Equipping For … Elders
Nurturing Faith
Don Muir, Associate Secretary

General Assembly Office

According to Luke (chapter 11) Jesus had moved off a short distance to pray by himself. The disciples, nearby, quietly observed him. There must have been something about the prayers of Jesus that intrigued his companions. They all knew about prayer. They had been raised in a praying community. But something was particularly enticing and inspiring about the prayers of Jesus that caught their attention. 
When Jesus finished, one of the disciples approached him and said, “Lord, teach us to pray, as John (meaning John the Baptist) taught his disciples.” 
Teach us to pray
Prayer is a fundamental component of the Christian life. John Calvin, one of the most influential leaders of the 16th century Reformation, described three benefits of prayer in his introduction to the protestant faith called The Institutes of the Christian Religion.
1. That our heart may always be inflamed with a serious and ardent desire of seeking, loving and serving him, while we accustom ourselves to have recourse to him as a sacred anchor in every necessity; 

2. That no desire, no longing whatever, of which we are ashamed to make him the witness, may enter our minds, while we learn to place all our wishes in his sight, and thus pour out our heart before him; 

3. That we may be prepared to receive all his benefits with true gratitude and thanksgiving, while our prayers remind us that they proceed from his hand.
Word-Share-Prayer
As elders, one of our responsibilities is to nurture the faith of the members and adherents of our congregation. We nurture faith in a variety of ways. We can ensure Christian Education is provided for people of all ages. We might recommend books to read, websites to visit or movies to watch. We might develop small group ministries in which people get to know and support one another around a theme of common interest such as woodworking, music, art, or Bible study. 

Another way to nurture faith is through a simple but powerful activity called word-share-prayer. I was introduced to this spiritual growth method by Dr. E. Stanley Ott at a London, Ontario, workshop organized by Ian McDonald and Jen Bell of The Life and Mission Agency’s Canadian Ministries. 
As an introduction to word-share-prayer, Dr. Ott said, “We need to be people of God before we can do the work of the people of God.” He observed that many congregations place a high priority on establishing and carrying out programs without investing much time or energy in faith development. It is as if we assume our people have a well developed faith and go from there. This may not always be the case. Another one of Ott’s slogans is “Transformation first. Programs second.” 

According to Ott, the word-share-prayer is a proven and effective way to nurture faith and develop disciples. It works like this. 
Clusters of two or three people are created. It might be helpful to form the initial clusters with elders so that the session will understand how the process works and provide an example for the rest of the congregation. But this is not absolutely necessary. Clusters of others in the congregation who are willing to try word-share-prayer may also be encouraged.
Once the clusters are formed:
Word ...
Each cluster is given a passage of scripture to read. Everyone reads the passage and ponders it for a few minutes.  
Each member then takes a minute to reflect on the passage by responding to a question that is provided.
Each member is invited to write down something they will take away from the passage and integrate into their own lives.

Share ...

Each member jots down a blessing or a concern (or both) in their lives. These are shared within the cluster.

Prayer ...

Each member prays for the others in the group specifically focussing on the blessings and concerns expressed.
For example, at the Ott workshop participants were asked to form clusters of two or three people. We were invited to read 1 Thessalonians 2:1-12. Each cluster reflected on the passage by answering this question. “What kind of ministry produced this disciple-growing church?” We were also asked to list every disciple-growing practice we noticed the Apostle Paul doing and to note which of these we would try to weave into our own lives. Finally, we jotted down personal blessings and concerns, shared them with the group and prayed for each other.
This faith nurturing practice requires a degree of trust amongst those who participate so they will be comfortable and willing to share personal thoughts and pray together. It will also take some preparation by the leadership of the congregation to choose scripture passages and to develop questions to guide reflections on the scripture. Before anything else, there may be a need to talk about prayer and how to pray.
Dr. Ott uses the word-share-prayer practice in his own life and in congregations he assists. He finds it extremely helpful. 
Word-share-prayer may make a powerful difference to the spiritual growth of individuals. When individuals grow spiritually the whole congregation can become an ever more vital echo of the grace and ministry of Christ. 

Four other word-share-prayer starters: 
Scripture:  Deuteronomy 6:4-9

Question:  List and discuss the principles of faith and obedience described in this ancient Hebrew prayer.
Scripture:  Psalm 46
Question:  What does the Psalmist tell us about the nature of God and the nature of our relationship with God in times of trouble?

Scripture:  Galatians 5:16-26

Question:  What does living by the Spirit of God mean to Paul and to our society today?

Scripture:  Luke 10:25-37

Question:  Identify all the characters in this story and discuss how each one can be reflected in your own life.















