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How do you learn best? How do the people in our churches learn best? 

Surprisingly, not the way that most followers of Jesus are taught in today’s religious culture! 

CHILDHOOD LEARNING VS. ADULT LEARNING 

Education theory labels childhood learning as “formational.” The process by which young 
minds are shaped can be summarized as “know - repeat.” (For example, think back to your 
weekly elementary spelling tests: you’d get a list of words on Monday, you’d practice them for a 
week, and you’d regurgitate them on Friday. Then you’d repeat the porcess the next week with 
a new list of words.)  

As one might expect, adults learn differently. Adult learning theory is (poignantly!) labeled as 
“trans-formational.” The process by which adult mind is shaped is different than a child’s 
“know - repeat”; it is instead summarized as “know - do - own.” This is why medical residents 
operate on cadavers rather than just read books, and why summer internships are vital in most 
majors for a student to be hired. 

Many churches’ equipping efforts seem to be stuck in the “know - repeat” method of learning. 
Many Christian leaders rely on lecture format or reading books as the sole activities in most of 
our equipping efforts. At best we invite participants to discuss what we taught, or we follow up 
the reading with a written assignment or roundtable discussion.  

The best equipping, however, takes participants to the next level: we make participants get 
their hands dirty. They actually have to practice the principles they’re learning.  

For example, let’s have folks read on vision casting, sure — but then get in front of a crowd and 
let the proof rest in dollars raised or core team members recruited. Give them the best book on 
biblical counseling. But then throw them into a scenario where they get to shepherd alongside 
an experienced leader. (Make sure the leader is there to correct them when — not if — they 
err.) And so forth. 

THE RISKY BUSINESS OF EQUIPPING THE SAINTS 

Part of every church’s calling is to “equip the saints for the work of ministry” (Eph. 4:12). As 
“nonprofessional” people actually start participating in this work though, it means others 
might come to us less—and frankly, that can be hard for us!  
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Giving away responsibility also means giving away control: “But what if they blow it?” No one 
is ever ready to counsel, preach, start a ministry, or serve until they can actually get their hands 
dirty doing it!  

In Jesus’ parable of the talents, a landowner gave away actual funds to his servants—that’s 
risky. One servant did poorly with the money, but the others proved themselves ready for more 
responsibility. The master maintained authority in most of the story, but he knew the long-
term gain was worth giving away actual responsibility. In the end, he was confidently able to 
give actual authority to those servants who did well (see Matt. 25:14–30).  

Equipping the saints means helping God’s people discover, and thrive in, their gifts. It means 
apprenticing them and giving them knowledge and hands-on responsibility to help them grow. 
It means stepping back so they can step forward. It might even mean people leaving your 
group, or even your church (is it yours?), as we affirm other leaders in our church, or send 
them to plant/lead another church.  

TREAT ‘EM LIKE ADULTS! 

Will we risk some responsibility (and for some, a misplaced identity in being the person 
everyone needs), to equip others to take true ministry responsibility? Can we then give away 
real authority, sharing our decisions, pulpits, ministerial duties, and even God’s people (not 
ours) with others, for the long-term benefit of His kingdom (not ours)?  

Too often, we ask people to serve without giving them a picture of why. Too often, we put 
leaders over classes or groups without training or testing to see how they’ll lead. Too often, we 
trust people’s head knowledge without knowing if they can actually impact peoples’ lives. And 
too often we send out planters, pastors, ministers, and leaders who understand theories of 
ministry, but have never gotten to practice it.  

Of course there is investment and risk involved in letting residents actually do the work of 
ministry — they will mess something up — just like every pastor has in the course of their 
ministry! We will have to clean up after them, just like we do when our kids are learning a new 
skill. But let’s serve those in our churches — let’s train them well! Let’s help them get their 
hands dirty, and experience real-life ministry as we equip them well.  

The people in our churches may be God’s children, sure. But let’s treat them, and train them, 
like adults! 
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