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INVITATION

You’ve devoted your life to serving God by providing leadership to your church. The Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer of  the 
universe has invited you and your congregation not just to live out a calling, but to flourish in it. But… you have a problem. 
There are times when you are uncertain about what you should do next in leading God’s people. You struggle to discern what 
God has for you and your congregation. At times you feel stuck in providing direction. At times you may even feel like your 
people just don’t get it.

Worst of  all? All of  this raises some of  your internal fears and doubts. You start questioning whether you can provide the type of  
pastoral leadership your congregation needs. It also raises the theological question – is God’s plan actually to use broken people 
and congregations to share the Good News?

I get it. I have wondered what God is asking of  me. I have asked for a fresh vision to help energize me during the ups and downs 
of  ministry. I have wondered how to mobilize people to minister out of  their gifts, calling and transformation to serve God and 
others.

I spent a decade and a half  in pastoral ministry in a church plant and a revitalizing church wresting with how to discern God’s 
will and priorities for myself  and the people I was called to serve. For the last five years I have had the privilege to teach, coach 
and consult pastors and churches. This conversation guide was a decade in development and has been distributed to over 340 
Canadian Baptists of  Ontario and Quebec churches. It has been used as a discernment tool with pastors and churches. Many 
ministry leaders have described it as helping them clarify what God has next for them.

The plan, framework and questions are simple:

1. Gather a group together  
It could be a group of  pastors looking to discern what God might have for them and their churches or it could be a 
church leadership team. 

2. Introduce the discernment framework of  listening, discerning, responding and resting 

3. Use the five questions as a discernment roadmap that can help you and your church discover your congregation’s 
calling 
Feel free to adapt these to your context.

4. Gather with others to discern together what God might have for you 

This conversation map can help create a safe environment for people to ask the questions that matter most. It does not guarantee 
that you or your church will be able to answer all the questions before you but it may help change the conversation and create a 
space for the Holy Spirit to provide clarity and unity.

I know that discernment is never easy. But I also know that it is tragic when ministry leaders and churches do not take the time 
to carve out an atmosphere where together, they can seek first the Kingdom of  God.

May this conversation map spark in you a desire to listen for the voice of  God, discern what God might have for you for this 
next season, may it lead to responsive action and may you rest in the awareness that God’s provision is enough.

Welcome to the journey.

 

Rev. Dr. Dallas Friesen
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THE DISCERNMENT FRAMEWORK
For you and your congregation to discover (or rediscover) your calling and flourish in it, you may need to adopt four learning 
capacities that function in an action learning process. Discernment always begins with listening for the voice of  our Shepherd, 
Leader and Lord (John 10:1-5).

 

Listening to God’s voice through Scripture and the Holy Spirit as the body of  
Christ requires a degree of  discerning. The degree to which your congregation can 
faithfully discern God’s call will be the degree to which your people will be able to 
utilize their spiritual gifts and talents for discipleship and mission. 

God’s call is always a call to action: to love God and others. Responding to God’s 
call might be through prayer, planning, sharing the Good News, discipling young 
people or engaging in missional activity. For centuries, the Church has been one 
of  the most innovative groups of  people—leaders in health care, education, social 
services, racial reconciliation and social justice. 

Christians walk into the messes of  life. The Gospel goes into the darkest places. 
Ultimately, thriving congregations are not just about doing good works in the name 
of  Jesus. They build resting into their rhythms as they abide in Jesus and recognize 
that it is the power of  the Holy Spirit that brings new life. Thriving congregations 
build disciples of  Jesus who live in the rhythm of  rest and work, abiding in Christ 
and fruitful activities.

 

LISTENING DISCERNING RESPONDING RESTING
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THE FIVE QUESTIONS 
“The proof  is in the pudding.” 

This 14th century phrase was originally, “the proof  of  the pudding is in the eating,” meaning you have to eat the pudding to 
know what’s in it. We use this phrase to imply that we can talk all we want about ideas, rationale and evidence, but ultimately it 
is the results that matter. In the fast-paced world of  business and political hierarchies, achievement and results are vital. As the 
people of  God, gathered together in worshiping communities, how do we know if  are on target? How do we know if  we are 
thriving as followers of  Jesus and faithful congregations? Is the proof  simply in eating the pudding? 

These five questions can help your congregation clarify your its call and thrive within that calling: 

Questions 1 and 2 help you establish the target or the goal (telos for you Greek scholars) that you believe God has for 
your congregation. 

Question 3 moves to a personal level in asking who and what is God calling you to be and do. Ultimately, as local 
congregations, our greatest asset is our people. God has called us to shepherd, empower, and challenge our people to 
use their gifts for the sake of  his kingdom. The people whom God has given you help shape and form the ministry to 
which your congregation is called. 

Question 4 focuses on the place and the context in which your congregation is located. While there are lots of  similar-
ities, congregational life does look different in downtown, modern Toronto than it did in first century Ephesus, which 
looks different than congregational life in a small town which looks different than congregational life in Hong Kong. 
The community and neighbourhood that God has placed you in will help shape and form the ministry to which your 
congregation is called. 

Question 5 zeroes in the specifics of  who God is calling you to be and what you are called to do. 

       YOUR PEOPLE

Question 3

Who is God calling 
me to be and what am 
I called to do?

YOUR PLACE

Question 4

Who is God calling me 
to serve and bless?

YOUR CONGREGATION

Question 5

What is God’s call for your con-
gregation?

ALL DISCIPLES

Question 1

What is God’s 
invitation & 
challenge for all 
people?

THE CHURCH

Question 2

What is God’s call 
for the church?
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5 CONSIDERATIONS IN DISCERNING

1. THERE ARE NO INSTANT FIXES

When it comes to helping congregations thrive and multiply, there are no easy answers that cut through the complexity of  
congregational life. All the materials here have been used in multiple types of  congregations. Congregational life is always both 
easier and more complicated than we make it. For congregations that are stuck: remember it was a long journey that brought 
you to where you are today. Change doesn’t happen overnight. What we do know about change is that it happens with new ideas 
and new energy—new ideas from God’s timeless stock and new energy possible through the infinite power of  the Holy Spirit.

2. THE POWER OF QUESTIONS

Jesus asked great questions—over a hundred questions are recorded in the Gospels! Why is it that when the Creator of  the uni-
verse came to Earth, he often responded to people with questions and not tidy answers? Questions invite and challenge people 
to think differently. Questions can help cut through like a surgeon’s scalpel. Questions can bring people together by sending 
them on a quest. This book is designed to be used conversationally. This means there will often be more questions than answers.

3. THE POWER OF ANSWERS

While we can learn from the way Jesus asked questions, there are many instances where God has clearly given us direction and 
answers through Scripture. We are commanded to be obedient and faithful to God’s Word. We have the power of  God’s answers 
to our troubling questions. Not everything is up for discussion, debate and agreeing to disagree. When a congregation has dis-
cerned God’s calling and direction on a matter, there are times and instances we make space for feedback and there are times 
when we pause on questions and clarify what we have already decided in order to move forward.

4. THE WISDOM TO DISCERN THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN QUESTIONS & ANSWERS

As a congregation, we need to learn when to sit with the questions before us and when we need to confidently proclaim what 
God has already told us through the Word. It takes the wisdom of  the Holy Spirit to help us know when to do which with 
confidence and humility. It takes grace and truthfulness to stay in dialogue when dialogue is needed. It takes faithfulness and 
courage to know when it is time to move forward, even if  we don’t have everything figured out. It takes courage to move from 
just talking to actually doing something. Sometimes we like to sit with questions or raise new ones because we don’t actually want 
to take next steps. 

5. CALLINGS, CLARITY AND COMPETING PRIORITIES 

Once at a pastor’s retreat, the number one prayer request was that the pastors would receive a fresh vision of  what God has for 
them. Driven deep into the psyche of  pastors is the first half  of  the verse from the old King James, “Where there is no vision, 
the people perish” (Proverbs 29:18). The church growth movement reminded us frequently that as pastoral leaders we are called 
to provide vision for our people, citing Acts 2:17, “In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your sons 
and daughters will prophesy, your young men will see visions, your old men will dream dreams.” 

Seeking a clear vision from God is not wrong. God gives us a clear vision and calling in Scripture. However, for that vision and 
calling to get lived out in a congregation, with a particular people, in a particular place requires managing competing priorities. 
Pastoral leadership is about being clear and confident on God’s directives and managing people’s competing priorities. Paul called 
it the unity and diversity of  the body of  Christ (1 Corinthians 12). Leading through competing priorities can either be debilitating 
for a pastor and the life of  a congregation or it can invigorate us to “spur one another towards love and good deeds” (Hebrews 
10:24). 
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QUESTION #1: ALL DISCIPLES 
What is God’s invitation and challenge for all people?

PREAMBLE 
God made every person to be in relationship with him. While humans rebelled against 
God, through the death and resurrection of  Jesus we are rescued and given new life. That 
Great News means that all individuals are invited and challenged to be disciples of  Jesus. 

LISTENING TO THE WORD 
1. Read the following passages as a group or break into a few smaller groups. 

 Ì The Great Commission   Matt 28:18-20, Mark 16:15, Luke 24:74, John 20:21 and Acts 1:8 

 Ì The Great Commandment  Matt 22:33-40, Mark 12:28-31, Luke 10:25-28, John 13:34-35 

 Ì The Great Compassion   Mark 6:34 

 Ì The Gospel Narrative    Creation → Fall →  Rescue → Restoration 

2. What other passages of  Scripture highlight the invitation and challenge of  following Jesus? 
 Ì How does Scripture describe God’s call for all people? 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
 Ì Write down key words and phrases on a white board. 

 Ì Theological Reflection  
What kind of  life, in Christ, are we as a congregation inviting and challenging people to live? 

 Ì Practical Reflection  
What are we doing to intentionally develop disciples of  Jesus? 

INDIVIDUAL REFLECTION 
 Ì Is this an area where our leadership or congregation should have complete clarity?  yes | no | not sure 

 Ì Is this an area that we, as a congregation, can have competing priorities?   yes | no | not sure 

As a congregation, how do we answer in one sentence, “What is God’s invitation & challenge for all people?”

               

Do we have clarity on this? 

□ Yes, and we are ready to move on   Comments ________________________________________ 

□ No, and we will need to revisit later   Comments ________________________________________
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QUESTION #2: THE CHURCH 
What is God’s call to the church?

PREAMBLE 
The Church is the assembly of  believers who are called, gathered and sent in the name 
of  Jesus Christ. The Church is a witnessing community of  Jesus followers who are trans-
formed and empowered by the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8). By its nature, it is called to be a 
community of  reconciliation as its members are called to the ministry of  reconciliation (2 
Corinthians 5:19). 

LISTENING TO THE WORD 
1. Read some of  the following passages as a group or break into a few smaller groups. 

 Ì Acts 2:42-47 

 Ì 2 Corinthians 5:11-21 

 Ì The Book of  Ephesians 

2. What other passages of  Scripture refer to God’s call on the Church? 
 Ì How does Scripture describe God’s call to the Church? 

GROUP DISCUSSION
 Ì Write down key words and phrases on a white board. 

 Ì Theological Reflection  
What kind of  life in Christ are we, as a congregation, inviting and challenging people to live? 

 Ì Practical Reflection  
What are we doing to intentionally develop disciples of  Jesus? 

INDIVIDUAL REFLECTION 
 Ì Is this an area where our leadership or congregation should have complete clarity?   yes | no | not sure 

 Ì Is this an area that we, as a congregation, can have competing priorities?    yes | no | not sure 

As a congregation, how do we answer in one sentence, “What is God’s call to the church?”

               

Do we have clarity on this? 

□ Yes, and we are ready to move on   Comments ________________________________________ 

□ No, and we will need to revisit later   Comments ________________________________________
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QUESTION #3: YOUR PEOPLE
Who is God calling me to be and what am I called to do?

PREAMBLE 
The Gospel has both an individual and communal component to it. We are saved as in-
dividuals and into a community of  faith. This section takes on more of  a personal note. 
A congregation is made up with people with specific spiritual gifts, talents, and passions. 

LISTENING TO THE WORD 
1. Read some of  the following passages as a group or break into a few smaller groups. 

 Ì Spiritual Gifts        1 Corinthians 12:1-11, Romans 12:6-8, 1 Peter 4:11 

 Ì Body of  Christ        1 Corinthians 12:12-31 

 Ì APEST (Apostles, Prophets, Evangelists, Shepherds, Teachers)   Ephesians 4 

 Ì Who I am in Christ?        Galatians 2:20 

2. What other passages of  Scripture refer to God’s call on us as individuals and as a collective? 

3. How does Scripture describe God’s call on us as individuals to use our gifts as the Body of  Christ? 

GROUP DISCUSSION 
Write down key words and phrases on a white board. 

 Ì Theological Reflection  
How would we know if  we are doing well as a congregation in empowering people to use their gifts and talents to 
serve God and others? 

 Ì Practical Reflection 
 � How are we doing at navigating conflict when it arises within our congregation? 

 � How are we doing at navigating change as a congregation? 

 � How are we doing at navigating crisis, when they come up, as a congregation? 

 � How are we doing at caring for the widows and orphans (James 1:27)? 

 

INDIVIDUAL REFLECTION 
 Ì Is this an area where our leadership or congregation should have complete clarity?  yes | no | not sure 

 Ì Is this an area that we, as a congregation, can have competing priorities?   yes | no | not sure 

As a congregation, how do we answer in one sentence, “Who is God calling us to be and what is God calling us to do?”

               
Do we have clarity on this? 

□ Yes, and we are ready to move on   Comments ________________________________________ 

□ No, and we will need to revisit later   Comments ________________________________________
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QUESTION #4: YOUR PLACE
Who is God calling us to serve and bless?

PREAMBLE 
Modern transportation has confused local congregational life. When the Creator of  the 
universe came to earth he walked neighbourhoods at five kilometres per hour. Many peo-
ple in Canada live in one neighbourhood, work in another neighbourhood, shop in anoth-
er neighbourhood and worship in yet another neighbourhood. Like the expert in the law 
in Luke 10:29 we might ask, “And who is my neighbour?” 

LISTENING TO THE WORD 
1. Read some of  the following passages as a group or break into a few smaller groups. 

 Ì The importance of  place (Genesis 28:16, Jeremiah 29:5) 

 Ì The example of  Jesus (John 1:1 & 1:14, Jesus walked neighbourhoods at 5km/hr) 

 Ì Neighbours (Matthew 22:37-39, Luke 10:27, Romans 13:10, 1 Corinthians 10:24) 

2. Are there other passages of  Scripture that refer to the role of  place in ministry?

3. How does Scripture describe our call to the place that God is calling us to serve and bless? 

GROUP DISCUSSION: 
Write down key words and phrases on a white board. 

 Ì Theological Reflection  
Who do we, as a congregation, consider to be our neighbours? 

 Ì Practical Reflection
 � Would our neighbourhood or community care if  we no longer existed as a congregation? 

 � How well do we know our neighbours? 

 � What would it look like for us to live faithfully present in our neighbourhood? 

INDIVIDUAL REFLECTION 
 Ì Is this an area where our leadership or congregation should have complete clarity?  yes | no | not sure 

 Ì Is this an area that we, as a congregation, can have competing priorities?   yes | no | not sure 

As a congregation, how do we answer in one sentence, “Who is God calling us to serve and bless?” 

               
Do we have clarity on this? 

□ Yes, and we are ready to move on   Comments ________________________________________ 

□ No, and we will need to revisit later   Comments ________________________________________
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QUESTION #5: YOUR CONGREGATION
What is God’s call for our congregation?

PREAMBLE 
The purpose of  this discernment process is to help you and your congregation 

answer the question, “what is God’s call for us as a congregation?” God’s call on your congregation has two aspects to it. Frist, 
there is a call from God that is universal to every congregation, in every nation and in every language, throughout the history of  
the church (Questions 1 and 2). Second, there is also a call from God on your congregation that no other congregation in the 
history of  the world can live out. God has given you specific people with specific gifts and passions (Question 3) in a specific 
place (Question 4) to live out God’s call for your congregation (Question 5). 

LISTENING TO THE WORD 
1. Read some of  the following passages as a group or break into a few smaller groups. 

 Ì In Revelation 2 and 3 we see Jesus speaking with specific blessings and instructions to seven churches based on their 
unique circumstances. 

2. Are there other passages of  Scripture that refer to God’s call on the church? 

3. Based on the passage above and from the discussions from the previous questions, how does Scripture speak into what is 
God’s call for your congregation? 

GROUP DISCUSSION
Write down key words and phrases on a white board. 

 Ì Practical Reflection 
 � Have we discerned why we exist as a congregation? 

 � How do we articulate why we exist as a congregation? (Likely described in your vision, values, mission, priorities or 
practices) 

 � How are we doing at living out what we have said is most important? 

INDIVIDUAL REFLECTION 
 Is this an area where our leadership or congregation should have complete clarity?  yes | no | not sure 

 Is this an area that we, as a congregation, can have competing priorities?   yes | no | not sure 

As a congregation, how do we answer in one sentence, “What is God’s call for our congregation?”  

               
Do we have clarity on this? 

□ Yes, and we are ready to move on   Comments ________________________________________ 

□ No, and we will need to revisit later   Comments ______________________________________
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