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This discussion starter began life as a reflection on the discussion we had last time, on Brexit and life 

after the EU, but just as that discussion led us on to asking ‘what does it mean to develop 

discipleship in a Babylonian context?’ so with what I’m about to say, I kept finding myself from 

straying from the EU to the wider topic of discipleship development in troubled times. 

What am I NOT going to talk about here?  First, I’m not going to try and give an exhaustive answer to 

the question of how we nurture Christian discipleship in a ‘Babylonian’ context – as if I could really 

add anything to what so many people have written, thought about and experimented with in this 

field over the years.  Second, I’m going to highlight but then leave aside the question as to whether 

we are in fact in ‘Babylon’ at this point, and if we are, what do we mean by that?  Instead, what I 

want to do is take one particular angle on the question of discipleship in a Babylonian context as a 

way in to today’s discussion.  I’m going to offer a possible framework for beginning to think about 

the task in hand.  I’m not going to tell you what I think the content of discipleship development 

ought to be – I’ll leave that to our discussion – but offer one way of ordering and structuring our 

thoughts about how we discern the nature of the task. 

To do this, I want to turn to my first love, which is history.  The more I read history the more I’m 

interested not just in what actually happened, but in how people thought about what actually 

happened, and how they placed it within a wider understanding of their place in time and space, and 

what that understanding does to the way they act in the present.  How we exist in time is such a key 

shaper of our individual and collective identities and our behaviour, and this is particular so for 

Christians, who believe that time itself is part of God’s creation.  And when it feels like ‘the times 

they are a-changing’, I wonder if it’s a particularly good time to be trying to re-orientate ourselves in 

the bigger picture of time. 

So I want to suggest to you today that discipleship development – in any context, but particularly a 

‘Babylonian’ one, whatever we might mean by that – has to grapple with at least four different types 

of time perspective – ways of keeping our discipleship orientated, focused and grounded.  As people 

with some role in nurturing others in Christian discipleship, I think we have to help people grasp 

these four types of perspective on time and change, and learn to live out their faith on these four 

different planes.  If this doesn’t make sense currently, hopefully it will by the end!  I can’t think that 

what I’m about to say is entirely original, but I haven’t come across it in this precise form, so if it’s at 

all useful I may be inclined to make a provisional claim to authorship.  So here are perspectives on 

time and history which can inform and shape our thinking about discipleship and mission: 



 

1) The Big Picture of God’s saving activity in history from Creation to New Creation 

Within what I’m saying here, a first key task of discipleship development in these times is to keep 

our eyes fixed on the big picture.  Last time around, in our discussions on Brexit, Sam Ewell 

entertained us with a great impression of Stanley Hauerwas lecturing his students that ‘it wasn’t 

9/11 that changed the world, it was AD33’.  We might say the same of 23rd June 2016 – it felt earth-

shattering to many of us, but in the grand scheme of history, it is not – or at least, we cannot at the 

moment say definitively that it is.  In that sense, any kind of response we make to Brexit as Christians 

needs to keep one eye firmly fixed on the big picture, and on continually re-orientating ourselves 

within God’s ‘drama in five acts’, as Sam Wells, Tom Wright and others would put it.1  In Matthew 

24:6 Jesus cautions his followers: ‘And you will hear of wars and rumours of wars. See that you are 

not alarmed, for this must take place, but the end is not yet’.  I’m not getting into the realm of end-

time speculation here, but rather drawing out another key message: Jesus says to his followers: hold 

your nerve; seek first the Kingdom of God; don’t lose hope and don’t get distracted.  Focusing on the 

big picture is fundamentally a characteristic of hope – and by contrast, it seems to me that a key 

characteristic of hope’s opposite – despair – is a conviction that the ‘big story’ immaterial, because, 

well, despair says that our current predicament is how it’s always been, and how it always will be.   

A few years ago four American researchers traced and interviewed 100 people who in some way had 

lived lives of sustained action for the common good, over a number of years.  This was a highly 

diverse group of people religiously, ethnically and in class and educational background.  But across 

this diversity, those 100 people shared a number of things in common.  One of the most important 

was what they described as a ‘constructive, enlarging engagement with the Other’.  But they also 

noted some interesting patterns around individuals’ perspectives on time.  Those who lived 

sustained ‘lives of commitment’ had what interviewees described as a ‘paradoxical sense of time 

and place’ – i.e., a bigger perspective on history and on the lives of the people they worked with – 

and a sense that the work they were doing spans more than just the here and now, more than any 

single lifetime.2 In other words, their life of commitment was informed by a sense of the bigger 

picture.   
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If this fundamentally demands the cultivation of hope, it also arguably demands the cultivation of 

patience and godly perseverance.  At our last gathering I mentioned in passing Alan Kreider’s recent 

book: The Patient Ferment of the Early Church (2016).  Kreider’s central claim is that we have 

overlooked the degree to patience became a key virtue of the common life of local Christian 

communities, and that this was one (often neglected) reason why the church continued to grow in 

unpromising and even sometimes hostile times.  I particularly like Kreider’s phrase that Christians 

were ‘often most eloquent when they were not in control of situations’ (p. 69), acting in 

extraordinarily generous and courageous ways despite persecution, which became increasingly 

intriguing to onlookers, and which increasingly impacted upon local culture.3  Christians could be so 

eloquent in such situations, Kreider says, because they did not invest solely in the present moment, 

but orientated themselves in relation to the world-changing events of the past (Jesus’ life, death and 

resurrection) and the expectation of the new heaven and new earth in the future.  Kreider’s phrase 

about being ‘eloquent when… not in control’ has come back to me repeatedly as I’ve thought about 

Brexit.  Of course, you can persevere at something and be wrong in it – there are all sorts of 

churches and theological movements which have persevered in a particular form of common life 

because they felt it to be the right one, only to find themselves wedded to a particular cultural form, 

rather than a fundamental theological principle, or held an apparently plausible theological position 

which bore some distinctly rotten fruit.  So discernment is needed here.  But in general, the 

cultivation of godly perseverance looks like an important component part of living and acting within 

the grand narrative of the Christian story. 

The idea of living within God’s big story is one which is increasingly familiar to anyone who has 

received any formal theological education in recent years, and I sense it’s beginning to inform the 

shape of some theological reflection of the more ‘learned’ variety.  But I wonder how far we also 

help individual Christians beyond the world of professional church to engage with, and begin to 

inhabit, this big story, for themselves?  And given all that postmodern theory has told us in recent 

decades about the problematic and often coercive nature of ‘grand narratives’, how to we ensure 

that engagement with the ‘big story’ of God’s activity with creation is what it should be – a liberating 

story rather than an oppressive one?  What actually enables this to be the case takes me onto the 

fourth kind of temporal place on which we live as Christian disciples: the everyday. 

4) The Everyday 

If the ‘big picture’ keeps us mindful of the panoramic view, the ‘everyday’ keeps us mindful of the 

microscopic.  What we do in particular, individual moments, really matters.  This is the realm of 

Christian practice which Ann Morisy would call ‘graced micro-actions’ – things which in themselves 

don’t seem to amount to much, but which express and reinforce a Christ-centred living of life, and 

which cumulatively begin to change culture.4  Where I was personally challenged in our discussion 

last time around was in the realisation that these small actions require a huge amount of 

vulnerability.  As anyone who has seen my Facebook feed knows, I’m definitely not an ‘over-sharer’; 

quite the reverse.  I also much prefer dealing with conflict by avoiding it, and I tend to find that the 
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smoothest way to rub along quietly with others is not to say anything too outspoken, to manage my 

language carefully so that no one suspects me of being… well, anything that they would be likely to 

object to.  But that’s not going to help me be the peacemaker that Jesus says is blessed and who will 

make a positive difference in a post-Brexit, Trump era, divided world – I’ll merely be a ‘peaceable’ 

person, or a ‘peace-lover’,5 not someone for whom stuff really matters and who is prepared to risk 

difficult encounters, to challenge and be challenged, in order to make my corner of the world just a 

little bit better. So in response to Ash Barker’s encouragement to us to explore as a group ‘how we 

disciple people within a Babylonian experience’, it seems to me that at least one important element 

of this is encouraging people to develop habits of mind and behaviour which mean that we are 

actually doing the things which Jesus teaches; actually behaving like the people Jesus says are 

blessed/happy in the sermon on the mount.  This is discipleship in ‘everyday’ mode.  Going back to 

Alan Kreider’s Patient Ferment of the Early Church, one of the key reasons that early Christian 

communities were often ‘eloquent… when not in control’ was because individually and collectively, 

the followers of the way of Jesus instinctively knew what Jesus commanded, and did it, without 

needing to over-think it (as I know I am prone to doing) in the minutiae of life.  If the ‘big picture’ 

horizon invites the cultivation of faith hope as key Christian virtues, keeping focused on the everyday 

supremely demands love, or charity, depending on your Bible translation.  Are we really different in 

what we do day to day, because of the hope we have?  And what, practically, do we do as churches 

to help us develop that distinctive quality of life in the everyday, whilst accepting that we are going 

to fail frequently, and that that is indeed the very reason for grace. 

So there we have the first two ‘horizons’ or planes of time on which we need to operate as 

Christians.  You may have noticed the odd numbering of the first two ‘horizons’ – 1, then 4.  This is 

deliberate.  Even though they stand and different ends of the spectrum of how we exist in time, both 

of these have a fairly timeless quality to them: the big vision of God’s activity in history, and Jesus’ 

commands for everyday living apply in each generation (even if successive generations, and different 

societies, varying in their interpretation of them).  However, I’m struck by the late sociologist Bryan 

Wilson’s observation that there are two sorts of truth in which religious movements tend to deal: 

‘timeless truth’ and ‘timely truth’.6  1 and 4 belong together because though they deal with opposite 

ends of the spectrum of our experience of living in time, they both have a timeless quality.  What 

goes in between them are two ‘horizons’ which deal more in what Wilson would call ‘timely truth’: 

what is more urgent or revolutionary; that which emphasises the uniqueness of the times we live in, 

rather than the unity of history under God. 

2: The Epochal/Generational Perspective 

Somewhere between the ‘big picture’ and the ‘everyday’ we have to try and work out what is our 

unique contribution to the Kingdom story, as people who are united by being alive and worshipping 

God at the same point in history.  This is the realm in which prophets operate, and with which 

institutional expressions of church are often least comfortable.  However, one essential task of 

‘discipling through the Babylonian experience’ is that of discerning what it falls to us to do, which 

those who come before and after us cannot.  Quite a significant part of the Old Testament as we 
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have it can be traced to just such a challenge, as the people of Israel wrestled with the meaning of 

exile, what God was doing, and what they needed to do, amidst an experience of challenge and 

apparent reversal.  I love that speech of Mordecai’s in the book of Esther, where he challenges his 

adopted daughter that perhaps through her unique position she could rescue the Jewish people 

from persecution.  ‘Who knows? Perhaps you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as 

this’.7  One of the interesting developments in recent New Testament studies is the growing 

consciousness that, in addition to the timeless nature of the Gospel, much of Jesus’ teaching also 

constitutes an urgent challenge to his hearers to rediscover the core of their faith and live it out in 

such a way as to deflect (but also challenge non-violently) the tyrannical threat of the Roman 

occupier.8  ‘You know how to read the appearance of the sky’, says Jesus, ‘but you don’t how to read 

the signs of the times’.9  So here we have not just a generational call to address particular issues, but 

also a recognition from the Master that we are likely to have generational blind-spots; things we 

simply can’t see and address, because we are so religiously and culturally mired in a particular way 

of thinking. 

A few historical examples. For our Christians in Practice project at St Peter’s Saltley Trust, I’ve been 

trying to write a separate reflection about the story of Le Chambon sur Lignon, the French mountain 

village which harboured hundreds of Jewish children from Nazi persecution during the Second World 

War.10  Having experienced persecution themselves, the religious and political DNA of the village 

community heightened awareness of the plight of the Jews, and instinctively brought forth a 

response.  The people of Le Chambon knew their task during the war, because they were alive to 

both the bigger story and the nature of everyday Christian living.  One might also think about the 

Malvern Conference of 1941, Archbishop William Temple’s bold attempt to bring together key 

thinkers and commentators of the age to explore the nature of the church and its role in 

reconstructing British society after the Second World War.  Central to the vision of Temple and other 

contributors was of a Europe united in common moral purpose (a purpose which owed a central 

debt to Christianity) rather than being riven by idolatrous nationalistic and political ideologies, or 

ravaged by the divisive effects of unbridled market capitalism.11  The conference itself had mixed 

results – no specific initiatives of significant scale, but lasting intellectual influence on the shaping of 

the post-war welfare state.  I’m still struck by the far-sightedness of Temple and other organisers, 

who understood that dramatic events needed a concerted response from the churches, in the face 

of an obvious generational challenge: the creation of a just and peaceful post-war society.  However, 

of all the four horizons I’m discussing here, it feels as though the churches today are weakest in this 

kind of generational thinking – collectively endeavouring to discern the important challenges of the 

day and make a concerted response.  Here is where we need to get to grips with our theological 

blind-spots, and the Church has them in every age.  Thinking of medieval Christendom, we might 

celebrate depths of its spirituality, but also lament its insufficiently critical attitude to temporal 

power.  Thinking of the 19th Century English church we might celebrate its energy for evangelism and 
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social reform but lament its severity or its frequent, uncomfortably close relationship with 

colonialism.  To be fair, generational blind-spots are simply a fact of being human and fallible. Last 

summer, one supreme irony for me was that at the time of the Brexit vote I was reading Jared 

Diamond’s book Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive.  One of Diamond’s key 

observations from large-scale historical enquiry is that whilst many societal collapses have wider 

environmental causes, one critical factor is how a given society chooses to respond to these.  

Societal collapses often occur when a society prioritises short-term material comfort or wealth over 

long-term sustainability.12 

So for our discussion today, I wonder what you think are the key generational challenges – the things 

God is calling us to address, which fall to us at this point in history, and no other?  Equally, I wonder 

what you think might be our generational blind-spots; the things which, as a church, and as a 

society, we’re uniquely likely to overlook or struggle to address, because we’re so implicated in a 

particular way of thinking.  I wouldn’t naively suppose that Christians’ response to the challenges of 

the day will ever be unified – generations are likely to polarise over particularly difficult questions 

and challenges.13  There are profound differences of opinion on Brexit and a whole host of other 

issues within the Christian community.  But for me, part of ‘discipling within a Babylonian 

experience’ is about developing consciousness of the potential of the whole church to bless society if 

only it can be encouraged to recognise what it can do together.  Like Temple, and the villagers of Le 

Chambon sur Lignon, we too need to learn to ‘read the signs of the times’ as a core ‘intelligence’ of 

Christian discipleship.  Indeed, going back to the Lives of Commitment research mentioned earlier, 

this timely sort of generational consciousness was another common characteristic of the one 

hundred activists interviewed: ‘for all their long-term perspective, however, these are not people 

who can lean back and just leave the work to the next generation or others.  Their sense of time is 

not only larger but more immediate than what many take for granted’.  ‘They feel what one person 

called a “holy urgency” about the work’.14 

3. The Short-Term Strategic 

So we come to the fourth and final kind of perspective on time and change in my framework, and 

this one fits in between the ‘generational’ and the ‘everyday’: we might call it the ‘short-term 

strategic’.  If the ‘big story’ question is: what’s the overall meaning and direction of history under 

God, in which we are participants?’, and the key ‘generational’ question is: what is God calling us to 

as a church at this point in history?’, and the key ‘everyday’ question is: what should we do today, 

regardless of any longer-term perspective, the short-term strategic question is: what do we do now, 

in the short- to medium-term, to give shape and form to our everyday lives of discipleship in ways 

that take us one step closer to fulfilling our generational callings?  In essence, this is the realm of 

mission action planning, but also of intentional, step by step discipleship development.  Calling this 

time perspective ‘short-term strategic’ might make this feel a lot like a management question, and 

I’m well aware that there is a wide spectrum of views in the Church of England at the moment, 

about strategy, managerialist approaches to mission and their possible relationship to the Gospel.  

But in truth, all that this final time perspective is really concerned with, is: ‘what do we do in the 
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next 3-4 years or so to take our participation in God’s mission one step further?’  In reality, that’s a 

question which is asked across theological traditions.  If you’re looking for a biblical parallel, one 

might, for example, think of Jesus’ sending out of the seventy, or Paul’s missionary journeys – 

specific, time-limited ventures with a specific purpose, but anchored in place by virtue of what we 

understand about both everyday discipleship and the bigger historical trajectory.  So my fourth 

discussion starter question is: what should we usefully be doing in the next 3-4 years to nurture and 

strengthen people in Christian discipleship, given where we’re starting from now, and given what we 

understand about Christian discipleship from keeping those other three perspectives in mind?  The 

answers to this will vary hugely (more so than for the other three ‘horizons’), from individual to 

individual, and church to church, community to community. 

*  *  * 

So there we have it: four questions about our location in time and history, to orientate a discussion 

about developing discipleship in these challenging times: 

 What is the overall trajectory of God’s saving plan for creation, and how do we learn to inhabit 

it and allow it to shape our action? 

 What are we being called to do, as Church, in these times and in this generation and how do 

we create spaces to do this discernment? 

 In the light of this, what are our next steps in nurturing discipleship and mission action, in the 

short- to medium-term future? 

 And what is the content of Christian discipleship in the everyday, and how do we maximise 

opportunities to practice that, to reflect on that practice, and anchor it in our prayer and 

worship?  

If these four time perspectives constitute a remotely useful framework for thinking about 

discipleship development and mission, I think it’s important to achieve some kind of balance 

between them.  If the short-term strategic becomes overly dominant, we end up with a church 

which is good at initiatives and programmes but loses sight of both the big picture and the need for 

everyday loving kindness.  If the everyday becomes overly dominant, we may be able to live 

individual lives of respectable good deeds but lose sight of the bigger mission of God, our part in it 

And the potential of Christian communities to act collectively.  If the ‘generational’ becomes overly 

dominant, we may develop an excessive sense of our own importance or uniqueness, and struggle to 

learn from the Communion of Saints stretching through the whole of history.  If the ‘big story’ 

becomes overly dominant, we may end up with a form of quietism which sees discipleship primarily 

in terms of waiting it out for the end of the story, rather than grasping our calling in the here and 

now.  So if I’m right, part of our task as people involved in enabling others to grow as Christian 

disciples is to keep all four of these ‘planes’ in view and allow them to inform each other, as we 

support people in both organised and more informal ways in the living of their Christian faith.  What 

the content of each of the four should be, I leave to our discussion. 

Ian Jones, 15 February 2017 

 

 



 

 

 


