sounded crazy to the people in my pew, but for the first time in my life, I began to understand why the gospel was good news.

At the close of the sermon, I did a super dramatic gospel stage-play slow walk to the front of the church, and I flung myself on the altar to rededicate my life to Christ. I could barely see through my tears. I flushed all my weed down the toilet, and, by the end of that semester, I was catching multiple buses from the valley to Inglewood for midweek Bible studies. For the first time in my life, Jesus felt like someone I was getting to know personally. Like, I’d always known Jesus, but I had been reintroduced. I even changed my email address to clayinhishands(at)mac.com. As I think about that spring, I’m filled with gratitude toward my parents for taking me to church as a child because a seed was planted within me through those Sunday school Bible stories and old hymns. If you’re a parent trying to nudge your children to follow Jesus and feel discouraged because nothing you say seems to be sinking in, be encouraged; God is working.

In the weeks that followed, Ariyan would try her best to answer my questions about applying the Bible to my life. She never made me feel stupid or silly when I pushed back, she just listened . . . a lot. She was firm in her convictions, and she let the Word of God speak for itself—she wasn’t really about arguing. Her life was saturated with the gospel even though she wasn’t super preachy. She was good news to the people around her. What I mean is that she modeled a life of following in the footsteps of Jesus and had real joy doing it. Even years later I could always call her and ask for advice, prayer, whatever. She would always point me to Jesus and differentiate between her advice and God’s Word.

Even though we’re on different coasts, we still keep in touch. When I told Ariyan that I was writing about that spring and asked her what she remembered from that time, she said,


At that time you were a wild chick. But I didn’t treat you like a wild chick. Because I didn’t have a prescribed three-point discipleship plan. It’s not my job to figure out my thing—that’s almost cultish—nobody’s God but God. My job is to show people how good my God is. I am nothing without God—if I didn’t have him where would I be? I’m just a Black girl from Bed-Stuy. God brings people across our path for a reason, and we’re responsible for one another. If you cross my path, I should impart goodness to you on your journey. In the industry and in life, people have done me wrong, but I still try to maintain my integrity as a woman of God. Like John the Baptist said, it’s not about me. I’m not the one. Jesus is the one! Everybody has their purpose. Once you know what your purpose is you can pour into people. I’m not a reservoir; I’m a river.




EMBODIMENT

Even though I didn’t understand it at the time, what made an impression on me is that Ariyan’s discipleship was embodied. She didn’t just tell me about Jesus, she embodied the generosity of Jesus when she shared her time, talents, friends, advice, and money with me. She told me about Jesus with her life.

John’s Gospel describes Jesus’ encounter with a powerful Jewish Pharisee named Nicodemus, as well as Jesus’ encounter with a Samaritan woman. Jesus treats both Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman as if they are equally worthy of his time and his teaching even though his culture did not. In the same way, Ariyan embodied the character of Jesus when she didn’t change up her personality whether she was talking to me or one of her celebrity friends. She showed me the love of Christ when she would buy me lunch not knowing that my weekly seventy-five-dollar paycheck had run out. She’d joyfully belt out the latest CeCe Winans song in the car whether she was booked or not. I thought I knew everything, and she embodied the patience of Jesus when my belligerent twenty-year-old self tried to give her advice. She listened. She made space for me in her life and even convinced her industry buddies to take me out to lunch and share their advice. She was following Jesus and made space for me to follow alongside her—all while she bore the fruit of the spirit. And she didn’t try and disciple me by herself. I remember one Sunday she couldn’t drive me to church, so she arranged for a friend to give me a ride. She had community, and she shared it.

One morning Ariyan took me with her to a dance ministry rehearsal that she was leading at church. I think I helped carry her bags and a boombox. Watching her spend her Saturdays empowering scores of people to offer up their bodies as a “living sacrifice” through dance to worship God was powerful, and it made following Jesus seem like something I could do too. Like Jesus, she was “making disciples” by teaching through kinesthetic learning, where palpable touch and movement was part of the lesson about serving others.

It’s one thing to use your gifts to serve and love people, it’s another thing to include the people that you’re mentoring in spaces of ministry so that they can serve beside you. The miracles that Jesus performed on earth functioned as “we do” lessons because the people present didn’t only see his miracles and believe—they participated in them. In the Gospel narrative about the wedding in Cana (John 2), Jesus could have turned water in the wine all by himself, but he enlisted the help of the wedding guests and servants. The servants fill the jars to the brim with water, and they also draw it out as wine.

Theologian Richard Bauckham writes that the miracles Jesus performs “are means of seeing the glory of God.”1 In dark times when it’s hard for people to see God working, the “we do” lessons we invite mentees into are incredibly formative because they help mentees get a glimpse of God’s glory as they experience Christ’s body at work in real time. So many people count themselves out of discipleship and spiritual mentoring because of what they don’t know; they say: “I don’t know enough Bible,” “I don’t know how to deal with awkwardness,” or “I don’t like people!”

But following Jesus is about how we embody the love of Jesus (2 Peter 1:5-9, 1 John 3:16) with the new lives Jesus has given us. It’s about the outworking of what we believe, motivated by our new God-given affections. So how can we tell the truth about Jesus with our lives? How can we continue Jesus’ redemption story with our bodies?




WE FOLLOW JESUS TOGETHER

Christ-centered community is a major key to making disciples because it’s a living witness of the gospel that proclaims that the kingdom of God has come on earth. When we make disciples and help people grow in spiritual maturity, we love our neighbor out loud and reflect the abundant generosity of God with our lives. The God of the Bible isn’t stingy with who he is. To redeem creation, God revealed himself to his creation through Christ, to give us access to the triune Godhead. The Son reflects the Father’s generosity by giving his life away on the cross to save people, and the Father sends the Spirit to reveal God’s will to us and progressively transform us to look like Jesus.

When our faith is disembodied and more about mental assent to a set of beliefs and less about presenting our bodies as living sacrifice, it’s difficult for people to believe that Jesus is working on earth. If people can’t see the arms and legs of “Christ’s body” working, how will they believe that the head exists?

Most pastors know that discipleship is God’s mechanism for the growth of the body of Christ (Ephesians 4:11-16) and that since Jesus prioritized making disciples in his ministry on earth, then Christ’s body should do the same. But the rest of this book isn’t about that. It’s about the beauty of discipleship. There are many things we know are good and right that we don’t do. I know that leafy greens are good for me, but I will choose a Popeyes biscuit over a spinach salad anyway because fat and salt on bread is beautiful. Jesus’ discipleship calling is a command that is good and true, and it’s also beautiful because following Jesus equals following beauty and truth. When we engage people with the good news of the gospel, we should remember that people are drawn to what is beautiful before they care whether it’s true or not. Reason comes in afterward. On this topic, philosopher Blaise Pascal once wrote, “The heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of. . . . We know the truth not only through our reason but also through our heart.”2 The road to making disciples goes through heart transformation, and we engage people’s hearts when we illustrate the sufficiency and beauty of Jesus and the kingdom of God as a beautiful, coherent way of life. Many people are hesitant to make disciples because they’ve fallen out of love with Jesus. In this book I want to engage your heart as we look at Jesus in the Gospels, rediscover His beauty and in doing so reignite a zeal for the beauty of discipleship. In the pages to come, I want to cast a vision for the beauty of Jesus’ discipleship calling by exploring how making disciples of Christ is a way to participate (right now) in the abundant life Jesus calls us to.

The Spirit-filled community of the King is the foundation of discipleship. Discipleship is a corporate expression of obedience to God and love for neighbor that allows people to see what Jesus’ love looks like in practice. When Christians prioritize discipleship in community, we make Jesus easier to see. The greatest commandment (love God and love people) empowers us to fulfill the Great Commission (make disciples of all nations). In the book of Acts, we see Spirit-filled communities continue the ministry of Jesus as they proclaim the good news of the gospel and embody the love of Jesus. Those communities are an attractive witness of the power and presence of Jesus because their lives make visible “the abundant life” that Jesus promised. Communities have the power to form (or deform) and shape us. The past ten years have shown me the great harm and heart (de)formation that happens when professing Christians fashion Jesus in their own image to gain power and then frame that wanton pursuit of power as discipleship. In this book I will discuss how healthy Spirit-filled Christian communities proclaim the good news of the kingdom by appropriating God’s love and grace into the life of the believing community and then bending it out into the world.

I will also put my business in the streets and describe how different faith communities have shaped my own discipleship journey and spiritual formation (for better or for worse). At the core, I will provide practical tools for anyone who wants to take Jesus’ discipleship call seriously—whether you’re a new Christian, pastor, college campus minister, or lay leader in a local church.

My disciple-making philosophy is simple. Imitate Jesus as you’re empowered by the Holy Spirit. Our ability to make disciples is directly related to how we imitate and participate in the divine life that Jesus invites us into. In John 21:1-22, Jesus appears to the very disciples who deserted him to commission them to follow in his footsteps and “make disciples” of all nations. Jesus doesn’t ask why they deserted him, and he doesn’t scold them. In fact, before Jesus commands Peter to “feed his sheep,” he feeds them breakfast.

Jesus knows it’s impossible for the “most problematic inhabitants”3 of creation (a.k.a. humanity) to make disciples of Christ apart from being disciples of Christ. After denying Jesus, Peter had to experience Jesus as a forgiving shepherd before he could shepherd anyone himself. Peter had to experience Jesus as a grace giver before he could testify about the power of God’s grace. And the same is true for us. On that beach, Jesus fed his disciples (physically and spiritually) before sending them out to make disciples. In the same way, Jesus empowers us by the Spirit to make disciples because he knows that we can’t continue his story in our own strength.




WHAT TO EXPECT

This book is divided into three parts. In part one (chapters two through four), I’ll explain how to make disciples by examining Jesus’ discipleship strategy as revealed in the New Testament Gospels. Jesus always demonstrates what he asks his disciples to do as he empowers us to do it. I’ll also take a medium dive into some ugly moments in recent American history to diagnose how idolatry has created a discipleship problem in the United States. But before you get too discouraged, in chapter four, I talk about how Jesus exposes the idolatry in his own cultural context (which is surprisingly similar to ours) and demonstrates a new way of living. In part two (chapters five through eight), I use baking metaphors to describe how to make disciples by following the cruciform recipe of Jesus’ life. I also dispel some discipleship myths by exposing the awful evangelism tactics that I used years ago, so that you won’t. I’ll also talk about how the Christian hip-hop community, a local church Bible study, and how three years of seminary helped me to apply Jesus’ discipleship calling to my urban context of NYC. Finally, in part three (chapters nine through twelve), I’ll explain practical ways to establish discipleship relationships, structure discipleship meetings, and depend on the Holy Spirit so that you don’t burn yourself out.
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WHAT IS A DISCIPLE?




I GREW UP IN CHURCH. My whole life. Sunshine choir, church punch, junior usher board, youth crusade, Girl Scouts, “The Rapture” movie nights, small groups, “quiet times,” alto on the praise team—you get the picture. And over the course of my life in church, I’ve observed that there are three types of churchgoers.

The first type of Christians are like Black adults who’ve never learned to play spades. They have a sense that they should have learned the game long ago and desire to learn to play so they can know what’s going on at family functions but are too ashamed to ask how to play because they have aged out of the years of respectable teachability. Inside churches across the United States, people feel like they should love God more and enjoy following Jesus but feel like frauds because they don’t. Let’s call them “hungry but timid.” Like Black people who don’t know how to play spades, they’re too ashamed to ask for help because they’ve been Christians for “too long” and “should know better.” So they sit through church Sunday after Sunday, lacking understanding about how to practically follow Jesus and grow in spiritual maturity. Now, on the same pew (just slide down a lil’ bit) are people who desire to be discipled and have taken the risk to ask for spiritual guidance but have been traumatized by other Christians. Existing trauma from past church hurt has left them too fearful of trusting and letting anyone (especially another Christian) into their lives . . . and, like Luther Vandross, they said, “I don’t wanna be a fool ever again.” They’re guarded, attend church anonymously, and “peace out” right after the benediction because trusting someone other than Jesus himself is too risky. At the end of the day, they just want a safe person to learn how to follow Jesus with. They are “wounded sheep.”

Finally, sprinkled in these very same churches, are people who try their best to read their Bible, pray, and love their neighbor. They’re “busy but bored” believers. They’re usually in church leadership, seem to be “plugged in,” but feel like something is missing in their spiritual formation. When I talk to “busy but bored” believers and ask if they’d be interested in connecting with and mentoring a “hungry but timid” believer or lovingly coming alongside a “wounded sheep,” the response is usually some iteration of “I’m not qualified! I didn’t go to seminary, and I don’t want to lead someone astray!” or “I don’t have the time!” or “I’m an introvert!” Most times, they’re the safe person that a “wounded sheep” desires to follow Jesus with, but they’ve disqualified themselves. Sadly, some become disillusioned with ministry because they’ve seen discipleship become a means of recruiting people into political culture wars. As disillusionment gives way to unbelief, many end up leaving the church.

All these people are in the same church, maybe in the same pew on any given Sunday, connected by the same Spirit, but separated by fear, trauma, and doubt. My goal in this book is to equip the longtime “busy but bored” believers to be the safe Christ-followers that the “hungry but timid” and “wounded sheep” are praying to find.

Desmond and Carol raised me in Brooklyn, New York. I’ve attended churches of various sizes in NYC for almost all my life. I’ve been a member of a Black Baptist church where the Rev. Al Sharpton was the standing Palm Sunday guest preacher, and a member of a predominately White evangelical church, where we gave away water bottles and granola bars with the church address taped on them, as an evangelistic outreach. For the past twenty years, I’ve taught Bible studies and led discipleship groups in local churches, worked in campus ministry with undergraduate students at Columbia University and Barnard College, and, most recently, I serve as the discipleship director at a Baptist-ish nondenominational church back in Brooklyn.

I’ve seen pastors and lay church leaders burn themselves out because they try to minister like they’re the Holy Spirit incarnate. I’ve prayed with people who sit in packed-out churches every Sunday hoping to connect with someone but walk out after Communion enveloped in crushing loneliness. I’ve also known people with incredible pastoral gifts that lay dormant because they believe they’re the wrong gender for leadership, or that they need a seminary degree to walk in their God-given calling as a member of the holy priesthood of believers.

A disciple is basically a follower. In the New Testament, we see Jesus Christ call men and women to follow him and promise to transform them. In Matthew 4:19, Jesus proclaims, “Follow me and I’ll make you something new” (my paraphrase) and calls what will be the first of many followers to a new and abundant life in him. The Gospel narratives describe how the disciples follow Jesus, learning as they watch him redefine leadership with his life and engage the marginalized as whole people, worthy of love and instruction. Jesus is the just and righteous Davidic king who is literally good news to the poor. He uses his power to bless, not to exploit. Unlike some politicians we know, Jesus is a true public servant. And as his followers experience Jesus bringing restoration, shalom, radical love, and healing wherever he goes, they’re transformed by Jesus’ embodiment and proclamation of the good news of the kingdom of God. When Jesus touches ritually unclean lepers (Mark 1:41), extends a discipleship call to a tax collector (Mark 2:13-17) and heals a man on the Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6), he uses his power to make room in the kingdom of God for those on the margins of first-century Jewish Palestine.

Jesus teaches that kingdom values are basic: clothe the naked, welcome the stranger, feed the hungry (Matthew 25:31-46). Jesus describes the kingdom of God in many ways but in Mark 10:15 he teaches that his kingdom must be received as a child. On the topic of the kingdom of God, Dr. Clarice J. Martin writes, “The child and slave who are typically relegated to the lowest rung on the patriarchal household ladder become, in the ministry of Jesus, a primary paradigm for authentic discipleship.”1 Jesus calls his disciples to lay down our desire to rule over others, to lay down our desire to live only for ourselves, and to receive new life and follow his example of service born out of love. As Jesus’ ministry moves toward Jerusalem, he warns his disciples of his coming crucifixion. One evening over dinner, Jesus cryptically reminds them of this (John 13:36), to which a disciple named Peter responds, “I will lay down my life for you.” Jesus tells Peter, “No you won’t! Actually, what you WILL do is deny me. Thrice” (my paraphrase). But even still, as the dinner winds down, Jesus calls these disciples friends, and then says, “Greater love has no one than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13-15). Jesus doesn’t call his disciples to lay down their lives for him, instead he calls us to lay down our lives like him.

When I read that Jesus is the Word of God made flesh (John 1:14), it makes me think that Jesus is the extrovert of the Trinity and in his life is everything God wants to say to humanity about how to be human. When Jesus tells his disciples, “I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15), Jesus invites his disciples into the divine group chat, to form us to live and love like him so that we might invite others to meet Jesus, who makes the invisible God known. That’s discipleship. Good discipleship introduces people to Jesus. Bad discipleship indoctrinates people into cultural idolatry. Making disciples is about introducing people to the friend of sinners, the patient Jesus, the compassionate Jesus, the foot-washing Jesus, the radiance of God’s glory Jesus, the listening Jesus, the suffering Jesus, the justice loving Jesus, and the praying Jesus.


JESUS MAKES DISCIPLES

One of the best discipleship models I’ve ever seen is described in the fourth chapter of the Gospel of John. In this passage Jesus crosses sociocultural boundaries to reveal himself as the incarnate Messiah to a Samaritan woman. As they speak, Jesus has the audacity to engage her like she’s a whole human being, to the shock of his male disciples. She recognizes that Jesus is like no other man she’s ever met. And she’s known a more than a few. She experiences Jesus’ humanity and prophetic insight as he asks her for a drink and tells her all about herself. Because he’s God in the flesh, Jesus knows that she’s been discarded five times, but Jesus doesn’t condemn her.2 She shares her understanding of who God is with Jesus and, because he’s not a stingy Savior, Jesus reveals his messianic secret to her, and a disciple is made. But that’s just the beginning.

We make disciples after we encounter the truth, are transformed by the truth, and, in love, invite others to meet the truth that has changed us. The Samaritan woman’s encounter with Jesus is so transformative that she sprints off in the direction of the same community that did her dirty to introduce anyone who will listen to this Messiah who is both love and truth. After the Samaritan woman understands that Jesus is the Messiah, she leaves her water can behind at the well because her soul thirst has been quenched. And it doesn’t end there. Her testimony about Jesus causes other Samaritans to want to encounter the truth, love, and beauty of Jesus for themselves (John 4:30, 39). After she runs off and his disciples try and convince Jesus to eat, he says, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his work” (John 4:34). As with the Samaritan woman, Jesus calls modern-day disciples to be enlivened by continuing the work of God as we introduce people to Jesus and his kingdom so that they can experience love and truth for themselves.

In one of my favorite Gospel narratives, Jesus pulls up to Lake Gennesaret where a group of men are fishing. Jesus asks one of them, Simon Peter, to use his boat so he can be seen by the crowds while he teaches. After Jesus finishes teaching, he asks Peter to participate in a miracle, which leads Peter to a shame-filled confession of sin. Jesus responds to Peter’s shame by calling Peter to himself for the purpose of transformation, and a disciple is made. Throughout Scripture we see this pattern of people being changed by Jesus’ presence and proclamation, following Jesus, being empowered by Jesus to minister alongside him, and then being sent out to minister, empowered by the Holy Spirit. My friend Lourdes, who is an educator, explained Jesus’ disciple-making strategy to me like this: “Jesus’ didactic was grounded in the pedagogical structure of ‘I do, we do, you do’ which is a direct model, gradual-release guided practice, and independent practice.” So Jesus’ discipleship strategy looks like this:


	1. People encounter Jesus and his redemptive power and love, and he calls them to follow him.


	2. Jesus creates space for his followers to observe him through many “I do” lessons (Mark 9:15-29).


	3. Jesus conducts “we do” lessons as he ministers to people alongside his disciples (Matthew 14:13-20).


	4. Jesus sends his disciples out in groups for “you do” ministry with instructions while Jesus hangs back (Luke 10:1-20).




On many occasions, the “we do” and “you do” lessons don’t go well because Jesus’ disciples are incredibly flawed (just like you and me). But what’s wild to me is Jesus’ bold promise that this flawed group of followers will continue his mission after his ascension by doing “even greater things” than he has (John 14:12), empowered by the Holy Spirit. Before his ascension Jesus commands his followers to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:19-20)

As a new Christian in my early twenties, I remember reading Matthew 28:19-20 and wondering, How can I make disciples? I’m a mess. How can I do something that it seems like only God can do? How will Jesus “be with me”? Over time, I realized that Jesus’ discipleship calling is the fulfillment of God’s original calling for humanity to be fruitful and multiply. Biologically we all can’t give birth, but every Christ-follower is called to be a spiritual midwife as the Holy Spirit births “children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.” (John 1:13) In the same way the first humans couldn’t fulfill the creation mandate to “be fruitful and multiply” without each other, we can’t make disciples apart from the community of redeemed servants that we’ve been saved into.
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