Retention: Holding New Disciples (a built in plan)

It is exciting when people choose to follow Jesus in baptism, with miracles of healing
reported and even of some hearing the gospel in their own languages like in Acts 2.
In this environment we hesitate to speak of the possibility of backsliding. And why
discuss retention before we speak of how to reach and win people?

But this is as it should be, for only if we know how we will retain new disciples
before we start can we ensure that a plan to prevent backsliding is built-in!

Crowds followed Jesus, but many turned away. They found His teaching “very hard to
understand,” saying “How can anyone accept it?” And after clarifying that “the Spirit
alone gives eternal life” and “human effort accomplishes nothing,” the apostle John
recorded, “many of his disciples turned away and deserted him” (John 6:60-66).

While not actually using the word, the New Testament warns of backsliding—
e “If you think you are standing strong, be careful not to fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12)."

e “Be careful then ... Make sure that your own hearts are not evil and unbelieving,
turning you away from the living God. You must warn each other every day ... so
that none of you will be deceived by sin and hardened against God” (Hebrews
3:12,13).

The challenge is exacerbated when tens-of-thousands are baptised at the same time.
Many will be backsliders being re-baptized—some for the fourth or fifth time and under
new names—along with children and many who have not been in preparation classes
before their baptisms.

All are important and need care. However, while good, routine programs like Friday-
night-fellowship, Sabbath School, Divine Service, closing Sabbath worship, revival
meetings, Weeks of Prayer, campouts, Welcome Home, yearly evangelistic meetings,
etc., are not proving effective in holding newly baptized people to the Adventist church.

The General Conference Office of Archives, Statistics, and Research (ASTR) reports
a disturbing loss of members from the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Since 1965,
40,421,554 people have become members, but 16,240,069 of these have left. In other
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words, the Adventist Church has suffered a 40 percent loss of members—that is, 2
out of every 5 members leave the church.?

Retention means to hold, keep safe, preserve, keep in good condition—and not lose!
Following major public evangelistic meetings, experience has taught us—

1. If we add new members to existing churches, we will lose 80-85% within 6 months.

2. Large, already crowded churches are factories that produce backsliders—for most
members are just spectators, and when not involved they backslide.

3. Whether a church is big or small only about 15-20 members are involved, and yet
participation is essential to keeping members strong in faith.

The key principle in each of these observations is participation—and this must be
central to any retention plan.

Participation is key to the whole journey of faith. It is NOT that new believers are best
cared for in small groups. It is not so much them being cared for—as if it is something
we do for them—but rather, it is to be their journey as a disciple!

Jesus used 5 invitations in making disciples. As soon as a person responded to His
invitations to come and see and come follow me, His third invitation was: fish with
me. It was an immediate invitation to participate or engage in disciple-making, not an
invitation to come to church for care and to be built up!

Jesus’ commission is to “make disciples of all the nations”—in all ethne or relational
streams (Matthew 28:19, 20). A disciple is one who makes other disciples, so we
must give attention to whether those we baptise have not only professed faith in Christ,
have understood our message, and wish to be church members—but we must ask,
are they disciples? Are they already sharing with others, inviting them to come and
see and follow Jesus?

Research demonstrates that the essential key to Disciple-Making and Church-Planting
Movements is Discovery Bible Reading Groups.? In the fourth of this series—‘Your
Country for Christ’: Multiplying Disciple-Makers—Discovery Bible Reading groups are
explained in detail, but at this point we simply observe the critical role they play as an
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environment of participation—and therefore as an environment for the retention of new
believers. Here are some essential steps to take—

1. Restructure all Bible classes.

A unique characteristic of Adventist churches is what is called Sabbath School—Bible
classes for all age groups, including youth and adults. These are conducted in the
hour before the weekly Sabbath worship services. Reading guides are prepared for all
age groups, and available for all around the world.

A weakness is that in many classes the teachers are like preachers—uwith little class
participation, and another is that most who gather in these weekly classes have little
or no contact with each other during the week.

The first recommendation for the participation of new believers is for every
Sabbath School Class in every church to be restructured into groups of no more than
8-10 people, with those in the classes all living reasonably close to each other. This
restructuring needs to include Youth and Children’s classes as well for many who are
baptized will be teenagers and young people—some quite young.

More teachers or facilitators will be needed. If you now have a class of 12-15 with one
teacher, you will need two facilitators. If you have had two classes of 25 in each with
two teachers, you will now need a minimum of 5 or 6 teachers. This can be addressed
by following the Discovery Bible Reading method of reading and discussion which is
more participatory—which we will discuss more in our fourth paper in this series!

These smaller classes will provide a place for the next strategic steps for participation.
Set a date for this restructuring to be completed!

2. Start Discovery Bible Reading Groups.

The best plan is for all Bible classes—that is all Sabbath School classes—to start mid-
week Discovery Bible Reading groups close to where they live. Some would be by
individual members of the classes, with family, neighbours, work associates, or
friends. Other Discovery Bible Reading groups could be more structured, organized
by the Bible class.

In the environment of Discovery Bible Reading groups people of no faith come to
faith—and baptism. This group provides—

e Encouragement and support for the journey of life. Many have struggles with
family brokenness, parenting burdens, homelessness, loneliness, singleness,
unemployment or multiple addictions.

¢ Mentoring and personal attention in coming to faith, and when the excitement of
their baptism is wains there is constant one-on-one and group guidance and
support.



e A consistent and regular Bible reading environment to encouraged newly baptized
members to be firm to their faith. This provides a time to answer personal
questions to enlarge a person’s faith, witness and understanding.

e Equipping for the new believer. It provides an environment for them to bring
friends, and the weekly use of the Discovery Bible Reading method equips each
group members to do the same!

It is recommended that all church elders lead a Discovery Bible Reading group, as
well as oversee or coach another for our five group facilitators close to where they live
or work. Many local churches will need more elders for this work.

As well as reading the gospels—with the Gospel of John covering all the fundamental
beliefs of the church—these groups could explore the elementary teachings of the
Christian faith (Hebrews 6:1, 2) and follow the flow of Revelation 14:6-13 as a guide
to explore the deeper things for God’s Word.

Discovery Bible Reading groups provide the ideal environment for participation—for
coming to faith, for preparation for baptism, and for equipping those newly baptised to
make new disciples—and to retain them!

3. Equip new disciples for their calling to make new disciples.

Jesus commissioned and sent His disciples to “make disciples™—and then to baptise
or anoint them for their ministry of disciple making. Then, He said, “Teach these new
disciples to obey all the commands | have given you. And be sure of this: | am
with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:20).

When we survey Jesus’ whole ministry, we see His teaching was focused on making
and multiplying disciples for His Father’s kingdom movement. New disciples are to be
taught or equipped in disciple-making. Converted and empowered by the Holy Spirit,
they will be on fire for God—and will be sharing faith. A new disciple is one who makes
new disciples, so a good test before baptism is: Is this person already leading people
to Jesus?

Newly baptised believers need simple equipping in the methods of Jesus so that they
don’t alienate family and friends. Discovery Bible Reading provides a method that is
simple, anyone-can-do, at no cost—and an environment for total participation!

4. Involve new disciples in planting new churches.

Many years ago, my Papua New Guinean friends taught me something important.
When we arrived in the national capital Port Moresby in February 1974 there were 3
churches and thousands of backsliders across the city. With the young intern pastors,
local church leaders, and the few Adventist university students at that time, we
committed to intense public and personal evangelism, but it soon became evident that
a strategy for holding new disciples must involve them in disciple making and church
planting.



It was agreed that all those coming to faith were to be in groups weeks before
baptism, and over the next four years 14 new community churches were planted, with
14 new church buildings. New believers were intentionally engaged in sharing faith
and planting these new churches. Today | would equip multiplying households of
faith—under houses, in houses, in gardens and school classrooms—but what we
noticed even then was: the number of backsliders reduced.

Start immediate equipping for planting churches. Equip every local church and
church plant as a training centre to multiply church groups and plants. Equip all
Discovery Bible Reading groups to naturally grow into being church plants, under the
umbrella of their churches. Equip all pastors and elders to oversee multiplying groups
and plants—and to plan quarterly training weekend for church planters.

See www.following-Jesus.com for equipping resources—

e Conversation Guide 1: Multiplying Disciples—is for equipping all believers and
new disciples to be effective disciple-makers.

e Conversation Guide 2: Planting Churches—is for training weekends for all elders,
deacons, deaconesses, local leaders and teams planting new churches.

Large scale evangelistic preach programs—and an environment for retention!

A movement is not measured by the numbers baptized, nor the number of members
or attendees in a local church. Rather a movement is measured by the number of
multiplying disciples and multiplying churches—the number of members making
new disciples and the number of churches actively cultivating and planting new
churches. Those are the numbers that movements count!

Therefore, we must ask—
1. How many members are making other disciples—and who are they?

2. How many Bible classes and members are conducting Discovery Bible Reading
groups in their home areas each week?

3. How many churches, new groups and churches are planting new groups or
churches each year?

Jesus modelled Immediate participation of new disciple in disciple making. If we don’t
provide an environment in which to make disciples, baptise those new disciples, and
then (in that same environment) equip and release them—we will continue to lose
them at an alarming rate!

In the next two papers of this “Your Country for Christ’: Multiplying Disciple-Makers
series, we share (1) how to connect with people to then foster Discovery Bible Reading
groups, and (2) how to facilitate a Discovery Bible Reading group.
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