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When John Coe moved from Wyoming to Winchester, Ky., to help 

take care of his elderly mother, he was pleased to find that there were 

Education for Ministry (EFM) groups in the area.  Coe had completed 

three years of the four-year program at his parish in Wyoming, and was 

afraid he would not complete the program that had become such an 

important part of his life.  Taking care of an elderly parent is a terrible 

stress for anyone.  For Coe, EFM is a needed respite, but more than 

just the one night a week the meeting allows him to leave the house. 

ñEFM has affected my everyday life,ò John said. ñIt has helped me in 

my own thinking and about where Iôm at.ò 

EFM is a theological education program for lay people based at the 

School of Theology at the University of the South in Sewanee, Tenn. 

Over four years students in EFM cover the Old Testament, the New 

Testament, church history, and theology. Students read the texts, study 

materials provided by the EFM program, then discuss their studies in a 

group setting guided by mentors. 

When Coe first started taking EFM, it was at the beginning of a retirement after a long career in fine arts administration. Coe has lived 

all over the world, was a Peace Corps volunteer, headed the Ethiopian National Orchestra for several years, and was director of 

statewide arts councils in the United States. When retirement approached, someone in Coeôs church suggested EFM. 

ñI didnôt talk about religion overtly,ò he said. ñI just didnôt feel comfortable stepping out.ò 

Growing up, Coe did not have much support from his family when he first became active in a church. At the end of his career, he 

thought EFM sounded like a great opportunity to learn about his religion. So, he joined the group at his local parish in Wyoming and 

was able to transfer to a group at St. Peterôs, Paris, when he moved to Kentucky. 

Most EFM groups are local, generally within a parish, and consist of from six to twelve 

students, although the program has recently started an online version that can be 

accessed over the internet.  The Episcopal Diocese of Lexington began participating in 

the EFM program in 1987 and currently has 13 active groups. 

The Church of the Ascension in Frankfort has experienced a tremendous growth in the 

EFM program and has five active groups right now and may add a sixth next year.  

With three mentors, Jim King, Jim Kimbrough, and Peg Wyse, leading three groups in 

Frankfort, one in Versailles, and one in Georgetown. 

The growth of EFM at Ascension, as in other parishes in the Diocese, has been an 

organic process with little or no advertising.  News of the program has basically 

traveled by word of mouth.  As in many EFM groups, the students in the Ascension 

groups are drawn from several different parishes, and even different denominations.  At 

Ascension, students drive from as far away as Berea and Morehead to take the classes. 

Calling the EFM a ñlabor of love,ò Jim King credits growth of the program at 

Ascension to the hard work of the mentors as well as the students. 

ñThere are two faces to the program, the face of Sewanee and the face of the Diocese.  The quality of the program is very 

professional,ò said King. 

But more than anything, according to King, it is the nature of the program itself that has helped it grow in that parish. 



Not Just A Bible Study 

Over the four years, students in EFM focus on one area of study each year.  First 

year students read the Old Testament and then study New Testament during the 

second year.  The third year focuses on church history and students in the fourth 

year read some of the great theologians of the church and philosophers of the 

Western world. 

Group meetings are not just discussion of the lessons, but include worship and 

theological reflection as well. Each meeting includes prayer, discussion, time for 

group reflection and a brief period of worship led by the students. 

The primary goal of EFM is not just to help students become better versed in the 

Bible, but to teach students to think about God in new ways, according to Dick 

Letton, mentor of an EFM group at St. Peterôs, Paris. 

ñEFM is a cruel Bible study,ò said Letton. ñFor me, it is important not to have a 

blind faith, but faith is something you should struggle with. EFM helps guide you in 

that struggle.ò 

More than just learning to quote chapter and verse, Letton believes that a good EFM meeting should raise more questions than give 

answers. 

ñIt has been a successful group night if one thing sticks in your head and you think 

about it on the way home,ò said Letton. 

T he EFM materials suggest that students reflect on their lessons using a four 

source model that includes tradition, culture, positions, and action.  This model is 

designed to put each issue in a present context, allowing for individual ideas and a 

call to act on those ideas. 

The four source model is the key to the program for Jim King. In his groups, King 

uses the four source model constantly, keeping up a diagram on a dry erase board 

in the room to remind students how to examine each issue. 

ñWe use the four source model from day one,ò King said. ñThat way, when you do 

get a critical issue, you can address it (using the model).ò 

Students from all four years are 

usually included in each EFM group.  

Discussions start with each studentôs 

individual  lesson, but expand to 

include topics that overlap in lessons 

from all four years. 

Group discussions are confidential and can stray from the lessons on occasion to include 

personal matters going on in the studentsô lives, an important part of the reflective nature 

of the program, according to Ascension group mentor Peg Wyse. 

ñWe develop close groups,ò said Wyse.  ñThey are close because we have absolute 

confidence and absolute trust.ò 

T he  EFM groups led by the Ascension mentors, because of the growth of the program 

at that parish, and because of the logistics of having so many class meetings in so many 

places, do not all include students from each of the four years.  While the Ascension 

mentors make sure that all the material is covered in class, the more narrow focus of the 

discussion can be beneficial, said Ascension group mentor Jim Kimbrough. 

ñWhen students get more discussion, they are generally more satisfied,ò said Kimbrough. 

John Coe joined Lettonôs group at St. Peterôs this year.  For Coe, discussion is just as 

important as the reading. 

There are lots of good questions in the discussion,ò said Coe.  ñIt expands my understanding of other people and other points of view.ò 

The discussion is the most helpful thing to lead people to change the way they view their relationships with God and the world, said 

Letton.  He refers to the personal realization of a new way of thinking an ñahaò moment. 

ñYou can see it on their face,ò said Letton.  ñSomeone will say something in discussion and the person will think óI never thought of it 

that way.ôò 



Finding a Ministry 

While EFM stands for Education for Ministry, students do not earn seminary or 

college credits for completing the program.  While the program is a prerequisite for 

those entering the deaconôs school in the Diocese, and students can receive 18 hours of 

continuing education credits for each year, EFM is not a professional program. 

For Jim Kimbrough, the ministry that EFM helps lay people to develop are in the daily 

actions. 

ñChristianity is not a Sunday morning practice,ò Kimbrough said.  ñAs St. Francis 

said, óPreach the Gospel at all times; when possible with words.ôò 

ñOur ministry is how we are caring for one another,ò said Wyse.  ñWe re to be present, 

be aware, care, listen, and laugh at the ridiculous of life.ò 

Fourth year students in EFM are encouraged to develop a ministry, to take the learning and reflection they have completed into the 

world.  In what form that ministry takes is up to the individual. 

When people decide to develop their ministry, it helps the parish, said Letton, by expanding what he calls the ñapostolic core.ò 

As Letton explains it, each church has several layers or rings of members.  The outer ring is what Letton calls the CE Christians, those 

that come only on Christmas and Easter.  Inside that ring, there are the members that come every now and then, maybe once a month 

or so.  Further in are the members that come every Sunday but have not cultivated a deeper understanding of what is going on during 

the service, in the readings and the sermon.  At the very center of the membership, said Letton, is the apostolic core, those that attend 

regularly and have an understanding of what is going on. 

Developing this apostolic core can be a great benefit to a parish because of what those members can add to the worship and life of the 

church, said Letton. 

ñAt St. Peterôs, when EFM first started, there were very few people who really 

knew the nuances of what was going on.  After EFM, there are many more people 

who make up that core,ò said Letton. 

According to Letton as well as the mentors at Ascension, it is this understanding 

that is the center of lay ministry.  The Church of the Ascension has been 

progressing through a clergy search recently.  Having EFM students and graduates 

in the parish during a difficult time is a benefit to fill ministry needs within the 

parish. 

 ñThey are like concrete piers that 

are not going to blow over in a 

storm,ò said Wyse. 

For all the mentors, being involved 

in EFM is part of their own 

ministries. 

ñFor me, it keeps the cobwebs out of my head,ò said Letton.  ñ(The student) does not 

have to be an activist, but wonder how they are going to make the world a better 

place.ò 

ñIf people have changed relationship with God, we have been a success,ò said 

Kimbrough. 

For John Coe, he has already seen a ministry start to blossom.  Even though he is still 

reluctant to talk about Christianity too much, he has noticed that his friends who are 

not church goers seem to have a respect for his beliefs.  On Thanksgiving, at the family dinner, Coe was asked to say the prayer for the 

first time in his life. 

ñIt was like it was expected of me to do it,ò said Coe. 

Every evening Coe makes supper for his mother.  When Coe first started going to church as a boy, his family never supported him.  

He believes that he preached too much at them and so his family would put him down for it.  When he first moved to Kentucky to take 

care of his mother, they would sit at the table and he would have to ask his mother if she would like to say a prayer.  Coeôs mother 

would tell him to go ahead and say a prayer if he wanted to. 

Recently, though, Coe has noticed a change. 

ñWhen I finish the prayer, I look over and she keeps her eyes closed, and I know that she still keeps praying,ò said Coe.  ñAnd thatôs 

really great.ò 


