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Wesleyan Band Meetings and the Formation of College Leaders

Character formation, shared vision, and community formation characterize spiritual and
leadership formation. Inherent to the Methodist movement is leadership. John Wesley’s ability to
identify, train, and deploy lay leadership facilitated prolific growth for the movement by
developing intricate systems for Christian discipleship. As thousands of people joined the
Methodist movement, Wesley organized the people into Methodist Societies. Societies were
divided into class meetings, and class meetings into band meetings.}[1] Each level of
discipleship formation hinged upon quality leadership. Wesley employed itinerant preachers,
class-leaders, band-leaders, stewards, visitors to the sick, schoolmasters, and stewards of the
schools to propel the Methodist movement. Wesley empowered Christian leaders through
character formation, shared vision, and community formation.

The aim of the Christian life is sanctification. Wesley identified, trained, and deployed
leaders demonstrating the character of a Methodist. The Holy Spirit awakened thousands of
people to a shared vision — a holy life rooted in “scriptural holiness.” The marks of the shared
vision came as people gathered in communities to participate in the means of grace and grow in
Christlikeness. Wesley knew the holy life was unattainable apart from community, so those
sharing the vision were grouped into communities for spiritual formation. Wesley exhorted
Methodists in practices of personal formation through acts of piety and acts of mercy by
providing avenues for spiritual formation through accountability and support in small groups —
class meetings and band meetings.

At our school, the Lilly-funded High School Youth Theology Initiative (HSYTI) was
instructed to explicitly incorporate the theology and practices of our tradition, United

Methodism. In our work with young leaders, we began to wonder: If John Wesley used class



meetings to equip class leaders in the Wesleyan movement, how might the Wesleyan class

meeting prepare young adults for leadership?

Spiritual formation through Wesleyan Band Meetings

A significant contributor to the growth of Methodism is the intentionality John Wesley
invested in spiritual formation. Wesley established small groups with distinct roles and functions
— societies, class meetings, and band meetings. The small groups were formatted to cultivate
spiritual maturation in individual believers and Christian communities. Wesley implemented a
discipleship pathway with a clear scope and sequence that emphasized small groups based on
narratives.?[2] Wesley believed transformation was impossible apart from community.3[3] Thus,
Wesley organized people into small groups, significantly shaping the spread of the Methodist
movement and the retention of new Christians.*[4]

Spiritual formation often started with field preaching. In an attempt to expose the general
public to the salvific work of God in the world, Wesley endured public mockery and angry mobs
by preaching in public spaces twice a day to anyone willing to listen.’[5] Field preaching
introduced and invited people to enter into a life with God. Wesley only preached where a
Methodist society existed because he knew the importance of community in faith formation.
Members of Methodist societies attended Wesley’s public preaching “to discern those who were
touched by the message and invite them to a society meeting”.°[6] Members of the society
meeting met “to pray together, to receive the word of exhortation, and to watch over one another
in love, that they may help each other work out their salvation.”’[7] Once identified by a society
member, probationary members participated in a society to determine long-term membership.
Societies upheld and maintained the General Rules — do no harm, do good, and attend to the

ordinances of God.8[8]



Once a person joined a society, the “local society was divided into ‘classes’ or
neighborhood groups of about a dozen people, each with a leader (layperson) who was
responsible for nurturing the spiritual well-being of the members.”°[9] The role of the class
meeting was to help those new to the faith to grow and learn how to practice the Christian
faith.1°[10]. Classes were organized by geographical location and held three primary roles in the
lives of the members. The class meeting kept members accountable for keeping and maintaining
the “General Rules,” offering aid to the poor, and answering the question, “How is it with your
soul?’11[11] These mixed gendered groups met weekly and were led by a designated class
leader.*2[12] The focus of the class meeting was not a Bible study or a transmission of
information, rather it was aimed at helping people know and serve Jesus.*3[13] Within the class
meeting, the weekly accountability provided space to identify when a member was moving
toward or away from God.'*[14]

Band meetings were for those serious about Christian living; not every person in the
society joined the band meeting.t°[15] Unlike the society or class meetings, the band meeting
was voluntary. They were divided by gender, age, and marital status.*®[16] Most bands were
composed of the spiritually mature, although some “penitential bands” existed for a small group
of backsliders to find encouragement and restoration.’[17] The structure of the band revolved
around confession of sin. “They named the places of deeper brokenness, where they found that
sin was in control of them and they were, in their own striving powerless over it.”*8[18]

The bands were designed to be “little families of love,” where people could expose places
of sin, to be fully known by another, and experience God’s goodness and love through the
restorative work of the community.'°[19] Wesley instituted the following questions to structure

the band meeting:



What known sins have you committed since our last meeting?

What temptation have you met with?

How were you delivered?

What have you thought, said, or done of which you doubt whether it be sin or not?
Have you nothing you desire to keep secret? 2°[20]

oL E

By answering these questions in a trustworthy community, testimonies of transformation
emerged as the band meeting provided a place for individuals to examine their lives through the
lens of Scripture and seek to live holy lives.?*[21] The structure supported and encouraged
spiritual maturation by providing opportunities for forming disciples to find freedom from the
bondage of sin and shame.?’[22]
The ultimate aim of the Christian life, for Wesley, existed in communion with God as
John 15 describes. Wesley understood the byproduct of abiding in Christ to be holiness of heart
and life. John and Charles “knew that holy people were truly happy people.”?3[23] Wesley knew
true transformation required self-examination, accountability, community, and divine
intervention. The structure of the band meeting provided these necessary components for
transformation.
The emphasis of communion as holiness is on ‘partaking of the divine nature,” or the
participation of God'’s life in us. It is a life of ‘mortification’ in which our attachment to
worldly ends is cut off and sinful desires are reordered by holy love; a life of hungering
and thirsting after the healing power of the indwelling Spirit; a life of being perfected in
love toward God and neighbor, which is the renewal of heart and life in the likeness of
Christ. Holiness is marked by a purity of heart in which worldly affections are replaced
by godly virtues; a singularity of intention that aims at pleasing God in all things; and a
constancy of obedience that is devoted to the glory of God in loving service of
others.?*[24]
Wesley and the early Methodists embodied communion with God and holiness of heart
and life through the band meeting, which required a personal and communal commitment to

growth. Wesley urged pastors to maintain bands as a key component of the societies because he

was convinced the mission of Methodism could not exist apart from band meetings. % [25]



Leadership formation

One can recognize a combination of shaping the inner core of the leader who then acts as
a leader in relationship with the community in the sixth century writings of St. Benedict, in John
Wesley’s writings, and in the thoughts of contemporary leadership scholars. The importance of
character, shared vision, and community are present in the historical pathways of spiritual
formation?®[26] as well as in leader formation. According to some, Benedict was “the first
modern leadership thinker.”?’[27] Many leadership scholars today would recognize the makings
of a good leadership system in Wesley’s character development through small group
accountability, with its distribution of believers with a common vision to build a movement, all
the while being lived out in community.

Kouzes and Posner articulate the elements of character in terms of credibility and
integrity as being foundational to exemplary leadership. The followers are the ones who bear
witness to the leader character as they share in the leader-followers’ relationship. “Being
forward-looking—envisioning exciting possibilities and enlisting others in a shared view of the
future—is the attribute that most distinguishes leaders from nonleaders,””?[28] Kouzes and
Posner distinguished these roles.

Robert Greenleaf articulates the concepts of character, shared vision, and community:
“...any human service where he who is served should be loved in the process, requires
community, a face-to-face group in which the liability of each for the other and all for one is
unlimited, or as close to it as it is possible to get. Trust and respect are highest in this
circumstance and an accepted ethic that gives strength to all is reinforced. Where there is not
community, trust, respect, ethical behavior are difficult for the young to learn and the old to

maintain. ...”?°[29]



An analysis of the work of leadership scholars®® [30] who embrace transforming
leadership describes a leader who can develop relationships, nurture growth and change, inspire
a vision, use influential communication, provide authenticity, and foster collaboration. These
outward behaviors are expressed by individuals in ways authentic to their persons. The shaping
of the individual towards these behaviors is salient to this study. The essence of leadership
development is building one’s capacity for: self-awareness, self-confidence, taking a broad
systemic view, working effectively in social systems, thinking creatively, and learning from
experience.®[31]

There are those who might put little stock in efforts to shape a person’s leadership
capacity. “Many dismiss the subject with the confident assertion that ‘leaders are born not made.’
Nonsense! Most of what leaders have that enables them to lead is learned. Leadership is not a
mysterious activity. It is possible to describe the tasks that leaders perform.”®2[32] History
teaches us that leaders have always been shaped, whether by a private tutor as he or she was
groomed for the throne, or by advancing through the ranks of the military, or under the
mentoring presence of a church youth leader, maybe by a teacher who identifies a child as a class
influencer, or just by the school of hard knocks. A person is born with a combination of traits
unique to him or her; a person is shaped through a variety of influences throughout the
individual’s life span.

It is interesting to note the nature of common experiences persons identify in their lives
as shaping and critical in terms of their development. How these turning points are experienced
is as different as the individual; that they do occur is what we as people have in common. Work
experiences, family and childhood experiences, mentor relationships, critical points of

experience, transcendent experiences, cross-cultural experiences, education, sense of self



confidence, and recognition of leader potential by another have all been shown to influence the
path of leadership formation in persons young and old.**[33] The formative power of these
shaping influences seems to multiply with the person’s use of reflection, application, and transfer
to leader opportunities.® [34]

The Leadership Identity Development Model (LID) provides a framework for describing
young persons’ sense of self as leader they move through awareness, exploration, and
engagement, to self-proclaiming the leader identity. The stages of development include periods
of transitions to different stages which are marked by high reflection as opposed to doing.*[35]
The inner work of character development is a part of the preparation needed for leaders. Leaders
who desire interaction with followers for the purpose of mutually desired positive change must
do the inner work required. Without this inner work on the part of the leader, transforming
leadership cannot occur.®*[36] “Environmental factors, such as strong group membership,
learning about leadership, and the presence of mentors, were important influences in facilitating
movement through transitions to adoption of the new stage.”*'[37]

For those of us who seek to strengthen young leaders, we can draw inspiration from the
long-ago wisdom of St. Benedict who sought to provide structure to the growth and development
of the monk’s character, under the shared vision of the Rule, all within the monastic community.
“It is possible for the abbot to arrange conditions where all monks flourish.”*®[38] Yes, we as
leadership educators think it is. “Context is recognized as an inherent factor in most leader
development initiatives. As we know, leaders and leadership develop through experience and
learning, which often takes place in the ‘real world’ rather than a laboratory.””**[39] Will the
context of the band meeting provide a “real world” leadership development experience for the

guides?



Contextual description for Wesleyan Band Meeting as leader preparation

The Youth Academy is a week-long High School Youth Theology Initiative funded by
the Lilly Foundation. College students are guides (i.e. camp counselors). These guides apply in
the fall, are selected by staff, and participate in weekly band meetings during the spring semester
prior to the youth academy. Band meetings are supervised by an ordained United Methodist
elder. For the guides, their weekly band meeting is a hybrid format of Wesley’s class and band
meeting — guides answer the band meeting questions in a mix-gendered group with six youth and
a band meeting leader. Guides are paid $300.

Guides are responsible for the daily needs of the youth, who are rising high school juniors
and seniors nominated by local church leaders. The rhythms of the week move around studying,
playing, and praying modeled after monastic communities and rooted in Wesleyan theology.
During breakfast, the youth gather in Wesleyan Class Meetings of 4-5 mixed-gendered youth
with covenant pastors serving as class meeting leaders (college alums). Then, Trail 1 (first year
attendees) attend 101 and Trail 2 (second year attendees) attend 201. The 101 group focuses on
Wesley’s teachings on prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying grace, and the means of grace. The
201group focuses on Christian vocation. After 101 and 201, youth use contemplative prayer
practices for morning devotions and then attend elective courses in Church History, Biblical
Studies, Practical Theology, Christian Theology, or Worship. Next, youth attend noonday prayer,
which is a corporate time of prayer followed by lunch and an hour of rest. On Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday afternoons, choice time includes visiting a local coffee shop, playing
sports, laying in hammocks, or participating in creative arts (i.e. pottery, painting, music, etc.).
On Tuesday, youth participate in a poverty simulation — Trail 1 roleplays a family member in

poverty, Trail 2 roleplays as vendors. Thursday afternoon is spiritual discernment. Evenings
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include corporate worship and band meetings. Trail 1 bands are assigned groups of three same-
gendered youth led by a guide, and Trail 2 bands are self-selected groups of three to five same-
gendered youth in peer-led bands with a Covenant Pastor supervising all Trail 2 youth. Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday evenings are filled with fun community events including a kickball
tournament, a Christmas in July party, and a variety show. Tuesday and Thursday evening the
community enters the Grand Silence from the end of worship until breakfast the next morning.

During the week of the Youth Academy, guides participate in a class meeting at breakfast
led by the same ordained United Methodist elder who led them the prior spring. Guides wake
youth and escort them to all activities. During worship, guides give testimony, preach, serve
communion, sing, and serve as liturgists. During choice time, guides and Covenant Pastors lead
choice time and rotate breaks.

Guides lead the band meetings. The first half of the band meeting focuses on questions
related to vocational discernment, which are later addressed in Thursday’s group spiritual
discernment. The second half of the band meeting focuses on a modification of Wesley’s
historical band meeting questions. The band answers the following:

1. How did you practice the spiritual disciplines? Did you attend worship, receive
communion, pray, study the Bible, fast, etc.?

When did you feel closest to Christ?
When did you hear and respond to God’s voice?

When did you ignore God?
What is your plan for tomorrow?

arwn

The expectation is that guides establish guidelines for sharing, monitor time, and care for

the spiritual well-being of the youth in the same way they were led in their own band experience.
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Methodology
The focus of this study was to identify what is happening in intentional community to

shape the inner disposition of young leaders. The researchers used a purposeful intensity
sampling strategy.*°[40] Six young adults involved in intentional community in the form of a
Wesleyan Band Meeting were invited to participate. Through surveys, interviews, and reflection,
data was collected towards the goal of finding themes and patterns among the six information-
rich cases. The guiding research question was:

How did the Wesleyan Band Meeting shape the inner disposition of participants in

preparation to serve as leaders?

Proposition 1: Participants will be able to reflect on aspects of the Wesleyan Band

experience that helped them mature as Christians. We would expect to hear about

opportunities to expose places of sin, to be fully known by another, and experience

God’s goodness and love through the restorative work of the community from their

band experience.

Proposition 2: Participants will be able to reflect on moments in their lives that have

influenced the way they are leading as a Guide. We would expect them to name work

experiences, family and childhood experiences, mentor relationships, critical points of

experience, transcendent experiences, cross-cultural experiences, education, sense of

self confidence, and recognition of leader potential by another as ways they have been

prepared to lead.

Proposition 3: Participants will be able to reflect on connections between spiritual

formation and leadership formation in the context of the band meeting as preparation
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for the guide. We would expect to hear about how their spiritual maturation from the
band meeting informed their leader experience as a guide.
Research Design

The research method chosen was a qualitative design. Qualitative methods provide
descriptive data which brings insight to the questions that are pertinent to this study. The study’s
focus is on the process of Christian spiritual and leadership formation and the connections
between the two. The study does not attend to the individual outcomes of the formation
experience. The primary purpose is the desire to understand how young adults describe their
formational journeys and to explore the conceptual connections they are making between the
spiritual formation journey and leadership formation journey. The study involves data collection
through survey self-report and in-person interviews.*[41] Cross-case analysis, which has at its
focus the pattern across cases as opposed to the distinctiveness of the individual case, will be
used.*?[42]

Spiritual formation that resulted from Wesleyan Band Meetings can be gleaned from
testimonies of those who were experiencing the meetings.*3[43] In a similar vein of knowing,
Wesleyan Band Meeting participants will be asked to reflect on their spiritual formation through
the band meeting experience. Precedence for the use of qualitative case study design to research
the leadership development experiment of leaders is found in a variety of studies.**[44] These
studies also support the use of cross-case analysis among like cases.

Selection of Participants

Individual persons were chosen as the unit of analysis for the study. The researchers

invited six young adults who were participating in a semester-long Wesleyan Band Meeting as

preparation for a youth academy guide role. The strategy for invitation is one that follows the
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design of intensity sampling. “An intensity sample consists of information-rich cases that
manifest the phenomenon of interest intensely (but not extremely)...Using the logic of intensity
sampling, one seeks excellent or rich examples of the phenomenon of interest, but not unusual
cases.”*°[45]

The six young adults invited agreed to participate. All six completed the informed
consent, the written demographic survey, and the in-person interview. Four were female and the
other two were male. All were between the ages of 18-24, all had served in the same guide
leadership role the previous summer, all attended Kisker’s lecture on band meetings and received
a copy of The Band Meeting by Kisker and Watson during their first year as a guide at the youth
academy, all agreed to repeat as a guide leader, all were part of a Wesleyan Band Meeting for the
spring semester that preceded the youth academy leadership position, all were serving in the
guide leadership role during the data collection. All are in process of completing either an

undergraduate or master’s degree.

Protection of Human Subjects
Every attempt was made to protect confidentiality of the participants. The researchers
both work at an accredited four-year institution of higher education. The institution’s Human and

Animal Subjects Research committee approved the research procedures.

Data Collection Procedures

During the leader orientation period for the youth academy, the participants were sent an
email survey. They printed the survey and turned in the responses to the researcher the same day.
Later during the youth academy week, the participants met with the researcher in a private area

free from distractions. The in-person interviews lasted thirty minutes each. The researcher audio-



recorded the interview and took notes as the person spoke. The interview was designed in a
standard open-ended format.*6[46] A strength of this data collection procedure for cross-case
analysis is that when the same questions are asked in the same order it increases the

comparability of the responses.*’[47] Finally, the audio interviews were transcribed by a third

party.

Data Analysis

The data sets were searched to confirm or deny the three propositions. The researchers
also identified three sensitizing concepts based on the literature related to spiritual formation in
Wesleyan Band Meetings and leadership formation in young adulthood. We looked for
connections in the frameworks of each formational schema. The identified concepts were
character, shared vision, and community. The data sets were combed for descriptive moments
that fit the identified concepts. The researchers allowed for the emergence of a concept not

previously identified to be recognized as a theme and included as a sensitizing concept.

14
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Results
Proposition 1: Participants will be able to reflect on aspects of the Wesleyan band experience
that helped them mature as Christians. We would expect to hear about opportunities to expose
places of sin, to be fully known by another, and experience God’s goodness and love through the
restorative work of the community from their band experience. Out of 18 possible points of
reflection, participants referenced sin, accountability, and community 12 times. Illlustrative of
these points of reflection were comments such as:

Sin
“It has made me reflect more and be more mindful of the questions I ask and the actions |

take.”

“It is a bit embarrassing for me to come back the next week and say that I didn’t do what

| said |1 would do, I like walking the talk and the [band] meeting is a great platform for

that in my spiritual life.”

“I was a part of a band meeting during the school and it revolutionized my personal fight

against sin and shame and I think I made some serious strides in regards to the two.”
Accountability

“I like the accountability.”

“The [band] meeting kept me accountable of my spiritual disciplines.”

“It has also brought me to a place where | seek out a group for accountability so that

others and myself can experience a new form of God’s presence and voice in our lives.”
Community

“I think it is absolutely true, having a support system that encourages the Christian life

and has God as the center of all we do and talk is encouraging.”
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“It built a good community of people I could rely on and I think that allowed me to dive
deeper with having trustworthy people along the way.”
“I believe community is important. I believe this is Wesley’s vision for these groups and I

have always agreed with his understanding of Christian Community.”

Proposition 2: Participants will be able to reflect on moments in their lives that have influenced
the way they are leading as a guide. We would expect them to name work experiences, family
and childhood experiences, mentor relationships, critical points of experience, transcendent
experiences, cross-cultural experiences, education, sense of self-confidence, and recognition of
leader potential by another as ways they have been prepared to lead. Out of 24 possible points of
reflection, participants referenced work and childhood experiences, mentor relationships,
education, and recognition of leader potential by another 20 times. Illustrative of these points of
reflection were comments such as:
Work and childhood experiences
“...Ialways went to church....my mom who was a teacher at the Sunday School and
teaching the children and everything, she would always attend to their needs, even if it
wasn’t like the most fair for everyone, ... she was very watchful of what kids needed, um
special treatment because they weren’t treated well at their house, at their home. So that
kind of like today has stuck with me and being very watchful on who needs, um more
attention or who needs just different things because they’re different...”
“...I'would say in elementary school I was bullied a lot, and so as I leader I look for and I
look out for those in those situations and | try to kind of shelter them a little bit, but not
so much, because that experience has helped me become a better leader...and so I don’t

want to take it away.”
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“When | was on the shepherd team, ... we were so small, and | hated that we were
dubbed the small group, that really made me mad. And so I was like, yes, we’re small,
but we’re gonna do good things. And we did.”

Mentor relationships
“...she listens. She asks questions and maybe even introduces possibilities...I think it’s
more helpful for a person to have a leader like that because once they’re by themselves.
That’s a practice you can do after, after your leader has gone through it with you several
times...”
“...they care for you as a person....I always thought of, not myself, but of soccer players
as kind of like an extra number, you know, you’re pretty replaceable at any time and they
just care for you because of you....obviously soccer was important, but it was not all they
thought about when they saw you.”

Education
“...I’ve taken a couple leadership classes and so learning about different forms of
leaders...but also in other classes where we had to lead a section...so I got to take the
lead on a section, and I got to do all the planning for it.”
“...started having student council be a class and it was a leadership class...we did
different leadership development things...then also going to student council camp.”
“Education [has prepared me to lead]...attending classes.”

Recognition of leader potential by another
“...there were these guys that were doing everything that I would do...at the time, I just
thought it was, I didn’t get why they were doing, and then I did something bad...and they

did it too, and we all got in trouble, and my first grade teacher pulled me aside and said,
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‘you have influence over these people. They’re doing what you do because they look up
to you.””

“I[She] wasn’t ever actually my teacher...from a young age, she kind of noticed my gifts
in working with individuals who are different than me and would invite me to come
down to their class when | was done...with my work for the day, or she would pair me
with students to do different activities”.

“Every time I’ve been given a leadership role, I’ve been offered it, and it was something

299

like, ‘hey, we think you have these skills.

Proposition 3: Participants will be able to reflect on connections between spiritual formation and
leadership formation in the context of the Band meeting as preparation for the guide. We would
expect to hear about how their spiritual maturation from the band meeting informed their leader
experience as a guide. Out of 12 possible points of reflection, participants connected their band

meeting experience with their guide leadership role zero times.

Sensitizing Concepts
Character
The researchers found the following comments illustrative of the participants’ awareness
of character formation:
“One of my leaders has modeled how to, how to give advice to me without giving—
what’s the word without, um, without just feeding me the answer to my question, if that
makes sense.”
“Last year, | remember | was always thinking ‘how can | help these people?’ How can |
set them up with this program? Can | make this? Can I direct them where to go to call it?

It was all about ‘what’s the end results that I can get them to, to feel like I’ve fixed
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them?” Where this, this summer, I think because of my experience this summer where |
realized that what a lot of people just want is to have someone that they feel is truly
invested in them and not just trying to solve their problems, but wants to have a relation
is that...I really felt like last night when we did our first meeting as a group, I just was
more listening and really trying to get to know them and form a relationship above what
could I do, you know?”

“My band, the three girls I have in my band, I can tell that they are watching to do what |
do and paying attention. So that makes me realize, oh, I’'m a leader, I cannot goof around
anymore.”

“I feel like I gained respect by my actions, not by my words as my-- | want people to see
what I’m doing. So I think my actions are the first thing. And then beyond that, | think
that relationship is really, at least going forward how I, and even the summer | was
intentional about just getting to know people.”

“So we lead band meetings, and that’s probably the most hands-on time | have with the
Disciples. And so during that, I get to use the skills and the gifts that I’ve acquired and
the knowledge that I’ve acquired from school and everything and share that with them. I
don’t want to push anything because I know these are very hard topics to talk about at
times. And so kind of letting them like push the conversation. So not taking a hard
leadership role, because they need to grow into this, it takes a little bit of time to be
comfortable to answer some of the questions. And so | kind of just inserted myself into
the group, not as much as a leader, but kind of just like guiding, but not hard
guidance...Well, it’s not like super structured. It’s not like, ‘Well this is what we’re

going to do, oh, we only have five minutes to do this,” you know? Just like, just like
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letting them kind of control how it works...they’ve sat through lessons all day. I don’t

need to be another one of those. And so letting them just kind of reflect on the day and

kind of talk about it, I think is something that -- there’s a balance there that you have to
find. And since there are places that need to have that hard structure that this is a place
where I can kind of let them have a little looser environment.”

Descriptors of the guides by the youth attending the academy: She was so welcoming,
easy to be friends with, understanding, fun, she was a great listener, her honesty, she listened,
gave inspiring input, really fun, his honesty and passion, understanding, he was obviously
interested in getting to know us well and good at knowing when to listen or when to share, if we
didn’t know how to answer something he didn’t try to push it out of us, in tune to us, kind, made
sure everyone was accounted for, welcoming, intent listening, apparent dedication to the group,
compassionate, listened, communicate with all of us, she listened and gave feedback to me, she
dropped her rest time to come help me, she went to her house and got me Tums when my

stomach was upset, she was so fun and helpful.

Shared Vision
The researchers did not find participant comments that were illustrative of an

understanding or experience of shared vision.

Community

The researchers found the following comments illustrative of the participants’ awareness
of the sense of formation taking place in community.

“...he was happy to do it and he really enjoyed it and we really enjoyed it. And he used

his gifts where it was enjoyable for him but also enjoyable for us, and we grew together
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and I think that’s something that I value in leaders is, hey, we can do this together and we
can get better together and grow alongside of each other.”

“...as a leader, I’'m only as good as the people that are helping. So they need to bring me
up and I need to bring them up; it’s a team effort.”

“[The band meeting] grows the relationship we have with each other”

“I think we have misconstrued the understanding of Christian fellowship. When we talk
about Christian fellowship and Christian friendship it’s not just being in community with
other Christians, it means having the hard conversations with other Christians, the
conversations where we talk about how we are doing, what we need, etc. and | think our
class meeting helped fill this void which has proved very important to me and my
Christian discipleship.”

“He was obviously interested in getting to know us well and good at knowing when to

listen or when to share.”



22

Discussion

The guiding research question was “How did the Wesleyan Band Meeting shape the inner
disposition of participants in preparation to serve as leaders?” By their own accounts students
have been shaped spiritually in the band meetings and they have been shaped as leaders in their
lives. Some identify as leaders; some are not sure. Followers’ accounts show evidence of their
spiritual influence on their leader behavior most strongly in the area of leader as listener and
leader in relationship with followers.

Kisker and Watson say, “...the band meeting was the most reliable path to growth and
maturity in the Christian life.”*3[48] Based on the historical records of the band meetings and its
transformative role in the lives of early Methodists, we anticipated character formation marks
such as: “to confess sin,”*°[49] “pray for one another’s healing,”*°[50] “ongoing love and
unity,”®1[51] “growth in holiness,®?[52] “place to be fully known and loved,”%%[53] “deep
change’®*[54] to emerge in the research. Every guide reported an increased awareness of God’s
presence due to the weekly band meeting. However, zero guides used any of the words or
phrases Kisker and Watson describe as an outcome of band meetings. One guide correlated a
positive change in behavior with a band meeting. He said, “I was a part of a band meeting during
the school and it revolutionized my personal fight against sin and shame and | think | made some
serious strides in regards to the two.” While these words or phrases may not be normative in
other circles of young people, these words are normative from the Christian leaders in our
community. Beyond this, most guides are cradle Methodists, every guide participates in
intentional spiritual formation communities on campus, and 50% of the guides are Religion and

Philosophy majors. Guides did not identify the band meeting as a place of character formation,
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sanctification, transformation, healing, or love. The guides did not indicate an increased appetite
for God’s presence, an increase in spiritual practices such as prayer or scripture, nor did the
guides arrive at a shared vision or identify community formation from this experience. In the
Wesleyan movement testimonies and personal narratives provided a metric for gauging
transformation.>*[55] Testimonies continue to provide one of the only metrics for assessing
transformation in inner disposition. Based on the guides’ self-reporting it is hard to get a sense of
how formational the band meeting was for the guides.

Guides are not connecting the conceptual dots between spiritual formation and leadership
formation. They are not connecting the experiential dots between their own band meeting and
their experience as a guide. Those who are arranging the conditions for the shaping of Christian
leaders must take into account the power of refection. “Reflection gives [students] an
understanding of the meaning and impact of their efforts to develop their leadership potential.
Without reflection, [students] do not integrate what they experience.”*®[56] Lack of integration
proved to be true for the participants of this study. The beauty of leadership development is that
it is stronger as a learning experience when integrated into a real-life situation that requires
leadership. The youth academy with guides was such a real-life situation. What appears to have
been missing is intentional and structured reflection related to leader preparation during the band
meeting or in addition to the band meeting and/or the assumption that the band meeting with the
spiritual formation questions was fulfilling this role. For the band meeting to be a formative
power of leader shaping influences the use of reflection, application, and transfer to leader

opportunities needs to be explicit.
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Conclusion

This exploratory investigation into the experience of the band as leader preparation leaves
us with little to draw from in terms of how a well-documented transformative spiritual
experience translates into leader preparation. The voices in the study were silent on the matter. It
begs the question as to why those who educate persons for leadership in the church might rely on
building a person’s theological knowledge and forming them spiritually as preparation sufficient
for ministry leadership? Without explicit leadership development, it is possible that the power of
these shared shaping moments in persons’ lives are being lost to the church. Have we come to
believe spiritual maturity equates to strong leadership? The witness of mature athletes, educators,
actors, business wizards who cannot translate their content expertise into coaches, principals,
directors, and CEOs is common knowledge. Maturity or excellence or expertise in one area does
not mean maturity or excellence or expertise in another area. Most leadership scholars write
about the character development which is so embedded in Wesley’s band experience as the
foundation from which people lead. Based on the foundation of moral character, the work of
leadership development begins.

In conclusion, we are left with more questions than answers. We still assert character
formation, shared vision, and community formation provide categories for exploring the
intersection between spiritual formation and leadership formation. First, we have questions about
preparation for leadership in ministry: Does spiritual formation or theological education prepare
a person for leadership in ministry? How might the band provide space to integrate reflections on
spiritual growth and leadership formation? Does the act of sharing a testimony in the band

meeting provide a specific character formation experience? And, does the act of sharing
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testimony form leaders in ministry? Next, we have questions related to the metric for assessing
character formation, shared vision, and community formation. In the future, we believe
interviewing the band meeting leader may provide further evidence for the spiritual maturation
occurring in the band meeting. Possibly in the confidentiality of the sacred community the guides
bore witness to some of the decreasing power of sin in their lives, growing love for each other,
and personal and communal transformation — the leader could provide reflections and
observations related to this. The next questions are related to the specifics of character formation.
The guides reported the band meeting to be a place of reflection and increased awareness of
God’s presence, but not a place of healing from sin. We wonder, how do young people
understand the effect of sin on one’s character formation and the effects of character formation
on their ability to lead? Finally, if many of the forces that shape a person are universal between
spiritual formation and leadership formation, and if reflection on these shaping influences is the
transitional piece, how do we who want to prepare leaders for ministry provide this opportunity?
And/or is it being provided? The band meeting seems to be the reflection piece for spiritual

formation; where is the reflection piece or place for leaders in ministry?
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