
History of The Wheel

Two years after his conversion, twenty-two year old Dawson Trotman who
later founded The Navigators sought to establish teen-aged boys in the
Christian life. He had compared the Christian life to a three-legged stool. But
life in Christ was too exciting and dynamic to live sitting down, so he asked
God for another idea.

God gave him TheWheel illustration. The hub represents Christ with four
equal spokes connecting into the source of life and power. Dawson believed
this was a graphic model of the kind of disciples Christ wanted.

In the early 1930s, The Wheel became a major emphasis in Dawson’s ministry
among sailors. And ever since, it has helped countless believers understand
what they are called to do as disciples of Christ. May it also benefit you.

This is a sample of Dawson Trotman’s Wheel Illustration tract from the 1930s.

The Evolution of The Wheel Illustration

https://www.navigators.org/about/history/


“They say the Christian life is like a three-legged stool,” the
young Sunday School teacher told his class. “You must be supported by three
things–the Word, prayer and witnessing—to be effective in your Christian
lives.”

Throughout his ministry, Dawson Trotman, founder and first president of The
Navigators, liked to use illustrations or diagrams like this to help others
remember basic principles of the Christian life. So in the 1930s, when he was
working with Sunday School classes and boys’ clubs, he used the best
illustration he had heard describing the balanced Christian life—the
three-legged stool (Illustration 1).

But Trotman became dissatisfied with the illustration. It left
the Christian sitting down—certainly not a practical way to approach the
dynamic Christian life he saw taught in the Bible. After much thought and
prayer, he designed what he called “The Wheel” illustration to solve this
problem.

This wasn’t The Wheel many of us know today, but a forerunner to it. The hub
was Christ, the center of the Christian’s life; but there were only three spokes
on this wheel, corresponding to the three legs of the stool (Illustration 2).

Now he had the Christian moving, but he began to see another weakness in
the illustration. It showed that Christians should witness, know the Word and
pray, but it left out the application of the Bible to all areas of one’s life
demonstrating the power of Christian living.



So Trotman added a fourth spoke—”Living the Life”—to The
Wheel (Illustration 3). The rim was called “The Christian Life” or “The Christian
in Action.”

This emphasis on living every area of life with and for the Lord came at an
important time. Dr. Arthur Glasser, dean of the School of Mission at Fuller
Theological Seminary, says, “Dawson was one of the pioneers in reacting
against easy believism. Daws said ‘You can’t treat a command in the Bible as
advice. A command is a command!’ He was a living protest against a form of
Christianity that sought to understand the Bible, but which wasn’t serious
about obeying it.”

Later the new fourth spoke, “Living the Life,” was shortened
to “Obedience” and the rim was renamed “The Christian Living the Life”
(Illustration 4). Some people asked, “Where is the Holy Spirit in the Wheel?”
Trotman answered that the Holy Spirit was intrinsic throughout, being
necessary to the fulfillment of each component of The Wheel.

After Trotman’s death, in 1956, The Wheel continued to change. Some
thought “Obedience” shouldn’t be a spoke, since it wasn’t in the same
category as the other spokes. Rather, it was the theme of the entire Wheel.



At the same time others realized that another basic
element of the Christian life was not included in The Wheel, even though it
was being practiced throughout the body of Christ and was found
throughout the New Testament—fellowship. So in 1968 “Obedience” was
moved to the rim of the Wheel and “Fellowship” replaced it as a spoke.

That leaves us with The Wheel as it is today (Illustration 5). And whether it
remains in this form, or is eventually changed again, it is a useful way of
understanding and remembering the essentials for living the Christian life,
just as its forerunners were.

Original title: “The Wheel Was Once a Three-Legged Stool,” by Ray King from
the January 1975 issue of NavLog.


