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Introduction 

 “Methodism will either retain her peculiarities (especially the class meetings)… 

or, ceasing to have a character of her own, she will range herself with the colorless 

churches that are Christian institutions.”
1
  Instead of honoring its peculiarities, the United 

Methodist denomination has blended into one of the Protestant mainline denominations, 

instead of the discipline character it had.  John Wesley, the leader of the Methodist 

movement might not recognize the United Methodist Church as the heritage of 

Methodism.  A society that was once disciplined about membership has now become a 

church that is lackadaisical about membership.  Early Methodist societies were serious 

about discipleship and had a plan through class meetings to make sure that discipleship 

occurred.  Now, United Methodists do not focus enough on serious daily discipleship.  

The United Methodist Church needs to go back to its origins if it attempts to be serious 

about discipleship.  John Wesley’s class meetings system is the most effective method for 

discipleship in United Methodist churches today because of its high expectation for 

membership and its accountability in discipleship.   

This work will first examine the current state of the United Methodist Church as it 

relates to discipleship and membership, and then include Wesley’s interpretation of 

discipleship, and a modern United Methodist understanding of discipleship.  Next, 

different church methods of discipleship will be discussed.  Subsequently, Wesley’s class 

meetings will be investigated both as they were then, and as they are now in the form of 

                                                 
1
 Waddy Moss, “Wesleyan Methodism in the Last Fifty Years” in A New History of Methodsim, 

ed. W.J. Townsend, H.B. Workman, and G. Eayrs (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1909), 480, quoted in 

Charles Edward White, “The Decline of the Class Meeting,” Methodist History 40, (July 2002):  207. 
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Accountable Discipleship.  Finally, high expectation membership for churches will be 

seen as fulfilling part of Wesley’s purpose of class meetings.      

Our Current Situation 

 In 1965, there were 10,331,574 United Methodists
2
 in the United States 

accounting for 1 in every 15 Americans being United Methodists.
3
  In 2001, only 

8,242,597 Americans were United Methodist dropping the numbers to 1 in 29 people.
4
  In 

addition, financial support of the church has decreased relative to the cost of living, as 

well as professions of faith, baptisms, and Sunday-school attendance decreased by half 

from 1960 to 1990.
5
  These numbers, while staggering, do not even begin to tell the 

whole story.  While there are many churches that are strong, vibrant congregations, others 

are in desperate need of revitalization.  

Our culture is a largely secular society.  Many claim to be spiritual but not 

religious.  Our society is full of “self-help” books and other “New Age” ways of thought 

that “emphasizes individuals’ responsibility for their thoughts and actions and their 

resultant outcomes.”
6
  We, as a society, are becoming more and more individualistic and 

self-centered in our society.  We are losing a community religion for a private religion.  

In the attempt to find oneself personally, one is lost communally.  Even within 

Christianity, there is a shift from “us” to “me” from “we” to “I.”  The contemporary 

worship of this generation often uses phrases that include, “I will give you all my 

                                                 
2
 In 1965 there were still two denominations: Methodists and the Evangelical United Brethren.  

These two groups merged in 1968 to form the United Methodist Church.     
3
 Lyle E. Schaller, The Ice Cube is Melting: What is Really at Risk in United Methodism, 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2004), 27. 
4
 Schaller, 27,28. 

5
 Robert Sledge, “The Effects of Mergers on American Wesleyan Denominations,” in 

Connectionalism, ed. Russell E. Richey, Dennis M. Campbell, and William B. Lawerence (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 1997), 216. 
6
 Alyce McKenzie, Preaching Biblical Wisdom in a Self-Help Society, (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 2002), 81. 
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worship,” and “I’m turning back to the heart of worship.”  In addition, it is not 

uncommon for someone to talk about how one’s faith is “mine,” and there is no perceived 

need or desire to share it with others because it is between them and God.  While it is true 

that we each can and should have our own personal relationship with the Lord, it is not 

reasonably, traditionally, scripturally, or experientially true that we are meant to be a 

community of I’s.  The problem then is two-fold as it relates to discipleship.  We are self-

reliant, thinking that each individual can do discipleship on his or her own, but we are not 

effective in our individualistic discipleship.   

While our culture tends to act individualistically, the United Methodist church 

understands that “faithful discipleship includes the obligation to participate in the 

corporate life of the congregation with fellow members of the body of Christ.”
7
  

Discipleship is not an individual experience, but a communal experience!  When persons 

join a United Methodist church, they covenant “to faithfully participate in its ministries 

by their prayers, their presence, their gifts, and their service.”
8
  While these membership 

expectations are great and call people to participate in the church, there is little 

accountability within most congregations to make sure that these acts occur.  It is not 

uncommon to find in a United Methodist congregation where the attendance on Sunday 

morning worship is only ¼ to 1/3 of its membership.  Obviously, members are not 

faithfully participating in their churches’ ministry by their presence.  This lack of 

faithfulness to uphold their covenant has multiple possible reasons, but two of the main 

ones are a lack of understanding of discipleship, and the lack of accountability by 

churches to its members to uphold that accountability.  The first task is to adequately 

                                                 
7
 The Book of Discipline, (Nashville: The United Methodist Publishing House, 2004), 137. 

8
 The Book of Discipline, 137. 
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define discipleship.  Two modes of discipleship will be analyzed, first Wesley’s “General 

Rules of Discipleship,” and then modern United Methodist’s “General Rule of 

Discipleship.”  

General Rules of Discipleship 

 John Wesley had his own understanding of discipleship and its role in the church 

and people’s lives.
9
 To Wesley, discipleship was participation in the grace of God and 

became an essential core in his understanding of discipleship.  Wesley perceived grace in 

three parts.  First, prevenient grace is God’s divine love that precedes all of our conscious 

impulses.  This grace goes before us and precedes our understanding of God.  It is also 

the grace that moves us to repentance and faith.  Next, justifying grace is God’s reaching 

out to one who professes his or her sins and accepts God’s pardoning love.  It is a new 

beginning grace often understood as the conversion that transforms us.  Finally, 

sanctifying grace is what draws us to Christian perfection; God’s continual work in our 

lives making us more like Jesus.
10

   “The critical question for Christian discipleship, 

therefore, was how to permit God’s grace to foster a maturity of constant obedience, so 

that sanctifying grace might work with an unimpeded love.”
11

   

Wesley in his “Nature, Design, General Rules of our United Societies,” defined 

those people in a society as "a company of men having the form and seeking the power of 

godliness, united in order to pray together, to receive the word of exhortation, and to 

watch over one another in love, that they may help each other to work out their 

                                                 
9
 Wesley used the term “godliness” instead of “discipleship” often in his writings.  For the purpose 

of continuity, we will use “discipleship” throughout this paper.   
10

 The Book of Discipline, 46-47. 
11

 David Lowes Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting, (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock 

Publishers, 1985), 64. 
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salvation."
12

  The people in those societies wanted to know how to be a disciple, the 

form, and wanted God’s grace, the power, to become one.  This was the need that 

Wesley’s class meetings met.  

For those in his society, Wesley had three “General Rules of Discipleship,” where 

people “should continue to evidence their desire of salvation.”
13

  The first “General Rule” 

is to do no harm and avoid evil of every kind, which included taking the name of God in 

vain, drunkenness, fighting, doing to others as we would not want them to do unto us, 

laying up treasures on earth, and singing songs and reading books which do not tend to 

the knowledge of God.  His second “General Rule” was to do good in every possible way 

to all.  This included giving food to the hungry, visiting the imprisoned or sick, 

instructing, reproving, or exhorting all we interact with,
14

 helping one another and 

business, and by taking up the cross daily.  His third “General Rule” was to attend upon 

all the ordinances of God including public worship, ministry of the Word, Lord’s Supper, 

family and private prayer, searching the scriptures, and fasting or abstinence.
15

  These 

“General Rules” made a complete disciple for Wesley.   

There was a balance for Wesley between faith and works.  Wesley truly agreed 

with James that “faith without deeds is dead.”
16

  This third “General Rule” was part of 

Wesley’s understanding of the “means of grace,” in which “any attempt to pursue a 

                                                 
12

 John Wesley, “Nature, Design, General Rules of our United Societies,” in The Works of John 

Wesley: The Bicentennial Edition, On CD-ROM, ed. Richard P. Heitzenrater, (Nashville, TN: Abingdon 

Press, 2005). 
13

 Wesley. 
14

 Wesley concludes that statement with “trampling under foot that enthusiastic doctrine of devils, 

that "we are not to do good unless our heart be free to it.”  So that we do not just do actions when we feel 

good about doing them. 
15

 Wesley. 
16

 James 2:26. All scripture are from NIV unless otherwise noted. 
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Christian discipleship was fallacious.”
17

  Even if one did no harm and did all the good 

they could, they were not being a disciple if they did not receive the grace of God in 

those manners.  These “General Rules” brought out the boldness in Wesley.  Dr. Grayson 

Lucky says, “We know how to make disciples, because we know how disciples are 

made.”
18

     

United Methodists have “traditioned” Wesley’s “General Rules” and have come 

up with their current “General Rule of Discipleship”: To witness to Jesus Christ in  

the world, and to follow his teachings through acts of compassion, justice, worship, and 

devotion, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.”
19

 

As one can see by Figure 1, there is a balance of the works of mercy and works of 

piety and a balance between private and public life.  Maintaining a balance in life is 

crucial to a United Methodist understanding of Discipleship.  It is attending to all the  

Figure 1: The General Rule of Discipleship
20

 

                                                 
17

 Watson, Early Methodist Class Meetings, 108. 
18

 Grayson Lucky, interview by Aaron Tiger,  5 October, 2005. 
19

 David Lowes Watson, Forming Christian Disciples: The Role of Covenant Discipleship and 

Class Leaders in the Congregation, (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2002), 9. 
20

 Steven Manskar, “Opening Ourselves to Grace,” General Board of Discipleship, 2005, < 

http://www.gbod.org/smallgroup/cd/opentograce-sm.pdf> (10 October 2005), 13. 

http://www.gbod.org/smallgroup/cd/opentograce-sm.pdf
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teachings of Jesus and not just those that fit our temperament or personalities that help us 

become more like Christ as one of his disciples.
21

   

One element of this balance is “Acts of Compassion.”  These are the basic acts of 

kindness to our neighbors around the world.  It is where we are called to feed the hungry, 

visit the sick, and any other actions to the betterment of an individual.  “Acts of Justice” 

are where we proclaim God’s righteousness in the world.  It is not enough for a disciple 

to minister to the needy, but to find out why they are needy and stand against it.  It calls 

for actions against those who are being unjust.
22

 

“Acts of Devotion” are the private spiritual disciplines including reading the 

scripture and praying.  These are where the individual personally encounters God.  “Acts 

of Worship” are our actions done as a community including corporate worship and the 

sacraments.  They affirm the church as valuable in the life of Christian discipleship and 

help us to build one another up in love.
23

 

As one can see, a United Methodist understanding of Discipleship is one of 

balance.  These are practices of the faith.  These are not simply steps that one takes on the 

journey to being a disciple.  They are being a disciple!  Being a disciple focuses on faith 

formation and its continual journey.  When persons take these steps and act on these 

practices, they are doing and being what Christ has called them to do.  Discipleship is a 

craft.  Like a bricklayer learning to brick a house, a disciple must participate in the 

behavior to become a better disciple.  Simple observing can and will not do!  To learn 

                                                 
21

 Manskar, “Opening Ourselves to Grace,” 10. 
22

 Watson, Forming Christian Disciples, 9. 
23

 Watson, Forming Christian Disciples, 9. 
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how to pray, a disciple must pray.
24

  Being a disciple is participating in the process of 

sanctification, where truly the only way to learn to be a disciple is to be a disciple, 

especially when it is difficult.   True discipleship involves costly grace.  “It is costly 

because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life.”
25

  

Discipleship is not a one time action, it is a continual process.  It involves one owning his 

or her faith by having major changes in one’s thoughts, feelings, and will.
26

  Now, the 

question must be, how can the United Methodist church make sure that true, costly, 

grace-filled discipleship happens. 

   Church’s Models of Discipleship 

With this understanding of a balanced and wholistic discipleship, one must first 

examine the ways that churches disciple their members.  Many churches operate under 

what I will term “common discipleship.”  Worship services provide the place for people 

to gather together, praise God, be taught God’s Word, and experience God.  Worship is 

central to a disciple’s life within the church.  Many churches also have “Sunday School” 

or other learning environments, where people learn about the Bible or apply Christian 

principles to life situations.  In addition to worship and Sunday school, many churches 

will have outreach and service opportunities and have times for fellowship gatherings.  

Many churches operate with this basic format for discipleship.  An “active member” can 

be seen as one who goes to church and Sunday School, while helping out with the 

outreach opportunities and participating in church fellowship opportunities.  These 

                                                 
24

 Stanley Hauerwas, “Discipleship as a Craft, Church as a Disciplined Community,” The 

Christian Century, 108 (October 2, 1991): 881-884. 
25

 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1965), 

47. 
26

 Sandra Higgins Matthaei, Making Disciples: Faith Formation in the Wesleyan Tradition, 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000), 21. 
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“active members” are doing everything their church expects of them for discipleship.  

However this by itself is not “costly discipleship,” but “common discipleship.” 

 Some churches unsatisfied with the “common discipleship” model have turned to 

small groups.  Robert Wuthnow edited a study that looked at fourteen different types of 

small groups across denominations, races, and sexes.
27

  A small group can meet a variety 

of ways and purposes, but generally they are people who have chosen to get together on a 

scheduled time to learn about an aspect of discipleship either through the Bible or other 

means of studying.  Some have done so with great success, notably Willow Creek 

Community Church where in 1995 they had over 1000 Small Group involving over 9000 

people.
28

  Many United Methodist churches have adopted the small group especially with 

Disciple Bible Study, a 34 week study where members go through most of the Bible and 

are taught the “marks of discipleship.”  This vastly successful ministry has had easily 

over a million people who have taken the study with most giving account of the 

transformation that occurred in their lives because of it. 

Small group churches have adopted the thought of “growing larger by growing 

smaller,” believing that discipleship happens in small groups as members are 

strengthened, educated, taught, and equipped for discipleship.  In addition, small groups 

are credited with fostering numerous relationships that have given people a greater sense 

of being in a community.  However, there are two concerns about this small group model 

as a wholistic approach to discipleship.  First, many small groups are limited in time.  

While some meet all year around, others may only have a group for 8 weeks or even a 

                                                 
27

 Robert Wuthnow, ed., I Come Away Stronger: How Small Groups are Shaping American 

Religion, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company), 1994. 
28

 David Hunsicker, “John Wesley: Father of Today’s Small Group Concept,” Wesleyan 

Theological Journal 31 (Spring 1996), 192. 
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couple years, but what about after those weeks and years.  How is the church discipling 

them?  The other concern is that they are focused on their time together.  Their 

fellowship, study, and interaction while they are together are what are seen as success.  

While this is great, it is not a wholistic model of discipleship.  Part of the genius of 

Wesley’s class meetings is they are not like our modern small groups with the focus on 

their meeting together in terms of discipleship but were specifically focused on their 

discipleship everywhere else.  It is with this model where disciples can work together to 

be Christians not just on Sunday or with their small group, but everyday and everywhere.     

The Early Methodist Societies 

 For John Wesley, a disciple lived a disciplined life.  It was through this discipline 

that he and others got the name “Methodist” while they were at Oxford University.  

Wesley wanted to provide a structure for discipleship in people’s everyday life.  So 

before one understands class meetings alone, one must understand Wesley’s larger 

system of the church, societies, classes, and bands.  

 Wesley grew up in the Anglican Church and actually never separated from that 

denomination.  Because of this Wesley’s societies were never meant as a replacement for 

the Church of England, but to add to its ministries.  He saw the relationship between 

ecclesiolae, little churches, and ecclesia, the church.  Ecclesia was the Church of England 

which had the tradition of the people. The Ecclesia had all the necessary components for 

faith.  It had the tradition, liturgy, etc., but people could not experience the vastness of the 

whole church, so Wesley found that people could meet that need in the ecclesiolae, the 

little church.  This is the need that Wesley saw his societies fitting into.
29

   

                                                 
29

 Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting,. 6. 
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 Wesley’s societies began in 1739 as a way to provide those who had responded to 

his preaching and have a place to work out their salvation.  These societies met weekly 

and liturgy and music played a part.  In addition, members were encouraged to speak 

openly with one another about matters of their faith.  It also provided some opportunities 

for discipleship including caring for the poor, providing for orphans, and setting up 

schools.  It was also in this setting that laity were empowered for leadership.
30

   

 The next group that Wesley set up came from his Moravian background was 

bands.  Bands were a small group of people of only about five to ten people.  Bands were 

separated by age, sex, and marital status.  They were intense meetings of deep intimacy.  

Prior to admittance in a band persons were asked some questions including, “Do you 

desire to be told of your faults?” and “Do you desire that every one of us should tell you, 

from time to time, whatsoever is in his heart concerning you?”
31

  Obviously, not your 

normal everyday “sharing” one might do!  There were some problems with these bands in 

the early Methodist societies.  Some members of the bands were still slipping back into 

their old lives.  Looking back, it is easy to see that many of the recent converts were not 

ready for this deep experience with their faith, but merely they needed to hold on to the 

little faith they had.  They lacked the language and understanding of the church to hold 

onto these ideals present in bands.
32

  Members of these bands followed the “General 

Rules” but were “to abstain from evil carefully, to maintain good works zealously, and to 

attend on all the ordinances of the church constantly.”
33

  The resistance to this deep level 

of commitment continued throughout Wesley’s lifetime, and bands became non-existent 

                                                 
30

 David Lowes Watson, Covenant Discipleship: Christian Formation through Mutual 

Accountability, (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2002.), 28. 
31

 Watson, Covenant Discipleship, 30.  
32

 Watson, Covenant Discipleship, 30-31. 
33

 Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meeting, 117.  
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shortly after Wesley died.
34

  Wesley knew the importance of these small group meetings 

for the deepening and widening of discipleship, but it was not until a debt arrived that 

class was in session. 

Early Methodist Class Meetings 

 As the Methodist societies continued to grow, a debt incurred for a building in 

Bristol.  Wesley had been paying the bill personally, but it was getting too much for him.  

Captain Foy, a gentleman in the society, proposed that each member should give a penny 

a week towards paying of the debt.  While some objected, Captain Foy replied that he 

would personally pay for ten to twelve members of the society if they could not pay 

individually.  They decided to separate the society into classes
35

 with one leader to collect 

the weekly contributions.
36

   

 As the leaders went to collect the penny, they noticed a need for pastoral 

oversight.  Because it became difficult to visit each member personally, a decision was 

made to have a weekly one hour class meeting. As the Methodist societies continued to 

grow larger, Wesley could not oversee the behavior of everyone in his own society or 

even neighborhood.  “This is the very thing we wanted. The Leaders are the persons who 

may not only receive the contributions, but also watch over the souls of their brethren."
37

  

This system was more effective for the poor and uneducated followers that had been 

converted and became part of the society. With the immediate success of this model, 

Wesley incorporated attending a class meeting as a requirement to be in any his societies.  

                                                 
34

 Lisa R. Withrow, “A Wesleyan View on “Making Disciples,” Journal of Theology(United 

Theological Seminary) 105 (Sum. 2001), 8. 
35

 The word class is a derivate of the Latin classis which means division. 
36

 Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meetings, 93. 
37

 John Wesley as quoted in Leonidas Rosser, Class Meetings: Embracing Their Origin, Nature, 

Obligation, and Benefits, (Richmond, VA: Published by the Author, 1855), 43.  
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The class meetings were different than bands.  Classes were for those seeking salvation, 

while bands were for those who have found it.  Classes were not separated by age, 

gender, or marital status, but were more geographically oriented.  Classes were larger 

than bands and classes were more leader-driven than bands. Classes were required for 

membership into a society, while bands were optional.  
38

  This requirement was central 

to the importance of a class meeting.  

 A typical class meeting would begin on the hour with a prayer and a hymn.  The 

class leader would then give an account on how he or she kept the “General Rules” and 

the state of their soul.  The leader would then ask the other members to give their account 

of the week.  The class leader and others would reproof, praise, or give advice according 

to the needs of the individuals.  After each person gives an account, they close with 

another hymn and a prayer.
39

  Essentially these meetings were not necessarily where 

discipleship happened; they were to make sure that discipleship happened.   

 Because participation in a class was required for membership in a society, the 

problem of disorderly or unfaithful members of a class needed to be addressed.  

Quarterly, every member of a class was examined by Wesley or one of his preachers to 

their following of the “General Rules” and participation in the class.  If one was not being 

faithful to the group, they simply would not be reissued a ticket, therefore providing for 

an inoffensive manner of not allowing someone in.
40

  Each class leader noted whether the 

                                                 
38

 M.J. Skinner, & Elmer Clark, “Class Meetings” in The Encyclopedia of World Methodism, vol. 

I, ed. Nolan B. Harmon (Nashville: The United Methodist Publishing House, 1974.), 519.   
39

 Watson, Covenant Discipleship, 49. 
40

 Someone who was not reissued a ticket often either left the society all together or were placed in 

a penitent band to help those who were struggling with their discipleship. 
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member of their class were “awakened,” searching for faith, “justified,” new birth, or 

“perfected in love,” become mature in their faith.
41

   

 One of the critical parts of the class meetings was the class leader.  The first 

leaders were selected by Wesley for this most important task.  Class leaders were to: 

 

1. To see each person in his class once a week at least, in order to inquire 

how their souls prosper; to advise, reprove, comfort, or exhort, as occasion 

may require; to receive what they are willing to give toward the relief of 

the poor.  

2. To meet the Minister and the Stewards of the society once a week; in 

order to inform the Minister of any that are sick, or of any that walk 

disorderly, and will not be reproved; to pay to the Stewards what they 

have received of their several classes in the week preceding; and to show 

their account of what each person has contributed.
42

 

 

 They were true leaders of the church.  Especially in the circuit rider era of 

Methodism, it was class leaders who were responsible for the pastoral care of the 

members.  The early class leaders were deeply concerned about the salvation of 

their class members and not just focused on trivial issues.
43

  People depended 

greatly on their leaders.  These class leaders were common people who might be a 

coal miner or a farmer.  It was not just a position.   It was a “calling,” where they 

                                                 
41

 Watson, Covenant Discipleship, 48,49. 
42

 Wesley. 
43

 David Lowes Watson, Class Leaders: Rediscovering a Tradition, (Nashville: Discipleship 

Resources, 1991), 34. 
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believed they had the spiritual gifts to be in this honored position.
44

  They led with 

authority and love in a vital role to their fellow disciples.   

 The class meeting met the basic need of discipleship for many people in Wesley’s 

societies.  They were for all people, not just the intelligent or the rich.  They were, as 

Wesley might have said it, for “plain” people.  One did not even have to be justified to 

participate in a class meeting; all they needed was a desire for salvation.  “It is therefore 

expected of all who continue therein, that they should continue to evidence their desire of 

salvation.”
45

  The class meeting was for behavioral change, while the band might have 

been more considered for a spiritual change.  The focus was on one’s actions in response 

to God’s grace.  It integrated a new way of life into an old life through the process of 

accountability in discipleship.
46

   

 There were some issues with the class meetings that eventually led to it dropping 

out of Methodism.  Some said that the meetings were boring and repetitious.  Others 

thought that the leaders were inadequate or that some people did not feel comfortable 

speaking in public.
47

  Some did not like the class meeting because there was no scripture 

for them, which Wesley replied, “There is no scripture against them.”
48

  Wesley also 

noted that his societies including the classes were similar to the apostolic church, as the 

early church meet in homes of believers.
49

  Some thought it took away their Christian 

liberty.  Other problems came about logistically.  One class increased in size to an 

                                                 
44

 Philip F. Hardt, “Lay Shepherds of the Flock: The Class Leader in Early New York City 

Methodism,” Methodist History 38 (January 2000), 105. 
45

 Wesley.  
46

 Watson, The Early Methodist Class Meetings,.132. 
47

 Henry D. Rack, “the Decline of the Class-Meeting and the Problem of Church-membership in 

Nineteenth-Century Wesleyanism,” Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 39 (1973-1974), 13. 
48

 John Wesley, quoted in Rosser, 201. 
49

 Hunsicker, 200. 
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average of 73 members.
50

  Also with the establishment of a more settled pastor, the need 

and desire for class leaders providing pastoral care lessened, which was a major area of 

conflict in the American Methodist church.    

 As the decades continued, class meetings eventually fell out of favor and in 1912 

the British Methodist church (following the American Methodist) abolished the attending 

of a class meeting as a requirement for membership.  George Whitefield, a great 

revivalist of Wesley’s day, and at times rival minister of Wesley said of the class 

meeting, “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.”
51

   

As the requirement for attendance in class meetings stopped, the Methodist church grew 

numerically, but Methodism lost some of its distinctiveness and became more like the 

culture and other churches around them.         

 Discipleship for Wesley was a communal one.  The class meeting provided for 

members in the society to truly love and trust one another.  It was a mutual experience to 

“carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”
52

  If one 

member of the class was struggling, the class would encourage and help correct.  If a 

member was growing in the love of God, he or she was praised.  The simplicity was part 

of the genius.  David Lowes Watson says it best: 

 

The significance of the class meeting is not to be found in its efficacy for 

Methodism as movement or church, nor yet in its impact on society as 

                                                 
50

 White, “The Decline of the Class Meeting,”209.   
51

 D. Michael Hendersen, John Wesley’s Class Meetings: A Model for Making Disciples, 

(Nappanee, IA: Francis Asbury Press, 1997), 40. 
52

 Galatians 6:12. 
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instrument or obstacle to reform.  It was a prudential means of grace 

whereby Christians in witness to the world could sustain one another in 

their distinctive tasks assigned by God at a particular time and place in 

human history.
53

  

Class Meetings Today 

 After the abolishment,
54

 class meetings were revived in the United Methodist 

Church at Perkins School of Theology
55

 in the 1970s and were adopted by the General 

Board of Discipleship of the United Methodist Church in 1984.
56

  David Lowes Watson 

was the leader of the revival and published many books to help to better understand 

Wesley’s class meetings, which led to the creation of Accountable Discipleship.  One of 

the goals has not been to duplicate the class meeting of Wesley’s time, but to tradition it 

to fit our culture without losing any of its original purpose.
57

  There are a couple of 

current models that use Wesley’s class meetings as a basis for discipleship.     

 “How is it with your soul?” is the question in focus of the manual on class 

meetings
58

 from Denise Springer, where accountable discipleship is seen to move people 

from membership to discipleship.
59

  Like the questions asked in early Methodism this is 

not your casual conversation question, but a true, caring, spiritual question.  It is not 
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meant to be an intrusive question, but a genuine one.
60

  In this manual, the group is led by 

a class leader who has been trained and commissioned, and he or she empowers and 

holds responsibility for the group.  In addition to the accountability, she stresses prayer 

and using a common devotion book entitled This Day.
61

  

 Today Accountable Discipleship
62

 under the General Board of Discipleship meets 

the same purpose of Wesley’s class meetings.  They are how “disciples of Christ live in 

God’s household.”
63

  They meet in a group of around seven for one hour with the purpose 

of holding one another to the group’s covenant.  Each group has a unique covenant that 

upholds the four parts of the General Rule of Discipleship: Acts of Compassion, Acts of 

Justice, Acts of Worship, and Acts of Devotion.
64

  Like the early Methodist class 

meetings, the members give an account for their discipleship in the past week upholding 

the group covenant.  The covenant is their agenda.
65

  It is a task-oriented meeting making 

sure that Discipleship happens.  There is no class leader in this model as leadership is 

rotated between members.      

 Dr. Grayson Lucky pastor of Nichols Hills United Methodist Church has two 

Accountable Discipleship meetings in its church with eight members in each.  His 

particular group meets Friday mornings at 7:00.  Dr. Lucky has organized Accountable 

Discipleship groups in his churches including nine groups at First United Methodist in 

Broken Arrow.  He believes in them personally because it lets him do what he always 
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wanted to do: “follow Jesus.”
66

  He also believes that these meetings bring into reality a 

consciousness of a life prompted and guided by the Holy Spirit.  When asked to give an 

example of Accountable Discipleship making a concrete difference in someone’s life, he 

told the story of a sheet metal worker who accounted that he had been prompted to be a 

man of one language.  When asked to define that, he stated that he talked one way at 

church, another at home, and another at work.  He was supposed to be a man of one 

language speaking the same way no matter the situation.  Dr. Lucky pointed out two 

things about that gentleman.  First, he had felt prompted by the Holy Spirit.  Secondly, at 

no time during their meetings had language been discussed, but because of the meetings, 

he was aware of the change his life needed. 

 While there are different forms of accountability discipleship groups available 

today, the groups heart are centered on Wesley’s goal of having the form and the power 

of Godliness.  These groups are meeting together, being accountable for their 

discipleship, and growing in their walk together.  Numerous individual lives have been 

changed, and many churches have been changed because of Accountable Discipleship.  

Truly, this calls people into not only a lifetime discipleship, but more importantly an 

understanding of the one day at a time discipleship that each Christian is truly called to.  

Unlike the small groups who might have a limited time frame, Accountable Discipleship 

never has an ending date.  

With the success of these groups, they are still a limited in their scope as David 

Lowes Watson sees that only about 15% of the average worship attendance is spiritually 

ready to take part in an Accountable Discipleship group,
67

 which is not close to the 
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original intent of the Class Meetings where every member is involved in a group.
68

  So if 

this is only reaching part of the membership, even successfully, then the church is not 

truly making disciples like it has been called to do.  There is an additional need in the 

form of the church to empower all members to be disciples.        

High Membership Expectations 

 Part of the uniqueness of the class meetings was that they were required for 

membership in the society.  It was during these times that Methodism might not have had 

its most numerical growth, but it had the distinction of being a spiritual movement.  With 

no class meeting requirements or even bold membership requirements, Methodism has 

lost its uniqueness and now the United Methodist Church has fallen into a mainstream 

church.  Instead of being a counter-cultural church, the church has become part of the 

culture.  Many individuals see it as another activity in their already busy lives.  “People 

have no desire to be a part of something that makes no difference that expects little.”
69

  It 

was noted earlier that in an average United Methodist congregation only 1/3 to ¼ of their 

membership is in attendance during Sunday morning worship, and if David Lowes 

Watson is correct only 15% of average worship attendees are spiritually ready for 

Accountable Discipleship, then actually only 5 to 7% of the average membership in a 

church is ready to participate in an Accountable Discipleship group.
70

  For many, 

membership is not directly related to discipleship. 

 Obviously members of United Methodist churches are not faithful to their 

membership vows of prayers, presence, gifts, and service.  Besides the lack of attendance 

                                                 
68

 These numbers are more similar in percentage to the band.   
69

 Thom S. Rainer, Surprising Insights From the Unchurched and Proven Ways to Reach Them, 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 2001), 111. 
70

 Watson, Forming Christian Disciples, 70. 



 22 

in worship that has been documented, gifts in the United Methodist church in the form of 

money is significantly less than the biblical minimum of a tithe.  The average giving is 

only 2.5%.  While it is more difficult to measure service, there is a strong struggle in 

many churches for volunteers.  One cannot measure the amount of prayer one is doing for 

the church, but with the other membership covenants being weakly held, it is reasonable 

that prayer is low as well.  Two reasons for this are that expectations in membership are 

not stressed initially in the joining of the church and that outside of the initial covenant of 

membership little accountability is done to make sure that people are doing these.    

 

“In short, church membership in North America does not manifest 

anything like the commitment Jesus called for in the New Testament, not 

least because our church leadership does not appear to require it.  By and 

large, new members are presented, not with the cost of Christian 

discipleship, but with the benefits-a direct inversion of the invitation 

which appears in the New Testament.”
71

 

  

 High expectation churches are around today and are striving not only 

spiritually, but also numerically.  One of the best examples of this church is Christ 

United Methodist Church in Ft. Lauderdale.  Rev. Dick Wills changed the culture 

of the church by his introduction of “Wesley Fellowship Groups,” his term for 

Wesley’s class meetings.  When each person joins that church, members are 

                                                 
71

 Watson, Forming Christian Disciples, 12. 



 23 

required to try a “Wesley Fellowship Group” for six weeks.
72

  98% of those who 

joined stayed in a “Wesley Fellowship Group.”  Their current weekly average is 

1600, while their membership is 2400, significantly greater than the average 

United Methodist church average. 

Other churches have adopted similar high expectations models.  Ginghamsburg 

United Methodist Church in addition to participating in a “Cell group,” there term for 

Wesley’s class meetings, require those who are becoming members to take a 12 week 

class and to submit to an interview process.
73

  They are one of the fastest growing United 

Methodist churches in the country.  The fastest growing United Methodist Church is 

Church of the Resurrection just outside of Kansas City, MO.  Rev. Adam Hamilton, 

Senior Pastor says that “attendance in a small group is a very good indicator of how 

effectively the church is discipling people.”
74

  Membership is not required to participate 

in the life of the church, and membership holds no privileges, only expectations.  Their 

expectations follow along with the traditional United Methodist expectations just more 

specific, to attend worship every week unless sick or out of town
75

, participate in at least 

one activity each year geared to help faith apart from worship, give time in service each 

year to some church ministry, and give faithfully with the goal of tithing.
76

    

Willow Creek Community Church is also a church that has high expectations for 

membership.  So high that only half of their over 17,000 worshiping attendance are 

members.  They have seminars that are highly suggested but not required for membership 
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as well as completing a membership manual that takes about 10 hours to become a 

member.  Every leader in the church is required to be a member, but not every member 

has to be a leader.
77

  But the most influential aspect of their membership is the yearly 

reaffirmation that is required of all members.  They check to see how people are doing in 

their discipleship and how they are planning on growing in the future.  They do that 

through a three-fold process of a self-assessment (done online), self-disclosure 

(discussing assessment with another member), and committing to the community.
78

  This 

is very similar to Wesley’s idea of class tickets.  If one is participating in the life of the 

community and growing in their discipleship then one can receive a ticket to continue as 

a member.  So even though Willow Creek is not a United Methodist church, there 

accountability in membership is consistent with Wesley’s intent.  

High expectation in membership was one of the cores of early Methodism and 

essential to the class meeting concept.  If you were a Methodist, you acted as a disciple.  

If you did not act as a disciple, you were not part of the society.  Few churches do that 

today.  Many are Methodist strictly by membership rolls only and not by commitment.  

But those churches that have high expectations for membership are right at the heart of 

Wesley’s class meetings.  Churches should have high expectations for membership up 

front, so that people understand that being a member has responsibility, and that they are 

entering into a covenant relationship with the church.  The stress for membership should 

be on both ends.  The church will provide for your discipleship opportunities, if an 

individual will put the effort to be a disciple.  Churches also should be specific on what a 

                                                 
77

 “Frequently Asked Questions about Membership,” Willow Creek Community Church,  

<http://www.willowcreek.org/membership.asp> 
78

 “Annual Re-affirmation of Members,” Willow Creek Community Church,  

<http://www.willowcreek.org/membership.asp> 



 25 

member does, like Wesley’s “General Rules” and our current “General Rule of 

Discipleship.”  Finally, churches should hold their members accountable for their 

covenant with the church on a continual basis by providing an annual personal evaluation 

of how the member upheld the covenant of membership, as well as the church should do 

an evaluation of how they upheld their covenantal vows of providing discipleship 

opportunities. 

Conclusion 

John Wesley’s class meeting system was a wonderful method of wholistic 

discipleship.  The classes provided a place for people to be disciples together; rejoicing 

when one rejoices, and crying when another cries.  They deepened the faith of the 

converts of Methodism, and provided early Methodism with uniqueness amongst 

churches.  Since the church has stopped requiring participation in class meetings, 

Methodism has lost some of its distinctiveness, but if the United Methodist Church can 

“tradition” the class meeting to our society today, the church can gain back its 

distinctiveness.   

Class meetings were spiritually effective because of their basic meeting format 

and their expectations for members.  The mutual accountability and sharing in love leads 

people to an understanding of community discipleship.  Because of the “General Rules” 

members knew how to be a disciple.  One danger is that this can be seen as “Works 

Righteousness,” so grace working on our lives must be stressed constantly.  If the acts of 

discipleship are focused without the grace of God, then we become like the church in 

Ephesus, “But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you had at first.  
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Remember then from what you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first.”
79

 

Today, the United Methodist Church must continue to use Accountable Discipleship to 

strengthen and deepen their members following the “General Rule of Discipleship,” but 

another step is needed to fulfill Wesley’s intent for class meetings.   

Membership must have high expectations and be accountable.  Across the 

denomination and even in specific United Methodist churches only 15% of the members 

are spiritually ready to participate in Accountable Discipleship, so the United Methodist 

church must increase the expectation for membership.  Each church should have its own 

high expectations that call people from membership to discipleship, while allowing for 

people to participate fully in the life of the church without being a member.  So that 

membership brings responsibility and not privilege.   The church should not fall into the 

danger of becoming an elitist society, but continue to be one that is open to all people.  In 

addition, membership should be held accountable annually keeping Wesley’s intent of the 

class tickets that he issued quarterly.
80

  In this manner, United Methodist churches can 

specifically aid one’s discipleship and provide best for the churches needs.  It also 

challenges members to be the best disciples they can be.  People do not want to be a part 

of something that is not deemed important.  With the high expectations in membership, 

people can realize how important discipleship truly is on people’s lives.   

Discipleship as Wesley intended it is serious.  It centers on people upholding their 

covenantal vows to their church and to one other.  The class meetings provided a core 
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place to share their faith development, and people to take the journey with them.  If the 

United Methodist Church wants to be a true discipleship church, then it must implement 

high, accountable expectations and provide Accountable Discipleship for its members. 
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Appendix A 

Covenant of Discipleship for Nichols Hills UMC 7:00 A.M. Accountable Discipleship  

 

Recognizing that Christ Jesus is the model for my discipleship, I will follow him and his 

teaching by practicing the following. 

 I will pray each day. 

 I will read and listen to the Scriptures daily. 

 I will participate in weekly corporate worship. 

 I will receive the sacrament of the Holy Communion each week. 

 I will be responsive to the promptings of the Holy Spirit to serve others. 

I will resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they may present 

themselves. 

I will strive for wholeness in body, soul, and mind. 

I hereby make my commitment, trusting in the grace of God to work in me that I might 

have strength to keep this covenant.   

 


