


Advance Accolades for The Class Meeting . . .

“Dr Kevin Watson has given every church and pastor a gift! 

The gift is the reclaiming of the Wesley Class Meeting as the 

primary disciple growing tool. Any church willing to use this 

book as a guide will experience what I experienced at Christ 

Church United Methodist in Ft Lauderdale, Fl. I was there when 

Wesley Fellowship Groups began and I had the honor to watch 

an outpouring of the Holy Spirit. If this is a hunger in your heart, 

then this book by Dr. Watson will be a “must read” for you.”

Richard J. Wills, Jr. 
Bishop UMC, retired

Kevin Watson has given a wonderful gift for our church. He has 

resurrected an historic Wesleyan practice—the class meeting—

and has given it fresh meaning, showing its relevance for the 

church today. Kevin shows us how the class meeting may be a 

perfect means for church renewal, a gift of God, through the 

Wesleyan movement, for such a time as this.

Will Willimon

Bishop UMC, retired

Professor of the Practice of Christian Ministry

Duke Divinity School

“Dr. Kevin Watson’s emphasis upon renewing the Methodist 

movement takes a pragmatic approach. The intent of this book is 

to be practiced, not merely read.”

Tom Harrison

Senior Pastor

Asbury United Methodist Church

Tulsa, Oklahoma



This powerful practice must be reclaimed, but not just for adults, 

for all ages. Do your youth pastor a favor and give him/her a copy 

of this deeply-rooted and thoroughly-practical book!

Jeremy W. Steele 

Next Generation Minister

Christ United Methodist Church

Mobile, Alabama 

Kevin Watson’s new book is a clarion call to recover the Methodist 

class meeting as a vital means of grace with an eye on the renewal 

of the church in the twenty-first century. Rightly balancing the 

historical and the practical, Watson invites readers to embrace 

not only the generous value of the class meeting in the past but 

also to participate in what promise it holds for the present and 

beyond in raising up disciples of Jesus Christ.

Kenneth J. Collins

Professor of Historical Theology and Wesley Studies

Asbury Theological Seminary

Kevin Watson has written a fresh new guide to the theory and 

practice of the Wesley Class meeting, an essential element of truly 

Wesleyan spirituality. As an experienced participant and initi-

ator of class meetings in academic and congregational settings, 

Watson is a faithful guide. I highly recommend this book to clergy 

and congregations who are looking for ways to develop deeper 

discipleship and reconnect with our own, rich Wesleyan heritage.

Elaine A. Heath, Ph.D.

Southern Methodist University

Co-Founder, the Missional Wisdom Foundation

Director, the Academy for Missional Wisdom



As the United Methodist Church struggles to redefine itself and 

its mission for the next generation of disciples, Kevin Watson 

has managed to reconnect us to a timeless practice that has the 

potential of “revitalizing” our denomination—the Class Meeting! 

With so much emphasis on declining membership and loss of 

relevancy, we are invited to rediscover what made Methodism 

and the Wesleyan movement so vibrant for over a century.

Could it be that we’ve been looking in all the wrong places for 

the right answers? Watson reminds us that the class meeting is not 

an end in itself, but it has the ability to bring together and transform 

core groups of people who “are willing to invest in each other’s lives 

and who are desperate to grow in their relationship with Jesus.”

What I treasure most about this book is the way Watson 

traces the history of the class meeting, shares the basics of what 

should/should not take place within the group, and defines for 

us the role and qualities of the class leader. In other words, this 

is not a history book that simply tells us what happened then. 

Instead, it is a modern day road map that points us in the direc-

tion of what can happen now!

If you are one of those Christians seeking to experience the 

height, depth, length, width and breath of God’s purpose and 

meaning for your life, you need to know you can discover it in a 

place we’ve yet to look—the class meeting!

Robert E. Hayes Jr.

Bishop UMC



Like other key aspects of Christian living, the Wesleyan class 

meeting is often talked about today but seldom really practiced. 

For Wesley the class meeting included, but was much more than, 

“small-group fellowship.”

Kevin Watson understands this, and he writes out of both 

research and personal experience. The strength of authentic 

Wesleyanism is that it denies the sharp distinction between head 

knowledge and heart experience. Rather, it unites them. We find 

that strength here in this practical book.

To be effective today, the class meeting must be recontex-

tualized (that is, made workable) without losing its essential 

dynamic as gospel-based accountable community. I commend 

this book as a useful tool that, if put into practice, can achieve 

that goal.

Howard A. Snyder, Ph.D.

Author, The Radical Wesley and Patterns for Church Renewal

“We want to know and be known.  We need to hear each other’s 

stories.  Watson’s compelling case for reinventing the Methodist 

class meeting recognizes that holy living must be rooted in 

confession, accountable community, testimony, and gentle 

shepherding.”

Stan Ingersol, Ph.D.

Denominational Archivist, Church of the Nazarene
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Preface

This is a book that has been on my mind 

for a long time. For years I have felt that a 

recovery of the class meeting in the contemporary church would 

be used by the Holy Spirit as a renewing means of grace. When 

I began writing and speaking about the early Methodist class 

meeting, particularly in local church contexts, I was surprised 

at how quick many people were to accept my argument that the 

class meeting was a key piece of early Methodist vitality and that 

it has something to offer us today. I was even more surprised 

at how quickly people turned to very practical questions: How 

would you reinstitute class meetings today? How often should 

they meet? How long should each meeting be? What is the role 

of the leader?

I became convinced of two things that led me to write this 

book in its current form. First, there is strong interest and desire 

in many parts of the Wesleyan/Methodist family to reclaim the 

class meeting. Second, Wesleyan/Methodist communities have, 

for the most part, moved so far away from this practice that these 

groups will mostly need to be started from scratch. As a result, 

this book seeks to provide an introduction to the class meeting 
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that will enable local churches to reclaim this practice. No prior 

knowledge of the class meeting, or even general small group 

dynamics, is expected. This is intended to be a guide for begin-

ners, though I certainly hope it will also be useful to people with 

more experience with small groups.

The primary way I envision this book being used is as a way 

to jump-start class meetings. The book is designed to be used as 

an eight-week study that gradually shifts from an informational 

study about the class meeting to a class meeting itself. The goal 

of this book is to enable people to continue meeting as a class. 

In other words, my deep hope is that after the eight weeks are 

over, the group will continue meeting, simply following the basic 

format of the class meeting. To this end, each chapter has a guide 

for small group discussion at the end. The guide provides both 

questions for discussion and a “Transformation Question,” which 

is intended to help people gain comfort with talking about the 

state of their souls, and build a vocabulary for doing so. The first 

few weeks, the discussion is primarily centered on the content 

of the chapter. However, over the course of the study, more time 

is given to discussing the Transformation Question, which also 

becomes more focused each week. Over the eight weeks of the 

study, the group is being prepared to become a class meeting. 

For me, it would be a failure if a small group used this book as 

a study about the class meeting and then simply moved on to 

another study.

The book can also be used as a resource for local church 

leaders, either pastors or laity, as a handbook for starting class 

meetings. The book can help leaders make the case for why class 

meetings are important, as well as think through the practical 

details of how to start a class meeting from nothing, how to 
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identify a class leader, and how to conduct the weekly meeting. In 

other words, one could read this book to learn about the history 

and dynamics of the class meeting and then use it to help a small 

group become a class meeting.

The first part of the book (chapters 1–4) provides a theo-

retical introduction to the class meeting. Chapter 1 argues that 

though there are many different types of small groups, they are 

not equally effective at helping people grow in their faith in 

Jesus. Chapter 2 provides a brief historical introduction to the 

Methodist Revival and the key role class meetings played in the 

revival. Chapter 3 provides a basic introduction to Wesleyan 

theology, describing the theological foundation of the early 

Methodist class meeting. And chapter 4 narrates the decline 

of the class meeting and discusses why this approach to small 

groups is essential for contemporary Christianity.

The second part of the book (chapters 5–8) provides a prac-

tical guide to starting and developing class meetings. Chapter 5 

outlines the basics of the class meeting, including how to start a 

class meeting in a church where there are none at all. Chapter 6 

describes the strategic role of the class leader. Chapter 7 discusses 

common obstacles to a successful class meeting, as well as ways to 

prevent these common pitfalls from harming your group. Finally, 

chapter 8 narrates the keys to a life-changing small group.

I wrote this book because I believe the Holy Spirit wants to 

use this particular approach to small groups to bring renewal to 

the lives of women and men created in the image of God. My 

prayer is that you will find participating in a class meeting to be a 

means of God’s transforming grace in your life. 

May it be so! Amen.
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1
A New (Old) Kind  

of Small Group

We have no doubt, but meetings of christian brethren for 
the exposition of scripture-texts, may be attended with 

their advantages. But the most profitable exercise of any 
is a free inquiry into the state of the heart.1

—Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke

What Is a Small Group?

Small groups may be one of the most frequently endorsed and least 

understood pieces of the Christian life. A Google search of the 

phrase “small groups” retrieved a ridiculous 21 million results. A 

search of the same phrase from the books listed on Amazon.com 

www.Amazon.com
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yielded 16,296 results.2 And yet, despite the amount of informa-

tion about small groups, I often find myself scratching my head 

when reading about small groups. Does anyone really know what 

a small group is? Is it simply a group that is small?

A recent study sought to identify what factors are most 

important to congregational vitality. The study found that one 

of the key “drivers” of vitality was the number of small groups.3 

Initially, I was thrilled (though not surprised) to see that small 

groups were so visibly recognized as key to the vitality of a 

congregation. This is, after all, widely recognized by pastors. 

Large churches will often talk about how small groups helped 

them grow larger by becoming smaller. Yet, studies like the 

one just cited often have either very vague definitions of “small 

group” or no definition at all. What does it really mean to say that 

the number of small groups is a factor in the vitality of a congre-

gation, particularly if there is no definition of what a small group 

is? Here is one example of why this matters:

Not too long ago, a church had a campaign to start new 

small groups. The church advertised the drive each week in the 

Sunday morning bulletin and in the church newsletter. Members 

of the church were asked to think about what type of small group 

they might like to join. The results of this project were telling. 

New small groups were started; however, none of the groups 

had any explicit emphasis on Christian faith. Most surprising to 

me was the formation of a “Red Hat Society.” If you don’t know 

what these groups are, I will just say that they do not appear to 

have much of anything to do with Christian formation, though 

they do have something to do with wearing red hats (look it up). 

While I certainly hope that this church is an exception and not 

the rule, it made me wonder if the key factors in successfully 
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starting new small groups are low Christian commitment and 

hobbies that members already have. If the vision for small groups 

is this shallow, how can they be considered a driver of congrega-

tional vitality? Is there a difference between the body of Christ 

and a social club with people in it? I believe that there is and 

that we must cast a more robust vision for small groups within a 

Christian context.

Not all small groups are created equal! Some small groups 

are better than others.

As I have interacted with various approaches to small groups, 

I would say that there are three main approaches to small 

groups in contemporary Christianity. First, there are affinity 

groups. These groups are organized around common passions, 

interests, or hobbies. Examples would be: a cooking club, a 

bowling league, or a book club. The small group campaign previ-

ously mentioned ended up starting affinity groups. While the 

desire to participate in such a group is not bad, this is not what I 

mean by a small group within a Christian context. Furthermore, 

I think they should be the lowest priority of a Christian church’s 

small group ministry, as they are the least effective in helping 

people become disciples of Jesus Christ.

Information-driven groups comprise the second type of small 

groups. These groups are focused on conveying information and are 

organized by a common curriculum. Examples would be: Sunday 

school, a Bible study, or a study of any other book or curriculum. In 

these groups, members gather together to learn more about their 

faith. An assumption of these groups is that knowledge is essen-

tial for maturity of faith, or that right living is dependent on right 

knowing. In my experience, this is the kind of group most people 

have in mind when they think about a small group. At their best, 
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these groups push participants to apply what they are learning to 

their lives. At their worst, they can be poorly conceived and orga-

nized and have no impact on the way group members actually 

live. Ultimately, I think there is a role for small groups that study 

curriculum in Christian settings. Biblical literacy and awareness of 

basic Christian doctrine are important for faithful Christian living. 

However, information-driven small groups are not the most effec-

tive way to help people become mature Christians.

The third type of small groups are transformation-driven 

groups. These groups focus not on discussion or mastery of 

content, but on changed lives, on group members’ experience of 

God. These small groups are organized around a common desire 

to support one another in their efforts to become increasingly 

faithful Christians who are growing in love of God and neighbor. 

Examples would be: accountability groups, fellowship groups, cell 

groups, class meetings, and perhaps even house churches. These 

groups are primarily focused on living and not on learning. They 

are especially focused on being made new by the grace of God, 

not only on receiving new ideas about God. These groups consist 

of people who want to more effectively practice their faith. This 

book argues that it is these types of groups that are the most effective 
at making disciples of Jesus Christ, and as a result, churches should 
be the most invested in establishing, promoting, and nurturing them. 

In fact, this book is an introduction to one particular group 

in this category, the class meeting. A class meeting is a small 

group that is primarily focused on transformation and not infor-

mation, where people learn how to interpret their entire lives 

through the lens of the gospel, build a vocabulary for giving voice 

to their experience of God, and grow in faith in Christ. Class 

meetings were the most important and most basic practice of 
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early Methodists, which was one of the fastest-growing move-

ments of Christianity in America. So what happened to class 

meetings? This question will be further explored in chapter 4, 

but for now it will suffice to say that Methodists became addicted 

to curriculum and gradually turned to information-driven small 

groups and away from the class meeting.

Addicted to Curriculum

Over the past several decades there have been some poor quality 

small group studies published; however, there have also been 

some exceptional studies that are well conceived, well written, 

and designed with maximum forethought. One of the best recent 

examples of the latter is Disciple: Becoming Disciples Through Bible 
Study.4 Disciple is a thirty-four-week study that requires deep 

commitment from participants. I have witnessed the effective-

ness of Disciple both firsthand and at a distance. It does the best 

job of any curriculum-driven approach to small groups that I 

have seen. In fact, Disciple self-consciously strives to bridge the 

gap between informational and transformational approaches 

to the Christian life. As the title of the first book in the series 

suggests, a major conviction of Disciple is that discipleship 

happens through studying the Bible. In Disciple, participants read 

significant passages of Scripture during the week, as well as a 

study guide that helps them think about these readings. During 

the small group time, the participants watch a movie clip, discuss 

key themes of the reading, and challenge one another to apply 

what they have read to their lives. I would be willing to go so 

far as to say that Disciple does this better than any other study 

that I know of. And yet, as good as Disciple is, it is still primarily 
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a curriculum-driven study. And its success actually illustrates 

one of the tendencies of information-driven approaches to small 

groups more clearly.

Curriculum can become addicting. The deeper question for 

Christian leaders is: Which form of small group experience is 

most effective at helping people become disciples of Jesus Christ: 

an informational small group primarily focused on content and 

that asks questions of application as time allows, or a transforma-

tion focused small group that provides space for the participants 

to wrestle with the particularities of what is going on in their lives 

with Christ (like the class meeting)?

From my perspective, the more time Christians spend on 

curriculum-based studies, the more dependent they become on 

them. Instead of releasing Christians to love God and neighbor 

with their lives, curriculum often seems to make people feel less 

confident in their own ability to understand and respond to unex-

pected circumstance in their lives. Ask yourself a question: What 

did you do the last time you were particularly earnest in your 

desire to grow in your faith? Did you ask someone you perceived 

to be an expert to recommend a book? I know that I have often 

asked that question, and when I was the pastor of a church, these 

types of questions were the ones I was most frequently asked.

But the Christian life is not primarily about knowing the right 

things. It is about living in Christ. Christians, particularly those 

who are predisposed to participate in a small group, often already 

know a lot. In fact, many Christians know far more than they prac-

tice. Christian discipleship, then, is more like an apprenticeship 

to Jesus Christ than it is about mastering a body of knowledge. 

Jesus came so that we could have abundant life, not merely so 

that we could have the right ideas about who he is. Class meetings 
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provide a format that helps people actively grow in their faith in 

Christ together in community, not just study information.

At this stage, let me clarify that I am not saying that infor-

mation or ideas are irrelevant. Some ways of talking about Jesus 

are better than others. In fact, some are wholly inadequate and 

should be rejected by Christians. Doctrine matters. It is essential. 

Christians should be introduced to and taught sound doctrine. 

And yet, as important as Christian doctrine is in informing 

the Christian life, it was never intended to be an end in itself. 

Doctrine provides boundaries and direction that can help one 

discern what they ought to do and what they should not do. It 

provides necessary guidelines for living the Christian life, but one 

still has to actually begin living such a life! Moreover, many infor-

mational approaches to the Christian life aren’t even focused on 

doctrine, they are primarily focused on life strategies, self-help 

guidelines (and often you could come to the same conclusions 

these books come to without the “Christian” content), or basic 

mapping of the content of Scripture. 

Class Meetings Promote Active Faith

In class meetings, however, participants actively discuss the state 

of their current relationship with God and how they are living 

out (and sometimes failing to live out) their faith. In curriculum-

driven small groups, participants are in a passive posture, 

receiving information that is given to them through the book that 

is being studied, or through the leader, who is the expert. One of 

the common bonds of the group is the curriculum that is at the 

center of the group. In this way, curriculum can provide helpful 

focus and organization to the group (the group can literally be 
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“on the same page”). On the other hand, curriculum distances 

the participants from their own lives. For people who feel a bit 

uncomfortable talking about their relationships with God, a study 

can be less intimidating because they can talk about the content 

instead of really talking about their relationship with God.

In many ways this is understandable. It can feel uncom-

fortably vulnerable to share with other people what is going on 

in your relationship with God. You may fear being ineloquent, 

not having something profound to say, or being judged by other 

members of your group. In contrast, a study is usually more 

straightforward. If you read the material and come to the group 

prepared, you can be relatively confident that you won’t embar-

rass yourself. The problem is that these types of groups rarely act 

as a bridge to deeper and more meaningful conversations about 

the state of one’s soul. In fact, I have had several encounters with 

people who have been a part of a Sunday school class (which is 

the grand experiment in the informational approach to Christian 

discipleship) for almost their whole lives. I hope I am wrong, 

but my experience has shown me that there is not necessarily a 

meaningful connection between faithful participation in Sunday 

school and maturity in Christian discipleship. Sunday school 

does not make saints, because (pardon the cliché) it is primarily 

focused on helping people talk the talk, but not walk the walk.

Let’s use this book itself as an example. The goal of this 

book is to convince you to participate in a particular type of 

small group—a contemporary class meeting. The strategy for 

achieving this goal is to use a curriculum (this book) to study 

the class meeting and to gradually transition from a study to a 

class meeting. In other words, this is intended to be a resource 

that will help you join a small group where you, with others, 
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learn how to increasingly filter every part of your life through 

the lens of the gospel, increase your ability to give voice to your 

experience of God’s presence and action in your life, and grow in 

your faith in Christ. One of the ways this will be accomplished is 

through the organization of the small group time. In the discus-

sion questions for each week, there will be questions about the 

chapter content and a question about your life with God. This 

question is designed to help you begin to risk sharing with other 

people how things are going in your walk with God. If you have 

not been in a group where you talked about your experience of 

God, the questions at the end of the study may initially make you 

a bit uncomfortable. You may even find yourself hoping there 

isn’t enough time to get to the question that is focused on your 

life with God!

In this chapter, for instance, it might require less risk for you 

to talk about the difference between informational and transfor-

mational approaches to small groups than to actually enter into 

a conversation about how God has worked in your life through 

a particular form of small group. In this example, talking gener-

ally about the difference between various kinds of small groups 

is most representative of an informational approach to small 

groups. Talking about how God has worked in your life through 

a particular small group experience, on the other hand, is most 

representative of a transformational approach to small groups. 

And yet, convincing you of the value of transformational small 

groups is of little value if you do not decide to actually partici-

pate in such a group. What good would it do for me to convince 

you to join a group that was focused on your journey with God if 

you did not actually join such a group? Too often, studies focus 

on trying to convince participants that ideas are true without 
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helping people live based on this newly discovered truth. 

Information-driven groups are most effective at the intellectual 

level. They do not do nearly as good a job leading to meaningful 

conversion, changed hearts, and changed lives. Class meetings 

are focused on precisely these things—how is the amazing grace 

of God changing your heart, your life, and your relationship with 

other people?

Let me put this more boldly: information-driven small 

groups that do not lead to a changed life are no more valuable for 

Christian discipleship than a weather report that does not impact 

the clothes you wear. If I turn on the Weather Channel and am 

told that there is a 90 percent chance of rain today, I will bring 

my rain jacket with me when I leave the house. This book hopes 

to help you form a class meeting, where you will actively pursue 

deeper faith in Christ with others. At times, participating in this 

group may stretch you a bit, because the group is about more 

than your ideas about Christianity. The group is about your rela-

tionship with Jesus, the Son of God. And Jesus does not want to 

change only our minds, or what we think; he wants to change our 

hearts and how we live. So, I hope you will take this step, because 

the history of early Methodism is a testament to the way the Holy 

Spirit has used the class meeting to help people come to know 

Jesus Christ more intimately.

The Goal of This Study

The goal of this study is twofold. First, I hope to convince you 

that a group like the early Methodist class meeting is the most 

important type of small group of which you could be a part. If 

you can only be in one small group, I hope to convince you to 
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choose to be in a class meeting, because it is most likely to help 

you become a more faithful and more committed Christian. Yet, 

it would be an ironic failure if this book, above all books, only 

impacted your thoughts. The second goal of this book is to help 

you actually try out this kind of group. This book is both a study 

of the early Methodist class meeting and a gradual introduction 

to experiencing what it would be like to be in this kind of group. 

A guide for the small group time is provided for each week that 

has both discussion questions about the content of each chapter 

and one question that focuses on each person’s experience of 

God. The goal is for these questions to stretch you a bit each 

week, so that by the end of the eight weeks, you will be ready 

to pursue Christ together in a class meeting. If you find the last 

question a bit intimidating, you can always read it before the 

group meeting so you have plenty of time to think about your 

answer.

My hope is that you will be willing to try this kind of group. 

The point is not that the class meeting has magical powers, or 

that it is the key to our salvation. Only Jesus can save us. The 

class meeting is valuable because participating in a group that 

asks you weekly how you are doing in your relationship with God 

is one of the most effective ways you can plan to stay focused on 

your growth as a follower of Jesus Christ. My own experience 

has repeatedly shown me that this is essential for my relation-

ship with Christ. Many Christians who have gone before us have 

similarly testified that “watching over one another in love” has 

been of deep significance for their relationships with God.5 This 

approach to small groups is also making a difference in the lives 

of many contemporary Christians. Here is one example: Nick 

Weatherford, a lay member of Munger Place Church6 in Dallas, 
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Texas, has said of his initial experience with a class meeting and 

the impact it had on his faith: 

I have come to realize the importance of being called into 

community with one another and of God’s unrelenting 

grace. We are not asked to, or intended to do this alone. I 

would argue from personal experience that our faith will 

wither away over time if we are not proactively involving 

ourselves in community with other believers.

In contemporary churches, there seem to be ample 

opportunities for Bible studies and other programs, but it 

is much harder to find a group that is primarily focused 

on your relationship with God. Kitchen Groups (this is 

what we call our class meeting–like groups at Munger) 

don’t follow any particular curriculum. We just ask you to 

analyze your own experiences through the lens of faith. 

What has God revealed to you this week? What do you 

need to work on? What is holding you back? It doesn’t ask 

you to measure up to any particular standard other than a 

genuine desire to be more of who you are being called to be 

as a follower of Jesus.

Kitchen Groups foster a community of honesty and 

personal accountability. The accountability comes not in 

any prescribed set of rules or confessions but in learning 

to understand and respond to all of our experiences, good 

and bad, through the perspective of our relationship with 

God. I think more about my faith than I ever have in my 

life, asking myself more and more often “How is my life in 

God?” even outside of the group setting.7



15A New (Old)  Kind of  Smal l  Group

Ultimately, we cannot stand still or tread water in the 

Christian life. We are either moving closer toward God and 

learning to better love our neighbor, or we are missing oppor-

tunities to further express our love for God and neighbor and 

gradually moving away from God. The goal of every Christian 

should be to become a disciple, a follower, of Jesus Christ. People 

do not learn how to follow Jesus by reading books about following 

Jesus. We learn how to follow Jesus by following him, even if by 

fits and starts.

Many church leaders recognize that small groups are an 

invaluable tool for helping people learn how to follow Jesus. But 

again, not all small groups are created equal. The community that 

can be fostered through small group formation is a dynamic asset 

in helping people become more like Christ. This kind of commu-

nity is created when people join together to support one another 

on their journeys, and when the journey itself is the focus of the 

community, not a book about the journey.

In the passage above, Nick testified to the importance of 

community for his own faith journey. As he gathered together 

with other Christians to talk about his life in God, he found 

not only that he learned how to better talk about his life in God 

during the group time, but also that this helped him to live out 

his faith in more and more of his life. My hope is that the Holy 

Spirit will use this book to help people who are seeking God learn 

how to bring themselves more fully to the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit and to support one another in this journey.
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

At the end of each chapter, there will be a guide for the time 

spent together as a small group. The actual meeting should be 

an hour and fifteen minutes each week. The organization of the 

group will vary slightly from week to week as the group gradu-

ally moves away from a study of transformational small groups to 

becoming a transformational small group. 

At the time the group is scheduled to start, the group leader 

should call the group together, thank everyone for coming, and 

open with a prayer. The next fifteen minutes should be spent 

providing the opportunity for group members to begin to get to 

know one another. Each participant should be invited to share 

their name, how long they have been involved in this church, 

and what made them interested in being a part of this group. 

(Leaders should feel free to use their common sense in adjusting 

these questions based on the dynamics of the group. For example, 

people don’t need to introduce themselves if everyone already 

knows each other and this would be artificial.)

The next forty-five minutes should be spent discussing 

the content of the first chapter, using the “Questions for 

Discussion” as a guide to the discussion. (It is okay if you do 

not discuss all the questions. Feel free to dwell on one question 

as long as the conversation is lively and focused on the general 

theme of the chapter.) 

The last fifteen minutes should be spent discussing the 

Transformation Question. The leader should keep track of 

the time and make sure that the discussion of the chapter is 

brought to a close in time to get to the last question, which is really 

the most important question for the week. (Leaders: It is okay if 
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you can’t think of a smooth transition from one topic to the next. 

You may simply say, for instance, “Now, I’d like us to shift our 

focus to our last question for tonight . . .” You should be prepared 

for the last question to perhaps make people a bit uncomfortable; 

there may be a bit of a tendency to try to filibuster, or run out the 

clock, to avoid the question. One of your most important jobs is to 

be willing to shift the conversation to this question.) It is impor-

tant that every person has an opportunity to answer the question. 

Finally, the leader should close with a prayer.

Organization:

Open with a Prayer

	 :00–:15	 Introductions

What is your name?

How long have you been involved in this church?

What made you interested in being a part of this study?

	:15–1:00	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions 

to this chapter? Was there anything particularly 

exciting or challenging to you? Why?

2.	 Discuss the strengths and weaknesses as you see 

them of the three types of small groups discussed 

at the beginning of this chapter (affinity groups, 

information-driven groups, and transformation-

driven groups).

3.	 Of these three types of small groups, which one 

do you have the most previous experience with? 

Describe what this group did well and what it may 

not have done well.
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4.	 Do you agree that groups that are focused on trans-

formation are likely to be most effective in making 

disciples of Jesus Christ? Why or why not?

	1:00–1:15	 Transformation Question

On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being the farthest you have 

ever felt from God, 10 being the closest you have ever 

felt to God) what number would you give to how close 

you feel to God today? Why?

Close with a Prayer
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The Class Meeting: The Heart 

of the Methodist Revival

Never omit meeting your Class or Band . . .  
These are the very sinews of our Society; and whatever 

weakens, or tends to weaken, our regard for these,  
or our exactness in attending them, strikes at the very 

root of our community. 

—John Wesley1

In the eighteenth century, a small number 

of Anglican priests began preaching on the 

importance of justification (forgiveness, or pardon with God) by 

faith and the new birth (entering into a new relationship with God 

the Father as an adopted child). The best known of these priests 

were George Whitefield and John and Charles Wesley. Many of 

their contemporaries were more scandalized by the fact that they 
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were preaching outdoors than by the content of their preaching. 

But these preachers, who soon became known as Methodists 

because of their methodical approach to the Christian life, were 

determined to preach to as many people as possible, and were 

willing to preach outside the walls of the church if it helped them 

reach more people.

Thousands of women and men were converted to the 

Christian faith by these Methodists. And, particularly through 

the efforts of George Whitefield, the message of justification 

by faith and new birth crossed the Atlantic Ocean, gaining 

momentum in the British colonies in America. The First Great 

Awakening was due largely to the traveling and preaching of 

George Whitefield throughout the colonies from 1739 to 1740. 

It was George Whitefield, then, and not John Wesley, who was 

largely the face of the eighteenth-century Evangelical Revival. By 

all accounts, Whitefield was the most dynamic preacher of his 

era. He traveled throughout England and the colonies in America, 

preaching to audiences that sometimes had tens of thousands 

of people. Whitefield was a better preacher than John Wesley. 

And in all likelihood his preaching resulted in the conversion to 

Christian faith of many more people than did John Wesley’s. So 

why is it that today people often speak of the Wesleyan tradition, 

but never the Whitefieldian tradition?

One way of explaining Wesley’s endurance as a key figure 

for contemporary Christians is his emphasis on small group 

formation, particularly the class meeting. It has frequently been 

noted that between Whitefield and John Wesley, Wesley was the 

more gifted organizer. A biography of Adam Clarke (who was a 

Methodist preacher during Wesley’s lifetime) recounted Wesley’s 

insistence that class meetings were essential to the revival:
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From long experience I know the propriety of Mr. Wesley’s 

advice: “Establish class-meetings and form societies wher-

ever you preach and have attentive hearers; for, wherever 

we have preached without doing so, the word has been 

like seed by the way-side.” It was by this means we have 

been enabled to establish permanent and holy Churches 

over the world. Mr. Wesley saw the necessity of this from 

the beginning. Mr. Whitefield, when he separated from 

Mr. Wesley, did not follow it. What was the consequence? 

The fruit of Mr. Whitefield’s labor died with himself. Mr. 

Wesley’s remains and multiplies.2

The author then recounted his memory of a conversation between 

George Whitefield and John Pool, as it was related to him by Pool.

Mr. P. was well known to Mr. Whitefield, who, having met 

him one day, accosted him in the following manner:

“Whitefield. Well, John, art thou still a Wesleyan?

“Pool. Yes, sir. I thank God I have the privilege of being 

in connection with Mr. Wesley, and one of his preachers.

“W. John, thou art in thy right place. My brother 

Wesley acted wisely; the souls that were awakened under 

his ministry he joined in class, and thus preserved the 

fruits of his labor. This I neglected, and my people are a 

rope of sand.”3

According to Pool’s memory, Whitefield himself conceded the 

value of the class meetings for the Methodist revival and wished 

he had been more proactive in maintaining them.

The most explosive growth of Methodism, however, actu-

ally came after the deaths of both George Whitefield and John 

Wesley. From 1776 to 1850 American Methodism grew like a 
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weed. In 1776, Methodists accounted for 2.5 percent of reli-

gious adherents in the colonies, the second smallest of the major 

denominations of that time. By 1850, Methodists comprised 

34.2 percent of religious adherents in the United States, which 

was 14 percent more than the next largest group!4 During this 

period, hundreds of thousands of people were coming to faith 

in Christ as a result of the preaching, testimony, and ministry 

of American Methodists. And throughout the period of this 

growth, every Methodist was expected to participate in a weekly 

class meeting.

A strong case can be made that the class meeting was the 

single most important factor to the growth of early Methodism 

and to the retention of converts within Methodism. People who 

had come to faith in Christ were immediately placed in a class 

meeting, where they would be helped to grow in their faith and 

where they would learn how to practice their faith.

So, how did class meetings come to play such a key role in 

early Methodism? And what happened in classes?

The Early Methodist Class Meeting: 
“Watching Over One Another in Love”

The class meeting was started in 1742 when a group of Methodists 

were trying to figure out how to pay off a building debt in Bristol, 

England. Captain Foy (who is otherwise unknown to historians) 

suggested that the Bristol society be divided up into groups of 

twelve people. One person in each group would be designated 

the leader and would be responsible for visiting everyone in 

the group every week in order to collect one penny from each 

of them. By this means, Foy believed the building debt could be 
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retired. Someone raised a concern that this would prevent the 

poorest Methodists from being involved. Captain Foy responded 

by volunteering to take the eleven poorest members of the Bristol 

society into his group. He said that he would visit them each 

week and ask them if they could contribute. If they were unable, 

he would pay their pennies on their behalf. Then, he challenged 

the other people at the meeting to do the same thing.

As this plan was put into practice, it became apparent that 

many Methodists were not keeping the “General Rules,” which 

every Methodist was expected to keep. The General Rules were: 

do no harm, do good, and attend upon the ordinances of God. 

While the first two are fairly straightforward, “attend upon the 

ordinances of God” referred to basic Christian practices or disci-

plines. Wesley explicitly mentioned public worship, ministry of 

the Word, the Lord’s Supper, family and private prayer, searching 

the Scriptures, and fasting or abstinence.5 Almost immediately, 

Wesley realized that the class leaders (the ones who had origi-

nally committed to make the weekly collection) were ideally 

situated to address the lack of discipline in keeping the General 

Rules among Methodists.

In the General Rules, Wesley described the duty of the class 

leader as follows:

That it may the more easily be discerned whether they are 

indeed working out their own salvation, each Society is 

divided into smaller companies, called Classes, according 

to their respective places of abode. There are about twelve 

persons in every class, one of whom is styled the Leader. It 

is his business:

(1.)	� To see each person in his class once a week at 

least; in order 
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		  To receive what they are willing to give  

	 toward the relief of the poor;

		  To inquire how their souls prosper;

		  To advise, reprove, comfort, or exhort, as  

	 occasion may require.

(2.)	� To meet the Minister and the stewards of the 

Society once a week, in order:

		  To pay in to the stewards what they have  

	� received of their several classes in the week 

preceding;

		  To show their account of what each person  

	 has contributed; and

		  To inform the Minister of any that are sick,  

	� or of any that walk disorderly and will not be 

reproved.6

Initially, the class leader met each person at his or her own 

house. However, it was quickly decided that it would be more 

practical for the entire class to meet together once a week. 

Wesley reported that at the class meeting, “advice or reproof was 

given as need required, quarrels made up, misunderstandings 

removed. And after an hour or two spent in this labour of love, 

they concluded with prayer and thanksgiving.”7 Wesley further 

reported on what he believed were the fruits of the class meeting:

It can scarce be conceived what advantages have been 

reaped from this little prudential regulation. Many now 

happily experienced that Christian fellowship of which 

they had not so much as an idea before. They began to “bear 

one another’s burdens,” and “naturally” to “care for each 

other.” As they had daily a more intimate acquaintance 

with, so they had a more endeared affection for each other. 
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And “speaking the truth in love, they grew up into Him 

in all things which is the head, even Christ; from whom 

the whole body, fitly joined together, and compacted by 

that which every joint supplied, according to the effectual 

working in the measure of every part, increased unto the 

edifying itself in love.”8

The class meeting, then, quickly developed into much more 

than a capital campaign. It became a crucial tool for enabling 

Methodists to “watch over one another in love,” to support and 

encourage one another in their lives with God. In fact, John 

Wesley thought the oversight and support that the class meeting 

provided was so important that it became a requirement for 

membership in a Methodist society. To be a Methodist meant 

that you were involved in a weekly class meeting.

So what happened in these weekly meetings?

Classes were intended to have between seven and twelve 

members in them. Women and men often, though not always, 

met together in the same class. The groups were also led by both 

women and men. Classes were divided primarily by geographical 

location. In other words, you would have attended a class meeting 

with the Methodists in your neighborhood. As far as the content 

or organization of the weekly meetings, the class meeting seems 

to have focused on three things. First, it held people accountable 

to keeping the General Rules. Second, the class meeting was a 

place where Methodists were encouraged to give weekly to the 

relief of the poor. Third, and most central to the time spent in the 

weekly meeting, it was a place where every Methodist answered 

the question, “How is it with your soul?” (Methodist historian 

Scott Kisker has recently rephrased this question as “How is your 

life with God?”)9
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Did you notice what did not happen in the early Methodist 

class meeting? These groups were not Bible studies. People did 

not study a book in these meetings. Among the purposes or goals 

of the class meeting, Wesley did not list the transfer of informa-

tion from a perceived expert to a largely passive and ignorant 

audience. In other words, the class meeting was a very different 

kind of small group than the typical Sunday school class. Rather 

than being focused on transferring information or ideas about 

Christianity, the early Methodist class meeting was focused on 

helping people come to know Jesus Christ and learn how to give 

every part of their lives to loving and serving Christ.

The phrase that best captures what the Methodists believed 

was so important about the class meeting was “watching over 

one another in love.” Early Methodists were asked to invite others 

into their lives and to be willing to enter deeply into the lives 

of other people so that together they would grow in grace. They 

were committed to the idea that the Christian life is a journey of 

growth in grace, or sanctification. And they believed that they 

needed one another in order to persevere on this journey.

And so, in the early Methodist class meeting, people would 

gather together, someone would open the meeting with prayer, 

the group would often sing a song or two, and then the class 

leader would start by answering the question, “How does your 

soul prosper?” After participants answered the question, the 

leader would turn to someone else in the group and ask that indi-

vidual the same question. The class leader or someone else might 

occasionally respond to the person’s answer by asking another 

question, offering encouragement, and sometimes giving advice. 

The basic pattern of the meeting was that simple. People were 

essentially giving testimony to their experience of God over the 
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past week. And God seems to have used this, as the testimony 

of others was frequently contagious. People often experienced 

conversion simply through participating in a class meeting!10

Wesley felt that the class meeting was so important that he 

believed that its decline would weaken Methodism itself. He 

wrote, “Never omit meeting your Class or Band; never absent 

yourself from any public meeting. These are the very sinews of our 

Society; and whatever weakens, or tends to weaken, our regard 

for these, or our exactness in attending them, strikes at the very 

root of our community.”11 The class meeting was one of two forms 

of small groups that held Methodism together, just as sinews 

connect muscle to bone, making it possible for arms and legs to 

move and function. In case this strong image was overlooked, 

Wesley continued by saying that if the class meeting was threat-

ened, then the “very root” of Methodism itself was in danger.

The Pillars of Early Methodism

Much more could be said about the emphases of John Wesley and 

early Methodists. The key point for now is that the class meeting 

was the primary structure in early Methodism that was designed 

to keep every person connected to the rest of the movement, to 

make sure that people were doing all that they could to cooperate 

with the grace that God had given them and to ensure that no one 

was forgotten or left behind.

As Methodism was transplanted from British to American 

soil in the second half of the eighteenth century, the class meeting 

quickly became firmly rooted in the American context. One of the 

first appearances of Methodism in America was when a woman 

urged a family member to start a class meeting among friends 
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and family who were falling away from the Christian faith after 

migrating to America from Britain. When Methodism became a 

formal denomination in 1784, the class meeting was listed as a 

requirement for membership. As a result, from its beginnings as 

a church in America, Methodists were committed to gathering 

together with a small group of Christians every single week to 

talk about their lives as followers of Jesus Christ, to check in and 

ask one another if they were growing closer to Christ or falling 

farther away. Attendance at a weekly class meeting continued 

to be a formal requirement in the Methodist Episcopal Church 

throughout its first decades. This was the most basic require-

ment of membership. It is what gave Methodist membership its 

meaning.

The expectation that members would participate in a weekly 

class meeting was formally spelled out in the first Doctrines and 
Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church. For example, the 

1798 Doctrines and Discipline stated the consequence of failing to 

attend one’s class meeting as follows:

What shall we do with those members of society, who 

wilfully [sic] and repeatedly neglect to meet their class?

Answ. 1. Let the elder, deacon, or one of the preachers, 

visit them, whenever it is practicable, and explain to them 

the consequence if they continue to neglect, viz. Exclusion.

2. If they do not amend, let him who has the charge of 

the circuit exclude them in the society; shewing that they 

are laid aside for a breach of our rules of discipline and not 

for immoral conduct.12

In other words, American Methodists believed that this practice 

was so essential to what it meant to be a Methodist that they were 
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willing to remove someone from membership if the person did 

not attend the class meeting consistently. For a period of time, 

Methodists even issued class meeting tickets to people each 

quarter that were used to gain admittance into the larger worship 

service. These tickets gradually became more of a symbol of 

Methodist identity and of the importance of the class meeting, 

without being used as a means of entry into the worship service. 

You can still find many class meeting tickets from the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries.

In the 1798 Doctrines and Discipline, Coke and Asbury 

commented on their sense of the significance of the class meeting 

for Methodism. What follows is a lengthy quotation, but it reveals 

so much about why the early Methodists were committed to this 

practice that it is worth reading carefully.

It is the thing itself, christian fellowship and not the name, 

which we contend for. The experience of about sixty-years 

has fully convinced us of its necessity; and we ourselves can 

say that in the course of an extensive acquaintance with 

men and things, and the church of God, for about twenty 

or thirty years we have rarely met with one who has been 

much devoted to God, and at the same time not united in 

close christian fellowship to some religious society or other 

[meaning a small group like the class meeting] . . .

We have no doubt, but meetings of christian brethren 

for the exposition of scripture-texts, may be attended 

with their advantages. But the most profitable exercise of 

any is a free inquiry into the state of the heart. We there-

fore confine these meetings to christian experience, only 

adjoining singing and prayer in the introduction and 

conclusion. And we praise the Lord, they have been made 
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a blessing to scores of thousands . . . In short, we can truly 

say, that through the grace of God our classes form the 

pillars of our work, and, as we have before observed, are 

in a considerable degree our universities for the ministry.13

I am confident that Francis Asbury (who was essentially 

the John Wesley of American Methodism) would not mind if 

we changed the name of these groups. But I am also convinced 

that he would see the reclaiming of this practice as essential and 

urgent. Asbury testified that from his experience he rarely met a 

deeply committed Christian who was not involved in something 

like the class meeting. The fact that today so many Methodists 

are attempting to follow Christ in isolation reveals a serious 

disconnect from the riches of the Wesleyan heritage.

Read the second paragraph from the previous quotation 

from Asbury again. He concedes the value of Bible studies and 

other information-driven small groups. However, he insists that 

“the most profitable exercise of any is a free inquiry into the 

state of the heart.” He then clearly states that the class meeting 

was limited to a focus on “Christian experience” and not on 

instruction in the content of the Bible or another study. The 

class meeting, according to Asbury, was the “pillar” of American 

Methodism’s exponential growth as a movement in the late eigh-

teenth and early nineteenth centuries. It was also the main way 

that new leaders were raised up and prepared for ministry within 

Methodism! We used to have an apprenticeship model to train 

people for ministry: you learned by watching someone else; then 

you did it with your mentor’s guidance and supervision, and then 

you did it on your own. We now have a very different model, 

and it does not seem to be bearing fruit for the kingdom of God. 

During the period that the class meeting was a basic requirement 
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of membership, the Methodist Episcopal Church grew from a 

few thousand members to 2.5 million.14 But as Methodism began 

to distance itself from the class meeting, its growth also began to 

decrease, then stop, and finally decline.15

It is time for Methodists to become people of Wesley’s 

method again.
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

Organization:

	 :00–:15	 Informal Conversation

Open with a Prayer

	:15–1:00	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions to 

this chapter? Was anything particularly exciting or 

challenging to you? Why?

2.	 This chapter suggests that one reason people 

who came to faith in Jesus through Methodist 

preaching persevered in their faith was because 

they were organized into small groups. How could 

your church do a better job of helping people grow 

and mature in their faith?

3.	 Were you previously familiar with the class 

meeting and its history in Methodism? Why do 

you think the class meeting was so important to 

early Methodist growth and discipleship?

4.	 What obstacles do you see that might make it diffi-

cult for your church to return to a practice like the 

early Methodist class meeting? How could these 

obstacles be most effectively addressed?

	1:00–1:15	 Transformation Question

Describe a time when you felt closer to God as a result 

of your participation in a small group. Or, describe a 
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time when your faith was strengthened through an 

interaction with another person (perhaps through 

conversations, prayer, or Bible study with a pastor, 

mentor, or friend). 

Close with a Prayer
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Moving into God’s House:  

The Theological Foundation  
of the Class Meeting

It is thus we wait for entire sanctification, for a full  
salvation from all our sins . . . It is love excluding sin; love 
filling the heart, taking up the whole capacity of the soul.

—John Wesley, “The Scripture Way of Salvation”1

As important as the class meeting was to 

spiritual vitality and growth in Wesleyan 

Methodism, the deep purpose of Methodism was not to get people 

into class meetings; rather, it was to help them come to faith in 

Christ and grow in that faith. In other words, the class meeting 

was essential to early Methodists because it was a logical practice 

based on their understanding of God. Wesley’s preaching, essays, 
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journals, and personal correspondence are filled with repeated 

and clear affirmations of the key doctrines of historic Christianity. 

When Wesley took steps to formally start a new denomination in 

America in 1784 (the Methodist Episcopal Church), he not only 

ordained preachers to lead the new church, but he also included 

Articles of Religion, which were concise statements of essential 

Christian doctrines, as well as a compilation of his own sermons, 

which most clearly expressed key Methodist beliefs. Wesley 

believed that vital Christianity was impossible without both 

right thinking and right acting. Thus, the “method” that gave 

Methodism its name arose out of a desire to practice the beliefs 

that John Wesley and others were preaching.

Yet, it is also important to be clear that for Wesley, ortho-

doxy, though essential to real Christianity, is not sufficient unto 

itself. Wesley’s deep concern was with a lived faith, not only a 

mental assent to propositional truth. Right doctrine, or right 

beliefs, was important to Wesley because it provided necessary 

guides and boundaries for right living. In other words, orthodoxy 

(right belief) leads to orthopraxy (right practice). As we will see, 

holy living was the goal of the Christian life for Wesley, but he 

felt that you could not know what holy living looked like without 

sound Christian doctrine.

Toward the end of his life, in an essay on the future of 

Methodism, John Wesley wrote about his deep conviction that 

Methodism would have a bright future as long as it held fast to 

both Methodist doctrine, or teaching about God, and Methodist 

practice, or the “method” that gave the movement its name. 

Wesley wrote: “I am not afraid that the people called Methodists 

should ever cease to exist either in Europe or America. But I am 

afraid lest they should exist as a dead sect, having the form of 
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religion without the power. And this undoubtedly will be the case 

unless they hold fast both the doctrine, spirit, and discipline with 

which they first set out.”2

The majority of this book is focused on reclaiming the most 

basic part of early Methodist “discipline”—the class meeting. 

But Wesley prophesied in 1786 that Methodism would exist as a 

God-breathed movement only if it clung to the doctrine, spirit, and 
discipline that it started with. Wesley did not say that Methodism 

would have spiritual vitality as long as it held on to one of these, 

but that all three were important. In order to fully grasp the 

“Why?” of the class meeting itself, it is crucial to understand the 

key beliefs that informed the class meeting, which Methodists 

hoped to live out in their daily lives. My goal here is not merely 

to return to old ways; rather, I am convinced that Methodism 

will be renewed by the Holy Spirit when it clearly proclaims the 

gospel in its fullness and joins people together to support one 

another as they seek to faithfully follow Jesus Christ.

So what were the key doctrines or beliefs of the first 

Methodists? In 1746, John Wesley gave a fairly concise statement 

of the “main doctrines” of Methodists, “Our main doctrines, 

which include all the rest, are three, that of repentance, of faith, 

and of holiness. The first of these we account, as it were, the 

porch of religion; the next, the door; the third is religion itself.”3 

Methodists preached about the possibility and urgency of moving 

not just a part, but all of our lives into God’s house.

The Porch: Repenting of Sin

The starting point for John Wesley was that people are in desperate 

need of salvation and that we cannot save ourselves. In fact, the 
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basic requirement for joining early Methodism was “a desire to 

flee from the wrath to come, to be saved from their sins.”4 In our 

context, one of the great challenges American Christianity faces 

is that salvation seems unnecessary to many Americans, who feel 

that they are the source of their own life and security. But the 

gospel is only good news to those who realize their need for salva-

tion and that only God is able to save us. The good news is that 

God is able and willing to save!

Simply put, we are addicted to sin. Try as hard as we might, 

we return to sin repeatedly. We struggle to break destructive 

cycles, but too often return to them even when we know they are 

damaging to us and to others. While this is expressed in different 

ways for different people, the consequences are the same—sin 

has power over us. It is in control and we are not. 

Sin affects us from the spectacular to the mundane. 

Examples of people committing spectacular and devastating sins 

abound in the news. Too often, it feels as though the local news 

is little more than a chronicle of the most devastating sins people 

have committed in the community. Thanks be to God, few 

people commit egregious sins, such as murder. But can anyone 

say that they are entirely without greed, envy, anger, sloth, lust, 

gluttony, or pride? Do we never gossip, talk bad about others, or 

withhold praise from those who deserve it? The list could go on. 

Rather than loving God and others, too often we are obsessed 

with ourselves. Sin is felt not only in personal relationships, 

but also in broader social ways. The sin of racism in the United 

States, for example, not only impacted African-Americans prior 

to the civil rights movement, it continues to have an impact on 

both the structures of American society and on interpersonal 

relationships. Social sin is all the more devastating because 
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when individuals bump up against it, they often feel powerless 

to change it.

John Wesley discussed the human tendency to pursue the 

things of this world instead of the things of God: “What is more 

natural to us than to seek happiness in the creature instead of 

the Creator? To seek that satisfaction in the works of his hands 

which can be found in God only? What more natural than the 

desire of the flesh? That is, of the pleasure of sense in every 

kind?”5 In another sermon, “The One Thing Needful,” Wesley 

further argued that there is nothing more important for people 

to do than to turn from sin and seek the salvation that only God 

can bring:

To recover our first estate, from which we are thus fallen, 

is the one thing now needful—to re-exchange the image 

of Satan for the image of God, bondage for freedom, sick-

ness for health. Our one great business is to rase out of our 

souls the likeness of our destroyer, and to be born again, to 

be formed anew after the likeness of our Creator. It is our 

one concern to shake off this servile yoke and to regain our 

native freedom; to throw off every chain, every passion and 

desire that does not suit an angelical nature. The one work 

we have to do is to return from the gates of death to perfect 

soundness; to have our diseases cured, our wounds healed, 

and our uncleanness done away.6

As a result, for Wesley “original sin,” or the idea that we are 

in a mess that we cannot get ourselves out of, was not an optional 

belief for Christians. Wesley asked, “Is man by nature filled with 

all manner of evil? Is he void of all good? Is he wholly fallen? Is 

his soul totally corrupted? Or, to come back to the text, is ‘every 
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imagination of the thoughts of his heart evil continually’? Allow 

this, and you are so far a Christian. Deny it, and you are but an 

heathen still.”7 In the previous passage, Wesley cited Genesis 6:5, 

which reads, “The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind 

was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts 

of their hearts was only evil continually” (nrsv). 

This can all sound pretty discouraging. But for Wesley, this 

was simply the reality of the situation in which we find ourselves. 

Wesley was convinced that there is good news! However, we 

cannot fully recognize how good the news is until we recog-

nize how deeply we need it. God knows where we are but is not 

content to leave us there. For Wesley, God wants “to renew our 

hearts in the image of God, to repair that total loss of righteous-

ness and true holiness which we sustained by the sin of our first 

parent.”8 We are able to experience all that God wants for us after 

we recognize the situation we are in and that we do not have the 

resources to save ourselves. The first step, then, is to “repent, that 

is, know yourselves . . . Know thyself to be a sinner.”9 Repentance 

involves a recognition of the reality of the grip of sin on one’s 

life and a decision to turn away from sin and turn toward God. 

Repentance, then, is not only having your eyes opened to reality; 

it involves a 180-degree turn, so that one turns completely away 

from sin and turns toward the new life offered in Jesus Christ.

Wesley was convinced that the Christian life cannot make 

sense apart from the conviction that all people need to be saved, 

that we are not capable of saving ourselves, and that Jesus is not 

only able to save us but is ready and willing to do for us and in 

us what we cannot do on our own. Methodist practice, then, was 

based on a sober assessment of humanity’s situation combined 

with a deep and abiding hope in the work that God has already 
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done in Christ in order to make it possible for us to be restored 

to God’s presence. Repentance is essential because it brings us to 

the porch of God’s house, where we recognize our need for God 

and begin to seek God’s amazing grace.

Faith: Entering into Salvation in Christ

Once we have recognized the reality of our situation before God 

and have decided to turn away from the sin in our lives, having 

stepped onto the porch of God’s house, what comes next?

After we recognize our need for salvation and our complete 

inability to be the source of our salvation, we can turn away 

from ourselves and turn to Christ in faith (and even this is only 

possible by God’s grace). We can recognize the reality that God 

has already done everything in Christ that needs to be done in 

order for us to be forgiven of our sins and reconciled to God. The 

theological term for the forgiveness of sins that comes through 

Jesus Christ is justification. Here is how Wesley described it:

The plain scriptural notion of justification is pardon, the 

forgiveness of sins. It is that act of God the Father whereby, 

for the sake of the propitiation made by the blood of his 

Son, he “showeth forth his righteousness (or mercy) by 

the remission of the sins that are past” . . . To him that 

is justified or forgiven God “will not impute sin” to his 

condemnation. He will not condemn him on that account 

either in this world or in that which is to come. His sins, all 

his past sins, in thought, word, and deed, “are covered,” are 

blotted out; shall not be remembered or mentioned against 

him, any more than if they had not been. God will not 

inflict on that sinner what he deserved to suffer, because 
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the Son of his love hath suffered for him. And from the 

time we are “accepted through the Beloved,” “reconciled to 

God through his blood,” he loves and blesses and watches 

over us for good, even as if we had never sinned.10

In other words, because of Christ’s righteousness, and the 

sheer gratuity of God the Father, the righteousness of Christ 

is applied to us, resulting in the pardon, or forgiveness, of all 

our past sins. All of our past is washed, or covered in Christ. It 

is “blotted out,” meaning that it is no longer held against us or 

remembered by God. God loves, blesses, and watches over us as 

if we had lived a life of complete righteousness before God, just 

as Jesus himself did.

Did you catch the full significance of this?

First, when we recognize the reality of sin, that we have 

wronged as well as been wronged, and then turn to Christ, we 

are fully forgiven. Second, when we turn to Christ, we are not 

just forgiven, but we are ushered into a new relationship with 

God the Father, a relationship where we are adopted as God’s 

own children!

So how does this happen? For Wesley it is freely given; we 

seek it only by faith. So, what is faith? According to Wesley, faith 

in Christ

is not barely a speculative, rational thing, a cold, lifeless 

assent, a train of ideas in the head; but also a disposition of 

the heart . . . It acknowledges the necessity and merit of his 

death, and the power of his resurrection. It acknowledges 

his death as the only sufficient means of redeeming man 

from death eternal, and his resurrection as the restoration 

of us all to life and immortality . . . It is a sure confidence 
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which a man hath in God, that through the merits of Christ 

his sins are forgiven, and he reconciled to the favour of God; 

and in consequence hereof a closing with him and cleaving 

to him as our “wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and 

redemption” or, in one word, our salvation.11

Faith is personal; it is something that must be intimately 

connected to your own life and experience. It is not something 

that can be inherited or passively handed down from one genera

tion to the next. As has often been said, “God does not have 

grandkids.” The news that is even better, though, is that faith 

does not need to be—indeed, should not be—tentative. It is a 

“sure confidence” of one’s complete forgiveness and reconcilia-

tion to God—everything isn’t just okay; it is fantastic!

New Birth: Crossing the Threshold  
of God’s House

Justification is by faith, and it is essentially the experience of being 

forgiven of your past sins. But this experience is so profound that 

it also leads to transformation. Forgiveness leads to a fresh start, 

one that is so all-encompassing that it is properly seen as a “new 

birth.” Wesley described justification as “that great work which 

God does for us, in forgiving our sins.”12 And he described the new 

birth as “the great work which God does in us, in renewing our 

fallen nature.”13 In another sermon, Wesley compared justifica-

tion and the new birth as follows: 

Though it be allowed that justification and the new birth 

are in point of time inseparable from each other . . . justifi-

cation implies only a relative, the new birth a real, change. 
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God in justifying us does something for us: in begetting 

us again he does the work in us. The former changes our 

outward relation to God, so that of enemies we become 

children; by the latter our inmost souls are changed, so 

that of sinners we become saints. The one restores us to the 

favour, the other to the image of God. The one is the taking 

away the guilt, the other the taking away the power, of sin.14

One way of thinking about this would be to focus on Wesley’s 

description of the shift from being an enemy of God to becoming 

a child of God. At one level this can be seen as a relative change, 

a change of status. But at another level, becoming a child of God 

cannot leave one unchanged. Being embraced as God’s beloved 

child is itself transformative.

Too often, the Christian life is drastically abbreviated, where 

the entire goal is to be justified by faith in Christ. In this view, 

justification by faith is like crossing the finish line. The goal is to 

experience salvation by faith, and forgiveness is the end of the 

race. Wesley reminds us that the image of new birth is also found 

in Scripture and cannot be abandoned. One of the best examples 

is in John 3:3–7:

Jesus answered, “I assure you, unless someone is born 

anew, it’s not possible to see God’s kingdom.” Nicodemus 

asked, “How is it possible for an adult to be born? It’s 

impossible to enter the mother’s womb for a second time 

and be born, isn’t it?” Jesus answered, “I assure you, unless 

someone is born of water and the Spirit, it’s not possible 

to enter God’s kingdom. Whatever is born of the flesh is 

flesh, and whatever is born of the Spirit is spirit. Don’t be 

surprised that I said to you, ‘You must be born anew.’ ” 



45Moving into God’s  House

When the full witness of Scripture is included, the image shifts 

considerably. Instead of seeing justification by faith as the end, it 

morphs into the starting line. Now that your past has been fully 

addressed, forgiven, and redeemed by God in Christ, you are 

given a fresh start, sin no longer reigns, and you are able to live 

a new life of faithfulness. Note, then, that being forgiven of past 

sins and entering into God’s household is not the end; it is only 

the beginning!

A reasonable question at this stage would be, “Can I know 

that I have been forgiven and born again?” This question is 

important because there have tended to be two extremes when 

thinking about the new birth. On the one hand, the need for new 

birth is sometimes downplayed because someone was raised a 

Christian. On the other hand, Christians have sometimes talked 

about being born again in ways that can make it seem forced, or 

contrived. Scripture provides the solution to either extreme. In 

Romans 8:14–16 Paul described the inner witness of the Holy 

Spirit that testifies to us that we are God’s children: “All who 

are led by God’s Spirit are God’s sons and daughters. You didn’t 

receive a spirit of slavery to lead you back again into fear, but you 

received a Spirit that shows you are adopted as his children. With 

this Spirit, we cry, ‘Abba, Father.’ The same Spirit agrees with 

our spirit, that we are God’s children.” Wesley often pointed to 

what wonderful news this promise is, describing it as “an inward 

impression on the soul, whereby the Spirit of God directly 

‘witnesses to my spirit that I am a child of God’; that Jesus Christ 

hath loved me, and given himself for me; that all my sins are 

blotted out, and I, even I, am reconciled to God.”15

In other words, whether someone has been a Christian for as 

long as they can remember, or they are attending a revival service 
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and are wondering whether they should respond to the altar call, 

Wesley says, based on Romans 8, that you can know whether you 

are a child of God because a privilege of all of God’s children is 

that the Holy Spirit witnesses to them of their adoption. God is 

so gracious that not only are we offered undeserved forgiveness 

of our sins and the opportunity to start anew, but also the Spirit 

testifies inwardly to us of God’s love for us after we have faith in 

Christ. In the words of Charles Wesley’s hymn “O For a Thousand 

Tongues to Sing,” after the new birth, “you then shall know, shall 

feel your sins forgiven.”16

Growth in Holiness: Moving All of Your Life 
into God’s House

If repentance is the porch of God’s house, and faith is the door, 

the new birth is when you cross the threshold of God’s house, 

and holiness is the process of moving our lives completely into 

God’s house. In one of his best-known sermons, John Wesley 

put it this way, “At the same time that we are justified, yea, in 

that very moment, sanctification begins.”17 Just as justification is 

the theological term that refers to pardon, or the forgiveness 

of our sins, sanctification is the theological term that refers to 

holiness, or becoming Christlike. And both justification and 

sanctification are by faith. Wesley was adamant that holiness 

is by God’s grace and comes through our faith in God: “We are 

sanctified, as well as justified, by faith . . . Faith is the condi-

tion, and the only condition of sanctification, exactly as it is of 

justification.”18

And here is where Wesley’s vision for the possibility and 

potential of the Christian life really takes off:
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From the time of our being “born again” the gradual work 

of sanctification takes place. We are enabled “by the Spirit” 

to “mortify the deeds of the body,” of our evil nature. And 

as we are more and more dead to sin, we are more and 

more alive to God. We go on from grace to grace, while 

we are careful to “abstain from all appearance of evil,” 

and are “zealous of good works,” “as we have opportunity 

doing good to all men”; while we walk in all his ordinances 

blameless, therein worshipping him in spirit and in truth; 

while we take up our cross and deny ourselves every plea-

sure that does not lead us to God.

It is thus that we wait for our entire sanctification, for 

a full salvation from all sins, from pride, sell-will [sic], anger, 

unbelief, or, as the Apostle expresses it, “Go on to perfec-

tion.” But what is perfection? . . . Here it means perfect 

love. It is love excluding sin; love filling the heart, taking up 

the whole capacity of the soul.19

This is a powerful vision for the Christian life! And it is 

one that Wesley insisted on until the end of his life. Wesley was 

adamant that whether it is called “entire sanctification,” “perfect 

love,” or “love excluding sin,” God wants to free us from all that 

pulls us away from living fully in Christ. He also insisted that 

this complete freedom from sin is by grace through faith. In 

fact, he often reminded his audience that if they were seeking 

it by faith, and not by works, there was nothing they had to do 

themselves before they could be entirely sanctified. This meant 

that they should hope for and expect “perfect love” now. Wesley 

wrote, “If you seek it by faith, you may expect it as you are: and if 

as you are, then expect it now.”20 Wesley was so committed to the 

doctrine of entire sanctification that in the last decade of his life 
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he wrote that entire sanctification was the “grand depositum” of 

Methodism and was the reason that God had brought Methodism 

to life.21

I have been surprised and disappointed by how much resis-

tance there is to John Wesley’s emphasis on the extent that we 

can become holy, by the grace of God, in this life. Wesley believed 

that by God’s grace we could be made perfect in love in this life. 

By “perfect,” Wesley meant love excluding sin. When I was in 

seminary, one of my professors put it this way: Christian perfec-

tion, or entire sanctification, means giving all that I know 

of myself to all that I know of God. This is a dynamic process 

because tomorrow I will know more about myself than I do today, 

and as a result, I will have more of myself that I can give to God. I 

will also continue to learn more about myself over time, so there 

will be more that I can give to the God I am coming to know more 

and more.

The idea of perfection does not get great press in popular 

society. Now that I listen for it, I am amazed at how often I 

hear people say things like, “Nobody’s perfect.” Initially, I was 

surprised to hear people say this to dismiss the seriousness of 

the moral failing of an athlete, for example. But I have been even 

more disheartened with how often I have heard church leaders 

say something along these lines in order to essentially excuse sin, 

or a lack of faithfulness to the gospel, in advance. At one level, 

I understand. If you were to ask me for empirical evidence of 

people messing up or making mistakes, I could rattle off count-

less examples. And more important, we are not perfect as we are, 

and we do not make ourselves perfect. 

But here is the irony: Many people also struggle to affirm 

the doctrine of original sin (the idea that every person has been 
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deeply damaged by the consequences of sin) and, as a result, that 

sin is inevitable and unavoidable, making it necessary for us to be 

saved by the grace of God. Yet, the same people who deny original 

sin, who feel that people are not that bad, are also adamant that 

nobody is perfect, that no one is capable of living a life free of 

willful sin. So, which is it? Are we capable of avoiding sin, or 

incapable of avoiding sin? The operating view of too many people 

is something like, “People aren’t all that bad, but they are also 

incapable of being all that good.” What a depressing (and inac-

curate) view of human nature and the possibility of life in Christ!

Here is why I believe in Christian perfection: I believe that 

it is possible for people to give themselves completely to God, 

perfectly, because I am convinced that grace is bigger and more 

powerful than sin. Now, don’t mistake me. I believe that sin is 

real and devastating in its effects. But I do not believe that it 

is necessary. And whether intentionally or not, if you deny the 

possibility of living an entirely faithful life, then you are arguing 

that sin is necessary in some sense and that it must exist in this 

world, even if God hates it.

I am certain that holiness is a real possibility in this life 
because Jesus Christ has been raised from the dead. Sin and 

death have done all that they could; they have shown themselves 

completely in all their terror and destructiveness. On Good 

Friday, when Jesus’ dead body hung limp on the cross, it looked as 

though sin and death had won, that they could not be vanquished 

from this world. That life would always be accompanied by sin. 

But on Easter Sunday, the tomb was empty! Sin and death could 

not contain the life that was in Christ. Jesus conquered sin in its 

most terrifying and ultimate expression—death. Jesus overcame 

even death itself. And so, we can proclaim with Paul, “Where is 
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your victory, Death? Where is your sting, Death?” (1 Cor. 15:55). 

Jesus gives us the victory. Jesus has shown us that God does not 

make pacts or compromises with sin. The resurrection shows us 

that sin is no longer necessary. It may remain in our lives and in 

the lives of others, but it no longer reigns. In the power of Christ 

and his resurrection, those who experience new life in Christ 

can be completely freed from sin’s hold on their lives. Holiness 

is not about what you can do for God, it is about the possibilities 

for faithfulness and living in God’s will that have been broken 

open by the explosion of grace that has been made available to us 

through the work of Christ. We should settle for no less than the 

fullness of the salvation that has been offered to us in Christ in 

this life and the life to come.

For Wesley, the purpose of Methodism was “to spread scrip-

tural holiness.”22 Wesley was convinced that the Bible teaches 

that we can not only find forgiveness for past sins, but that we 

can find new life in Christ and go on to perfection. We can expe-

rience deep healing of all that separates us from the love of God in 

Christ Jesus. And so, “May God himself, the God of peace, sanc-

tify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and 

body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do it” (1  Thess. 

5:23–24 tniv).

But Wesley’s experience with the Methodist movement 

convinced him that people rarely made progress in moving their 

lives into God’s house by themselves. Wesley insisted on the 

necessity of the class meeting, then, because he believed that God 

used this form of small group practice to help people continue 

pursuing Christ and growing in their love of God and neighbor. In 

fact, Wesley explicitly criticized George Whitefield’s inattention 
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to the class meeting in Pembrokeshire in his published Journal 
in 1763:

I was more convinced than ever that the preaching like an 

apostle, without joining together those that are awakened 

and training them up in the ways of God, is only begetting 

children for the murderer. How much preaching has there 

been for these twenty years all over Pembrokeshire! But no 

regular societies, no discipline, no order or connection. And 

the consequence is that nine in ten of the once awakened 

are now faster asleep than ever.23

We would not have to try all that hard to make connec-

tions from what Wesley found in the 1760s in Pembrokeshire to 

contemporary Wesleyan and Methodist faith communities.

It is time for Methodists to return to the doctrine, spirit, and 

discipline with which we first set out.
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

Leaders: Note that the time for discussion is decreased by five 
minutes this week and five minutes is added to the discussion of the 
Transformation Question.

Organization:

	 :00–:15	 Informal Conversation

Open with a Prayer

	 :15–:55	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions to 

this chapter? Was anything particularly exciting or 

challenging to you? Why?

2.	 Which of these beliefs do you find easiest to affirm 

or most central to being a Christian?

3.	 What ideas, if any, from this chapter were the most 

difficult for you to follow or agree with? Why?

4.	 Do you agree with Wesley’s understanding of 

Christian perfection? Are there legitimate reasons 

that holiness, or deep obedience to Christ, is 

impossible? If so, why?

	 :55-1:15	 Transformation Question

Can you tell a story of when you (or someone you have 

observed) stepped onto the porch of God’s house, 

crossed the threshold into God’s house, or moved 

your life more completely into God’s house?

Close with a Prayer



53

4
Becoming Wesleyan Again

We have no doubt, but meetings of christian brethren  
for the exposition of scripture-texts, may be attended 

with their advantages. But the most profitable exercise 
of any is a free inquiry into the state of the heart . . . 

Through the grace of God our classes form the pillars 
of our work, and, as we have before observed, are in a 
considerable degree our universities for the ministry.

—Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke,  
1798 Doctrines and Discipline1

A common method (joining every 

Methodist to a class meeting) and a 

common message (the necessity of repentance, faith, and holi-

ness) were at the center of Methodism during its periods of 

most explosive growth. If the class meeting was central to early 

Methodist vitality, why was it eventually abandoned? A brief 
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glimpse at the decline of the class meeting may help us have a 

better understanding of where we are currently and how we can 

reclaim the practice that helped so many people grow in their 

faith in Christ.

The Death of the Class Meeting

The decline of the class meeting began in the mid-nineteenth 

century. The move away from the class meeting could be 

discussed in a variety of ways. One explanation is that the rise of 

the Sunday school movement gradually pushed the class meeting 

to the margins of Methodism, ultimately causing it to disap-

pear altogether. Another explanation, perhaps not unrelated to 

the first, is that as Methodists became increasingly affluent and 

upwardly mobile (as Methodism moved from being a predomi-

nantly lower-class movement toward becoming a middle- and 

upper-middle-class denomination by the end of the nineteenth 

century), they were less and less comfortable talking to each 

other about the details of their lives as followers of Jesus Christ. 

The results of upward mobility and the Sunday school move-

ment led to an approach to small groups where a group of people 

gathered to learn from a perceived expert, either the leader of 

the small group or the author of a book the group was studying. 

In other words, the Sunday school movement shifted attention 

away from the focus on Christian experience and on becoming 

a deeply committed Christian, which Asbury had so strongly 

endorsed.

To be fair, Sunday school has had a positive impact on 

many people’s lives. As I was working on this book, a friend who 

is an exceptional pastor told me that Sunday school was a key 
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context for him where he first began to experience leadership 

in the church, leading to his sense of being called to ordained 

ministry. And my guess is that many people who are reading this 

book have also had a positive experience with Sunday school. 

You may remember reading a book that really helped you think 

about things in a different way, or you may have been in a class 

that was led by a gifted leader who touched your life because she 

cared about you so much. If you have had this experience, then 

you have a better sense of what a class meeting is all about than 

you may realize. Class leaders checked in on the people in their 

classes throughout the week to see how they were doing, trying 

to encourage them in their faith. Ultimately, I suspect that most 

of the examples that people would cite of Sunday schools that 

were transformative for them would have more to do with the 

quality of the leader and a personal connection to someone in the 

group than to curriculum or content.

Here is one example of why I think that small groups like the 

class meeting are more effective tools for Christian discipleship 

than Sunday school: I recently participated in a Sunday school 

class that read a book that argued that Christian discipleship 

should include a deep concern for global poverty. The study was 

very well conceived, organized, and presented. The leader was 

well prepared and organized each week. There was a video clip 

we watched that was professional, high quality, and engaging. 

We even had lively discussions about the problem of poverty and 

what we as Christians were called to do about it, both individu-

ally and as a church. Based on my experience, it would be difficult 

for a Sunday school class to be better thought out or executed.

As far as I could tell, every single person who attended 

the study of the book was challenged and convinced by the 
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argument. And yet, there was no indication that anyone’s life 

actually changed as a result of the study. To be blunt, I think what 

ultimately happened is that we felt guilty about the gap between 

the material comfort we experience as Americans and what 

people lack in other parts of the world. This feeling of discomfort 

lasted throughout the study, and some people probably thought 

very seriously about doing something. However, there was no 

clear call for the group to make a commitment and there was no 

opportunity that I recall for individuals to share what they were 

going to do as a result of the new information they had received 

in the study.

I think people did gain new ideas through the study. But I am 

afraid they probably did not experience the transformation that 

Jesus wants them to experience as his followers.

To return to the decline of the class meeting, then, as people 

increasingly participated in Sunday school, they had less time 

for other things. And as people committed to a weekly Sunday 

school class, being involved in a weekly class meeting seemed less 

important and even redundant. In part, the class meeting seemed 

less important because people were not making the case for the 

need for “Christian experience” as aggressively as they had been. 

Interestingly, the place where class meetings tend to be seen the 

latest in American Methodism is in new Methodist communities. 

Local histories of Methodism, particularly in places that mark the 

church’s westward expansion, typically cite class meetings being 

formed as part of Methodism’s initial presence. The class meeting 

seems to have been a part of Methodism’s DNA as a movement, 

so that even as the class meeting was rapidly declining on the 

East Coast, it was still being used in new faith communities as 

the church expanded toward the West Coast. And when B. T. 
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Roberts, who would become the key leader of the Free Methodist 

Church, was expelled from the Methodist Episcopal Church in 

1858, he was particularly concerned about restoring the class 

meeting and a clear emphasis on proclaiming the doctrine of 

entire sanctification.2

Where Methodism has been marked by the renewing pres-

ence of the Holy Spirit, people have typically met in classes. 

Decline seemed to be, at least in part, connected to an aban-

donment of the class meeting, just as Wesley predicted. When 

people meet together and talk about their pursuit of God, and 

their experience of God, the Holy Spirit seems to show up and 

draw people closer to Christ. Even as this decline was occurring, 

there were some who lamented the demise of the class meeting. 

Peter Cartwright, a nineteenth-century Methodist preacher, for 

example, wrote this about his sense of the importance of the class 

meeting and his concern about its demise:

Class-meetings have been owned and blessed of God in 

the Methodist Episcopal Church, and from more than 

fifty years’ experience, I doubt whether any one means of 

grace has proved as successful in building up the Methodist 

Church as this blessed privilege . . . In these class-meetings 

the weak have been made strong; the bowed down have 

been raised up; the tempted have found delivering grace; 

the doubting mind has had all its doubts and fears removed, 

and the whole class have found that this was “none other 

than the house of God, and the gate of heaven.” Here the 

hard heart has been tendered, the cold heart warmed with 

holy fire; here the dark mind, beclouded with trial and 

temptation, has had every cloud rolled away, and the sun 

of righteousness has risen with resplendent glory, “with 
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healing in his wings”; and in these class-meetings many 

seekers of religion have found them the spiritual birth-

place of their souls into the heavenly family, and their dead 

souls made alive to God . . .

But how sadly are these class-meetings neglected in 

the Methodist Episcopal Church. Are there not thousands 

of our members who habitually neglect to attend them, 

and is it any wonder that so many of our members grow 

cold and careless in religion, and finally backslide? Is it not 

for the want of enforcing our rules on class-meetings that 

their usefulness is destroyed? Are there not a great many 

wordly-minded [sic], proud, fashionable members of our 

Church, who merely have the name of Methodist, that 

are constantly crying out and pleading that attendance on 

class-meetings should not be a test of membership in the 

Church? . . . Just as sure as our preachers neglect their duty 

in enforcing the rules on class-meetings on our leaders and 

members, just so sure the power of religion will be lost in 

the Methodist Episcopal Church. 

O for faithful, holy preachers, and faithful, holy class-

leaders! Then we shall have faithful, holy members. May 

the time never come when class-meetings shall be laid 

aside in the Methodist Episcopal Church, or when these 

class-meetings, or an attendance on them, shall cease to be 

a test of membership among us. I beg and beseech class-

leaders to be punctual in attending their classes, and if any 

of their members stay away from any cause, hunt them up, 

find out the cause of their absence, pray with them and 

urge them to the all-important duty of regularly attending 

class-meeting. Much, very much, depends on faithful and 
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religious class-leaders; and how will the unfaithful class-

leader stand in the judgment of the great day, when by his 

neglect many of his members will have backslidden, and 

will be finally lost?3

Unfortunately, by the beginning of the twentieth century, the 

class meeting was almost entirely extinct in America. It was occa-

sionally referred to by historians, but it was far easier to find an 

early Methodist class meeting ticket than a group of Methodists 

who were actually meeting together as a class meeting. Instead 

of talking to each other about their experience of God and their 

pursuit of holiness, Methodists were talking to each other about 

much more general and abstract ideas that were increasingly 

difficult to connect to the intimate and mundane details of their 

lives. The class meeting had become an archaeological relic of 

our better days and instead of being a way of life, people began 

to view their Christian identity as one of a number of hobbies 

they might develop or work on when it was either convenient or 

served to make life a little bit better.

Why We Should Return to This Practice:  
The Value of the Class Meeting for the 
Twenty-First Century

The decline of the class meeting matters because disciples of Jesus 

Christ are called to live different lives, not just think different 

thoughts. Here is a way of thinking about what is at stake: A year 

from now, would you rather know more about the kind of life you 

want to live, or have made progress in living that kind of life?

If your goal is to be a disciple of Jesus Christ and most of your 

focus has been on finding the church that will best meet your 
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needs, figuring out which translation of the Bible is the best, or 

reading the best books on discipleship that you can find, but your 

life is the same as it was before—I would argue that you aren’t 

becoming a disciple. Nothing other than following Jesus Christ 

can make you his disciple. 

Here’s another way of illustrating what I’m trying to get at: 

Imagine a person who sets a goal to run a marathon. They might 

spend time researching the best kind of running shoes to wear, 

the best shorts, the best approach to training, and the healthiest 

food to eat. They might subscribe to Runner’s World and even read 

it. But no matter what else they do, there is one thing that is 

absolutely essential to being able to run a marathon—running. 

A person can research and buy all the gear that they want, but if 

they don’t actually start running, they are not making real prog-

ress toward completing a marathon. It is that simple.

I am worried that our approach to Christian discipleship 

is too often like a person who prepares to run a marathon by 

buying shoes without actually running in them. Please don’t 

misunderstand me; just as good running shoes are essential for 

long-distance running, the Bible and the church are essential for 

discipleship. Discipleship, however, is about a way of life, not 

only the life of the mind. Disciples follow Jesus. They are sent out 
in ministry by Jesus. They heal the sick. They feed the poor. They 

tell people about Jesus and what he has done.

I am convinced that a recovery of the class meeting would 

be used by God to help people who are interested in Christian 

discipleship to make real and meaningful progress toward 

becoming deeply committed followers of Jesus Christ.

Another reason I am so excited by the possibilities of a 

recovery of the class meeting is because returning to this practice 
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would do more than improve the quality of discipleship of those 

who are already committed Christians. One of the most impor-

tant contributions the class meeting can make to contemporary 

Christianity is that it provides an entry point for every Christian 

to be in connection with a small group of people in a way that is 

focused on the dynamic process of the Christian life. In general, 

the Christian life is a fluid process. People tend to either grow 

and mature in their faith or decrease in their commitment to 

their faith. The class meeting is a helpful tool for increasing the 

likelihood that people will move forward in their faith for at least 

two key reasons:

1. The class meeting joins people together in small groups 

so they are not lost in church. While this may seem most 

common or most likely in large churches, people can be 

“lost” in even the smallest churches. In churches of any 

size, there are people who are connected with the church 

in some way, but who are not really known by other people 

in the church. Though this is almost always unintentional, 

when a church does not plan for ways to try to connect 

every person who is involved in the life of the church, 

someone is inevitably going to be left on the sidelines. 

The class meeting provides a structure that can connect 

everyone to a small group of people within the community 

of faith. And even more important than whether people 

are connected is whether they are in a relationship with 

Jesus Christ and are growing in that relationship. The focus 

of the class meeting on each member’s experience of God 

provides a helpful weekly reorientation for each person 

and for the entire church that this is the most basic and 

most important thing that a church should do—help its 
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members enter into a relationship with the living God and 

grow in that relationship.

2. The format of the class meeting draws attention every 

week to the reality that the Christian life is not static. Related 

to what has just been said, in a class meeting each partici-

pant is reminded every single week of the importance of 

living their beliefs. Answering the question, “How is it with 

your soul?” Or, “How is your life in God?” every week helps 

to keep “the main thing the main thing.” In the class meet-

ings of which I have been a part, simply knowing that I 

will answer that question each week helped me to become 

more aware of how God was at work in my life and how I 

was cooperating with God’s grace, or failing to cooperate 

with God’s grace. The content of the class meeting, then, 

is the lives of the people who are present. The goal of the 

class meeting is the growth in holiness of the members 

of the class, helping each person grow in their love and 

knowledge of God and in their love of others. Regardless 

of where someone finds themselves spiritually, they can 

recognize the truth of their current relationship with God, 

and then seek to move forward.

Participating in a class meeting does not guarantee that 

you will become a mature Christian. It is not a magic bullet that 

is guaranteed to make you a saint. But participating in a class 

meeting will create space in your life for you to give voice to your 

victories and struggles. This discipline will result in your being 

more aware of what is going on in your own relationship with 

God. It will also help you know what is happening with other 

people in your faith community. One of the major benefits of this 
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is that you will be better able to pray for others and they will be 

able to pray for you with increased specificity.

An Entry Point

Another reason why Methodists should return to a small group 

like the class meeting is because of its potential to be a valuable 

point of entry for people who are not Christians or for people who 

are nominal Christians (people who are Christian in name only, 

but not really practicing their faith). There may have been a time 

when the church could expect people to come to them. In the 

1950s in the United States, for example, being a good American 

was sometimes seen as synonymous with being a Christian. God 

and country were often deeply intertwined in popular conscious-

ness. This is less and less the case today. In fact, because of the 

vast size and population of the United States, Christians in other 

countries are increasingly coming to see the United States as a 

country needing to be evangelized and are sending missionaries 

to the U.S.

People are less comfortable visiting churches than they 

may have been several decades ago. Though it may be hard for 

people who have gone to church their entire lives to understand, 

folks who are genuinely “unchurched” may not feel comfortable 

visiting a church. They may not realize that they are welcome 

to show up at any time without being invited (in part because 

we seem to invite people to church less and less frequently). 

They also may not be sure what clothes to wear, or they may be 

concerned that things will happen in the worship service that 

won’t make sense, or that they won’t know how to respond. There 



64 The Class Meeting

are a number of obstacles that make visiting a church intimi-

dating even to those who might be interested.

The advantage of the class meeting is that people do not 

have to attend church in order to attend a class meeting. I would 

certainly hope they would eventually choose to become involved 

in the life of the church. But which do you think would be least 

intimidating to a guest: going to a large building you have never 

been to before and figuring out how to park and where to go (all 

this after you have researched where the church is, what time 

the services are, etc.); or going to someone’s house to attend a 

smaller gathering of five to eleven other people, at least one of 

whom you already know because they invited you? My sense 

is that most people would find it quite a bit easier to start by 

meeting with a few other people in someone’s home. And as a 

very practical matter, when they do decide to go to a worship 

service, they will already know the members of their group when 

they get there.

The class meeting, then, has strong potential to help 

Christians to become more faithful disciples of Jesus Christ and to 

be a valuable tool for evangelism. The class meeting could provide 

a way to invite new people into the community of faith and into a 

saving and life-changing relationship with Jesus. During the ’50s 

and ’60s, large revivals were often used to introduce thousands of 

people to the Christian faith. Billy Graham was the best known 

of these traveling evangelists. During his crusades, Graham 

would travel across the country, preaching for several days in a 

particular location. This was an effective approach to evangelism 

in the ’50s and ’60s (though too many who made commitments 

at Billy Graham Crusades never became a part of the life of a local 

church). But we no longer live in the ’50s and ’60s.
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In our current context, the class meeting provides a structure 

that is ideal for inviting new people to encounter and enter into a 

relationship with Jesus. The smaller size of the class meeting and 

its location in one of the group members’ homes make it more 

hospitable to visitors. In addition, truly unchurched people don’t 

have a strong sense of what to expect when they begin to engage 

the ministries of the church. As a result, some of the things that 

might seem a bit odd to you about having someone’s first experi-

ence with church be a class meeting would not seem weird to 

them at all. If unchurched people were invited to join class meet-

ings, it could become a place of conversion, just as it was in early 

Methodism!

Simply put, class meetings are designed for anyone who 

wants to grow closer to God. They can help ensure that people 

don’t fall through the cracks in a church. They can also help 

people be more aware of what is going on in their own lives as 

Christians, reminding them that being a Christian should make a 

meaningful difference in their lives. And class meetings provide 

a place for people to talk to others who want to grow closer to 

God about what is happening in their life with God, even if they 

would not yet consider themselves to be Christian and they just 

want to explore salvation in Christ.

Though the class meeting is, at best, an endangered species 

in Methodism, it is already being reclaimed by several faith 

communities that are seeking to return to early Methodism’s 

vision for raising up Christians that are not Christian in name 

only, but in convictions and in the way they live their lives. In the 

early 1990s, Christ United Methodist Church in Ft. Lauderdale, 

Florida, experienced deep renewal, in large part because of their 

recovery of class meetings, which they called “Wesley Fellowship 
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Groups.” Here is the testimony of Beverly Payne, a member of 

Christ Church, to the impact that these groups had on the church:

In Wesley Fellowship Groups, we were encouraged to 

share our lives, hold each other accountable, pray together, 

study scripture, and commit ourselves to outreach. We 

were also made aware that to share our experience with 

others, we would need to “parent” and “grandparent” new 

groups to fulfill our commitment. [One of the ways they 

did this was by encouraging groups to leave an empty chair 

in the room, as a reminder that the group was always open 

to new members.]

Out of these close-knit groups, individuals began to 

feel and know that God had a specific plan for their lives. 

Persons began to experience God’s call to lead and do 

things far beyond their felt capabilities.4 

We have also already read the testimony of Nick Weatherford, 

a member of Munger Place Church, about the impact the class 

meeting (they call the groups “Kitchen Groups”) has had on his 

own life and on the culture of the congregation. Munger Place 

is a powerful example of the way Methodism can be resurrected 

through a return to its Wesleyan roots. Munger Place was initially 

founded in 1913 and was a vibrant congregation for decades in the 

heart of east Dallas. However, the congregation began to decline 

toward the end of the twentieth century. By 2009 the congrega-

tion was no longer financially viable, likely having ceased to be 

spiritually viable several years before. The church was closed for 

over a year and was resurrected in October 2010. A major part of 

this resurrection was campus pastor Andrew Forrest’s commit-

ment to reclaiming the equivalent of the class meeting. As of this 
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writing, the church has established seventeen class meetings, and 

they have actually struggled to train leaders fast enough to start 

new groups for all the people who are interested in joining them!

As I began talking about writing this book and my passion 

for reclaiming the class meeting, I have been amazed at how 

many pastors, lay leaders, and local churches are interested in 

returning to this practice (many are already doing so). People 

want to be in relationship with other Christians! And they want 

their faith to make a difference in the way they live their lives. 

That is what class meetings are supposed to do, and so far none 

of the substitutes for the class meeting have done a better job 

of helping Christians “watch over one another in love” and 

encourage each other to grow in their love for God and neighbor.

Many churches in the Wesleyan/Methodist tradition are 

dying because they have abandoned one of the greatest insights 

of their heritage: disciples are not made through study; they are 

formed through an apprenticeship. This book has come out of 

a lingering conviction that there is nothing that we can do that 

would be more certain to bring renewal to Christianity than a 

recovery of the early Methodist class meeting, and the beliefs 

that informed this practice.

A Concern: Is This Judgmental  
and Exclusive?

One of the most common objections I hear to returning to the 

class meeting comes from the concern people have that any form 

of “accountability” will lead to being judged or excluded. Many 

people are afraid that if others really knew them, they would 

not be accepted or loved. The concern is, If I don’t meet your 
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expectations, will you exclude me? Will you tell me that I am not good 
enough? So, is the class meeting judgmental and exclusive?

At one level, the class meeting appears to be a place where 

judgments are made. And it is a place of exclusion (because some 

people are in the group, but not everyone can be in it and the 

group still function as it is intended to function). But before you 

reject the class meeting, please hear me out. First, unlike the 

early Methodist class meeting, I am not advocating that people 

who do not regularly attend class meetings should be expelled 

from church membership. And my deep desire is to include 

as many people as possible in these groups! Second, in early 

Methodism there were actually two kinds of transformation-

driven small groups: the class meeting and the band meeting. 

The band meeting was even smaller than the class meeting, it 

was voluntary, and it was specifically for people who had already 

crossed the threshold of faith in Christ and could speak of an 

experience of new birth. The focus of the band meeting was 

weekly confession of sin. Much more could be said about the 

band meeting (it may be that you will find this to be a practice 

worth reclaiming as well); however, since this book is focused on 

the class meeting, the important thing to note is that the class 

meeting was not as in-depth and intense a form of accountability 

as the band meeting.

So, in general, the class meeting should not really be a place 

where judgments about your life are being made. And it would 

be very rare for someone to be asked not to return to the group. 

At the same time, it seems to me that our concern to avoid being 

judgmental or exclusive is often overdone, especially because I’m 

not convinced that these can be avoided entirely or that they are 

inherently bad. We make judgments about things all the time, 
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and often without thinking about it, we include some things and 

exclude others. As one example, the decisions we make about 

how we spend our time mean that we are deciding to do one 

thing, which inevitably excludes all the other possible ways we 

could spend our time at that moment. Avoiding judgment and 

exclusion altogether is impossible and undesirable. Instead, the 

concern should be focused on what judgments are being made 

and what is being excluded. In contemporary Methodism, one 

of the quickest ways to dismiss something is to label it as judg-

mental or exclusive. But could it be that there is a place for both 

in the church and in the Christian life?

Again, what we are excluding makes all the difference. 

Let’s look at exclusion more carefully. The first Methodists were 

obsessed with trying to figure out how best to exclude sin from 

people’s lives. They were clear that there are things that are not 

of God, that keep us from growing in our relationship with God. 

If we are to pursue growth in holiness, these things must be 

excluded. They are not neutral. It is not a matter of indifference 

if they are allowed to reign in our lives.

I doubt many people would argue that Christians should not 

try to remove sin from their lives. What may be more controver-

sial is that early Methodists also excluded people who were not 

serious about following Christ. The Methodist movement was 

not designed to make people comfortable in listless, apathetic 

discipleship. Rather, it was designed to help people experience 

the fullness of the abundant life that God offers every single 

person in Christ.

Hear me carefully: I believe that contemporary Methodism 

should welcome every single person, should reach out to every 

single person with the good news of what God has done for them 
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in Jesus Christ. A key Wesleyan belief is that the gospel is not 

only for some; it is for everyone. All may be saved. In that sense 

the message of contemporary Methodism should be radically 

inclusive. But contemporary Methodism should not pass out 

cheap grace. We should not tell people it is okay if they profess 

faith in Christ but do not allow it to impact the way they live their 

lives. Put differently, the consequences of sin are devastatingly 

serious and cannot be ignored. God’s desire is to exclude sin from 

our lives.

In order to be a faithful follower of Jesus Christ, sin must 

be judged and removed from one’s life. The very definition 

of Christian perfection, which was the goal of the Christian 

life for John Wesley, was “love excluding sin.”5 Related to this, 

Methodists may need to take another look at whether it is a good 

idea to unreflectively reject the possibility of excluding people 

who are not interested in following Christ. Ultimately, I would 

not advocate literally excluding people from the UMC, but I 

would recommend that the church cease catering to people who 

are interested in the church only because it makes them feel 

comfortable, because it is their country club. The efforts and 

energies of the church should be focused on proclaiming the 

good news and inviting people into new life in Christ.

There are two particular things I want to say about the 

concern to avoid being judgmental in an attempt to reclaim the 

class meeting for the twenty-first century. First, the fear of being 

judged seems to be related to a deeper issue—trust. Imagine 

having lunch with a perfect stranger, someone you have never 

met. How would you feel if they began to express concerns about 

the way you were living your life? I know I would not feel good 

about such unsolicited feedback from a stranger.
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Now imagine having lunch with the person you trust and 

respect more than anyone else in the world. How would your reac-

tion be different if they expressed similar concerns? I hope your 

reaction would be very different. There are a handful of people 

in my life to whom, if they sat me down and expressed concerns 

about decisions I was making, I would listen very carefully. There 

are people I trust and respect so much that my instinct would be 

that they could see things about my life more clearly than I can. I 

would listen and likely take their advice because I know they love 

me. I know they care about me more than about whatever part of 

my life we are discussing.

Having said that, I don’t think the contemporary class 

meeting is best thought of as a place where other people make 

judgments about your life. In the classes of which I have been a 

member, it has been rare for someone to judge me or call me to 

account for something.

This leads to the second point about judgment: the primary 

person judging you in a class meeting should be yourself. The 

class meeting is a place where you take a weekly inventory of 

your own life. You make judgments about how things are going 

in your life with God. Some weeks you will judge that things are 

going quite well and that you have been particularly aware of 

God’s grace and have cooperated with this grace. Other weeks, 

you will judge that things are not going very well. On other occa-

sions, you may be doing everything right, and yet, God seems 

strangely distant. The point is that in a class meeting, it is not the 

group’s job to tell you about your relationship with God. Rather, 

you are telling the group about your experience from the past 

week. The members of the class meeting should support you and 

pray for and with you as you seek to grow as a follower of Christ.
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Successful class meetings will be places where members are 

able to speak into each other’s lives in ways that are life-giving. 

Sometimes someone may speak a word of encouragement that 

is particularly helpful in a specific situation. And members will 

exhort one another to continue to pursue Christ, whether they 

are already in a living relationship with Jesus, or are just begin-

ning to seek him.

One More Thing: Don’t Let the Name  
Be a Distraction!

Finally, the name “class meeting” is unfortunate because what we 

are seeking to reclaim is essentially the opposite of a “class.” The 

word “class” had a very different connotation in early Methodism 

than it does for us today. What we call these small groups that are 

focused on lives transformed by the grace of God is ultimately 

not important. In most contexts, in fact, it should probably be 

replaced with something else. I am not arguing for reclaiming a 

set of ideas about discipleship. I am praying that Christians will 

gather together in small groups to talk about their discipleship, 

how they are experiencing God’s transforming presence in their 

lives, and how it is changing their lives. I am praying that through 

committing to talk about our lives in God, people will experience 

an assurance of God’s love for them that will breathe new life into 

their relationships with God.

I have spent a lot of time (probably far too much!) trying to 

come up with the perfect new name for twenty-first-century class 

meetings. At this point, the ideal name for twenty-first-century 

class meetings has eluded me. I can think of several possibilities 

that would be good for one reason or another. However, I have 
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not been able to come up with the perfect name that would fit 

every conceivable context where class meetings might thrive. I 

am confident that the Holy Spirit will guide you to the best name 

for your particular context. I am also certain that the name isn’t 

as important as the practice. In order to emphasize the conti-

nuity with the vitality of early Methodism, I will continue to refer 

to these groups as class meetings throughout this book.

We have previously discussed Munger Place Church’s 

reclaiming the class meeting. They call their groups Kitchen 

Groups. LifeChurch.tv, a nondenominational church started by 

former Methodist pastor Craig Groeschel, has a small group 

ministry that bears remarkable similarity to the early Methodist 

class meeting. They call their groups Life Groups. The retrieval 

of this practice by Christ United Methodist Church in Florida 

led to significant spiritual and numerical growth within the 

church. They called their groups Wesley Fellowship Groups. All 

of these names are great for different reasons. I’ve also thought 

of Transformation Groups (to highlight the emphasis on being 

transformed), Discipleship Groups (to emphasize that the goal 

is becoming a disciple of Jesus Christ), and Centering Groups (to 

focus on the way these groups help members center their lives in 

Christ). Use one of them if it is helpful to you, or come up with 

a better name and tell me about it! Ultimately, the name is not 

important; watching over one another in love is.
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

Organization:

	 :00–:15	 Informal Conversation

Open with a Prayer

	 :15–:55	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions to 

this chapter? Was anything particularly exciting or 

challenging to you? Why?

2.	 What has your experience with Sunday school or 

other informational approaches to the Christian 

life been like? Do you resonate with the example 

from the chapter of the study that argued that 

Christians ought to be concerned for the reality of 

global poverty? Why or why not?

3.	 What do you think about the author’s argument for 

the potential contribution that a return to the class 

meeting could make for Christianity today? Were 

there parts with which you particularly agreed? 

Parts with which you disagreed? Are there ways 

that small groups that already exist in your church 

could become more effective, in the ways that have 

been discussed in this chapter?

4.	 Do you have concerns about feeling judged or 

excluded if you were to participate in something 

like a class meeting? Why or why not? Do you think 

there are ways those concerns could be addressed, 
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or that the problem you are identifying could be 

mitigated?

	 :55–1:15	 Transformation Question

Thinking back to the differences between planning to 

run a marathon and actually starting to run, would 

you say your efforts to follow Jesus are more like 

someone who is actively training, or more like the 

person who is reading a lot of magazines and buying 

running gear, but not actually running yet? Why?

Close with a Prayer
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5
The Basics: From Start to Finish

Within six months of beginning our first twenty  
Wesley Fellowship Groups, I began to sense that  

God was doing a new thing at Christ Church.  
There was a movement of the Holy Spirit.1

—Dick Wills, Waking to God’s Dream

Though you have already read quite a bit 

about the class meeting, much of what has 

preceded this chapter has been focused on what a class meeting 

is and on making the case for why we should return to the class 

meeting. The rest of the book discusses how to actually start class 

meetings. This chapter describes how to start class meetings 

from the ground up. The next chapter outlines the crucial role of 

the class leader to a successful group and the ways a class leader 

can be most likely to succeed. Chapter 7 identifies some of the 
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obstacles to the vitality of a small group, and discusses how to 

overcome them. And the final chapter points to the keys to a life-

changing class meeting.

Great Expectations

My assumption is that most people who read this book will be 

involved in a church where implementing this approach to small 

groups will require a change in the culture of the congregation 

(or at least a part of the culture of the congregation). I would 

love to see a major shift in the Wesleyan/Methodist family from 

information-driven small groups to a transformational approach 

to small groups. I have spoken with many pastors and lay leaders 

who have a similar desire to see a cultural shift occur, where 

the expectations in a congregation move from an acceptance of 

nominal Christianity that is not doing a whole lot of work in most 

people’s lives to expecting God’s grace to be manifest in amazing 

and life-altering ways.

I am also reminded of the wise counsel a friend of mine gave 

me not too long ago: Don’t let perfect be the enemy of good. 

On the one hand, I want people to have “great expectations” 

for what can happen in their churches—because with God all 

things are possible! On the other hand, we should not be demor-

alized because the entire approach of a church does not change 

overnight.

The best way to move forward is to control what you can 

control. If you are a pastor, you can preach and teach about 

the truth that God’s grace not only pursues us and forgives us, 

but it also heals us and makes us new. You can also commit to 

participate in such a group and actively recruit other people to 
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participate in these groups, and lead them. If you are a layperson, 

you can start a group, lead a group, or simply be a faithful partici-

pant in one. You can also commit to ask others to join a group 

with you.

The expectations of membership in most Methodist 

churches, and really most congregations in the United States in 

general, have been so low for so long that many people who are 

members of a church may simply not be willing to join a group 

that requires weekly attendance and a willingness to talk about 

the ways they are experiencing (or not experiencing) God’s grace 

in their lives. You cannot control the level at which someone else 

is willing to commit to their faith. You can decide to invest more 

deeply in your own faith and invite others to join you.

Any step toward greater faithfulness is cause for rejoicing! 

If you can get one group like this started in your church, but it 

is the only one, you should celebrate that a group of people have 

committed to “watch over one another in love” who would other-

wise have been more isolated in their faith. Something is better 

than nothing! 

And Yet, a Cultural Shift Is Possible!

One of the major success stories of the retrieval of class meet-

ings by a contemporary church was Christ Church, a Methodist 

church in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. The church experienced 

deep renewal in the 1990s, largely because “Wesley Fellowship 

Groups” became a part of the culture of the congregation. Dick 

Wills, who was the senior pastor at the time and subsequently 

became a bishop in The United Methodist Church, described 

the role of these groups in the renewal of his congregation in 



80 The Class Meeting

his book Waking to God’s Dream. Wills became so convinced 

of the importance of these groups, which were modeled after 

the class meeting, that he believed “that being in a small 

group is as important as being in worship each week.” Here is 

his testimony of the impact of committing to these groups at 

his church: “Within six months of beginning our first twenty 

Wesley Fellowship Groups, I began to sense that God was doing 

a new thing at Christ Church. There was a movement of the 

Holy Spirit. As the leader, I now knew the direction in which 

God was leading our congregation. The most exciting days for 

Christ Church were just ahead of us.”2

In a recent conversation with Bishop Wills, he indicated 

that these groups were most likely to succeed when the senior 

pastor championed the groups publicly and consistently before 

the entire congregation. This also meant that the senior pastor 

needed to be in a group, not merely advocating their benefit 

with no real connection to one. In other words, the leader of the 

congregation must be willing to go where he or she leads.

At Christ Church, there was a significant shift in the culture 

of the congregation as a result of the move to Wesley Fellowship 

Groups. By the time Wills left the church to serve as a bishop, 

the church had 170 of these groups! And the church began to 

function more as a church of small groups, rather than a church 

with small groups. In other words, the key place where people 

felt connected to the church was through the deep relationships 

they formed in their “Wesley Fellowship Groups.” Another key 

way that Wills lifted up the value of these groups was by regu-

larly having people who had experienced life change through 

their involvement in these groups testify to their transformation 

during worship.
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Christ Church, under the leadership of Dick Wills, provides 

a concrete example that the culture of a congregation can be 

changed by the grace of God. The story of this church also offers 

another testimony that class meetings continue to be an effective 

means by which people experience God’s transforming grace.

Starting Somewhere

In places where a group like the class meeting will be almost 

entirely novel, the best way to start would be for the senior 

pastor to introduce the entire congregation to the class meeting 

by preaching a sermon series on the key theological emphases of 

the Wesleyan/Methodist tradition, with particular focus on the 

“method” of small groups that focused on growing in faith and 

were essential to bringing this message to life. 

At the end of the sermon series, the pastor could then ask 

people to pray about whether God is calling them to lead or join a 

group like this. I would also recommend that the pastor approach 

women and men directly that already evidence gifts for leading a 

group like this. And if a pastor is committed to helping members 

become disciples, then the most gifted spiritual leaders in the 

church should be asked to lead a class meeting before they are asked 

to do anything else. This position should be seen as the most impor-

tant role in the church, if the church is to accomplish its mission of 

helping people become disciples of Jesus Christ. This mission is far 

more likely to be accomplished by class leaders than by the chairs 

of the finance committee, staff parish relations, church council, or 

the trustees. It is not that these positions are unimportant, but that 

people have limited time and energy to give, and the most gifted 

and spiritually mature in the church should be asked to lead a class 
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meeting before they are asked to do anything else. (Some folks may 

be willing to be involved in more than one way, and someone who 

is gifted to be the chair of the finance committee may not have the 

gifts to be a class leader, and vice versa.)

Once a group of class leaders has been identified, there 

should be a brief training session (approximately three hours). 

This book could be used to provide a foundation for the training, 

particularly chapters 5–7. The key topics to cover during the 

training would be:

•	 The role and function of the leader (facilitator, not 

teacher)

•	 The dynamics of small groups (dealing graciously with 

people who talk too much, have all the answers, struggle 

to share at all, etc.)

•	 Anticipating the development of the group itself (life 

cycle of small groups)

•	 Examples of groups that are functioning well and groups 

that are not functioning well

•	 Where to go and who to contact with questions or for help

In my conversation with Bishop Wills, he indicated that a key 

to the success of the Wesley Fellowship Groups at Christ Church 

was that the groups were recruited by the leader. While I do not 

think this is essential (Munger Place has assigned the groups, and 

this has also generally worked well), there are several advantages 

to the leader recruiting their own group. When the class leader 

draws together people to form a group, the group will more likely 

already have some degree of chemistry, because at a minimum 

the members will be connected to the person who starts the 

group (as opposed to, for example, simply having people sign up 
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for groups based on the time that is the most convenient for them 

to meet). Another advantage is that the leader will tend to be 

more invested in the group, because they have been given owner-

ship of the group from the outset. It is crucial to the success of 

class meetings that the class leader is given both the responsi-

bility and the authority they need in order to thrive.

One significant drawback is that the groups will be much 

likelier to be homogenous; i.e., the leader will likely tend to 

recruit people who look like him or her, which can significantly 

undercut the potential for learning to grow not only in your love 

of God, but in your love of neighbor. This could be addressed 

in the leader training, where the leaders could be encouraged to 

try to include people from different backgrounds and age groups. 

Christ Church worked to ensure a culture of hospitality in the 

groups by always leaving one chair empty as a reminder that 

new people were always welcome and that the group should be 

actively seeking to fill the empty seat.

It may be easier to assign people to groups in a new church 

start that is making the class meeting a part of the core of who it 

is as a church (like Munger Place). And in an established church 

(like Christ Church) that has not had these kinds of groups, it may 

be helpful to have a leader who takes responsibility and initiative 

in gathering a group together. However the groups are formed, 

the process should be bathed in prayer. The people forming the 

groups should ask the Holy Spirit to guide them. They should 

also consider inviting people who are inside and outside of the 

church, as the class meeting could be a more comfortable way 

for someone to begin to be involved in a local church than by 

attending a larger worship service, which can be a more over-

whelming and difficult place to meet people.
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After the class leaders have been trained and the prospec-

tive members have been identified, the potential members 

should be asked if they would be willing to join the group. Before 

approaching people, the class leader should be prepared to explain 

succinctly and clearly what a class meeting is (and remember it is 

more than fine to call it something entirely different from “class 

meeting”) and why they are passionate about starting one. In 

other words, if you are starting a class meeting, you should be 

ready to define and explain the basics of the group to someone 

who knows nothing about it. The main thing you should be sure 

to communicate is that the group is designed to provide a place 

for people who want to know God, or know more of God, to 

grow—starting where they are. It is also a good idea to emphasize 

that this is not a study or a Sunday school class. Depending on 

the level of familiarity people have with this kind of group, it may 

help people take the step of trying a class meeting if the group 

initially meets for a limited amount of time.

This book itself is intended to be a resource to help class 

leaders get started. It can be used as an eight-week introduction 

that will help the group transition from an information-driven 

small group to a class meeting. The length of this study can 

also provide a natural time for assessing whether the group 

wants to continue to meet. Wills noted in Christ Church’s use 

of Wesley Fellowship Groups that they ask all new members 

of the church to commit to explore small groups by being in a 

Wesley Fellowship Group for six weeks. The church found that 

“98 percent of the people who try a Wesley Fellowship Group 

for six weeks will stay.”3 Not a bad rate of retention in helping 

new members continue to grow in their commitment to their 

faith!
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Laying the Foundation

One of the best ways to approach the challenges that can come 

with leading a small group is to get ahead of conflict by being 

proactive in setting expectations. If the class leader gently 

reminds the group from time to time that everyone in the group 

will lose out if all are not able to talk about their experience of 

God over the past week, then people will be more likely to police 

themselves. It is also helpful to acknowledge that some people 

process by talking and that those people tend to talk more than 

others. These folks may need to think more carefully about what 

they are going to say ahead of time to be sure that they don’t unin-

tentionally monopolize the group.

As the group begins to become more comfortable with being 

more vulnerable with each other, and as they talk directly about 

the state of their souls and their present relationship with God, 

it is important to acknowledge that this can be uncomfortable to 

some people. For those who have not previously spent much time 

talking with others about their relationship with God, it can be 

intimidating to try to say anything at all about their relationship 

with God. People should be encouraged that answering the ques-

tion becomes more natural in time, and more important, that 

people will find that they begin to interpret their lives through 

the lens of their faith and, as a result, find that they are experi-

encing God in newer and deeper ways than they have before.

The Life Cycle of a Group

Small groups inevitably grow, change, and go through phases of 

development. Awareness by the group of these stages can help 

change that is normal be productive and positive rather than 
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draining. Though every group is unique and has its own identity, 

small groups typically go through the following stages in their 

development: birth, establishing a routine, questioning and refining 
purpose, and maturity.4

1. Birth

In the beginning, or birth stage, of a group, the group begins to 

meet and is fairly dependent on the leader for direction and guid-

ance. People sometimes feel a bit awkward or uncomfortable as 

they are getting to know one another and are increasing in their 

comfort with other members of the group. In this stage the leader 

plays a very visible role in providing structure and direction for 

the group. The leader is the primary person who casts the vision 

for what the group is about and what it is intended to do in the 

lives of the members. The leader also eases the initial discomfort 

that some may feel about what they are supposed to be doing by 

being the first one to discuss the state of his or her soul and by 

guiding the conversation from one person to the next. 

2. Establishing a Routine

As the group transitions, people will become more comfort-

able with the basic rhythm of the group, and members will feel 

increasingly comfortable with each other. The key to establishing 

a routine is simply time and meeting regularly for several weeks.

One of the goals of this book is to help ease the transition 

through the first two stages by providing helpful guidance, direc-

tion, and purpose to the group. It is also intended to help the 

members gradually adjust to talking about their relationships 
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with God more than they may have been used to. As a result, 

the “Guide for Small Group Discussion” adapts to the length of 

time that the group has been meeting, allowing for more time 

for discussing the content of the study in the beginning and less 

time for the Transformation Question. By the end of the study, 

there is less time focused on the content of the study and more 

time focused on the Transformation Question. The goal is to ease 

the group into the ideal format for a class meeting over the initial 

eight weeks that the group is meeting, with the hope that the 

group will continue meeting as a class after the study has been 

completed.

3. Questioning and Refining the Purpose of the 
Group

After the group gains some stability and direction, groups will 

often go through a period of questioning their purpose. I can 

still remember my initial experience with this phase the first 

time I started one of these groups. The group had just come to 

a place where it felt as though we were comfortable with each 

other, and several people had recently expressed very positive 

feelings about the group and the way it was helping them to be 

much more aware of whether they were really focusing on their 

relationship with God and how they were living out their faith 

at work or at home. I was shocked, then, when just a few weeks 

later the mood of the group seemed to shift dramatically. Several 

members began asking some very basic questions that really 

caught me off guard, like: “Is this it?” “Is this all we are going to 

do?” “Is there going to be more?” and “When are we going to go 

deeper?” 
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I was unprepared for these questions about the basic purpose 

and rhythm of the group. Looking back, it would have been more 

effective if I had allowed for the questions to be asked to the entire 

group. I would have responded more effectively if I had under-

stood that people were trying to figure out just how deep they 

were willing to go. In this stage, the best thing the group leader 

can do is to be honest about their hopes for the group, while also 

making room for others to share their thoughts as well.5

One of the most positive outcomes of the questioning-and-

refining stage is a much stronger sense of ownership by the entire 

group. In the beginning stage and the routine stage, the leader 

plays a crucial role in leading the group and owning the purpose 

of the group on behalf of the entire group. In the questioning 

stage, the group collectively wrestles with its purpose and may 

redefine it or clarify it in a way that will allow the entire group to 

go deeper. This process is not necessarily explicit, and the leader 

should not force a conversation like this to occur. It is something 

that usually happens naturally. This is also when deeper patterns, 

sensibilities, and assumptions become fairly rooted in the group. 

It can also be an ideal time to start a new group.

4. Maturity

Finally, the group will enter the stage of maturity. At this stage, 

the group will either adapt and change based on the evolving 

needs of the group, or it will die. The leader can play a key role 

here in helping the group to navigate this process. Leaders and 

group members need not be anxious about this stage, because 

both outcomes can be healthy. Sometimes the best thing for a 

small group is for it to expire, so the members can be released 
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to be a part of new groups. The group I was in at Munger Place 

died, but its death was certainly not a failure, as it resulted in five 

new groups.

Our group was very tight-knit and had an implicit, but very 

deep, sense of purpose. As a result of journeying together through 

the “Questioning and Refining Stage,” we all knew what the group 

was about. One of the main goals of the group was to experience 

a class meeting in order to make a group like it a fundamental 

part of the DNA of this new church of which we were all a part. 

As a result, we knew we would need to be willing to give up our 

comfort in the group for the sake of multiplying these groups and 

making them available to as many people as possible. In our case, 

we ended up dividing our group of ten people into five groups 

with two leaders. We then added six to eight new people to each 

group. This meant that the group immediately grew from one 

group of ten people to five groups with about fifty total people! 

It was hard for all of us to give up the familiarity and comfort of 

the group we knew so well, but it was rewarding to see so many 

people enter into the same type of groups that had been such a 

blessing to us.

This will not be the right approach in all contexts. Another 

way to multiply the groups would be for the leader to identify 

someone they feel would be a great leader and “apprentice” that 

person. The apprenticeship would primarily consist of the poten-

tial leader being given increased responsibility within the group. 

This person would open the group in prayer, lead the group a few 

times, and receive prayers and feedback from the initial leader. 

After the apprentice has observed the leader and led the group 

a few times, he or she can then be sent out (with a prayer of 

blessing, of course!) to start a new group.
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During maturity, the group may also continue to adapt to 

the changing dynamics of the group. There is no need to set an 

arbitrary time on how long these groups will last. Here, class 

meetings are similar to Sunday school classes—some last for 

decades, and some last for months.

A Key to a Successful Group: You

The most important ingredient to a successful group is you! Your 

honesty with your group is crucial to its success. Your prayers 

for your group and individual members will be an enormous 

asset to the group’s endurance and growth. Your willingness to 

be vulnerable and share openly, as well as to make sure you don’t 

monopolize the conversation, will make the experience more 

powerful for everyone else. It really isn’t that hard. The main 

thing you need to do is be willing, by the grace of God, to grow 

in your love for God and other people—and to be willing to do so 

within the context of a supportive community of faith.
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

Leader: Note that the time for discussion is decreased by an additional 
five minutes this week, and five minutes are added to the discussion of 
the Transformation Question.

Organization:

	 :00–:15	 Informal Conversation

Open with a Prayer

	 :15–:50	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions to 

this chapter? Was anything particularly exciting or 

challenging to you? Why?

2.	 What is your church’s current approach to small 

groups? Do you think your church is generally 

open to moving toward something like a class 

meeting? Why or why not?

3.	 What did you think about the summary of the role 

of Wesley Fellowship Groups at Christ Church? 

Do you think your faith community is being led to 

something similar? Why or why not?

4.	 Did the summary of the life cycle of a small group 

make sense? Have you been in groups where you 

experienced the group go through one of the 

phases that was described? What was it like?

	 :50–1:15	 Transformation Question

How do you presently feel about the value of commit-

ting to a weekly small group where you talk about 
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your relationship with God with other people? Do 

you sense God saying anything to you about your 

participation in a group like this? If yes, what are you 

hearing?

Close with a Prayer
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6
The Role of the Class Leader

The revival of the work of God does perhaps depend  
as much upon the whole body of leaders, as it does  

upon the whole body of preachers.

—Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke,  
1798 Doctrines and Discipline1

In the last chapter, we discussed the basics of 

starting a class meeting. This chapter focuses 

on the role of the class leader for the most effective class meet-

ings. If you are reading this book as a part of a small group, it may 

seem odd to have a chapter about leading the group in week six 

of eight total weeks. I chose to include this chapter as a part of 

the regular book for a few reasons. First, some may use this book 

as a study of the class meeting, in order to discern whether the 

group is willing to start a class meeting. In other words, this book 
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may be used by groups that don’t yet have a class leader. If this 

is the place your group is in, I hope this chapter will help you 

better understand the role of the class leader, as well as help you 

discern whether you are being called to lead the group when it 

transitions to a class meeting. 

The second reason I am including this chapter here is 

because the entire group will be stronger if there is a common 

sense of what the leader’s role is (and perhaps what it is not). If 

your group already has an identified class leader, and you are not 

it, you can think as you read about the ways you can be a better 

participant in the group. And finally, and most importantly, I 

wanted to include this chapter here because my hope is that this 

book will be used to start multiple class meetings. You may not 

be the leader of your group now, but God may lead you to take on 

the role described here in the future. If you are called to become 

a class leader, you will be more prepared to do so having read and 

discussed this material.

Reclaiming Lay Spiritual Leadership

In early Methodism, the class leader was a crucial position. They 

were seen as the spiritual leaders of the people in their class 

meetings. The leader kept track of attendance and visited people 

who missed the weekly meeting. They also provided support and 

encouragement as needed. I believe that this role and the ability 

of churches to identify gifted class leaders will be one of the most 

important factors in the success or failure of the class meeting in 

our contemporary context. Here is how the significance of the 

class leader was described by Francis Asbury in the 1798 Doctrines 
and Discipline:
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The office is of vast consequence. The revival of the work 

of God does perhaps depend as much upon the whole body 

of leaders, as it does upon the whole body of preachers. We 

have almost constantly observed, that when a leader is 

dull or careless or inactive—when he has not abilities 

or zeal sufficient to reprove with courage though with 

gentleness, and to press a present salvation upon the 

hearts of the sincere, the class is, in general, languid: but, 

on the contrary, when the leader is much alive to God and 

faithful in his office, the class is also, in general, lively and 

spiritual.2

Today, many people point to the lack of lay leadership as a 

key and particularly disheartening sign of decline in the church. 

Some have sought to raise up a new generation of class leaders 

through a variety of approaches.3 If the goal is to retrieve some-

thing like the class meeting, the best way to prepare people to 

become class leaders may be to simply introduce them to the 

class meeting itself. 

In early Methodism, there was no separate training for being 

a class leader. A class leader’s preparation was his or her prior 

experience of being in a class meeting and observing the class 

leader. The difficulty today is that there are very few functioning 

class meetings. So, class leaders cannot initially be trained by 

being in a class meeting, as they will often be starting class meet-

ings from scratch. The goal of this chapter, then, is to provide an 

introduction to the function of a class leader and practical steps 

for becoming one. Before we go further, it is important to keep 

in mind that the key to being an effective class leader is primarily 

being in a living relationship with Jesus and being willing to talk 
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to others about that relationship and encourage them to talk 

about their relationship with God.

Recognizing and Helping Alleviate Fears

In an online conversation about the contribution that reclaiming 

the class meeting could make for contemporary Methodism, 

someone raised an important concern: “Didn’t the class leader 

have a role that included giving advice and/or reproof as needed? 

It seems like that would be felt as more intense to most people 

today . . . more intense than many folks want.”4

As far as I can tell, this is a valid concern. There are at least 

two broad reasons that someone might resist joining something 

like a class meeting today. First, Methodists (in general) have 

not been in the habit of talking about their lives in God for a 

long time. Second, there is a strong desire in contemporary 

Methodism to avoid being judgmental or condemning, which has 

unintentionally resulted in a near-total abandonment of any real 

standards or expectations for membership. In most churches, to 

join the church you do have to make certain vows to be actively 

involved in the life of the church; however, few congregations 

hold their membership accountable for actually keeping these 

promises in any meaningful way. In current practice, there is no 

cost (financial or otherwise) associated with being a Methodist.

So, at one level people might be uncomfortable because 

they are being asked to talk about something they aren’t used to 

talking about with other people. At another level they might be 

uncomfortable because they are being asked to make a mean-

ingful commitment to join together with a small group of people 

with the purpose of growing in their lives with God.
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Class leaders need to be aware of, and sensitive to, these 

concerns. One of the key things they should do in the begin-

ning of the group is help participants be willing to recognize 

the importance of placing faithfulness to the gospel ahead of 

comfort. Comfort is not ultimately the best indication of whether 

something is good for you or you need to do something. Class 

leaders should acknowledge that talking to other people about 

your relationship with God may seem very risky, vulnerable, or 

scary. That is okay. It is normal and understandable. But choosing 

to follow Christ is worth the risk. Ultimately, I believe that there 

are many people who want to grow closer to God so much that 

they are willing to move outside of their comfort zone and take a 

risk if they are convinced that the risk is likely to help them actu-

ally grow in their faith. If you commit to leading a class meeting, 

you will be blessed to be a part of helping people experience the 

fullness of what God wants for their lives.

Thus, one of the main roles of the class leader is to help each 

member of the class meeting become more comfortable talking 

about the state of his or her soul. As a leader, among other things, 

you should help the class recognize that comfort is not neces-

sarily the best indicator of right or wrong, or of what is best for 

us. Class leaders need to help people become more passionate 

about pursuing a personal relationship with Christ than about 

staying in their comfort zone.

Shepherding

One helpful image for thinking about the role of the class leader 

is that of a shepherd. The imagery of the class leader as shep-

herd is helpful for fleshing out the function of the class leader 
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for the contemporary church. The class leader is the shepherd 

of his or her flock, and as such there are two key things that a 

class leader should do: (1) go after lost sheep; and (2) keep the 

rest of the sheep moving in the right direction. By “lost sheep,” 

I mean someone who stops coming to the class meeting. When 

this happens, the class leader should be the first person to go 

after them, expressing that they have been missed, asking if they 

are doing okay, and also asking if they are willing to come back 

to the class meeting. This can be done a variety of ways. The 

most effective approach would be for the class leader to contact 

anyone who missed the previous meeting in a fairly informal way 

(a phone call would be ideal) immediately after the meeting. The 

basic message should be something simple and positive, such as, 

“I noticed you weren’t at our meeting tonight and just wanted 

to touch base to see if you are doing okay and to ask if there is 

any particular way that I can be praying for you.” This would also 

be a good time to state that you hope to see them at the next 

meeting. If the person misses the next week, the leader could 

ask if they would be available to meet for lunch or coffee. The 

goal here is to reestablish contact with the person and to express 

care for them. The leader should again ask the person how they 

are doing, express that they have been missed by the group, and 

indicate that the group hopes they will be able to return.

Note: If at any time someone clearly states that they are 

no longer interested in being a part of the class meeting, this 

decision should be accepted. Class leaders should never be like 

some telemarketers who refuse to take no for an answer and 

call repeatedly. The goal is not to harass people. And we should 

always respect people’s decisions, even if we are grieved by them. 

Some might find this hard to accept, but this is in keeping with 
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God’s own posture toward us. (See, for example, the story of the 

prodigal son in Luke 15:11–32.) The basic purpose of following 

up with folks who miss a meeting is simply to let them know they 

were missed. One of the reasons people often begin to distance 

themselves from a group is because they do not feel as if their 

presence is significant.

The class leader is also not the only person who could 

contact a member who was absent. Ideally, the members of a 

class meeting will come to care for one another to the extent that 

they will naturally be in touch with each other throughout the 

week, checking on one another and communicating support and 

prayers on behalf of one another. If you are not a class leader and 

you notice that someone was absent and you want to let them 

know they were missed, by all means give them a call!

The second way the class leader functions as a shepherd is 

that they keep the group moving in the right direction. The class 

leader is the one who is responsible for making sure everyone has 

a chance to answer the question, “How is your life in God?” They 

are also responsible for making sure that something else does not 

take over the class meeting. For example, the leader will ensure 

that the group does not become a curriculum-driven group, but 

continues to be a place where people watch over one another in 

love and discuss the current state of their souls. And most boldly, 

as the shepherd of the flock, the class leader, by the grace of God, 

seeks to move the class away from sin and closer and closer to 

mature discipleship.

One of the ways to help the class leader most effectively 

shepherd the conversation is to give the entire class meeting 

a basic introduction to small group dynamics. This will be 

discussed further in chapter 7, but for now the point is that one 
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of the best ways to help class leaders shepherd a class meeting is 

to disarm some of the things that most commonly happen that 

derail the success of a small group. The responsibility for leading 

the meeting ultimately falls to the class leader. But if the group 

has already been made aware, for example, that some people 

process by talking and struggle to not dominate a conversation, 

it will be easier for the class leader to gently move the conversa-

tion forward if someone unintentionally does begin to dominate 

the conversation. Another added benefit is that group members 

who do tend to dominate the conversation may become more 

self-aware, recognizing their tendency to take over a conversa-

tion, which is itself a key first step toward discontinuing this bad 

habit.

Further, as the shepherd of a class meeting, the class leader is 

the one who should begin and end the meeting with a prayer (or 

ask someone else, in advance, if they would be willing to pray), 

and then the class leader should begin the meeting by being the 

first one to answer the question, “How is your life in God?” This 

is important because it gives an example of how the question 

can be answered for any new visitors and it eases the anxiety and 

uncertainty in the group about who is going to go first. After the 

leader is done, she should ask the next person the question.

There is one significant problem with the analogy of the 

class leader as shepherd: A shepherd is not a sheep! But a class 

leader is a member of the class meeting and is a fellow traveler on 

the way of discipleship. In other words, a class leader is not supe-

rior to the rest of the members of the class meeting. Rather, she 

is someone who may have more experience with being in a class 

meeting and the dynamics of the group and, as a result, is willing 

to offer herself as an example and a guide to the rest of the group. 
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In my mind, the most significant aspect of the class leader’s 

role as the shepherd of the group is that they provide a model 

for the rest of the group. As a new class meeting begins, many of 

the people in the group will be uncertain of how to answer the 

basic question, “How is your life in God?” Some will struggle to 

go very deep at all. Without someone in the group providing an 

example to follow, people in the group may fall into the habit of 

stopping short of answering the question. Instead, they may give 

a summary of the highs and lows of the past week, not necessarily 

connecting the good things and bad things that happened to their 

Christian walk. Others lack a sense of appropriate boundaries in 

an entry-level group like this. They may be tempted to immedi-

ately jump into the deep end and get all of their skeletons out 

of the closet. There is a time and a place for this, but the class 

meeting is not it. (This will be discussed further in chapter 7.)

One of the key roles of the class leader, then, is to set the 

tone the first few weeks the group meets by being the first person 

to answer the question. This helps to put the rest of the group at 

ease, because the class leader provides a sort of template that the 

rest of the group will tend to follow. It also provides an invaluable 

opportunity to provide a helpful model for the entire group. If a 

class leader is vulnerable and honest, genuinely trying to wrestle 

with their relationship with God and where things have been 

good and where there is room for growth, or where there has 

been a sense of absence or separation from God, the rest of the 

group will likely follow suit. On the other hand, if the class leader 

gives superficial, surface level answers and feels that they cannot 

be vulnerable with the group, but has to posture as a spiritual 

expert with no struggles, the rest of the group will also struggle 

to go beneath the surface.
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The most important role of the class leader, then, is modeling 

for the rest of the group how to talk about the state of one’s soul.

Qualities of a Class Leader

The best class leaders will be women and men who are willing 

to be vulnerable with their groups and share openly about their 

relationships with God. Related to this, they will also be people 

who have an active relationship with God and are willing and 

interested in sharing with others the stories of how God’s grace 

has changed them. As such, class leaders will anticipate encoun-

tering the Holy Spirit during class meetings. They will expect to 

see lives changed by the living God.

The most effective class leader will gently guide their group, 

reminding them that the focal point of the group is paying atten-

tion to the ways God has been at work. To do this most effectively, 

the class leader will be a good listener. They will learn to listen for 

the promptings of the Holy Spirit as their brothers and sisters in 

Christ talk about the state of their souls.5 As class leaders become 

increasingly sensitive to the Spirit’s promptings, they will gain 

confidence in asking questions or making observations that will 

help others to better interpret the ways that God is at work in 

their lives. At the same time, class leaders should not feel that 

they should always, or even usually, say something in response 

to other group members. The most effective class leader will talk 

less over time, because they will empower the rest of the group to 

care for one another, to “watch over one another in love.”

A class leader should seek to be a channel or conductor for 

God to make God’s presence known. The class leader will not 

take on the burden of making their class meeting a life-changing 
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experience for everyone who attends because their group is so well 

run and directed. Instead, they will pray daily for the members of 

their class and they will regularly ask God to be in control of their 

group, to enable them to be sensitive to the Holy Spirit, and to 

respond faithfully when prompted by the Spirit. In other words, 

the most effective class leader will be someone who is desper-

ately dependent on God, rather than depending on themselves, to 

make the class meeting experience meaningful for all who attend.

At a more basic level, an effective class leader will not, on 

the one hand, be domineering or unnecessarily authoritarian. 

On the other hand, she will step in when necessary in order to 

keep the meeting on track. It is the role of the class leader, for 

example, to prevent one person from monopolizing the conver-

sation and not giving other group members the chance to speak. 

It is also the class leader’s responsibility to keep the group 

focused on their relationship with God, rather than becoming 

a general report on what happened last week. If, for example, 

someone answers the “How is it with your soul?” question by 

saying, “I am having a very busy time at work,” the class leader 

might respond with a question like, “How are the challenges 

you are experiencing at work impacting your relationship with 

God?” In this way, the class leader helps return the person’s focus 

to their experience of God’s work in their life.

What a Class Leader Should Not Do

As we wrap up our discussion of a class leader, here are a few 

things a class leader should not do:

First, the class leader should not see himself as a teacher. As 

has been stressed throughout this book, the class meeting is not 
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an informational approach to the Christian life where the group 

studies the Bible or other curriculum. One of the roles of the class 

leader is to resist suggestions that the group would be more effective 

if it were to shift toward reading a book or focusing on some other 

material. There are places for studies in the ministries that a church 

offers, but that is not the focus of this approach to small groups. The 

class leader, then, should not allow the dynamics of the group to 

shift to where she becomes the teacher or expert of the group and 

the rest of the group becomes increasingly passive. On the contrary! 

The role of the class leader is to empower every person in the group 

to become increasingly active in his or her discipleship.

Related to this, it is not the class leader’s job to have all of 

the answers. In other words, even in groups that do not formally 

focus on a study, the class meeting could become a counseling 

session, where group members bring their struggles to the group 

with the expectation that the class leader will solve their prob-

lems for them. While the class leader may sometimes offer just 

the right insight to someone at exactly the time they need it, the 

class leader is not the spiritual guru who solves everyone else’s 

problems. The class leader should see himself as a facilitator, 

rather than an expert or teacher.

Second, in order to resist the temptation to become the expert 

of the group, the class leader should not feel the need to respond 

to every person at every meeting. While the class leader can model 

the best way to respond to someone by affirming what they have 

shared, asking further questions of them, or sharing ways that they 

have approached the same situation, the class leader should not feel 

as though they always have to have something to say in response 

to each person. Someone’s answer to the question “How is your 

life in God?” may not always require a response, other than a basic 
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affirmation of what they have shared, and perhaps thanking them 

for sharing. Other times, the Holy Spirit will use someone else to 

say exactly the right thing to the person who shared. The most 

effective class leaders will help others learn how to care for one 

another by creating space for people to contribute to the group. As 

a practical matter, class leaders are not selected because they know 

everything, or because they have all the answers. Rather, each is 

selected because they have a living relationship with Jesus and are 

willing to step out in faith and share that journey with others in the 

hope that God will use it to bless others.

Third, the class leader should not allow the weekly meeting 

to last more than an hour and a half. While there should be 

freedom for the Spirit to move, and there may be weeks when it 

is obvious to everyone that the group is not done meeting when 

the time to end has come, this should be the exception and not 

the rule. For some groups, an initial experience of closeness may 

cause the meetings to tend to become longer and longer. I know 

of one group that for a few months was consistently meeting for 

three hours. While it was great that the group was experiencing 

such closeness and was having such a meaningful experience, 

this is ultimately not sustainable. In the group I mentioned, the 

members began to feel burned-out and actually started to dread 

going to the weekly meeting because they were anticipating how 

long it was going to last.

Imagine that your class meeting meets at the end of the 

workday on a Wednesday. You enjoy the people in your group and 

find it to be a crucial guide to helping you focus on your relation-

ship with God throughout the week. No matter how positive your 

experience of the group is, there will likely be times when you 

would rather just go home and relax after a long day. Or if your 
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group meets in the morning, you might rather sleep in. This is 

an unavoidable dynamic of any small group, but it is significantly 

increased in a group that meets longer than it should. Ultimately, 

people will stop coming to the group if it becomes a weekly mara-

thon. The class leader should prevent this from happening by 

starting and ending the meeting on time.

Finally, the class leader should not allow the group to grow 

beyond twelve members. Please note that I am not saying that 

the class leader should not allow the group to grow. A key goal 

of the class meeting is to continually incorporate new people 

into its life. At some point, since the key purpose of the class 

meeting is for each person to share the current state of his or 

her relationship with God, the group dynamic will be impaired 

if there are too many people in the class. Instead of creating a 

culture where the group is stagnant and does not invite new 

people into it, the class leader should encourage the addition 

of new members to the group and constantly keep an eye out 

for people who evidence the potential to become excellent class 

leaders. When this happens, the class leader could ask to meet 

with this person and ask about their interest in becoming a class 

leader. In most churches, it will not be the class leader’s respon-

sibility to train new class leaders or divide the class. However, 

they can be an asset to whoever oversees the class meetings as a 

whole by helping them know when a class meeting is becoming 

too large to be effective, as well as identifying potential leaders.

A Contemporary Class Leader’s Testimony

To conclude this chapter, I would like to let Nick, a class leader 

at Munger Place Church, again speak for himself about his 
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experience with leading a class meeting (remember that at 

Munger Place they call their groups “kitchen groups”):

Leading a kitchen group has helped me to recognize that 

the Holy Spirit is active and is always amazing. . . . I was so 

nervous the first couple of weeks. My voice shook [because] 

I wanted them to be blessed by this experience the same way 

that I have been blessed. . . . [Christ] is present in the lives 

of our group members today, so we need to hear the ways 

Christ has been at work in each other’s lives. Each believer, 

strong or struggling, new to the faith or old, brings some-

thing to the group each week that someone needs to hear.

We pray each week that the Lord will be amongst us 

and I have come to realize that God is present, and that no 

matter how much I try to run a good meeting, no matter 

how eloquent my prayer might be, etc., the key to the 

success of the group is the presence of the Holy Spirit. The 

Holy Spirit is truly active in our group, wanting to bless us 

with his presence. You cannot convince me otherwise. . . . 

Sometimes it’s the small steps or just the love of someone 

reaching out and offering some encouragement from shared 

experience. But I can see it. I see it in the relationships that 

are being formed, the changes occurring in people’s hearts 

and the resolve of the group to stick it out this time. I have 

also learned that people long for honest interactions about 

their faith, doubts, struggles and triumphs.6

I hope that you will take the same risk that Nick took and 

step out in faith to become a class leader. As you do, may you 

experience the presence and activity of the Holy Spirit, just as 

Nick has!
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

Organization:

	 :00–:15	 Informal Conversation

Open with a Prayer

	 :15–:50	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions to 

this chapter? Was anything particularly exciting or 

challenging to you? Why?

2.	 Which of the “dos” of a class leader do you think 

would be the easiest? Which would be the most 

challenging? Which of the “don’ts” would be the 

easiest? Which would be the most challenging?

3.	 What was your reaction to Nick’s testimony of his 

experience with being a class leader? What do you 

think would be most challenging about being a 

class leader? What would be most exciting? What 

might be the potential rewards in taking the risk of 

leading a class meeting?

4.	 Most of you are not currently leading a class 

meeting. How could you use what you learned 

about leading a class meeting to be a better partici-

pant in a class meeting? In other words, how can 

you make it more likely that the class leader will 

thrive in leading the group?
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	 :50–1:15	 Transformation Question

Moving into leadership of almost any kind can feel 

like a risk. Can you identify ways that you have expe-

rienced God when you have taken a step in faith to 

take on leadership for which you didn’t feel qualified 

or prepared? Or, can you think of another experience 

where you took a step in faith that felt risky? What 

was your experience of God when you took this step?

Close with a Prayer
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7
What Could Possibly  

Go Wrong?

May the time never come when class-meetings shall be 
laid aside in the Methodist Episcopal Church.1

—Peter Cartwright

If you have much experience with small 

groups, you probably don’t have to think 

very hard to come up with powerful stories of transformation 

or hilarious stories of awkward small group experiences. One 

video on YouTube, “Shallow Small Group,” parodies how some 

small groups can fail to go beyond the surface level, “because 

when things get too deep, people drown.”2 I will never forget 

hearing of one ice-breaking exercise that was quite uncomfort-

able for those who experienced it. A roll of toilet paper was 
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passed around the group (yes, toilet paper!), and each person 

was told to take the number of squares of toilet paper that they 

would use in the bathroom. Then each person had to share one 

thing about themselves for each square of toilet paper taken. I 

wish I were making this up, but someone actually thought this 

would be a good idea!

There are many ways to ruin a perfectly good small group, 

and over the years people have found amazingly creative ways 

to do just that! In this chapter, we will take a serious look at 

some of the most common ways that a new class meeting would 

be likely to fail. To keep things a bit lighter, this chapter will 

consider the “Top Ten Ways to Guarantee That Your Class 

Meeting Will Fail.”

The goal of this chapter is to identify some of the major 

things in small group dynamics that can undermine the vitality 

or long-term success of a group. If you are serious about starting 

something like a class meeting, you will need to think about how 

you are going to address some of the challenges that come with 

starting such a group. Some of the things I will mention can be 

pretty touchy, and may even make people angry if you call them 

out on it in the moment. One strategy that can help the group 

be aware of some of these dangers is to name them before they 

become a problem. There is a decent chance on any given day 

that nearly everyone in the group will struggle with at least one 

of these things. Finally, humor can be a way to address serious 

things in a way that people can hear more easily. So, talking 

about how to guarantee the failure of a class meeting can be a 

disarming way to name some things that might make people feel 

a bit defensive. So, here we go:
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Top Ten Ways to Guarantee That Your Class 
Meeting Will Fail

#10. Never Start One

This one is pretty straightforward. The easiest way to guarantee 

that your class meeting will fail is to talk about starting a class 

meeting, to seriously consider it, but to never actually start one. 

While the reason that this is a strategy for failure is obvious, it is 

actually a major reason why many class meetings never get off the 

ground. As I have spoken in local churches and at conferences 

about the early Methodist class meeting and the potential value 

that could come from reclaiming this practice today, I have been 

surprised at how quickly people have bought my argument. It has 

not been difficult to convince local church leaders that returning 

to something similar to the class meeting would be more likely to 

help people grow in their relationship with Jesus Christ than the 

ministries that the local church typically offers.

However, it is sometimes easier to stay in the abstract or 

theoretical than to get down to the practical details of actually 

doing something. A deep motivation of this book is to provide 

local church leaders a resource they can use to actually start class 

meetings. And if this book accomplishes its purpose, the vast 

majority of you are reading it as part of your participation in a 

small group that is preparing to become an actual class meeting. 

In fact, if you are using the “Guide for Small Group Discussion” 

at the end of each chapter during your time together as a group, 

then you are already well on your way to not just preparing to 

become a class meeting, but to being a class meeting. You are 

already starting to have significant conversations together about 
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the states of your souls and your experience of God’s presence in 

your lives.

I hope you will press on, that you will continue to take the 

risk of entering into one another’s lives in the hope that as a 

group you will become more and more committed to your faith 

and to helping one another grow as followers of Jesus Christ. I 

hope this will not be merely another study about something that 

fails to change your lives. Rather, my prayer is that this will help 

you be transformed through committing to this practice. Through 

committing to do this, you will find that you are increasingly 

aware of God’s work in your life, and you will begin to anticipate 

encountering God every day. The first step, particularly if you are 

not reading this within the context of a new class meeting, then, 

is to take action and move from the theoretical to the concrete by 

starting a class meeting.

#9. Meet Irregularly

My wife and I volunteered to host a class meeting in our apart-

ment when I was a PhD student. One of the first weeks that 

the group met, there was a schedule change that came up a few 

days before one of the group meetings. We e-mailed and called 

every group member for which we had contact information. 

We thought we had communicated with every person in the 

group, but we evidently failed because right when the group was 

supposed to have started, someone rang our doorbell. I think we 

had just sat down to eat dinner. I remember feeling terrible that 

she had wasted her time driving to our apartment. We also barely 

knew each other, which made it that much more awkward. To 

her credit, she came back the next week and we quickly put it 
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behind us. But for some people who are already taking a signifi-

cant step outside of their comfort zone, that kind of misstep 

would be enough for them to decide not to come to the group in 

the future. 

So, you can guarantee that your class meeting will fail if you 

meet on an unpredictable schedule, or frequently change times 

or locations. It is probably obvious, but if you decide to meet at an 

inconvenient or irregular time for the current group members, 

the time that the group meets will guarantee that some people 

will not participate (because their schedules do not allow them 

to). I have been part of groups that have tried to meet on irregular 

schedules, and in my experience the group has always dwindled 

over time. When a group does not meet regularly, people drop 

out for two main reasons: (1) They simply forget that the group 

was meeting and so forget to come to the meeting. This could 

be partially offset by the class leader proactively communicating 

with the group, perhaps sending out a reminder e-mail a day or 

two before the meeting. (2) They are confused as to whether or 

not the group is meeting, which provides enough of a reason for 

some people to not come, particularly those who are just starting 

to feel some commitment to the group. Again, this could be 

partially offset by proactive communication. Nevertheless, in 

my experience small groups are stronger when they meet once a 

week at the same time and at the same place.

Related to this, some groups decide to change locations from 

one week to another in order to offset the burden of hosting 

the group. This idea arises for a number of very good reasons. 

However, I ultimately think it is a strategy that is more likely to 

produce failure than success because it creates further confusion 

for people who may not be as organized as you are. The reality 
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is that most people keep pretty full schedules, and not everyone 

does a great job of keeping up with everything that they have 

going on. As an act of hospitality, then, class meetings should 

meet in the same place every week. If group members want to 

do something to offset the work that hosting the group requires, 

other group members could take turns providing light refresh-

ments (if that is a part of the group). In general, successful class 

meetings meet every week at the same time, on the same day, and 

in the same location.

#8. Turn the Class Meeting into a Curriculum-Driven 
Group

I know, I know. It sounds as if I am starting to beat a dead horse 

here. But I’ve often been told that repetition helps with reten-

tion! The best way to guarantee that your class meeting will fail 

is to turn it into a curriculum-driven group. As we discussed 

in chapter 5, small groups often have a life cycle of their own. 

After people gain some level of comfort with the class meeting, 

perhaps at around three to six months of meeting, and it estab-

lishes a routine, people may become restless and wonder what is 

next. At this stage, where the group is questioning and refining 

its purpose, a well-intentioned person may suggest that the 

group read and discuss a book they just read that really inspired 

and challenged them in their walk with God. If and when this 

happens, there needs to be a gentle stubbornness by the group, 

and particularly the class leader. All members should insist that 

the group not become a study group. Bible studies and other study 

groups are not bad, but they are not class meetings. For a class to 

succeed today, the group needs to have a deep commitment that 
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the purpose of the group is to take a weekly inventory of how 

things are going in each person’s life with God.

It is fine for group members to share things they have read 

that have inspired them, that have been particularly convicting, 

or that helped them gain a sense of God’s direction in their lives. 

It is also fine for group members to recommend a book that 

someone else might find helpful because of something that they 

shared. However, the group should not shift to becoming a study 

unless the group chooses to self-consciously reject the argument 

this book makes and return to an informational approach to 

the Christian life. Rather than becoming an information-driven 

group, I would encourage people who become restless as the 

group becomes a bit more settled into a routine to give the group 

more time and to realize that sometimes what appears to be stag-

nation can be seen in retrospect to have been used by God to 

bring growth. Sometimes the Holy Spirit uses discomfort to draw 

us closer to the Father.

#7. Make the Class Meeting an Intense 
Accountability Group

One way to guarantee the failure of your class meeting is to try to 

make it more than it is. Class meetings are groups that have both 

men and women, married and single folks together in the same 

group. These groups are designed to be accessible to everyone, 

even to people who are just beginning to explore the possibility 

of a relationship with God. Class meetings are not accountability 

groups; they are not places where people confess their deepest 

sins to one another.
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In early Methodism, there was actually a group that was 

smaller than the class meeting (it typically had three to six 

people), and it was divided by gender and marital status. These 

groups were called band meetings.3 To join a band meeting, one 

had to have a prior experience of justification by faith in Christ 

and assurance of one’s new birth as a child of God. The key 

activity of the band meeting was the confession of any sins that 

had been committed in the past week, including the ways that 

people had been tempted to sin. The purpose of these groups was 

to bring sin into the light, to express repentance of these sins, to 

encourage one another to move from sin toward God and holi-

ness by the grace of God. Band meetings were an intense form 

of accountability and required deep vulnerability. I think that 

something like the band meeting could be of tremendous value 

to contemporary Christianity; however, people should be given a 

clear and accurate description of what they are committing to. If 

people think they are joining a class, but it functions like a band 

meeting, they will likely feel that they are in over their heads. 

Further, there is a greater degree of spiritual maturity required 

of the band than there is in the class meeting, so if people jump 

straight into the bands before they are ready, a host of issues can 

arise.

#6. Select the Class Leader Based on Anything 
Other than Spiritual Maturity and Spiritual 
Leadership

We have already discussed the key role of the class leader (see 

chapter 6) and how crucial their leadership is to the success of 

the class meeting. It is essential to have a mature Christian as the 
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leader of the class meeting, because the leader is the one who will 

gently move the conversation on as needed, ensure that every 

person has a chance to talk, and otherwise facilitate the meeting. 

The leader will guide the group through its development and 

through challenges the group may face. This person will also set 

the tone for the group by being the first one to answer the ques-

tion, “How is your life with God?” every week and by keeping the 

group focused on its purpose.

Because of the qualities the ideal class leader will possess, 

however, the best class leaders may not necessarily be the 

people who would immediately come to mind for a host of other 

leadership positions in the church. To use leadership terms in 

Methodist congregations, the chair of staff parish relations, the 

administrative council chair, and the finance committee chair 

are not necessarily the right persons to lead a class meeting. The 

class leader should be chosen because they are able and willing 

to talk about their relationship with God and because they show 

an ability to encourage others in their relationships with God. 

And again, if a church is passionate about its members becoming 

disciples, or deeply committed followers of Jesus Christ, the 

priority of the church should be first identifying who the best 

class leaders would be, and then filling the rest of the positions in 

the church. After all, it doesn’t really matter who is keeping track 

of the finances of the church if no one in the church is becoming 

a deeply committed follower of Jesus Christ!

#5. Allow One Person to Dominate the Conversation

My guess is that this is one that basically every group will 

struggle with. For one thing, this type of small group will be most 
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comfortable for people who like to talk and who process things 

by talking about them. This is one area that is particularly impor-

tant to address up front. At the beginning of a new class meeting, 

the leader should stress that it is important that every person 

be given the opportunity to talk. The leader may even want to 

acknowledge that some people talk more easily than others, and 

that these folks may need to challenge themselves to be more 

concise and aware of how long they have been talking. On the 

other hand, those who are less comfortable talking may need 

to challenge themselves to talk a bit more. If this is addressed 

up front, then it will not seem as personal if the leader gently 

suggests that the conversation needs to move to the next person 

during a meeting.

If someone unintentionally dominates the conversation, the 

leader should not say, “You have been talking for too long; let’s 

move on.” When someone talks too long, even though everyone 

else may be suffering over how long they have been talking, the 

person who is actually talking usually has no idea how long it has 

been. The best approach is to gently interrupt them by thanking 

them for sharing, briefly identifying one thing they have said 

that was particularly appreciated, and then simply asking the 

next person the question, “How is it with your soul?” or “How is 

your life in God?” The person who is interrupted may feel embar-

rassed, but if the leader moves the attention to someone else, the 

embarrassed group member won’t have the double embarrass-

ment of having the attention still focused on them.

By the way, this one hits pretty close to home for me, because 

I am one of those who processes things by talking. As a result, I 

have to really work to be aware of how long I have been talking. I 

also have to work on being concise. One other practical strategy 
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I have found that has helped me is to position myself so that I 

would be the last person to share. If I am last and there are only 

two minutes left when it is my turn, then I have to make do with 

the time that is left. It also guarantees that other folks in the 

group get their fair share of time to talk.

#4. Have All of the Answers

This is a catch-all for several ways to ruin a class meeting. In 

small group dynamics there is often an expert who emerges in 

the group. You probably know what I am talking about, someone 

who has all the answers. This person is the only person who fails 

to realize when a rhetorical question has been asked. To them, 

every question has an answer. And they always know what the 

answer is. These people also have the best of intentions. They 

are passionate about their faith and are eager to share what they 

have learned with others. They really believe they are helping. 

However, one of the best ways to stifle a conversation is by being 

a know-it-all. Other people in the group will be less likely to be 

vulnerable and share doubts, anxieties, or concerns that they are 

having if there is one person who always has everything figured 

out and leaves no room for other people to be in flux, or working 

through things.

Another way this can manifest in a group is if the leader sees 

herself as a teacher, not a facilitator. This can be deadly, because 

if the leader is the one causing the problem, it will be very diffi-

cult for the group to overcome. So, if you are involved in starting 

something like a class meeting, please know that it is not your 

job to have a solution to every problem that people in your class 

raise. You are there to walk with the people in your group as they 
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seek God’s transforming grace. And you are there because you 

need them to walk with you as you seek God’s transforming grace 

in your own life.

One more thing: if you have been in a lot of small groups 

and have never noticed that this is sometimes a problem of small 

group dynamics—you might be the one with all the answers!

#3. Hide During the Meeting

I don’t mean literally hiding, like behind the sofa, although that 

would certainly be a problem too! By hiding I mean either not 

talking or not being honest about what is really going on in your 

life with God. This doesn’t mean that the class meeting is the 

place for you to bring up the darkest parts of your past. In fact, it 

is not the place for that.

Members who have had a bad week may be tempted to gloss 

over their struggles by saying that things have been fine, or okay. 

If you are in a class meeting for an extended period of time, you 

will almost certainly have weeks where it is NOT well with your 

soul. It is okay to be honest about that. In fact, it is vital for the 

future wellness of your soul to be honest when things are not 

going well. When you are struggling in your faith, this is the time 

when the class meeting may be the biggest means of grace in your 

life. If you are honest, you will realize you are not alone. You will 

receive sympathy and prayers from the group. And in verbalizing 

your spiritual malaise, you may learn more about what is going 

on below the surface in your relationship with God.

Related to this, there is sometimes a tendency in class meet-

ings to feel as though you have to one-up yourself every week. This 

is particularly unhelpful because it can become a sort of disease 
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that spreads throughout the group. If you are already the hero in 

the story of your Christian walk, others may not feel that they have 

room to struggle. When things are going well, don’t hide your joy 

in what the Lord is doing for you or in you. And if things are not 

going well, try to resist the temptation to gloss over your struggles. 

If you are honest and real, you will put yourself in a better position 

to grow in your relationship with Jesus and you will be far more 

likely to be used by God to bless someone else in your group. One 

of the wonderful things about the class meeting is that it is a place 

where every person can grow where he or she is.

#2. View the Group as a Place to Gather Gossip

One of the best ways to guarantee that your class meeting will fail 

is by breaking the confidence of the group. It needs to be clearly 

said that what is shared in the class meeting is confidential. The 

things that are discussed in the class meeting are not legitimate 

topics of conversation with friends or even family members 

outside of the group. If there is some reason that talking with 

someone else might be helpful to the person who shared, what 

was said in the group can only be shared with someone outside 

of the group if the person who shared the information gives their 

permission. You should assume that everything that is said in the 

context of the class meeting is confidential unless you are explic-

itly told otherwise.

There may not be anything that can be more harmful 

to a class meeting than a feeling of mistrust among the group 

members about whether confidence will be kept in the group. 

If you struggle to keep secrets, or to keep things to yourself, the 

class meeting may not be for you. Confidentiality is not optional!



124 The Class Meeting

Some of you may be reading this a bit too quickly and not 

allowing this to really sink in. Please hear me carefully. An 

inability to keep something in confidence is a deep character flaw 

and a sign of immaturity. If you choose to violate the confidence 

of your group, here is what you are doing: (1) You are breaking 

a promise that you made to the group. (2) You are saying that 

your right to share information is more important than the other 

person’s right to ask you not to share it. In other words, you are 

saying that you are more important than the other members of 

your group. You are putting your needs above those of a brother 

or sister in Christ. (3) You are choosing to do something that 

will destroy the chemistry of the entire group, even doing lasting 

damage to people’s relationships with Christ. I’m not kidding. 

I am amazed at how often I hear people say that they left the 

church because of backbiting and being hurt by gossip. (4) You 

are making it far less likely that people will share confidential 

things in the future, possibly keeping someone from sharing 

something that could be really important to his or her growth as 

a Christian.

Please don’t gossip. It is a sin, and it is a particularly deadly 

sin when it is a violation of the trust that is built in a class meeting.

#1. Be Unwilling to Be Challenged to Grow in Your 
Faith and Be Transformed by the Grace of God

The class meeting is an invaluable asset for people who desire 

to grow in their faith and seek to be transformed by the grace of 

God. When people gather together to support and encourage one 

another, God will also be there. The class meeting, however, is 

not for those who do not want to be changed. It is not for those 
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who are content to profess faith in God the Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit on Sunday morning and then live the rest of the week as if 

there is no God. The class meeting is for those who are desperate 

to know God more deeply and to grow in their relationship with 

the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Nearly in the Top Ten: Meet for  
More Than an Hour and a Half

As mentioned in chapter 6, class meetings can sometimes meet 

longer than they are supposed to because something exciting 

is happening in the group. Someone may have a breakthrough, 

and the group wants to allow them to process it. This is okay if 

it happens occasionally. However, it should be rare. If a weekly 

meeting consistently lasts longer than an hour and a half, people 

will begin to feel exhausted just by the thought of going to the 

group. The group leader should remember that a commitment 

to attend a group once a week for one to one and a half hours 

is already a major time commitment. Leaders should work 

to formally end the meeting on time by closing with a prayer. 

Conversation can certainly continue among those who wish to 

stay, or talk at their cars. But formally ending the meeting gives 

those who need to leave the opportunity to do so.

Ultimately, We Are Not in Control,  
but the Spirit Is

All the concerns about what might go wrong cannot be addressed 

in advance. We are messy people. We are good at sinning. 

Something could go wrong. In fact, something probably will go 
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wrong. But if we believe that the Holy Spirit is active and present 

with us, we don’t have to have everything mapped out in advance. 

We should be prudent in doing what we can to make a group 

like a class meeting as likely to succeed and be a blessing to its 

members as possible. However, we should also leave room for the 

Spirit to guide and direct each meeting. In fact, you should pray 

for the Holy Spirit to show up in recognizable ways every time 

your group meets, guiding and directing the meeting and each 

person’s life in between meetings.

I believe that the Spirit of God wants to use these types 

of groups to bring real transformation and healing to people’s 

lives. Contemporary class meetings will ultimately succeed, not 

because of the determination or competence of the leader or the 

individuals in the group. Rather, they will succeed because God 

wills them to. This is not to say that preparation and forethought 

are irrelevant. They matter, and we should do what we can to 

facilitate the Spirit’s work through us. But we should also remind 

ourselves that we are not, and cannot be, the source of our own 

transformation. Sanctification is a sheer act of grace. We cannot 

earn it or merit it. It is freely given to us by the triune God. One 

of the most basic and profound things that these groups can help 

us to do is to remind us to look to God for salvation, instead of 

trying to save ourselves.
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

Note that the time for discussion is decreased by an additional five 
minutes this week and five minutes are added to the discussion of the 
Transformation Question.

Organization:

	 :00–:15	 Informal Conversation

Open with a Prayer

	 :15–:45	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions to 

this chapter? Was anything particularly exciting or 

challenging to you? Why?

2.	 Which of the “Top Ten Ways to Guarantee That 

Your Class Meeting Will Fail” do you think would 

be the deadliest to a class meeting? Why?

3.	 Which one of these is the most difficult for you 

personally?

4.	 What would you add to this list? That is, what else 

do you think would be particularly harmful to the 

dynamics of a class meeting? Or, what should we 

be proactive about avoiding?

	 :45–1:15	 Transformation Question

Another way to guarantee that your class meeting will 

fail is if you never get around to answering the basic 

question of the class meeting. So, this week we take 

a test run at answering the basic class meeting ques-

tion. Try to speak for 2–3 minutes about your sense 
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of where you are currently in your relationship with 

God:

How is your life in God? If it helps, you can name 

specific places where you have seen God at work in 

your life over the past week.

Close with a Prayer
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8
The Keys to a  

Life-Changing Group

In these class-meetings many seekers of religion  
have found them the spiritual birth-place of their  

souls into the heavenly family, and their dead souls  
made alive to God.1

—Peter Cartwright

In chapter 4, we read an extended quotation 

from Peter Cartwright, a nineteenth-century 

American Methodist preacher, where he discussed the crucial 

role the class meeting had played in early Methodism, and 

lamented its decline. In particular, Cartwright described the 

ways he had seen God use the class meeting:
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In these class-meetings the weak have been made strong; 

the bowed down have been raised up; the tempted have 

found delivering grace; the doubting mind has had all its 

doubts and fears removed; and the whole class have found 

that this was “none other than the house of God, and the 

gate of heaven.” Here the hard heart has been tendered, 

the cold heart warmed with holy fire; here the dark mind, 

beclouded with trial and temptation, has had every cloud 

rolled away, and the sun of righteousness has risen with 

resplendent glory, “with healing in his wings;” and in these 

class-meetings many seekers of religion have found them 

the spiritual birth-place of their souls into the heavenly 

family, and their dead souls made alive to God.2

The goal of this book (despite what the last chapter may have 

suggested) is not to show you how to destroy a perfectly good class 

meeting. Rather, it is to introduce you to a practice that has the 

potential to strengthen your life in Christ, help you be delivered 

from temptation, and help those who are seeking Jesus to find 

new life in him. Cartwright, like Wesley, was convinced that a 

relationship with Jesus was best experienced and most likely to 

grow within the context of community, a “heavenly family.”

With the hope, by God’s grace, of preparing you to begin 

meeting regularly as a class meeting from this point forward, this 

chapter brings the book to a conclusion by outlining a few keys 

to a life-changing small group. The chapter first discusses the 

characteristics of a group that God can use to bring deep change 

and healing to people’s lives. It then describes the qualities you 

should seek in order to make it most likely that God can use such 

a group to draw you closer.
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A Group That God Can Use to Bring Life 
Change

At the very beginning of this book, I argued that not all small 

groups are equal—some are better than others. Small groups that 

focus on information (curriculum-driven studies) tend to draw 

people’s attention away from who they are in Christ and are not 

as successful in helping people become more like Christ. So, 

what characteristics would make a group most likely to succeed 

in transforming the lives of its members?

Back to the Basics

One of the most important keys to the success of any type of 

small group involves basic organization and planning. A life-

changing group will be made up of members who plan for the 

group to succeed by agreeing on a regular time and place to meet, 

intentionally carving out space for the group in their lives, and 

committing to attend the group consistently.

As I have previously said, the group should plan to meet 

weekly at a specific time and place. This helps to avoid confu-

sion and worry about when the group is meeting. It also makes 

it easier for attending the group to become a regular part of your 

life, for it to become a habit. It is common for small groups to 

decide to meet every other week, rather than every week. Though 

it is better for a group to meet every other week than not at all, the 

group is more likely to become a deep part of the rhythm of your 

life if it meets every week. Most of our lives are structured around 

the rhythm of a seven-day week, and so the class meeting has the 

best chance of success if it becomes a part of your weekly routine.
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It is not enough, however, for the group to commit to 

meeting every week at a regular time and place. The members 

of the group also need to commit to be there every time the 

group meets. Remember, this group is not an information-

driven group. It is a place for sharing what is happening in one’s 

life as a follower of Jesus Christ, with the hope that God’s grace 

will transform one’s life in deep and lasting ways. If you miss a 

meeting, then, you are not just missing interesting information 

that you can make up at another time. You are missing an oppor-

tunity to walk with someone else as they seek to grow closer 

to God. You are missing an opportunity to grow closer to Jesus 

yourself. And you are missing an opportunity to be a part of a 

group of people who have committed to watch over one another 

in love.

Consistency is not just important; it is necessary for a group 

like this to accomplish its goal of helping people’s lives be trans-

formed by the living God. If you are not consistent in attending 

the group, you will miss out on the benefits that come from being 

a part of the group. Perhaps more important, your sporadic atten-

dance may harm the dynamics of the group itself. As the group 

naturally grows in intimacy and comfort with each other, your 

inconsistent attendance would interrupt the dynamics of the rest 

of the group.

My point here is not that someone should never come to the 

group again if they miss one time. But inconsistent attendance 

does send a message to the rest of the group, communicating 

that the group is not a major priority for the person whose atten-

dance is inconsistent. It also conveys that investing in the lives 

of these other people is only something I am willing to do when 

it is convenient for me. You will (justifiably) be less likely to be 
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vulnerable and open with me if you are not convinced that I 

really care about you and what is going on in your life.

Cultivating Self-Awareness

During the first undergraduate class I taught at Seattle Pacific 

University, I was taken aback by the number of students who 

texted throughout the class. I initially ignored the texting, but 

it became increasingly frustrating to me as the class continued. 

I eventually confronted the class, because I realized that the 

students were communicating disrespect not only for me but for 

the other students in the class. Now, on the first day of a new 

class, I ask students not to send text messages during class. And 

I tell them that if I see them texting, I will count them absent 

because if they are communicating with someone outside of 

class, they are not really present in class.
The key point here is that showing up to a group meeting 

is important, but not sufficient for the best experience. In order 

for you to have the best experience, and for the rest of the group 

to benefit from the insights you bring to the group, you need to 

be physically and mentally present. One of the most important 

skills for a thriving class meeting is listening. You can’t listen to 

someone else talk about the ways they have experienced God’s 

presence in the past week if you are messing with your cell 

phone. It may sound overly rigid, but I would strongly encourage 

group members to turn their cell phones off during the time the 

class is meeting.

Listening is not simply being quiet while someone else is 

talking. The best listeners are active listeners. They do not merely 

avoid interrupting; they give cues that show they are listening and 
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interested, such as nodding their heads or smiling when appro-

priate. As you gain experience and comfort in listening to others 

talk about their relationships with God, you may find that you ask 

questions of the person who is sharing because of nonverbal cues 

you pick up on as often as you ask questions because of things 

they state explicitly. How someone says something is often as 

important as what is said!

Interpersonal skills are essential to a life-changing class 

meeting. Beyond listening carefully to one another, group 

members should convey respect and care for each other. This 

means that group members should think about the other 

people in their group and value their experiences in the group. 

Attentiveness to the experience of the rest of the group will also 

help you avoid extremes, such as dominating the conversation or 

remaining completely detached. In an exceptional class meeting, 

group members will be self-aware. They will think about how 

they communicate and how to more effectively and appropriately 

communicate within the context of the class meeting.

Life-changing groups will have members who honor the 

promise of confidentiality that is made in each group. Members 

will recognize that violating the confidence of the group is 

breaking a commitment that has been made and that people 

will not feel safe being honest and vulnerable in a group if one 

member talks to outsiders about what is said in the group. I know 

I am repeating myself here, but this is a serious enough concern 

that it is worth repeating. If you cannot respect requests for 

confidentiality, then you should not be a part of a group like this.

Finally, a group that is most likely to be used by God to 

bring life change will consist of members who cultivate humility 

and a willingness to be vulnerable with the group. Humility is a 
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powerful trait in a small group, but it is often misunderstood to 

mean feeling that you have no wisdom or experience to offer the 

group. Humility is better understood to entail detachment from 

your own strengths and weaknesses, while possessing a realistic 

appreciation of them. In other words, a humble person is not 
someone who acts as if they do not have a gift that they clearly 

possess. Rather, they offer the gift to others with a sense that it is 

not something that they own.

C. S. Lewis offered one of my favorite definitions of humility: 

“[God] wants to bring the man to a state of mind in which he 

could design the best cathedral in the world, and know it to be 

the best, and rejoice in the fact, without being any more (or less) 

or otherwise glad at having done it than he would be if it had 

been done by another.”3 If God has gifted you with the ability to 

lead a class meeting with wisdom and discernment that benefits 

the entire group, you should claim that gift and rejoice in what 

God is doing in the group. Similarly, humble people will not chas-

tise themselves for not having a particular gift, but rejoice that 

the gifts needed for the entire group to thrive have been given to 

the group as a whole.

Vulnerability is related to humility. It takes vulnerability to 

admit your own limitations, particularly if they are related to an 

area of personal embarrassment or shame. A willingness to be 

vulnerable is also necessary for a successful group, as a class 

meeting will only go as far as the members in the group are willing 

to let the Spirit take them. If you are going through a difficult 

period in your life with God and you are unwilling to be honest 

with the group about it, your unwillingness to be vulnerable 

may hinder the extent to which the group can help you regain a 

sense of the Spirit’s active presence in your life. Vulnerability is 
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necessary because the content of the class meeting is your experi-

ence of God’s work in your life, discussing this with others can 

sometimes make you feel vulnerable. But this is the best kind of 

vulnerability, because it leads to growth.

Much more could be said about the importance of culti-

vating self-awareness. The key principle, however, is that a group 

will be dynamic and powerful if every member seeks to be aware 

of the ways that his or her own presence and ways of communi-

cating impact the other members of the group.

Hospitable to and Eager for New Life

Life-changing small groups are open and welcoming to new life. 

At first glance this may seem trivial or even suspect to you. Why 

would bringing new people in be essential to the vitality of a 

small group? On the contrary, couldn’t bringing new people into 

a group do the very opposite—make it unstable and decrease inti-

macy and vulnerability?

This book is not a cookbook. I cannot give you a recipe to 

follow step-by-step (sprinkle in a prayer, add a dash of conversa-

tion about God’s work in your life, bake for three months, add 

a new member, etc.) that will guarantee a particular outcome. 

Class meetings are both more fragile and more powerful than 

a formula. There may be times when it is not prudent to add 

new members to the group. (In fact, I would not recommend 

adding new members to a group until it has sufficient history to 

have become well established in the routine phase described in 

chapter 5.) Too much instability can be harmful.

On the other hand, a healthy group will always seek to give 

what it has found to others. I was surprised and disheartened 
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recently to hear a church make a distinction between small 

groups that were “open groups” and “closed groups,” with no 

sense of concern about these categories. While class meetings 

should not be open to people to simply come and go, with no 

commitment to the group, a group should generally be open to 

new life. In fact, the groups that are most likely to change the 

lives of their members will also be the groups that are the most 

eager to include people who don’t even know they are in need of 

a group like this yet.

A Group That God Can Use  
to Change Your Life

The previous section discussed some of the qualities of a group 

that will make it most likely to bring life change to its members. 

Another way of putting this is that the last section discussed the 

dynamics that make a group most likely to be impactful. This 

section puts the focus squarely on you and asks: What qualities 

can you bring that will make it most likely that God will use this 

group to bring transformation and real growth in holiness to your 

life? Wesleyans believe that God does not drag anyone kicking 

and screaming to holiness. Particularly in twenty-first-century 

American Christianity, which often seems to value comfort and 

the felt needs of the individual above all else, our need for healing 

and transformation as a sheer act of God’s amazing grace is often 

overlooked or ignored. Books like this one always run the risk 

of being yet one more way that we try to make ourselves good 

enough, when the truth is that we cannot be the source of our 

own healing.
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Take Responsibility for Your Faith

The triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—is the only 

one who is able to heal us of our addiction to sin and our love 

of comfort more than discipleship. The basic conviction of this 

study, however, is that God is able and willing to restore us to 

health. God is the initiator and the primary actor. But God also 

invites us to participate in the Spirit’s work in our lives.

There are many things that the ministries of the church can 

offer to people. One thing they cannot do is make people take 

responsibility for their own relationship with God. As the well-

worn cliché goes, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t 

make him drink.” One of the main reasons Sunday school was 

detrimental to American Methodism was because it encouraged 

people to look to someone else to take ownership for their faith. 

The Sunday school provided the answers you needed to know, 

and in many ways people could even begin to look to the curric-

ular approach to tell them which questions to ask (for a review, 

see chapter 4).

John Wesley was adamant that God has provided a litany of 

ways that people who were seeking Christ could reliably expect 

to find nourishment. Wesley would be appalled at the contem-

porary idea that all one needs to do to be a Christian is to show 

up at church and get fed. The point is not that the church is not 

valuable. On the contrary, it has been entrusted with stewarding 

many of the key means of grace, like the public worship of God, 

the Eucharist, and baptism. Rather, the key to a small group 

that is most likely to change your life is you and your decision to 

take ownership of your faith, to not be passive but active in your 

commitment to take up your cross and follow Jesus.
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If you are serious about participating in God’s work of 

renewal in your life, you will commit to do the things that 

disciples of Jesus Christ do: read Scripture regularly, spend time 

in prayer by yourself and with others, worship with others who 

are seeking to follow Christ, receive the Lord’s Supper (which 

Wesley referred to as the “grand channel” of God’s grace), give 

generously of your time and money, and serve others.

I believe that reclaiming the class meeting has greater 

potential than anything else I can think of to help the Wesleyan/

Methodist branch of Christianity again become a movement that 

has the form and power of godliness. However, class meetings 

in eighteenth-century Methodism assumed that members were 

practicing the basics just mentioned. If you are not willing to 

commit to reading Scripture daily, praying, etc., then you may 

need to take a closer look at how serious you really are about your 

faith in Christ.

Imagine what the response would be to someone who said 

that they wanted to be a professional baseball player but were not 

interested in buying a glove. Or someone who said they wanted 

to write a book but were not willing to spend time writing.

As has often been said, Christians are made, not born. Being 

a Christian involves a commitment to a basic set of practices. 

This is the foundation of Christian discipleship. It is of particular 

relevance for thinking about the class meeting because if you are 

not serious about your own faith, then you won’t have anything 

of substance to bring with you to the group. The class meeting is 

not a substitute for daily commitment to learning how to practice 

your faith. It is a wonderful discipline that can help you reinter-

pret your life through the lens of God’s grace, learn how to better 
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discern how God is at work in your life, and give voice to the ways 

God is at work.

Desire and Expect to Be Changed  
by God’s Grace

A group that is most likely to be used by God to turn your life 

upside down—for the glory of God—is one in which the partici-

pants expect to encounter God in their time together. In such a 

group, people will be thirsting for transformation by the grace of 

God, even desperate for it.

This means that we need to recognize our deep need for 

God’s grace. A class meeting (or anything else) is not likely to 

bring deep change to your life if you do not want to change or do 

not think change is needed. One of the main things holding back 

contemporary Christianity is our tendency to be satisfied with 

who we are (we aren’t that bad) and our instinctive reliance upon 

ourselves instead of on God.

Class meetings will be dangerous for the kingdom of God 

(in a good way!) when they are filled with individual people who 

refuse to settle for an “okay” life, but instead are desperate to be 

filled with the presence of the living God. You don’t have to be 

able to articulate exactly why change is needed, or even what is 

wrong. But you do need to want to become holy, and you need to 

expect to encounter the One who is able to make you holy.

Show Up!

It is obvious, I know. But the significance of simply showing 

up for the group whether you feel like it or not should not be 
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underestimated. One of the deep insights behind Wesley’s under-

standing of basic Christian practices is that one of the most 

important keys to growth in the Christian life is consistently 

putting yourself in a position where you can be renewed by God’s 

grace.

Showing up is basic to success in many aspects of life, like 

parenting. It is interesting (and telling) to notice the great lengths 

to which some people will go to make sure they don’t miss their 

favorite television program or sporting event and how easily they 

will make excuses for missing something related to their faith, 

like attending church or a small group. 

The principle here is simple: God cannot use a class meeting 

to change your life if you aren’t there!

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed the ways that the most effective 

small groups are healthy at the group level. Life-changing small 

groups do little things well, like plan to meet at a regular time 

and place. Life-changing small groups are also made up of 

healthy individuals. The people who make up dynamic groups 

are self-aware, thoughtful, honest, and good listeners. They 

honor confidentiality, are willing to be vulnerable, and bring 

a humble spirit to the group. They are also open to new life, 

seeking to welcome new people into the group. Finally, people 

in life-changing small groups take ownership of their own 

faith, not expecting another person to feed them or make them 

mature Christians. As a result, they invest in their relationships 

with God on a daily basis and are hungry and thirsty for God, 

desperate to know the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit more and 
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more deeply and to be more faithful instruments of the Holy 

Spirit in the world.

By the grace of God, all of these things are possible for your 

group and for your own life—may it be so!
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Guide for Small Group Discussion

Organization:

	 :00–:15	 Informal Conversation

Open with a Prayer

	 :15–:45	 Questions for Discussion

1.	 What were your general thoughts or reactions to 

this chapter? Was anything particularly exciting or 

challenging to you? Why?

2.	 Do you have a previous experience with a small 

group that was particularly formative for your life? 

If so, what was it about the group that made it so 

powerful?

3.	 The chapter mentions that curriculum-driven 

groups sometimes determine not only what infor-

mation people should be given, but what questions 

should be asked. What questions do you have based 

on this chapter’s content? 

4.	 This is the last chapter of the book (but don’t 

forget to read the concluding exhortation!). The 

book has repeatedly stated that the main goal is to 

help you actually form a class meeting, not merely 

learn about the class meeting. Spend some time 

discussing with each other your sense of whether 

God is calling you to continue meeting as a class 

meeting. Is this a step the group is willing to take?
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	 :45–1:15	 Transformation Question

How is your life in God? How have you felt God’s 

presence in the past week? Or, where are you seeking 

guidance from the Lord?

Close with a Prayer
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A Concluding Exhortation

As I worked on this book, I was reminded 

repeatedly of two things:

First, starting a Wesleyan class meeting is actually not that 

hard. The most important ingredient of a successful class meeting 

is a group of people who are willing to invest in each other’s lives 

and who are desperate to grow in their relationship with Jesus. 

Really. All you have to do is commit to meet together to pray and 

talk about your pursuit of Christ together. I am confident that 

where people join together to enter more deeply into a relation-

ship with the triune God, the Holy Spirit will not fail to provide 

the needed guidance and direction. So, as you begin meeting as 

a class meeting without a book, relax! It isn’t that hard. God is 

with you!

Second, as this book comes to a close, I feel compelled to 

state clearly that the class meeting is not an end in itself. The 

goal of the class meeting is to help people come to know and 

experience God’s grace in deeper ways. Indeed, this (being 

transformed by the grace of God) ought to be the litmus test of 

everything Christians do. My passion for reclaiming the class 

meeting is not because I want to see Christians look more like 
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eighteenth-century Methodists. I believe that the class meeting 

is of continued relevance for Christians because it will be used by 

God today to help people grow in their faith in Christ.

Not too long ago, I felt deep disappointment and discour-

agement over the current state of the denomination in which I 

am ordained. There was a moment when I felt as if no matter 

how hard people with good intentions tried, something about the 

structure of the institution made positive change impossible. It 

felt as though the institution were just too broken to be fixed. 

And instead of looking to the Holy Spirit for a solution, it felt as 

if we were still placing our hope in ourselves.

As I was having these thoughts, another thought intruded. It 

was quiet, yet forceful and clear. Is this where God wants me to be? 
Am I called to a place of despair and hopelessness? These questions 

were like a pinpoint of light in the darkness, or a drop of water to 

my parched soul. Immediately, I felt in my soul that the answer 

to both was “No!” The next question shifted my attention away 

from the abstract to the concrete: “Is there really nothing that 

Methodism can do that would help people experience the power 

of God in their lives?” Again, the answer cut through the confu-

sion, frustration, and despair over a vague and uncertain future. 

They could start class meetings.
It may seem naive or overly simplistic, and perhaps it is. But 

if there is one grand experiment that contemporary Wesleyan 

communities could try that I believe would be most likely to 

make disciples of Jesus Christ, it would be attempting to return 

to the practice of the early Methodist class meeting. That night, 

as I sat in front of my computer, I imagined a network of a thou-

sand class meetings formed over the next four years. My heart 

began to race with excitement at the thought, because I knew 
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(and still believe!) that lives would be changed in wonderful ways 

if thousands of people who have not previously experienced the 

best of Christian community got a taste of it. The best thing about 

a vision like this is that I am keenly aware that this is not some-

thing I can do on my own! If it is of God, it will happen because 

the Spirit wills it to happen. And if it is just my idea, it won’t.

Please don’t misunderstand me; I am not saying that I believe 

this is the key to saving a denomination. I’m not sure it would. 

I am not clear on what God’s plans are for my denomination, or 

any other.

I believe I am saying something that is actually much more 

important than saving a denomination. I am talking about people 

created in the image of God being renewed in the image in which 

they were created! I am talking about groups that midwife life-

changing encounters with the Holy Spirit! I am praying for God 

to do for us, yet again, what we cannot do for ourselves. We 

cannot revive ourselves. But we can join together and pray. We 

can join together and repent. We can join together and wrestle 

with where God is already at work in our lives and how we can 

best join in the work that the Spirit is doing.

I am praying for the Holy Spirit to raise up a network of class 

meetings throughout the Wesleyan/Methodist family. I believe 

that if we become so desperate for an encounter with the living 

God that we are willing to try something new, even uncomfort-

able, the Spirit will do incredible things.

Are you with me? Will you join a group like this? Will you 

start one? Will you lead one?

I pray that if this is God’s will for you, the Holy Spirit will 

enable you to say yes.

In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, amen.
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