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Touching the Edges (Inquiry Phase) 
 
Purpose of the Inquiry Phase 
 
The purpose of the Inquiry Phase is to provide space within a caring group where 
people new to the Christian faith (or returning to the faith) can experience warm 
hospitality, explore their questions honestly and begin to hear the good news of 
Jesus. It is essentially a time of searching. The goal is for the inquirers to discover 
that their heart’s desire, their deepest longing, is for relationship with God, and to 
help them to be open to the Spirit’s work in their lives. We provide opportunities 
fro people to make decisions about continuing their journey. 
 
The key question in this phase is, “What do you seek?” 
 
People are encouraged to begin exploring their own life’s story within the story of 
Jesus. They begin to articulate something of the depth dimension of their 
experience. 
 
Gathering people 
 
People invited to the inquiry phase may come from the friends, families, and work 
colleagues of church members, people who come to the church seeking weddings, 
baptism for themselves or their children, parents whose children 
attend a children’s group or youth group, or in many other ways. 
Every member of the church can be encouraged to listen to 
people, pray, listen for the Spirit’s leading and invite. 
 
People may be ready to begin considering the Christian life 
because they are seeking directions and values to live by, have 
had a major life crisis, have a general sense that there can be 
more to life, have had an experience of God which they find difficult to name, or 
any one of a hundred other reasons. 
 
Here are some ideas which some congregations have used: 

• Relatives, friends or work colleagues of current church members are invited 
to a barbecue or other social event. While most of the evening is devoted to 
people simply enjoying each other’s company and good food, there is also a 
brief “soft sell” session in which people are invited to some further evenings 
where they may ask and explore questions about the Christian faith. 

• People are invited to a television broadcast of a football grand final on 
church property on a big screen and are there given leaflets advising them 
about the inquiry sessions in homes. Several people are on hand with whom 
those interested may go to talk and leave their name, phone number and 
email address. 

• A craft group has been meeting in the church hall for some time. At one 
meeting, a member mentions that an informal inquiry group is about to start 
and invites people to attend. 

• The congregation has had a number of people go through Alpha. They now 
want to continue their journey and go deeper. 

• A church which has lots of weddings requires couple to attend a series of 
marriage preparation classes. During one of these, information is given 

“It has not made me a 
perfect person, but it 
has given me new 
insight and awareness 
into the meaning of 
life.” John 
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regarding the inquiry group and couples are encouraged to consider the 
possibility of the church family being a support for them as they embark on 
the task of becoming a family. 

• A congregation has a lively children’s group. Part way through the year, the 
children and their leaders lead a church service to which the parents are 
invited. At this service there is a brief presentation about what the inquiry 
group will do and people are invited to fill in their name, address and 
telephone number and place it in the offering plate.  

• One member of the congregation knows a high profile Christian sports star or 
media personality. That person agrees to speak at a dinner about the impact 
of their faith on their life. The dinner is organised and each member of the 
congregation is advised to bring at least one person who currently does not 
attend church anywhere. After the person has spoken, there is a brief 
explanation of the inquiry group and people are asked to indicate their 
willingness to participate. 

 
Ways to invite people to attend an inquiry group are limited only by our 
imaginations! We simply make space for people to find out more about Jesus and 
to explore a purposeful life within a supportive Christian community. 
 
People who are already part of the church family through having been brought up 
in the church, but may now want to explore faith for themselves, may also be 
asked to attend some sessions of the Inquiry Phase. 
 
(If there is only one inquirer, one-to-one meetings may be organised, although a 
group is usually better.) 
 
The facilitator 
 
The group facilitator is a mature Christian person skilled in guiding a group. That 
person is responsible both for caring for the people in the group and for guiding the 
discussion. The facilitator is a participant with others and also shares personal 
reflections and experience as appropriate. She or he is clear about the norms for 
the group and models what membership of the group means. Yet all participants 
are encouraged to take some responsibility for the life of the group. 
 
The qualities the congregation (especially the Church Council and the co-
ordinator) may look for in facilitator are: 

• an open, friendly and welcoming manner; 

• ability to establish trust in a group; 

• ability to make people feel at ease and draw them out; 

• sensitivity to people’s feelings and thoughts; 

• readiness for self-disclosure and a willingness to share their own journey of 
faith naturally and in everyday language. 

 

We don’t claim 
to have all the 
answers, but we 
are willing to 
share what we 
believe. 
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The meetings - preparation 
 
Normally, the meetings are held in the home of a church member. As far as 
possible, it is helpful for the group to meet at the same place at the same time 
each week. The facilitator (who may not necessarily be the occupants of the 
house) has the gift of making people feel at ease, welcomed and appreciated.  
 
If you have some particularly bright and welcoming spaces in your church buildings, 
consideration may be given to using these. Some inquirers, however, may find 
church property intimidating and foreign. 
 
The facilitator will need to give some attention to the setting. People will need to 
be seated comfortably in pleasant surroundings and be able to see all other 
participants. If people are asked to read or write, there will need to be proper 
lighting.  
 
What equipment and resources will be needed? If a portion of a video or DVD is to 
be shown, the equipment will need to be checked before the gathering and 
someone experienced with it will need to operate it. If Bibles are to be used, these 
should be in the every day language of the group. Name tags may be used for the 
first few meetings. 
 
Child care and transport may need to be provided for some participants.  
 
Many people lead busy lives and get frustrated if time is wasted. The group will 
need to start and finish at the agreed time. 
 
Rather than have the group become too large, more than one group may need to 
be formed. About six to eight inquirers with a facilitator and one or two other 
church members is a good number.  
 
Sharing in food and drink is a great expression of hospitality. The way 
we welcome people and show hospitality will communicate something 
powerful about the welcome and hospitality of God. If possible, have 
someone other than the facilitator responsible for food and drinks. (It 
may not be a good idea to start with food and drink, as some people 
will quickly see that as approval to arrive late.) 
 
The meetings – getting started 
 
The facilitator will want use a substantial part of the first meeting helping 
inquirers get to know each other and encouraging them to tell something about 
their life journeys. This is not wasted time, but important for helping people to 
feel at ease and valued. It also helps group members to know each other.  
 
Then the purpose of the group will need to be explained as simply and clearly as 
possible. The following points may be included: 

• The main purpose of the group is for us to get to know each other and for us 
all to explore something of the Christian message and the Christian life. We 
do this by sharing something of our experience, reflection, raising questions 
and the providing of information. 

• There is no pressure to “join the church” or do anything else. It is simply a 
time to explore, ask questions and share stories. 

The Becoming 
Disciples process 
helps us to 
experience God and 
to find God in daily 
living.  
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• Everyone’s experience and views are welcome. We are not here to argue or 
debate. 

• Some people may, at a future point, choose to explore at more depth. We 
welcome that. Others may decide they do not want to participate any 
further – and that’s fine also. 

 
The norms for the group may also be explained. These could include such matters 
as: 

• We start and finish at the agreed time; 

• We ensure that everyone the opportunity to say something, but no one is 
forced to do so; 

• One person speaks at a time and we listen to that person; 

• It is fine to raise questions. We will try to answer these questions on the spot 
if we can, but will get back to you as soon as possible if we do not know the 
answer. 

• We do not argue with people, but we are all free to say how 
we see thing,s using “I” statements; 

• We will keep confidential information within the group; 

• Any others important in your setting. 
 
Some possible discussion starters may then be: 

• “Tell us something about your lives. What experiences have 
helped to make you the unique person you are?” Variations 
on this are: “What was growing up like for you?” “What are 
some of your best memories and what are some of your 
saddest memories?” “What was school like for you?” What is 
one thing you really like about your life today?” 

• Give people a large sheet of paper and ask them to draw or 
write some of the key turning points in their life starting from their birth and 
finishing with the present. Include both the highs and lows. Invite them to 
share that, either with one other person, or with the group as a whole. 

• Provide people with an open ended sentence (either verbally or in writing) 
and ask people to complete the sentence. Examples are: 

− My greatest hope is … 
− What I long for is … 
− More than anything I seek … 
− I’m here because … etc 

• Ask people to bring an object or photo which is important to them, and 
invite them to tell a brief story about it. 

 

“The catechumenate 
journey gave me a 
sense of community in 
the church, and the 
encouragement I 
received from fellow 
travellers enriched my 
life enormously. My 
hope is that it will 
help me to be more 
thoughtful in my 
approach to daily 
life.” Estelle
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The meetings – subsequent gatherings 
 
As people get to know each other and trust grows, people may be asked: 

• “Have you ever had an experience where you felt the nearness of God? 
Where was it? What happened? What effect did it have on you?” 

• “Do you know any stories about Jesus? Why do you think he has been so 
influential through the centuries?” 

• “Have you ever participated in the life of a Christian group or congregation? 
What made it a good experience or a bad experience?” 

 
Naturally, all will be encouraged to participate, but no one will be forced to do so. 
 
In general, the inquiry group meetings will then cover: 

• The inquirers’ questions; 

• Stories on people’s life journeys and beginning to see God’s hand in these; 

• Witness or testimony on the part of those who already have a faith 
relationship; 

• Prayer; 

• Exploring new directions – what might happen if people move onto the next 
phase. 

 
As questions arise these are treated seriously and answered as honestly as possible. 
These questions may be profound life questions (“Why did God take my baby?”), or 
personal questions (“What is really important in life?”), or questions of Christian 
belief (“How do we know Jesus really lived?”), or questions of life-directions 
(“Which career should I pursue?) If the answer to a question is not known, this is 
also stated honestly, with an undertaking to find out the answer.  
 
Obviously people are not preached at or pressured. Nor are they expected to make 
a decision in haste. The mood is invitational. The life-journeys of the participants 
are respected. If there are past hurts from experience with the church or church 
members, these are accepted.  
 
The time will then come when those who are already Christians in the group can 
share a little of their journey of faith and what difference being a Christian makes 
to their lives.  
 
Each session may be concluded with a brief gospel story (either read or told vividly) 
and a prayer in everyday language.  
 
Again, what is discussed in the inquirers’ groups is confidential to the group. 
 
Other possible things to do in the Inquiry group where the group facilitator feels it 
is appropriate: 

• People may be given a notebook and encouraged to record their reflections 
on the gatherings, note new insights or questions, their hopes and so on. This 
will not simply be an account of what happened, but more the recording of 
personal interpretation and meaning.  
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• A tour of church property may be conducted, explaining the architecture, 
furniture and symbols. 

• Church members (other than the facilitator) may be invited for one session 
to share something of their story of faith. 

• Some key Christian symbols may be explained. 

• Participants may be asked to submit questions anonymously in writing and 
these could be answered over a period of time. 

 
The role of the congregation 
 
The role of the congregation is to support the facilitator and other church members 
who are involved and to pray for the group. This means, of course, that members 
of the congregation need to be kept informed. (But this does not mean, of course, 
that confidential information is shared!) 
 
When inquirers are ready to move onto the next phase, the members of the 
congregation provide the same generous hospitality as the inquirers received in the 
inquiry groups. 
 
The role of the co-ordinator 
 
The role of the co-ordinator is to be in contact with the facilitator, if possible after 
each meeting, help them debrief, reflect on the meeting and generally support 
them in whatever way possible. 
 
The co-ordinator will also need to arrange with the minister a suitable 
commissioning service for the members undertaking this ministry (the co-ordinator, 
the facilitators, the team, the group leaders, the sponsors etc). 
 
The role of the team 
 
In relation to the Inquiry Phase, the team (which presumably includes the co-
ordinator and the inquiry group facilitator) will need to give thought to: 

• What are the perceived needs of the inquirers and how can these needs best 
be met? 

• What will we do if others wish to join after the group has started? 

• Who will conduct the interview when the inquirer and the facilitator discern 
that people are ready to move on to the formation phase? 

• How will we care for people who choose not to continue? 

• How will we match each inquirer with a suitable companion and who will 
facilitate this?  

 
The team will no doubt individually undertake to pray regularly for the inquirers 
and those meeting with them. The team meetings will probably devote time to this 
also. 
 
Helping people take the next step 
 
The facilitator and other church members will need to be sensitive to when each 
person is ready to move onto the next step. This comes at the point where people 
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are ready to commit themselves to exploring the Christian life at more depth. At 
this point people are ready to participate in worship and reflect on it and be 
involved in a formation group and have a mentor accompany them. They do not 
need to commit themselves to eventual baptism, confirmation or re-affirmation of 
faith; that may come later.  
 
The length of time any particular individual participates in the group will vary 
enormously. Some people will move into the Formation Phase after a few 
meetings. Others may need to remain as inquirers for many months. There is no 
pre-scripted time-line. Like all else in the Becoming Disciples process, there is no 
hurry or urgency. Often longer, rather than shorter, is better. When there are the 
initial stirrings of faith, this is taken as a sign that the Holy Spirit has begun (or is 
continuing) the process of conversion. Hence, the possibility of their being 
welcomed into the next phase is explored with them.  
 
As people are ready to move on, this would be a good time for an 
interview with the co-ordinator and/or minister. In this 
conversation, the following issues may be discussed: 

• How have you found helpful in the meetings?  

• What has not been so helpful? 

• What issues have you personally explored? 

• Have you made any discoveries about God or yourself? 

• Where do you see God working in your life? 

• Are there further issues you wish to explore? 

• Do you wish to explore these issues within the life of our congregation? 

• If so, what would you hope for? 

• How would you like to continue the journey? Are you willing to commit 
yourself to participating in worship, reflecting on worship, and continuing to 
reflect in a small group on who God is and what following Jesus might mean 
for your life? 

 
Out of this interview may come the decision to: (a) be open to being welcomed 
into the next phase, (b) continue with the Inquiry Phase, or (c) not explore further 
at this stage. Naturally, we all hope and pray that at some stage people will be 
welcomed into the fellowship and explore further in the next stage but, of course, 
this can never be forced or presumed. 
 
Where the inquirer and the congregation agree that the person is to move into the 
Formation Phase, the Rite of Welcome is used (or adapted as necessary). It may 
also be good to have a special morning tea or other appropriate event to mark the 
joy of the occasion. 

“Through experience 
gained in the group, I am 
better able to integrate my 
belief and faith with my 
work. It helps me to see 
my work as serving the 
needy in the community. I 
have become more 
tolerant and sensitive to 
the needs of others as a 
result of my experience.” 
Peter 


