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The Formation Phase 
 
Purpose of the Formation Phase 
 
The purpose of the Formation Phase is to begin to ground people in the practices, 
beliefs and values of the Reign of God, and to lead them to make a faith 
commitment if they have not already done so. We co-operate with the Spirit in 
continuing the process of conversion in the person’s life. It is a time of a more 
disciplined exploring of Christian living with support from others. 
 
The key question for this phase is, “Do you desire to 
respond to God’s call and commit your life to Christ as 
symbolised in baptism?” 
 
In the Formation Phase, the participants: 

(i.) learn to worship and reflect on worship; 

(ii.) journey one-to-one with a mentor; 

(iii.) meet in a small group; 

(iv.) engage in study as appropriate; 

(v.) begin to learn to live as a Christian; 

(vi.) begin to explore ministry. 
 
We will consider each of these aspects, but first a reminder 
about small congregations. 
 
Small congregations 
 
As noted previously, any congregation can engage in the 
Becoming Disciples process, no matter how small. What is 
presented in this resource is a best-case or ideal scenario. congregations should 
feel free to adapt the process and do what is best in their own situation. Small 
congregations may actually offer a friendlier context, with more one-to-one 
attention to inquirers.  
 
Where there are insufficient participants for a group, the companion may accept 
responsibility for the roles envisaged by the small group. Note that Willimon’s 
material mentioned in the “further resources” section for this phase combines the 
role of the companion (whom he calls the Mentor) and the small group leader, so 
that all the formation is done one-to-one. 
 
If desired, small congregations may choose to co-operate with other congregations, 
either within their own Uniting Church Presbytery, or the congregation/parish of 
another denomination. 
 
An article on implementing the process in small congregations is on the Becoming 
Disciples website. 
 

“The Church takes seriously the 
magnitude of the gift given in 
baptism, and usually will spend 
time with a prospective 
candidate for baptism … 
ensuring that they understand 
both the nature of the gift and 
the necessity of an appropriate 
response to God’s grace. … 
To do this is both an evangelical 
responsibility and opportunity 
for the Church. To avoid the 
responsibility is to fail the 
gospel; to neglect the 
opportunity is to deny the gospel 
before people.” 
(Understanding the Church’s 
Teaching on Baptism. 
Melbourne. Uniting Church 
Press, 1988. Page 36.) 
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Participants learn to worship 
 
By committing to the Formation Phase, participants agree to participate regularly 
in corporate worship. Worship is central to the life of the Christian community. As 
Don Saliers reminds us: 

Think first of the church gathered, as the ongoing prayer and word of 
Jesus Christ – and the ongoing self-giving of God in and through Christ’s 
body in the world made alive by the Spirit. Christian liturgy is 
something prayed and something enacted, not something thought about 
or merely “experienced.” Liturgy is common art of the people of God in 
which the community brings the depth of emotion of our lives to the 
ethos of God. In these acts we discover who we are, but also and 
primarily, we discover who God is in this art. If understood fully, liturgy 
is doing God’s will and work in the world while providing human beings 
with a time and place for recalling who God is and who we are before 
God, and identifying the world to itself – in God’s eyes – the pathos of 
this terrifying and beautiful world. Therefore the ongoing prayer of 
Jesus, and the ongoing word and self-giving of Jesus, shapes our 
existence and brings us to expression. Worship that focuses primarily on 
self-expression fails to be worship in Spirit and in truth.1 

 
Opportunities will need to be found regularly to help participants understand the 
symbols of worship, the liturgical year, why worship services are structured the 
way they are, and have any unusual language explained to them. There is a sense, 
of course, in which worship needs to speak for itself. Hence it is often better to 
have people experience worship first and then to reflect on it with others, rather 
than to have it all explained before hand – which may remove some of the mystery 
and power of worship. The reflection in worship could occur in the formation group 
(see below). 
 
The people appointed as companions will probably want to sit in worship with the 
person they have been appointed to mentor – at least until people feel comfortable 
within the Christian community. 
 
Companions 
 
The companion (sometimes called a “mentor” or “sponsor”) is a key person, 
perhaps the most important person in the whole Becoming Disciples process.  
 
The role of the companion is to “walk with” the person – to befriend them, to pray 
for them, to be available to talk regularly, to help them through rough spots. In 
this way they become an embodiment for the new Christian of what it means to 
live the Christian life. Many older people, with their wealth of experience, make 
excellent mentors. The relationship between companion and participant is similar 
to that of a master tradesperson with an apprentice. The companion models, 
demonstrates and guides the participant as he or she learns the art of Christian 
living. 
 
Some of the qualities the co-ordinator may seek in a companion, with wise advice 
from the Becoming Disciples team, are: 

                                                 
1 Saliers, Don E. 1994. Worship as Theology: Foretaste of Glory Divine. Nashville: Abingdon. Page 
27. Emphases in original. 
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• a baptised Christian who is a person of prayer, faith, maturity and wisdom; 

• time to offer companionship in an unhurried manner; 

• an ability to listen, discern and affirm the promptings of the Spirit in the life 
of another; 

• humble recognition that the participant will see the companion as a key role 
model for a follower of Christ. 

 
They will need to make a match with will enhance the faith 
journey of the participant. Where a family is together 
exploring the life of faith, another family of similar age and 
interests may be recruited to be their companions. 
 
Some people may be overawed at the prospect of this 
incredible responsibility. It is therefore important to remember 
two things: firstly, no companion is perfect and is, like all 
Christians, dependent on God’s grace, and secondly, it is the 
Holy Spirit who does not converting, not the companion. A 
humble willingness to be used is therefore much more 
desirable than any form of self-assurance. 
 
The companion and the participant will meet regularly, 
perhaps weekly or fortnightly.  
 
In these meetings, the participant may bring questions which 
then become the focus of conversation. The companion may encourage 
conversation by such openings as: 

• “What new learnings or insights are you discovering about God or about 
following Jesus?” 

• How is being a Christian affecting your life’s directions, your priorities, your 
values, your relationships? 

• What particular struggles or joys are you going through at present? 
 
Early in the relationship the companion may want to take the participant on a tour 
of church property, introducing him or her to the facilities, the significance of the 
architecture and other symbols. 
 
The companion should also encourage the habit of a daily quiet time in which the 
person learns to pray and read the Bible. Such helps as With Love to the World, or 
Scripture Union notes may be commended. (With Love to the World has the 
advantage of taking people through the lectionary readings for the following 
Sunday on a daily basis.2)  
 
No doubt it will almost always be appropriate for the participant and the 
companion to pray together. This is part of teaching the person how to pray. 
Various styles of prayer (written prayers, extempore prayers, silence, sung prayer, 
meditation on a symbol etc) as well as different modes of prayer (adoration, 
penitence, thanksgiving, intercession, supplication) could be introduced. 
 

                                                 
2 These may be ordered from Mrs Irene Roberts, 62 The Boulevarde, Strathfield NSW 2135. Phone 02 
8747 1369 9.00 a.m. to 1.00 p.m. weekdays. Email wlwbrg@bigpond.com.  

Of course there were 
disappointments. The 
lack of an easy-to-use, 
off-the-shelf, prepacked 
program made the 
catechumenate seem hard 
to implement. It seemed 
to take too long in a 
“MacDonaldised” age of 
fast fixes for urgent 
needs. But the catechu-
menate is really a way of 
looking at what is core 
activity. Jan Crombie 
(slightly adapted) 
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The companion can help the person work through life-style changes the person is 
ready to make as a result of the work of the Spirit in their lives. Where a person is 
in need of forgiveness, healing and an assurance of acceptance by God, the 
companion is available to minister these. 
 
During the formation phase, participants also begin to discover their ministry as a 
way of expressing their love for God. The companion can help in the discernment 
of this by helping people to name their gifts, strengths and talents and finding 
opportunities to use these in the wider community or the life of the church.  
 
companions will, of course, observe confidentiality as appropriate. If matters arise 
which affect the safety or well being of the person, he or she should be urged to 
speak with the minister or professional counsellor. With the participant’s 
permission, the companion may also do so on their behalf. 
 
Observing the conversion of a participant is one of the great joys and privileges of 
the companion. 
 
Formation groups 
 
In addition to the meetings with the companion, the participants meet 
in a formation group, preferably weekly. This provides a guided peer 
group experience in which people can continue to grow into the 
Christian life. 
 
Most groups use the gospel reading (along with the other readings when 
appropriate) for the previous Sunday as the basis for their reflection. 
After wrestling with the content of the passage, people are encouraged 
to ask such questions as: What do I think God is saying to me in this 
passage?” “What does this mean for my life?” Some Bible study methods are 
provided as further resources on the website for this phase.  
 
In time, other Bible study tools may be brought into the conversation: 
commentaries, Bible encyclopedias, Bible dictionaries etc. 
 
Some more formal systematic presentation of Christian belief should also be used 
for a period. Belonging and Making Disciples are possibilities (see further 
resources). The group leader and the team as a whole will need to give prayerful 
thought to the needs of the group. In each case the intersection between Christian 
belief and Christian living should be explored. 
 
Participants should be encouraged to ask questions and wrestle with them together 
(“Do others struggle with the same question?” “How would you respond to that 
idea?”) Naturally, the group leader may also provide answers, particularly if factual 
information or a matter of orthodox belief and/or church policy is asked for. 
 
In addition, some participants may be provided with books and videos matched to 
their particular questions and individual need, which could be studied at their 
leisure. Some people will also appreciate the opportunity to study formal courses 
through Coolamon College, or another college. companions will need to counsel 
participants not to overload their time with content material, however, to the 
exclusion of other dimensions of growth. 
 

“It takes nine months 
for a human baby to be 
formed in the womb, so 
when we seek to prepare 
people to be born anew 
through the waters of 
baptism we would do 
well to take our time.” 
Peter Gador-White
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But the group sessions are not just focussed on content. The building of 
relationships, discussion, quiet reflection, prayer and music also have an important 
place. 
 
As mentioned in relation to the role of the companion, various styles and modes of 
prayer may to be introduced. The group leader will need to exercise sensitivity as 
to when people are ready to lead in prayer. 
 
A creative group leader will want to structure some encounters in places where 
Christians are active in their ministries e.g. visiting members of the congregation 
where they work and interviewing them about ways in which their faith and work 
intersect, visiting an Aboriginal organisation in your area with a member of the 
congregation who is active in that area of ministry etc. 
 
When should groups meet? Many groups meet immediately after Sunday worship 
(with refreshments). Traditionally, catechumens left the service after the 
preaching and before the Lord’s Supper for their formation group. Each 
congregation will need to arrange a time best suited to the participants and 
leaders. 
 
The formation group leader (the catechist) 
 
The role of the group leader is to facilitate the discussion in the group and also 
ensure that the need of each participant is met. If it is possible for there to be two 
leaders for a group (preferably female and male) so much the better. 
 
The qualities sought in a group leader are therefore: 

• desire to see the Reign of God rooted deeply in people’s lives; 

• awareness that it is the Holy Spirit who nurtures and does the teaching; 

• sensitivity to people’s individual needs; 

• willingness to learn group facilitation skills; 

• readiness to let each person make his or her own discoveries and 
explorations; 

• humble recognition that, consciously or unconsciously, the participants will 
see the group leader as one of their key role models for the Christian life. 

 
Therefore, the skills required include: 

• An ability to plan a group session in some detail, while remaining flexible 
and attentive to the leading of the Spirit. 

• An ability to attend to both the process of group life (the needs of the 
individuals, the interrelationships within the group, different educational 
methods for different purposes) and the content or task at hand (hoped for 
learnings). 

• An ability to ask open-ended questions. Open-ended questions can not be 
answered in one or two words. They require reflection, rather than the 
provision of obvious information (“What do you think Zacchaeus may have 
been thinking and feeling then?” rather than “How many people went with 
Jesus up the mountain?”). 
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When presenting official church teachings, the group leader will need to be careful 
that he or she does so fairly. At the same time, they will be concerned that an 
issue is not just left as a dry doctrine, but the impact of that for the life of the 
church and/or the individual will also be considered. 
 
Journalling 
 
Some participants could be encouraged to keep a journal in which they record their 
insights, discoveries and learnings. This may include prayers, helpful Bible 
passages, reflections on the meetings, promptings of the Spirit, poems, 
illustrations - anything that the participant feels is significant in their journey. 
 
The role of the congregation 
 
The role of the congregation continues to be to pray for the participants and those 
supporting them. By the time, they reach the formation phase, however, and 
participate regularly in the life of the Christian community, there is the additional 
obligation to befriend them. 
 
The role of the co-ordinator 
 
In this phase, the role of the congregational Becoming Disciples co-
ordinator is to keep in regular contact with companion(s) and the 
group leader(s), to share the joys and to work through difficulties, 
helping them to draw on resources outside the congregation as 
necessary. 
 
If a congregation has more than one companion, it may be helpful to 
arrange to meet with them together for mutual support, 
encouragement and training. Such meetings could also be arranged 
with a number of congregations working together, or on a 
Presbytery-wide basis. 
 
Such meetings could discuss one or more of the following: 

• How are you personally finding the process? 

• How do you perceive it is going for the participant? 

• What has been the greatest challenge for you? 

• What has been the biggest blessing? 

• Are there particular concerns or unanswered questions which could be 
addressed? 

• Are there ways others in the congregation could provide more support? 
 
Some appropriate worship time will probably be helpful and appreciated. 
 
Helping people take the next step 
 
At an appropriate time, the minister and perhaps one other person meets with 
each participant/companion pair. The purpose is to discern together where the 
Spirit is leading each person. The conversation could range across such matters as: 

• How do you find being part of this Christian community? 

Margaret feels that 
being a companion 
has been the most 
important thing she 
has ever done in her 
long life of serving 
Christ. 
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• What has happened in your life since you were welcomed into the life of the 
church?  

• What new discoveries have you made about Jesus? 

• What joys and struggles do you have in relation to living as a Christian? 

• In what ways are you demonstrating your love for God and others in your 
daily living (at home, school or workplace, local community)? 

• Are you beginning to discover your area(s) of ministry? 

• What further issues do you wish to explore? 

• What might be the next step for you? (This would provide an opportunity to 
discuss the meaning of baptism and if the participant may be entering the 
Candidacy Phase.)  

 
Again it needs to be said that the process should not be hurried. Experience from 
other churches is that the longer the congregation works with the process, the 
longer the Formation Phase becomes. Yet the length of time for an individual 
cannot be pre-determined.  For some, it will take as long as a number of years.  
 
When it is judged by mutual prayerful discernment that conversion is taking place 
and the person has sufficient knowledge of Christian beliefs and practices, the 
candidate is ready to commence intensive preparation for baptism, confirmation or 
reaffirmation, the minister and the co-ordinator will bring a recommendation to 
the Church Council. 
 
As indicated in the “Overview” section, the traditional time for people taking the 
step from the Formation Phase to the Candidacy Phase is the first Sunday in Lent. 
This highlights that they are journeying with Jesus to his death and resurrection on 
Good Friday and Easter Sunday. Some Australian congregations, however, receive 
people into the Candidacy Phase in Advent.  
 
The process and the congregation 
 
By focussing the activities of the congregation around the joyous task of making 
disciples, the congregation may well experience a new sense of mission. By the 
time a number of persons have been nurtured to the point of deep faith in Christ 
expressed in Baptism or Confirmation, the congregation has supported, prayed for 
and nurtured participants for many months. These people have been welcomed, 
prayed for and prayed with, encouraged and taught. They have encouraged all the 
members of the congregation by their new-found faith and inspired them with their 
joy. Along with the participants, the members have themselves renewed their own 
confession. The whole congregation experiences renewal and transformation. 
 


