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METHODOLOGY

Guide to study the texts personally:

1.	 Read the text underlining the ideas you want to highlight or the 

doubts that arise. Take note of them.

2.	 Bring to prayer the underlined ideas that you would highlight 

and the doubts and explain what calls you feel God makes to 

you for your daily life. 

3.	 What commitment emerges from these calls? How can you 

bring them to life? Where do you find resistance?

Presentation of the questions worked on to the person in charge of 

the formation process.
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DISCIPLESHIP 
Santiago Guijarro Oporto

1. Introduction
The purpose of this article is to study the first experience of Chris-

tian discipleship, that is, the way of life that Jesus of Nazareth propo-

sed to his closest followers. This particular way of life, which implied 

a close relationship with him, has been a constant point of reference 

throughout history for the so-called vocations of special consecration, 

and in recent Church documents it is proposed as a model for the com-

munity formed by those preparing for the pastoral ministry (PDV 60).

2. Discipleship in Jesus’ Time
Jesus’ call to his disciples and the relationship he established with 

them was not something absolutely new, but must be understood wi-

thin the framework of the various models of discipleship that existed 

then within Judaism.

Throughout Israel’s history, the teacher-disciple relationship had 

been cultivated in the circles of the wise (Prov 2:1) and among the pro-

phets (Isaiah 8:16). The discipleship of wisdom circles was aimed at 

transmitting wisdom gained from experience, while prophetic disci-

pleship was centered on adherence to the prophet and the message 

he conveyed from God. These two basic forms of discipleship survived 

in Jesus’ day.

The kind of relationship that the sages established with their disci-

ples resembles that which the scribes and teachers of the Law establi-

shed with theirs. The relationship between masters and disciples was 
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highly valued among them and was the pillar on which the rabbinical 

tradition was based that would later give rise to Judaism as we know 

it today. The main purpose of rabbinical discipleship was to teach the 

Law and its right interpretation. The figure of the master had an instru-

mental role, and in fact it was not uncommon for a disciple to change 

masters. Normally it was not the teacher who chose his disciples, but 

they requested their instruction (Mk 12:28-34). 

Prophetic discipleship, represented in Elijah’s relationship with Eli-

sha (1 Kings 19:19-21), continued to be practiced in the renewal move-

ments raised by prophets and leaders who awaited God’s imminent 

intervention. John the Baptist was the driving force behind one of 

these movements, and what we know about him gives us an idea of 

what these prophets called their disciples. His call was of a general 

nature and was addressed to the whole town. In this type of invita-

tion, the relationship with the teacher was of little relevance, because 

what mattered was the personal preparation for the definitive mani-

festation of God that was imminent (Mk 1:4-8). 

There were also other forms of discipleship such as those practiced 

by the Essenes or the military leaders, but these two are the ones that 

best help to place the discipleship of Jesus in its context. In fact, Jesus’ 

relationship with his disciples took on features of these two types of dis-

cipleship relationship. On the one hand, Jesus and some of his disciples 

were for a time disciples of John the Baptist (Jn 1:27; Mk 1:7; Jn 1:35-42) 

and in the new group formed by them some of the features of this type 

of prophetic discipleship survive. On the other hand, Jesus had a great 

interest in instructing his disciples and he did so, using forms and re-

sources from the wisdom tradition. Jesus’ call to his disciples and the 

relationship he established with them must therefore be understood in 

the context of these already existing discipleship experiences.
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3. Discipleship of Jesus
Our primary avenue into Jesus’ discipleship is the gospels. But the 

Gospels are at the same time windows that allow access to Jesus and 

mirrors that reflect the situation of the communities in which they were 

written. This means that, in order to know what Jesus’ relationship with 

his disciples was like, we must go beyond the presentation that the 

evangelists make of it and seek, with the help of historical criticism, the 

fragments of that original experience. 

Jesus’ discipleship has three moments or ingredients that are re-

lated to each other: the call, the following, and the sending. This rela-

tionship appears in Jesus’ invitation to two of his first disciples: “Come 

after me, and I will cause you to become fishers of men” (Mk 1:17). 

The first purpose of the call is to follow Jesus closely, which, in turn, 

will prepare the disciples to carry out a mission. In order to know the 

discipleship of Jesus, it is necessary, therefore, to know in more detail 

these three moments that make it up.

Call

Jesus’ call to his disciples occupies an important place in the Gos-

pels. It appears explicitly in the so-called vocation accounts and impli-

citly in many other passages, in which the decision to follow Jesus is 

discussed. Here we will study only the stories of vocation, which syn-

thetically reflect the experience of the call.

The traditions about the call of Jesus have come down to us in 

three types of vocational account. One of them is characteristic of the 

Gospel of Mark; another is proper to the source common to Matthew 

and Luke, Document Q; and the other is found in the Gospel of John. 

Each of them has its own characteristics.
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The stories of Mark (Mk 1:16-18, 19-20 par.; Mk 2:14 par.) they are 

set in Galilee at the beginning of Jesus’ public activity. In them the 

identity of those who are called is revealed. The initiative comes from 

Jesus, who chooses those he wants and demands a radical break 

with their families. The purpose of the call is twofold: to follow Jesus 

and to collaborate in his task (to become “fishers of men”). Finally, the 

disciples’ response is immediate and exemplary.

The stories of Q (Lk 9:57-58. 59-60. par.) they do not have a precise 

geographical setting nor are they interested in the identity of the called. 

In them, the initiative comes from the disciples and not from Jesus. Je-

sus’ response is centered on the demands of following, but nothing is 

said about the reaction of those called to this invitation of Jesus.

Finally, in the accounts of the Gospel of John (Jn 1:35-42, 43-51) 

the call is set in Judea and has as its vital context the group of the 

Baptist and his disciples. The initiative is not usually taken by Jesus or 

by those who want to follow him, but by others who bear witness to 

Jesus (the Baptist, Andrew and Philip). Only after this witness is there 

an approach to Jesus and an encounter with him. In this type of story, 

the demands of follow-up are of very little importance.

The vocational narratives differ in the geographical and chronologi-

cal setting, in the description of the recipients, in the role they play, in 

the purpose and demands of the call, and in the importance given to 

their response. There is, however, a fundamental coincidence, which 

serves as a starting point for accessing the historical experience of Je-

sus’ call: all these accounts recognize that Jesus’ relationship with his 

disciples was determined by an initial encounter in which they were 

invited to follow him. 
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The verb “to follow” (akoloutheô) occupies a central place in all 

three traditions and is used to designate the relationship of the disci-

ples with Jesus after that initial encounter. 

A meticulous analysis of the various traditions with the help of his-

torical criticism allows us to access some other data that make explicit 

the meaning of this call to follow-up. These features have to do with 

the way Jesus called his disciples, with the fact that he called some 

specific people and not others, with the purpose of that call and with 

the consequences it had on the lives of those who followed him.

First, the various traditions agree that Jesus called his disciples with 

uncommon authority. In doing so, Jesus places himself in the place 

that God occupied in the Old Testament accounts of vocation. In these 

stories it was God who directly called the leaders and prophets of the 

people, to entrust them with a mission. Jesus acts in the same way and 

also asks his disciples to adhere unconditionally to his person. This 

self-understanding of Jesus has to do with his awareness of sonship, 

which is manifested in the way he addresses God (abbâ) and in his 

teachings on prayer. This means that Jesus’ call to his disciples is born 

out of the experience of their relationship with God.

Second, it seems that it was Jesus who chose his disciples. Al-

though the various types of stories do not coincide, it is most likely 

that the initiative came from Jesus. Mark expresses it with a lapidary 

phrase, when he says that he “called those whom he wanted” (Mk 

3:13). This is a significant piece of information that could reveal Jesus’ 

intentions and has little to do with the widespread idea that he called 

some “poor” fishermen from Galilee. What vocation accounts reveal 

about the social condition of Jesus’ disciples is something quite di-

fferent. In the scene of the call to James and John, in addition to them 
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and their father, we find a group of day laborers. Why did Jesus call 

the sons of Zebedee and not his hired servants? James and John 

belonged to a relatively high social level, as did Levi, and to a lesser 

extent Peter and Andrew. This data are not accidental. Jesus had a 

program and to carry it out he needed people with certain qualities.

Third, the most ancient traditions show that Jesus imposed extre-

mely radical conditions on his disciples. The most important of all was, 

without a doubt, the break with the house, which was the main so-

cial institution in the Hellenistic-Roman world. This is the framework in 

which the invitation to leave the nets, to abandon the father, to leave 

the boat, to get up from the tax counter, to sell one’s property or to 

stop burying one’s father must be situated. All of these are attitudes 

that point in the same direction: the rupture with the home, the institu-

tion that could then provide more security and support to individuals. 

This break with the family is not ascetic motivated, but is a function of 

the mission that Jesus wanted to entrust to them. By breaking their so-

cial ties, they were free to help Jesus in his mission and identified with 

the situation of many peasants to whom they would have to address 

the announcement of the coming of God’s reign. 

Finally, Jesus called his disciples for a specific purpose. According 

to Mark’s expression, “that they might be with him and that he might 

send them out to preach” (Mk 3:14). He called them, first, to establish 

a new relationship with him, a relationship that involved not only lear-

ning his doctrine, but imitating his lifestyle and identifying with his 

destiny. Secondly, he called them to send them out to proclaim and 

make present the reign of God. These two aims of Jesus’ call reveal to 

us, once again, something about his filial conscience and his unders-

tanding of God’s plan. In them he presents himself as the mediator of 

the reign of God that has begun to arrive. The dissemination of this 
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announcement is urgent, and for this reason he wanted to surround 

himself with a group of disciples who would help him in the task. Not 

just anyone was good for this task, and for this reason he chose them 

carefully and dedicated much time to instructing them with his word 

and with his life.

Following Jesus

Jesus’ call to his disciples was, first, an invitation to follow. Jesus ad-

dressed this invitation to various groups of people, who formed three 

concentric circles around him. In the first we find the group of the Twel-

ve. The second includes other followers who accompanied him assi-

duously. The third, finally, was made up of those who accepted his 

message and tried to live it without abandoning their families and their 

occupations.

The reference to the Twelve is deeply rooted in tradition. It seems 

a historically proven fact that Jesus wanted his closest disciples to be 

twelve, probably to symbolize in them the renewal of the twelve tribes 

of Israel. The symbolic nature of this number leads one to think that its 

composition may have changed during Jesus’ ministry, as in fact happe-

ned later (Acts 1:15-26).

In addition to this group of closest disciples, there were other disci-

ples who accompanied Jesus from the beginning of his ministry (Acts 

1:21-22). In this second circle of followers there were, most probably, 

some women, who accompanied him in Galilee and went with him to 

Jerusalem (Lk 8:1-3; Mk 15:40-41). 

Finally, around Jesus there was also a group of sympathizers who 

accepted and supported his project without abandoning their families 

or their daily occupations. These sympathizers welcomed Jesus and his 
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disciples into their homes (Lk 19:1-10; Mk 15:42-47; Jn 12:1-8; Lk 10:39-42) 

and formed a network of families linked to the movement he initiated.

Many of Jesus’ teachings on discipleship hold true for all three of the-

se groups, but there are some that speak only to his closest followers. 

It is in the latter that the originality of Jesus’ discipleship and the pro-

found meaning of this way of life are best perceived. According to these 

teachings, to be a disciple of Jesus means, first of all, to follow him (Lk 

9:60; Mk 1:18; 10:28), to go after him (Mk 1:17, 20). These expressions have 

a threefold meaning in the traditions of discipleship. They refer, in the 

first place, to physical following, which consists of going after Jesus in 

order to learn from him. They also describe a life attitude that consists 

of sharing their lifestyle. And finally, they enclose a life project, which is 

characterized by sharing the destiny of Jesus.

The first aspect of following appears continually in the Gospel ac-

counts. The discipleship of Jesus, unlike other forms of discipleship of that 

time, implied continuous coexistence, because the disciples not only had 

to learn some teachings, but they had to witness the actions in which what 

Jesus announced was carried out. This first dimension of discipleship also 

appears in the tradition of sayings, especially in one of the beatitudes of 

Document Q: “Blessed are your eyes that see what you are seeing, for I tell 

you that many prophets and kings desired to see what you are seeing and 

did not see, and to hear what you hear and did not hear” (Lk 10,  23 par.). 

Seeing and hearing was the first task of the disciples.

The second dimension of following concerns the lifestyle of the dis-

ciples. Following Jesus meant sharing his lifestyle. The Gospels have 

preserved some features of this lifestyle, which provoked the scandal 

and rejection of their contemporaries: conflict with their own family (Mk 

3:20-21, 31-35); their itinerant lifestyle, without a fixed abode (Lk 9:58 par.), 
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their meals with tax collectors and sinners (Mk 2:15-17), their disrespec-

tful attitude towards certain religious norms and practices, such as the 

observance of fasting (Mk 2:18-20), Sabbath rest (Mk 2:23-28), or certain 

norms of ritual purity (Mk 7:1-15). This lifestyle, which Mark has collected 

in narrative form, also appears in the tradition of sayings, in which we 

find some of the insults that his adversaries directed at Jesus in relation 

to these behaviors (Mt 10:25; Lk 7.34 even; Mt 19:12). 

Jesus’ actions and the reactions to his lifestyle give us an idea of what 

it meant to be his disciple, for those who followed him lived as he lived. 

They had abandoned their relatives and their occupations to follow him 

(Mk 1:18, 20; 2:14); they accompanied him at his meals with tax collec-

tors and sinners (Mk 2:15); and transgressed, like him, the Jewish norms 

on certain religious practices (Mk 2:18, 23-24; Mk 7:2. 5). This way of life, 

which were against social norms, provoked rejection and opposition.

There is a common denominator in the words of Jesus that speak of 

the demands of discipleship and the lifestyle of the disciples: the ruptu-

re with the structures of this world (family, religious group) to inaugurate 

a new lifestyle more in keeping with the imminent arrival of the reign of 

God. The group of disciples thus becomes the seed and foretaste of the 

reign of God that Jesus proclaims. Such is the novelty of this reign that it 

is not possible to live according to its criteria without breaking with the 

structures of this world. The break with the house and the other traits of 

the countercultural behavior of Jesus and his disciples were in service of 

this goal: to prophetically embody the newness of God’s reign.

The third dimension of following goes beyond the previous two, be-

cause it determines the life project of the disciples. Following Jesus ulti-

mately involved sharing one’s own destiny. In reality, this third dimension 

of discipleship is a consequence of the previous one, because by assu-
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ming the lifestyle of Jesus the disciples assumed the social rejection 

that this behavior provoked. The disciples experienced the same rejec-

tion as Jesus for living as he lived. This lifestyle led Jesus to the cross, 

and the same was expected to happen to the disciples. 

This fate of death is referred to in the sayings of Jesus that Mark pla-

ced after the three proclamations of the Passion (Mk 8:34-38; 9:35-37; 

10:41-45). In them, together with the exhortation to become the servant 

and slave of others, there is talk of losing one’s life and taking up the 

cross. The last of these sayings explicitly links the two, explaining that 

the greatest service consists in laying down one’s life for others: “For the 

Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his own 

life as a ransom for all” (Mk 10:45). It is difficult to know whether all these 

words come from Jesus, but it is clear that they echo an invitation to 

share his attitude of service by giving one’s life for others.

The discipleship of Jesus was, at the same time, a concrete way of 

acting, a lifestyle and an existential project. This form of discipleship was 

characterized by an intense relationship with Jesus and by its group 

character. The centrality of the relationship with Jesus appears from the 

moment of the call (he is the one who calls and calls whom he wants) 

and is present in the instructions on discipleship, which consisted of 

going after him to live like him sharing his destiny. But at the same time 

Jesus invited his disciples to live this relationship with him together with 

others and gave great importance to the relationships within the group 

formed by his disciples. Therefore, in responding to Jesus’ call, the dis-

ciples became part of this group, in which they were to live according to 

the criteria of God’s sovereignty. In this way they became a foretaste of 

the kingdom of God that they announced..
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The Sending

Jesus called his disciples to follow him and to later become fishers 

of men (Mk 1:17). This means that both the call and the follow-up were 

mission oriented. Jesus’ intention in calling his disciples was to gather 

around him a group that would help him in the task of proclaiming and 

making present the reign of God. That is why many of his teachings on 

discipleship were aimed at promoting among his followers a way of life 

governed by the criteria of this reign of God.

But Jesus not only asked them to make him present, but he sent 

them to announce his coming. Moreover, the invitation to make him 

present in the bosom of the group he formed with them had this sen-

ding as its ultimate purpose. Therefore, to properly understand what 

Jesus’ discipleship means, it is necessary to know how he understood 

the mission entrusted to his disciples.

Jesus’ idea of this mission can be perceived through the terms in 

which he designated the envoys, the images with which he described 

the mission, and the recipients of that mission.

The terms that Jesus used to refer to his envoys do not come from 

the religious or civil services of the time, but from common services. 

The disciples were called to be fishermen, day laborers, or shepherds. 

Some of these offices even had negative connotations in the culture of 

Jesus. The day laborers, for example, belonged to the lowest stratum of 

the peasants; they had no land and had to offer themselves as seasonal 

workers to the owners of the latifundia (Mt 20:1-16). It is very significant 

that two of these terms (fishermen and day laborers) ceased to be used 

in the Christian communities of the first and second generations, and 

that the term shepherd came to designate a stable office within the 

communities (Acts 20:28; 1 Pet 5:1-4). If the Gospels have retained this 
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way of designating missionaries, it has not been to justify a later use, 

but because that was how Jesus called them. This first piece of infor-

mation indicates that Jesus conceived the mission of his disciples as a 

temporal work that is carried out in the service of another.

This same provisionality appears in the intense eschatological con-

notations of the images used by Jesus to refer to the mission. The ima-

ge of the harvest is perhaps the clearest of all (Mt 9:37ff. = Lk 10:2). In the 

prophets of the Old Testament, and very often in the New Testament, 

this image evokes God’s definitive intervention at the end of history 

to judge the actions of men (Mt 13:24-70; Rev 14:15). The image of the 

catch (Mk 1:17) also has connotations of judgment in the Old Testament 

and in the writings of Qumran (Jer 16:16; 1QH 3:26; 5:8). And the same 

can be said of the promise of a shepherd that God will raise up to guide 

his people (Ez 34:23; 37:24), although this image can be better applied 

to Jesus than to the disciples (Mt 9:36; Mk 6:34).

All these images speak of an urgent mission, which has as its horizon 

the definitive intervention of God in history. Jesus announced the begin-

ning of this intervention when he proclaimed: “The reign of God has begun 

to come” (Mk 1:15). The images used to refer to the mission are therefore 

consistent with the central content of Jesus’ message. This is not a long-

term action, but an urgent task for which there is hardly any time.

Another important aspect to understand how Jesus conceived this 

mission is to know to whom it was addressed. In sending his disciples, 

Jesus did not think of a mission of a universal nature, but of bringing to 

Israel the good news that God’s promises had begun to be fulfilled. It is 

Matthew’s Gospel that most clearly limits the pre-Easter mission to the 

confines of Israel (Mt 10:5-6, 23), but this same perspective is implicit in 

the importance that the group of the Twelve had among the disciples 
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of Jesus. As we have seen, this group germinally represented the res-

toration of Israel. 

The mission entrusted by Jesus to his disciples was addressed to 

the members of the people of Israel, especially to the most margi-

nalized sectors of Israelite society, as indicated by the commission to 

perform exorcisms and healings. This way of understanding mission 

meant, in reality, a rupture of the most deeply rooted social boundaries. 

In its content and form, the mission entrusted by Jesus to his disciples 

had an inclusive character, which made it easier for the first Christians 

to welcome non-Jews into their communities.

The element that gives unity to all these features of the mission that 

Jesus entrusted to his disciples is their relationship with the imminent 

arrival of God’s reign. The urgency of bringing this message in signs and 

words to all Israel explains the fact that Jesus had recourse to the colla-

boration of the disciples. He also explains that Jesus used apocalyptic 

imagery to describe the mission. Finally, the inclusive nature of this reign 

explains the fact that the preferential recipients were the marginalized.

The traditions about the sending of the disciples, collected inde-

pendently by Mark and by Q (Mk 6:7-13 par.; Lk 10:1-12 par.), show that 

his mission was to proclaim and make present the reign of God. The 

message “the reign of God is coming to you” (Lk 10:9) was to be accom-

panied by actions in which this reign was present: exorcism, healing and 

open commensality. These three actions, which in various ways made 

God’s sovereignty present in the world, were characteristic of Jesus’ 

way of acting and aroused great concern among his contemporaries 

because they made a new order present. For this reason, the accusa-

tions against Jesus refer to them (Lk 7:34b par.; Mk 3:22. 30 par.; Jn 7:20; 

8, 48-52; 10, 20-21; Mt 10:25). 
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Here the connection between discipleship and mission is redisco-

vered. On the one hand, the sending of the disciples presupposes the 

time of discipleship, in which the disciples identify themselves with 

Jesus, with his plan and with his way of acting. On the other hand, fo-

llow-up is not an objective but is mission-oriented.

4. Guidelines for the pastoral care of 
vocations

Vocation ministry must be inspired by the discipleship of Jesus, be-

cause it is a continuation of that first call to discipleship and mission. 

For this reason, a better knowledge of the original experience that sha-

ped Jesus’ relationship with his disciples can offer an invaluable contri-

bution to the pastoral care of vocations.

In the previous exposition, especially in the section dedicated to 

the discipleship of Jesus, there are some features that question, orient 

or confirm the various forms of vocation ministry today. To conclude, 

we will present some of these traits by suggesting how they could be 

translated into the vocational task today.

We have observed, in the first place, that Jesus’ call is part of a lar-

ger project: to announce the coming of God’s reign. The starting point 

of that call was a new and intense experience of God, and the goal was 

to make others share in this good news. This fact brings us back to the 

context, to the “from where” and the “why” of vocation ministry. If it is 

not born of a deep spiritual experience and does not have a project to 

propose, it will remain closed in on itself in a narcissistic circle.

Another characteristic feature of Jesus’ call is that he called those he 

wanted, and he did so with a very precise criterion, because he chose 
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people who could carry out the task he wanted to entrust to them. Jesus 

was not waiting for his listeners to take the initiative but went to seek out 

those who suited his plan. The little we know about his closest followers 

indicates that he had a very well-defined profile and that the qualities 

of these disciples were adequate to carry out the task he was going 

to entrust to them. This fact invites us to move from a passive vocation 

ministry, which focuses all its energies on welcoming those who come 

to an active vocation ministry, which goes out in search of those who are 

most suitable for the task.

We have also seen that Jesus’ call was an invitation to follow. This 

following consisted of being with Jesus to share his lifestyle and his 

destiny. The most characteristic of this form of discipleship is therefo-

re the personal relationship with Jesus. It is, as we have seen, a rela-

tionship that aims to share its own mission. In this relationship of the 

disciples with Jesus we find the model of what in vocation ministry is 

usually called the “period of formation”. The most important thing in 

this period is identification with Jesus, configuration with him. All plans, 

programs and means must be directed to this goal, which cannot be 

achieved without an existential relationship with Jesus Christ.

Finally, Jesus’ call to follow had mission as its horizon. The disci-

ples’ relationship with him as they followed him was a function of the 

sending. Jesus spoke to them of the reign of God and showed them 

with concrete actions how this kingdom was coming, continually invi-

ting them to live themselves according to God’s criteria, because he 

wanted to send them to proclaim and make present this same king-

dom. The horizon of mission is absolutely necessary for any vocation 

ministry. The local church or religious group they are calling must be 

clear about what they are calling for, otherwise their invitation will be 

meaningless.
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All these elements are related to each other. To carry out the mis-

sion of proclaiming and making present the reign of God, a process of 

formation centered on the personal relationship with Jesus Christ is 

necessary. But for this formative process that configures the disciple 

to Jesus to take place, an active vocation ministry is required. And this, 

in turn, is not possible if one does not have a project and if that project 

has not been born of a profound spiritual experience.
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