
your heart.” More puzzled looks. How can
Jesus live in my heart? Is He that small?  How can
He live inside a muscle that pumps blood?
Hmmm. “Well, it means to let Jesus guide
your life.” How can He guide me if I can’t see
Him?

Good questions. How do I answer them?
After all, they had to move beyond simplis-
tic answers to real understanding if they were
to grow in the Lord.

Religious Code Words

The crux of my communication "problem"
was that I grew up, physically and spiri-
tually, in a Christian environment. I grew up
in a Christian home. I was saved on Easter
Sunday morning, 1954, at the First Baptist
Church of Rockville, Indiana.  I gave all I
knew of myself to all that I knew of the Lord
at six years of age.

In 1956 my family moved to El Paso, Texas,
where my mother and I joined the Trinity
Baptist Church. Several men began visiting
my Dad on Thursday nights. He was not a
Christian at the time, and their informal but
sincere witness made quite an impact on
him.  Within the year he made his commit-
ment to Christ and I was able to see --even at
the age of 8-- what a change could come
when one surrendered his life to Christ. At
age fourteen, I surrendered to full time Chris-

he Disciplers' Model  grew out of
my struggles in teaching. Long be-
fore entering formal studies in
education ministry at Southwest-
ern seminary, I wrestled with com-

1

mon problems associated with teaching Sun-
day School. Inattention, sporadic attendance,
and general disinterest were the prevalent
traits of my learners during those early years.

BEFORE SEMINARY
During the three years before entering semi-
nary I taught a Sunday School class of deaf
college students.  My wife and I worked as
dormitory counselors at Gallaudet College,
Washington, D.C. and directed the deaf min-
istry at Columbia Baptist Church (SBC) in
nearby Falls Church, Virginia. These young
adults were bright and enthusiastic, but they
lacked experience with the Bible and the
language of the church.

Lives in a Blood Pump?

One day I was talking with several students
about salvation.  “What do you mean  by
‘saved’,” one of them asked.  I tried to ex-
plain the term in words I had learned in
Sunday School and Church Training. “It
means to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior.”
What do you mean ‘accept Jesus’?   one asked.

Hmmm.  “Well, it means to invite Jesus into

Birth of the
Disciplers’ Model

T



The Disciplers' Handbook Chapter Zero

2

tian service.

My relationship with the Lord was real, but
my ability to explain that relationship to my
deaf listeners was limited. The religious code
words expressed concepts of new life and
relationships with the Lord and with other
believers. At Church, “the faith” was pro-
claimed enthusiastically in the jargon of the
saved, but it was rarely explained so a child
could understand what all the words meant.
This jargon still has deep meaning for me,
but it communicates only to those who al-
ready know the lingo. The question haunted
me: “How can I share the Gospel so that my
students can grasp it? Relate themselves to it?
Embrace it? Live it? Share it with others?”

From Code to Clear

I began to translate my beliefs and personal
experiences into language that --by trial and
error I found-- had meaning for my students.
I formed new ways to express the truth of
Christ and how the reality of His Presence
helped me day by day. The reality had not
changed. The truths were not compromised.
But I was obsessed to find ways to explain
what the truths meant to those who had yet
to experience them.

As I analyzed my religious jargon and the
problems it posed in witnessing, I began to
ask myself other questions: How much do I
know about the learners who sit in my  class?
How much of my teaching do students carry with
them back to their dorms? Why didn't they ask
questions? Why did they  seldom make comments,
or share personal experiences?  Sunday after
Sunday they looked to me --their teacher --
to tell them what they should believe. But by
Monday they had forgotten most of what I’d
worked so hard to tell them.  Oh, Rick, you
teach much, and you teach well, but it all goes in

one eye and out the other, one of them told me.
There had to be a better way!

The Beginning of Change

I began to make conscious changes in the
way I taught. I asked more questions. I be-
gan to use more time to discuss Bible con-
cepts with them and less time lecturing to
them. I learned that their responses to ques-
tions and their contribution to discussions
revealed how well or poorly I had commu-
nicated. In the process, I also learned about
experiences in their lives which distorted
their understanding of God and His love. I
listened for anger and frustration and cries
for help. I listened for testimonies of joy and
discovery.

  Sunday after Sunday
 they looked to me

 --their teacher --
 to tell them

what they should believe.
But by Monday

 they had forgotten
most of what

I’d worked so hard to tell them.

Sunday Bible study sessions took on new
life. Over the weeks and months that fol-
lowed, the Bible began to speak to these
learners as it had spoken to me for years.  I
felt the growing expectation of learners as
they gathered in the classroom on Sundays.
Through assignments made and questions
asked the week before, they had already
learned.  They had already received. They
were ready to celebrate together what God
had taught them through their Bible study
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and personal experiences of the past week.
Attendance increased in quantity and con-
sistency.  We grew from ten to twenty to
thirty during the year. During that same year,
22 committed their lives to Christ and were
baptized. Members became leaders and ac-
cepted positions of responsibility in the class.
Lives were transformed through the study
of God’s Word.  This was my first taste of
discipling Sunday School.

DURING SEMINARY
In 1973, I entered Southwestern seminary in
Fort Worth, Texas, to study education minis-
try.  In November of that year I was called by
a local Southern Baptist church to be Direc-
tor of Deaf Ministries. The members of the
deaf department were no less  intelligent
than the college students I had taught in
Virginia, but they had less formal education
and less facility with English.  While at
Gallaudet College, my sign language skills
had been limited to a simplified English syn-
tax.  But the people in Irving used American
Sign Language (ASL), the language of the
deaf community in America. It is rich in its
ability to express ideas, feelings, and actions,
but it is nonetheless a language in its own
right.  It is no more like English than is Ger-
man or Russian.

More Problems to Solve

The principles I had begun learning in Vir-
ginia  entered a second stage of develop-
ment in Texas -- still riveted by a single,
crucial question: “How can I present biblical
Truth in a way that my learners can understand,
accept, and live out in their world?”  Some of the
problems I saw in our adult class included
these:

Teaching = Talking?
The teacher talked about the Bible (and any-
thing else she might have read that week),
but she gave no opportunity for the learners
to respond or question what she said.

Maintain Interest?
The teacher seldom gained, and rarely main-
tained, the  interest of her learners. Atten-
dance was motivated primarily by free cof-
fee and doughnuts and annual attendance
contests.

Focus on Teacher or Learners?
The teacher lectured at length every week
about her own interests and problems.  The
members contributed nothing to the session
but their presence. The teacher was merely a
performer; the learners spectators.

Learners’ Experiences Important?
Members were not invited to participate in
the class, nor were they asked about their
own views, feelings, or experiences. There
was a lot of hidden talk in the back of the
room. But none of it related to the Bible
study!

One-way Communication?
The teacher simply stood before the class
and talked through what she had prepared
to say. She did not help her learners wrestle
with the implications of the Bible for real
living.

Sit Still While I Instill?
Members were inhibited. They had been
taught not to interrupt the teacher. Learner
needs and hurts remained undiscovered and
unmet.  They came lonely and left lonely.
Their lives were untouched by the Bible les-
sons.
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Mechanical Routine?
Sessions were routine and mechanical. There
was little evidence of spiritual growth in the
members. To these learners, Bible study was
a religious ritual that had little to do with
how one lives from day to day. It was some-
thing to fill the time until the next attendance
contest.

Concern for Producing Leaders?
There were few leaders in the group. The
majority were content to sit back and let the
few do the work. Most members had little or
no interest in serving the Lord.

Potential Exposed

While considering how to overcome the
problems in our Bible study program, I be-
gan to find answers through my studies at
Southwestern seminary. I studied educa-
tional psychology, principles of teaching and
educational philosophy. Clusters of ideas
for effective Christian teaching began to de-
velop from the mix of seminary courses and
church discoveries. Through months and into
years, I was exposed to potential solutions
to the problems that continued to hinder my
teaching. During my third year in seminary I
witnessed a radical approach to classroom
teaching that changed me forever. The two-
day experience was a furnace that fused edu-
cation principles learned in seminary with
the practical teaching approaches tested with
the deaf youth and adults in Irving. The re-
sult:  the basic elements of the Disciplers’
Model.

Potential Observed

The experience began as a simple visit with
my Dad in Lawton, Oklahoma. He was teach-
ing a course for the Army on a newly devel-

oped radar system. I knew he had an excel-
lent reputation as a platform instructor, so I
expected to observe a good model of class-
room teaching.  But I was not quite prepared
for the impact that came.

Early Monday morning,  I watched as the
men shuffled into class. Some yawned from
lack of sleep. Some bragged of their misad-
ventures of the night before. Others moved
away from the noise and bright lights to
nurse their hangovers. Coffee was consumed.
Seats were begrudgingly taken as Dad
stepped up on the raised platform at the
front of the room.

He held the civilian rank equivalent of full
Colonel, but his demeanor reflected a per-
son who saw himself more as a guide, or
advisor, to these men he was charged with
teaching. He resisted the temptation to “pull
rank” to manipulate his enlisted students.

If this kind of interest
can be generated

in Army enlisted men
studying the tedious details

of radar maintenance,
how much more

should we be able
to generate interest

in Christians
studying the Book of Life?

He walked to the blackboard and drew a
simple diagram that they had used the week
before.  He turned to the class and said,
rather offhandedly, “Now fellahs, there’s
something wrong with this diagram. We
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went over the components and terminology
of the system last week. Let’s see if we can
find the problem.  Do any of you have an
idea about what’s wrong here?” There was
silence for a time. A low mumble began on
the other side of the room as three soldiers
collaborated. Several opened their manuals
to check relevant specifications. A question
was asked, and Dad provided the requested
information. Slowly, other members of the
class began to ask questions and make ob-
servations based on  previous lectures and
assignments.  Within twenty minutes the
class was huddled together in groups of vari-
ous sizes, reviewing notes and checking
manuals.

Additional problems were introduced and
alternative solutions developed.  Dad moved
from group to group, teaching new  mate-
rial, questioning solutions, encouraging com-
ments, and answering arguments. Before I
knew it, two hours had passed and it was
time for a coffee break. The soldiers stretched
their legs, got some more coffee, and went
back to work on the problem before break
time was officially over. I thought, “If this
kind of interest can be generated in Army
enlisted men studying the tedious details of
radar maintenance, how much more should
we be able to generate interest in Christians
studying the Book of Life?”

Potential Realized

When I returned home, I began to put to-
gether a special Bible study class. The class
would be based on the Disciplers' elements
that had been dancing around my mind. I
wanted to see if I could teach a Bible class in
a way that eliminated the problems I had
observed in Sunday School. I wanted the
kind of enthusiastic learning I had seen in
my Dad's Army classroom to happen in my

Bible study class.

The “test class” was held on Wednesday
evenings. I took a low key approach to pub-
licizing the new class -- I did not aggres-
sively promote it or go out of my way to
“encourage” people to attend.  No refresh-
ments were provided.  The only incentive
for participating in the class was “better un-
derstanding of the Bible.”  Out of a Sunday
morning attendance of 20-25 deaf adults, we
had a Wednesday night group of 5-10. I lec-
tured "conversationally," asking questions
often and requiring the participants to dig
out the answers. I made assignments every
week to encourage individual preparation.
In seven months, I noted the following trends.

We Let the Bible Speak
The class used the Bible as its text. We did
not merely talk about the Bible, but discussed
God’s Word and its relevance to our lives.
We let the Bible speak.

Interest Based on Relevance to Life
Interest in the class remained high during
the entire course of study. Attendance was
more stable than in our Sunday School. Learn-
ers in the class were consistently enthusias-
tic because they saw for themselves the rel-
evance of the Bible to their own daily prob-
lems and decisions.

Initiative Improved
At first, class members waited for me to ex-
plain the Bible to them. I had difficulty get-
ting them to answer questions or search for
answers in the Bible. As time passed, how-
ever, they became less dependent on me and
searched the scriptures more for themselves.

Mutual Respect Grew
They learned to respect one another’s opin-
ions and feelings.  Put-downs and arguments
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among members decreased. Self-worth grew
as problems were shared with trusted mem-
bers in the group. Solutions were offered
and discussed.

Result: Changed Lives.
Learners applied both heart and mind to
their Bible study. They discovered new ways
to express the meaning of the Bible to their
friends at school and work.  They applied its
Truth in their daily lives. Lifestyles began to
change for the better.

Trust Increased
Class members shared more deeply with one
another, after only a month or so, than I had
seen in two and a half years prior to the
class. Trust level among members increased.

Insight into Learner Needs
I learned so much more about each member
of the class in these seven months than I had
learned in the previous three years. I learned
about  their level of Bible knowledge, spiri-
tual maturity, likes and dislikes, and so on.
With this information, I taught more effec-
tively.

Confidence Improved
Members became more confident in their
own ability to serve. Church Training and
Sunday School efforts were made stronger
because of the involvement of these Wednes-
day nighters.

Willingness to Serve Increased.
The desire of learners to do something for
the Lord increased as they discovered their
gifts and gained personal confidence. They
began to minister to friends and acquaintan-
ces. Numerical growth increased as mem-
bers engaged in personal ministry instead of

games and gimmicks.

SINCE SEMINARY
The experiment was held on Wednesday
nights, but its results have been applied in
regular Sunday School programs ever since.
I have served several churches as minister of
education:  five years as a full-time minister,
and then eight years as interim minister of
education in three Fort Worth area churches.
I have led dozens of Sunday School work-
shops and conferences across the Conven-
tion. I have talked with scores of teachers
who struggle with the same frustrations I
had: disinterest, mechanical teaching, pas-
sive learners, and little apparent growth in
the Lord.

As a seminary professor, I talk with students
every semester who are ready to give up on
Sunday School as an obsolete and unwork-
able organization -- until they get a vision
for the ministry that is possible through a
discipling approach to Bible study.

The principles that began in a deaf college
Sunday School class in 1971, that developed
through Master's and Doctoral degrees in
education, that were molded through years
of teaching deaf adults, have since been ap-
plied in teacher training seminars in scores
of churches and seminary classrooms. The
response has been strong and overwhelm-
ingly positive.

You can see similar results in your  Sunday
School ministry, but it may require funda-
mental changes in the way your teachers
view their task. The required changes in
teachers and leaders require time, patience,
and consistent effort from the pastor or edu-
cation minister.

The Disciplers' Handbook outlines just how to accomplish this task.
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Bible Needs

FeelingRelatingThinking

Holy
Spirit

Growth
in Christ
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