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RECONCEPTUALIZING 
LEADERSHIP EDUCATION

I still remember the phone call in 1992 that became the catalyst for my

work in leadership development. The caller was Bruce Johnston, the

executive leader of a multi-state conference of the Seventh-day

Adventist (SDA) denomination in the Northwest of the United States.

He had just returned from Russia, where he had led a team in support

of local churches reaching out to their communities. Russia and other

formerly communist countries in Europe had become an unprecedented

opportunity for the Gospel in the wake of the fall of communism. This

openness to the Gospel had some unintended consequences. There

were simply not enough pastors and church leaders to take over all the

newly planted churches. 

Johnston, who had studied with Donald McGavran and Ralph

Winter at Fuller Seminary, knew that the lack of dependable leaders 

in the new churches would make their efforts unsustainable if not

addressed quickly. His plea was clear: Let•s recruit faithful members

and train them to serve as leaders of small groups. Then let•s help 

them grow into leaders of ministries and churches. In other words, 

let•s equip new members to become pastors while leading. It was an

exciting proposal for a field-based program of leadership development.

But could it be done effectively?

The idea of extending training to church leaders in the field 

without extracting them from the context of their ministry was not 
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the world (Kinsler, 1978; Snook, 1992). One prominent educator who

greatly influenced the spread of this movement was Ted Ward, a profes-

sor of education at the University of Michigan (Ward & Ward, 1970). 

What made the concept so powerful was the idea to offer to existing

leaders non-formal training that in some instances could also count

toward a formal degree in pastoral leadership. Students received con-

ceptual, attitude-shaping, and skill-building instruction (input) while

immediately practicing their learning in their ministry context (in-

ministry experience). They also received mentoring in the development

of the spiritual life (spiritual formation) (Holland, 1978). When they 

met with their instructor they engaged in •dynamic reflection,Ž the

interactive thinking process which helps learners to make insightful

connections between the three learning components of the program

(Clinton, 1984). 

This approach combined elements of experiential learning (see

Kolb, 1984) with programmed instruction to educate church leaders.

While reaching thousands of leaders in developing countries, it ulti-

mately struggled to gain acceptance in academic circles. There were

several factors that ultimately led to its near-disappearance: inadequate

self-study materials for programmed instruction, students who did not

complete their assignments, a lack of teachers trained in the use of pro-

grammed learning materials, a lack of culturally appropriate materials

and textbooks prepared by nationals, crosscultural tensions between

students and teachers, a lack of theological preparation on the part of

teachers, the extended time necessary to graduate, and the high sub-

sidy necessary to maintain the program (Mulholland, 1976). 

Faced with the overwhelmingly positive response in Russia,

Johnston had started to talk to Edgar Elliston, an expert in leadership

development at  g-1.-
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