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"Discipleship is the only epistemological location for understanding Jesus Christ,"1 so could
we hear the voice of Liberation Theology in 1989.  Discipleship, however, is no longer a
popular term.  Today, a look at the major representatives in the field of religious education
reveals that the "disappearing disciple" 2 has become a reality in much of Christian
education.  In this crisis many look to the growing Pentecostal movement in hope of finding
a solution to the problem.  This study will evaluate in two parts the relationship of
Pentecostalism and contemporary Christian discipleship.  The focus of the first part is placed
on the role of Pentecostal identity.  The second part evaluates implications for Pentecostal
discipleship.

The term "discipleship" allows for a general and a more specific definition.  In general terms
it is the whole of Christian existence, the self-understanding of Christian believers as
believers. 3  In a more narrow sense, it is a "following-after" (Nachfolge) as an expression of
a "teacher-disciple relationship with all its accompanying and derivative terminology."4

Physical and temporal separation from the one we follow, however, changes the nature of
discipleship. It produces questions in regard to what we do (meaning), why we do
(consequences), and how we do it (condition).

 One starting point for approaching Pentecostal identity from the viewpoint of discipleship is
the fact that the Christian faith is communicable. 5  To further borrow from linguistic
terminology, Christian education is "illocutionary."6  Contemporary approaches to Christian
education, however, are by nature either "locutionary" or "perlocutionary".  In simple terms,
a "locutionary" act is the act of saying something,7 an "illocutionary" act takes a certain
condition or force in saying something, and a "perlocutionary" act produces certain
consequences by saying something. 8   The keywords are "meaning", "conditions" and
"consequences" respectively.  How does this terminology relate to Christian discipleship?

 A "locutionary" act of discipleship refers to an educational act done with a certain sense and
reference to content and meaning.  Examples of this are the contemporary approaches of
Religious Instruction, Spiritual Development, and the Interpretation model.  A characteristic
statement of a "locutionary" act is "God is love."  A "perlocutionary" act refers to the
production of certain consequential effects, such as convincing or persuading.  Examples of
this are the contemporary approaches of Faith Community and Liberation theology.  A
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characteristic statement of "perlocutionary" education would be "Because God is love, we
must also love God and one another."  In contrast to these two, an "illocutionary" act
connects both approaches by focusing on "the determination of the actual conditions that
communicate meaning."9  Such conditions can be situation- and culture-specific, that is, they
must be aligned with what the individual situation and culture demands of the educational
act, conveying a certain force, such as warning, exhorting, or encouraging.  A characteristic
statement of "illocutionary" education would be "How do we love (knowing that God is love
and we are to love one another)?"

To say then that Christian discipleship is by nature "illocutionary" is to put the focus not on
what (meaning) or why (consequences), but on how (condition) to conduct discipleship. 
Furthermore, a holistic approach to Christian formation must place the focus on all three
segments.  The problems of contemporary approaches to Christian education illuminate this; 
"locutionary" education is biased toward the content and meaning of education and expects a
higher level of professionalism than often present in a particular educational environment.10 
This is particularly true of the Religious Instruction model.  One of the side effects is that it
leads to difficulty with actual theological reflection (the Interpretation model), as this is by
nature an "illocutionary" act.  Another common problem is the preference of one educational
setting over another, disregarding the demands of a particular situation or culture, as in the
case of the Spiritual Development model with its overemphasis on the individual.

 "Perlocutionary" education, with its straight focus on consequential effects of discipleship,
reveals further problems that can be clearly related to the absence of an "illocutionary"
approach.  As in the case of the Faith Community model, there is difficulty of intentionally
utilizing particular cultural structures.11  In the same manner, the Liberation model has
problems dealing with the role of the church.12   Educational approaches that center upon
"meaning" (locutionary) or "consequences" (perlocutionary) are important segments of any
approach to Christian education and discipleship.  However, they are not holistic and
sometimes mutually exclusive.  The history of Christian education confirms this. 

Education for survival, 13 as in ancient societies, was a prime example of a "perlocutionary"
act. The history of Israel, however, soon reveals a shift from "consequences" to "content",
from keeping the covenant relationship (perlocutionary) to observing the law (locutionary). 
Both might have actually been present in society when the teaching of Jesus first introduced
an "illocutionary" approach to discipleship.  His methods ranged from instruction, discussion,
asking questions, or telling stories to giving projects. 14 His method was variety, his goal
"illocutionary": determining the actual condition that best communicated his message.

The instrument Jesus used for his illocutionary education was his identity.  Meaning was
communicated and produced consequences only through the identity of Christ.  A distinctly
Christian discipleship emerged likewise only as the church became aware of its identity.15

This struggle for a definition of the identity of the church and the understanding of humans
as rational beings returned the emphasis of Christian education to a "locutionary" act.  Its
prime expressions are monastic education, scholasticism, and the unprecedented institutional
and hierarchical growth in the Middle Ages.16  The Renaissance and Reformation, finally,
with their emphasis on liberty, criticism and universality, brought a revival of 
"perlocutionary" education.  The emphasis was now divided among the two. 

The history of Christian education in America clearly shows the grown strength of
"locutionary" education with its emphasis on religious instruction17 and the emergence of the
Sunday School.18  On the other hand, the renewed emphasis on nurture,19 holiness and the
social gospel corresponded with the inherent desire of Christian education for consequential
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effects.  However, Christian education is still missing the very instrument with which to
determine the actual condition that best communicates its message: the identity of the church.

Realizing this and reintroducing a form of social gospel, in 1965, Harvey Cox challenged the
churches to join secular movements,20 however, without much success.  With the rise of
liberation theology, emerging from a practice of transformation and directed toward future
transformation, an educational paradigm developed on the borderline to illocutionary
education. 21  In 1970, Paulo Freire introduced the concept of conscientization ,22 "the
process whereby persons become aware of the socio-cultural reality"23 that determines the
actual conditions of discipleship.  The purpose of this process is the development of critical
attitudes in people which will then lead to the transformation of the world.24  Freire's work is
most akin to secular theology, political theology and liberation theology similar to the social
gospel of the late 19th century.25  Freire's focus, however, is "perlocutionary": an education
necessary for bringing about consequences in form of drastic political and social changes in
society. 26  Freire disregards locutionary education27 and moves swiftly to its perlocutionary
counterpart.  Unfortunately, his failure to consider the identity of the church in sharpening
the existing level of political, social and cultural awareness in society is one of Freire's
greatest weaknesses.

In a recent re-evaluation of Freire's educational theory, Cheryl Bridges Johns identified
Pentecostalism as an environment for conscientization." 28  Johns criticizes the neglect of
developing a Pentecostal catechesis for conscientization and urges to move beyond Freire.29 
Her critique of the narrow, sterile and spiritually in-affective dimension of Freire's paradigm
digs down into the heart of illocutionary education.  As an alternative she suggests that
conscientization may happen within the boundaries of a covenantal knowledge of God.30 
However, her thesis faces the danger of remaining meaningless in a Pentecostal church
which educational paradigm is quasi-illocutionary: it seems to embody the content but fails
to embrace the deep structure in such a way as to radically advance its understanding of the
message.  Christian formation begins with a self-cognitive development31 before it can move
to socio-cognitive action.

The greatest obstacle to this Pentecostal conscientization is the neglect of developing a
coherent identity of Pentecostalism.  The nature of discipleship is deeply rooted in the
identity of the church.  Awareness of social, cultural or political structures begins with an
awareness of who we are.  Conceptions of Christian education, theology and reality are
standpoint dependent.32  Christian formation begins neither with the content of education nor
with the consequences of it but with defining the Christian standpoint by defining the identity
of the church in the world and over against the world.

The theological basis for this identity is consequently not found in epistemological
standpoints but in objective truth.33  Jesus proclaims in John 8:32 that "the truth will make
you free."  He further explains that identity is not found in pedigree (John 8:33) nor in the
physical world at all, but that it is a matter of authority (v. 34).  Identity is found in a
relationship with God (v. 35) through Jesus Christ (v. 36) in love (v. 42) and by the Word of
God (v. 51).  Jesus further proclaims that identity is found only through a life in the Spirit
(Luke 4:18) which alone brings a liberated relationship with God and with others (2
Corinthians 3:17; Galatians 2:4).  The Church is called to stand fast in this liberty which we
received in Christ (Gal. 5:1) for the purpose of self-realization and serving one another
(5:13).  It is the authority within which we exist and by which we will be judged (James
2:12; 1 Peter 2:16).

The challenge of defining Pentecostal identity inevitably becomes a search, a struggle of
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interpreting the role of the individual within the community of faith in an ever-changing
environment.34  In order to come to a conclusion, however, this search must be individual as
well as communal.  It is the story of one and yet many, all at one decisive point touching the
story of Christ, which turns us around, defines us, calls us, and identifies us as who we are in
the context of suffering and healing. 

 

Implications for Pentecostal Discipleship

 

Pentecostal identity is the central issue in the quest for contemporary Christian discipleship. 
Only a Pentecostal movement that understands its identity will be able to communicate and
pass on that knowledge to future generations.  The church's work of Christian formation must
return to the fundamental issue of identity of both the Christian and the Christian church. 
The crisis in discipleship is essentially reflecting a broader ecclesiastical identity crisis.35

James P. Bowers identified five characteristic symptoms of this crisis in Pentecostalism.36 
First, the lack of adequate theological definition.  Second, conflicting visions of spirituality . 
Third, socioeconomic differences between members from various parts of the world.  Fourth,
questions raised about identity by the media, and fifth, differing understandings of the nature
of hermeneutics.  Additional symptoms, which are often neglected, are individualism,
cultural seclusion, racism, spiritual content and secularism.  The questions is, "How do
Christians confused about their identity make disciples?"37

 In order to develop an appropriate model of discipleship within Pentecostalism we need to
first answer the question of Pentecostal identity.  The need is for a vision that is a) spiritual,
b) theological, c) renewing, and d) unifying.38  In other words, discipleship that is identity-
forming must on its basis be spiritual, theological, renewing, and unifying.

 Spiritual discipleship . Spiritual discipleship is spirit-centered formation39 that is from God
through Christ; a discipleship in which the Spirit is instrumental to the purpose of God
through Christ40 in the believer.  It is spiritually and not theologically defined.  To say it
more clearly, the basis for discipleship is life in the Spirit of God not in the knowledge of
God.  In concrete terms, this calls for people born of the Spirit and not born out of
educational paradigms, people born for formation not for education.  This does not exclude
instruction and knowledge from the agenda of Christian education.  It does, however, remove
it from first place.  The Spirit forms instruction out of transformation and knowledge out of
understanding. 41  

Spiritual discipleship is discipleship coordinated under authority.  God not humankind
initiates true education.  Under God's delegated authority all must serve in coordination.42  
Authority is God's appointment not human attainment.  This understanding has several
consequences for Christian education that is Pentecostal.  First, the Christian teacher exists
and acts by divine appointment (1 Cor. 12:28).  Teaching must be a response to the call of
God not the mere carrying out of a (secular) profession.  This means that a pastor is not
necessarily called to teach any more than any available member of the congregation.   The
keyword is not availability or obedience43 but submission.  Submission is a matter of
attitude, and is thus absolute, obedience is a matter of conduct, and is thus relative.44  The
crisis in discipleship is not based on matters of outward disobedience; mostly it is related to a
lack of inward submission.  Submission as a teacher, however, requires that such a person
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denies himself and acknowledges that all authority comes from God in a life of constant
fellowship with God.  Secondly, the teacher must live a sanctified life.  Without
sanctification there is no true discipleship.45  A holy and sanctified life is the appropriate
basis for discipleship that has as its primary purpose to glorify God. Thirdly,  sanctification
must also be the goal of the teacher-student relationship.  Knowledge does not provide
adequate means to achieve this purpose.  Rather, discipleship must call on the exercise of
Christian rituals and spiritual gifts. Water baptism, footwashing, testimony, healing rituals,
Spirit baptism and songs and dances are essential to the task of Christian education.  They
will provide identity and direction as part of a truly Pentecostal formation.

 Theological discipleship.  Discipleship that is spiritually defined must be theologically
informed.  The dynamic, experiential relationship that can be developed in spiritual
discipleship calls for sufficient theological attention to the definition of the nature of life in
the Spirit.46   In more concrete forms this demands the adequate theological education of
teacher and student in all areas of Christian living.  The need is not for specific theological
expertise and segmentation but for a balanced curriculum that is identity-forming through the
communication of the essentials of discipleship, such as salvation, sanctification,
ecclesiology, and eschatology. 47  The curriculum must be reflective of its spirituality.  As
James P. Bowers exclaims, "borrowed educational resources will not support true Pentecostal
formation."48  A thorough rethinking of methods, purpose, content and contexts of Christian
education, as it is called for,49 has at its basis a reflection on educational resources,
paradigms, assumptions, models, and processes characteristic of a life in the Spirit. 
Discipleship must step aside from a deductionist model and reflective method and return to
inductive study and "imaginal insight." 50  Yielding to the Spirit of God in the theological
context of the movement will answer the question of who we are.51 The role of the teacher is
then to provide opportunity for conscientization and transformation under the leadership of
the Spirit.  Response must be both individual and corporate, or in other words, the response
of the individual must be expressed in the community of God's people.  Such response must
be expressed spiritually rather than theologically and brings Christian formation back to the
exercise of spiritual discipleship in the form of rituals and spiritual gifts.

 Renewing discipleship.   Discipleship that is both spiritually defined and theologically
informed is inevitably renewing.  It moves from identity formation and transformation of the
individual and the community to a response to God's authority and transformation of the
environment.  However, renewal is illocutionary not perlocutionary.  Thus, transformation of
the self and the community comes before transformation (or liberation) of the environment. 
The Spirit liberates to life, as Jürgen Moltmann writes;52 a life that is first renewed and
transformed and from this new identity draws its new vitality. 

 This focus has often been neglected in reality. 53  A transformed understanding of our
identity under the authority of God and the response to this transformation are not
interdependent.54  Only a well-informed and developed identity will lead to transformation
and cause an appropriate response.  Discipleship that focuses on formation but neglects the
identity of the disciple and of the transforming community is doomed to repeat its
mechanisms until they are run down.  Response must be sought in light of the purpose of
discipleship, that is, to bring glory to God. 

 Unifying discipleship.  Discipleship that is spiritually defined, theologically informed, and
responsive to God's call by giving glory and thanksgiving to God is ultimately unifying. 
Unification is the absolute expression of glory to God.55  This view has several consequences
for Pentecostal formation.  First, the community of faith must be aware of its potential for
formation and transformation of its members and the body as a whole.  Christian education
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calls for the unifying practices of worship, fellowship, witness, sacraments, and ministry to
be part of discipleship not apart from it.56  Unifying discipleship will have to seek more ways
to enhance the corporate character of Christian education by eliminating the walls that
currently exist between age, gender and race. 

Secondly, discipleship must not be denominational.  The quest is not for disciples that are
denominationally circumscribed as Pentecostals or Catholics or Evangelicals but for those
that are spiritually, theological and responsibly defined as children of God.  Thus discipleship
and the development of educational models must happen in dialogue with others.  Christian
education must essentially become ecumenical.57 

Pentecostal discipleship is facing one of its greatest challenges.  It is possible for
Pentecostalism to eventually become synonymous with an ecumenical umbrella that is
capable of overcoming Christian and educational boundaries. The challenge is less in the
content nor in the consequences of Christian discipleship but rather in how the content is
going to be applied to a people that are unaware of their identity and unconcerned about the
consequences.  The first turn must be a turn to the Spirit of God and with it to the ultimate
authority.  This move must be a corporate move of the body of Christ not just of some of its
members.  The mission is for spiritual union not theological agreement.  Shared
responsibility and accountability will have to become the characteristic hallmarks of
Pentecostalism.  It will then be able to lead Christian discipleship beyond an already apparent
paradigm shift into a new era.
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