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A recent conversation made 
me aware of two seemingly 
prevalent questions which 
made me squirm. The first 
question was “I know I’m called 
to be a pastor, but how do I 
know whether I’m called to 
be a Methodist Pastor?” while 
the other was “When did your 
aspiration to be a pastor come 
into being?”

BY Rev Alex Chew

Both questions made me squirm because 
there were so many assumptions and 
presuppositions embedded in them that 
were philosophically problematic. 

The first question suggests that the 
speaker views his/her ecclesiastical 
community (in this case, the Methodists) 
as purely a training academy to receive the 
necessary accreditation, from which he/she 
would ‘graduate’ from to go forth and ‘do 
the real work’ (the pastoring).  (It was as 
absurd as someone saying, “I know I need 
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to be faithful, but I don’t know whether it’s 
to my spouse.”) 

This self-centric disposition is more 
pronounced in the second question which 
seems to suggest that the pastorate was a 
position one can desire, or the fruit of one’s 
ambition. 

Both questions fail to see that the pastorate 
is a vocation which one is called by God to. 
This is obvious when you realise that the 
word ‘vocation’ originates from the Latin 
word vocare, which means “to be called” or 
“to be summoned”. 

The first question fails to see that 
fundamentally, your community is where 
you are called into and where you serve, 
while the second question fails to see 
that the pastorate is a role that one is 
called into by God, and not one we can will 
ourselves into. 

Equipped with this understanding, the 
concern that having lay pastors will 
undermine our efforts to encourage 
people to enter the itinerant ministry 
is an unfounded one. This is because 
fundamentally, the call to the ministry of 
the lay pastor, and the call to the ministry 
of the ordained pastor are distinct calls for 
different people. In other words, if we are 
truly faithful and obedient to God and His 
call, there will be no competition between 
both ministries for human resource since 
the recipients of both calls should be 
different and accordingly, there should not 
be an overlap in the respondents of both 
calls, since they differ in tenure, and nature 
of spiritual leadership in ministry, which 
will be explored in the following segments. 

THE TIMEBOUND TENURE OF LOCAL 
MINISTRY

The Book of Discipline of the Methodist 
Church in Singapore (BOD) rightly points 
out that “[a]ll Christians are called to 
ministry” 1 and yet there are some within 
the community who are called into 
specialised ministries. Of those who are 
called into specialised ministries, the BOD 
further classifies them into those who 
serve in the Local Ministry, the Itinerant 
Ministry, and the Diaconal Ministry. For the 
purposes of this article, we shall focus on 
the first two ministries, since they are the 
ones that have direct impact on the local 
church. 

The proposed role of “Lay Pastor” seems 
to fit well in the category of “The Local 
Ministry”, while ordained pastors are 
already understood to be part of the 
Itinerant or Diaconal Ministry. For our 
purposes we will not consider the Diaconal 
Ministry in this article. 

One thing that is immediately obvious 
when we compare the local and itinerant 
ministries is that the lay pastor “continues 
to be a lay member of [the] local 
church,” 2 and in the case of full-time 
lay pastor, “devotes his entire service to 
the church to which he is appointed.” 3 
This pastorate is dependent on his licence 
to preach which is valid for a year, to 
be renewed on an annual basis on the 
recommendation of the Local Conference, 
4 as well as the Board of Ministry (BOM), 
and approved by the Annual Conference. 5 
This contrasts with ordained pastors who 
are in full connection with (in other words, 
members of) the Annual Conference, and 



thus “devote themselves wholly to the 
work of the Church and to… the general 
ministry” 6 and are called to exercise 
“pastoral leadership of their congregation”. 
7

In other words, the lay pastorate is for 
someone within our community who is 
called to serve wholly in the local church, 
for a season of their lives, and not for the 
entirety of their lives. It is for someone 
who may be called to continue to serve in 
the marketplace on the longer term, and 
have the accompanying skills, talents, 
and anointing to be a witness in the public 
common space, and yet for a period, to 
serve whatever short-term requirements of 
the local church, may be asked to step into 
the pastoral role for a chapter of their lives, 
and after a season, return to the secular 
world to be a witness there. 

Hence, as opposed to an itinerant minister 
who “devote themselves wholly” (of which 
the word ‘wholly’ suggests entirety of 
one’s life) to ecclesiastical work, the local 
pastor “devotes his entire service” (which 
suggests a time-bound service) for a period 
of life, which reinforces the fact that the 
people called to each ministry is different.

THE MINISTRY OF THE LOCAL PASTOR IS 
DISTINCTLY LOCAL

Another distinction associated with the 
local ministry, is the fact that the ministry 
is (as the term suggests), bounded to the 
local church, as opposed to the ordained 
ministry which includes “the general 
ministry”. 8 This focused jurisdiction of 
the lay pastor is reinforced through the 
fact that unless appointed as pastor in full 
charge, the lay pastor would not attend 
Annual Conferences nor “serve on any 
board, commission or committee.” In any 
case, the lay pastor would not serve in the 

BOM, and would not be appointed to any 
of the lay or clerical leadership positions 
in the Annual Conference. 9 Even within 
the local church, the lay pastor ministers 
under the supervision of an ordained 
pastor-in-charge and cannot take up 
pinnacle positions in the local church. 

What these boundaries express is the 
inherent localised nature of the lay 
pastors. Therefore, even though the lay 
pastor is called to the ministry of order, 
it is a localised order, called to spiritual 
leadership within the local church itself, 
supporting and assisting those called to 
the itinerant ministries. This therefore 
differentiates lay pastors from ordained 
pastors, who are called to spiritual 
leadership in the wider church of the 
Annual Conference, 10 and who by virtue of 
the calling “devote themselves wholly to 
the work of the Church and to… the general 
ministry,” would be able to appreciate the 
needs and have a macroscopic picture of 
the Annual Conference, developed through 
appointments into and exposure to the 
various local churches, facilitated by the 
itinerant movement. In other words, yet 
again, there are differing calls for differing 
groups of people.

THE LAY PASTOR IS NOT AN ORDAINED 
MINISTER 

The last distinction we should note is 
that the local pastor is not an ordained 
minister. That means that beyond the 
locality of the call as well as the time-
boundedness of the call, he is not one who 
feels called to the specialised ministry 
of administering the Sacraments that 
ordained pastors have a burden for. They 
do not share ordained pastors the sacred 
burden of handling the sacred ordinances, 
legitimised by the apostolic succession. 
11 Lay pastors do not discern a calling 
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to the clerical order, except upon time-
bound special dispensation given by the 
Bishop, upon approval by the BOM. 13 

This further narrows the focus of the lay 
pastor to that of a supporting role, and 
sharpens this calling to be a true διακονία 
(diakonos - deacon) who support the 
πρεσβύτερος (presbyteros – elder) in the 
spiritual leadership within the local church, 
exercising leadership and autonomy in 
most of the pastoral responsibilities and 
duties of a pastor, but not receiving and 
exercising full clerical authority. 14 Once 
again, the two groups of complementary 
roles and responsibilities appeals to those 
differently called.

CONCLUSION

Having briefly surveyed the different 
aspects of the lay and ordained ministries, 
I find that the ministries appeal to 
different groups of people, with the former 
being those who are called to minister 
in the local church in a time-bound 
supportive role, while the latter appeals 
to those called to the larger community 
of the Annual Conference with wider 
responsibilities and leadership obligations. 
It is thus with this understanding that I 
find them complementary in nature. Not 
only will there be no competition between 
them, the church will flourish when those 
called to their various ministries respond 
in obedience, just like the early church, 
modelled for us in Acts 6. 
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