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The History of Methodist
“Lay Pastors”

Throughout the history of
Methodism, there have always
been men and women who, while
not ordained, faithfully served
the church as pastors.

This practice began with John Wesley,

who utilized lay assistants in his work in
England. Of note was Thomas Maxfield,
whom Wesley engaged to support new
Methodists and the Society by praying

with them, as well as helping them
understand the Bible and the disciplines of
Methodism. '

Although called “lay assistants,” their work
was essentially that of a pastor’s. After all,
pastors, fundamentally, are those called

to guide congregations to attend to God
through scripture, prayer, and spiritual
direction. 2 In other words, the pastor, as
shepherd, guides the flock which has been
entrusted to them. This was what the early
lay assistants sought to do.

As the Methodist movement grew in
America, the concept of lay assistants

also went over to the colonies. These
congregations were organised into circuits,
sometimes comprising as many as 25 or
30 meeting places. Each circuit was under
the supervision of a Methodist conference
preacher who preached while travelling
through the circuit, 3 and might have
several lay assistants.

Thus, a key feature of the early itinerant
system was a high dependence on a laity
without formal degrees or ordination to
form and lead classes and bands meetings.
In fact, lay leadership was the stabilizing
force that kept the church growing, and
changing, as the population grew.

Soon, as the population began to settle in
a particular area, the dynamics of pastoral
tenure, pay, and responsibilities were
affected too. As the Methodist conference
preachers began to stay in appointments
for longer, they assumed other pastoral
responsibilities such as the organisation
of small groups, leading bible studies, and
evangelism. They also began to provide
care for the sick. Hence, the laity began to
relinquish much of their pastoral ministry
to these preachers. Over time, the once-
itinerant circuit riders became the de facto
pastors, even taking on the name, while the
laity took on a different form of leadership
within the church.

RE-INTRODUCING “LAY PASTORS”
TODAY?

Evidently, lay pastors were pivotal in a
time where ordained clergy were in short

supply.

In his speech at the TRAC 47th Session,
TRAC President highlighted that if we do
not see new people joining the pastorate
and if retiring ministers do not seek re-
engagement, there would only be some
44 pastors serving the 21 TRAC churches
in 10 years’ time. As such, he urged the
Conference to reconsider the empowering
and appointing of some laity to become
“Lay Pastors.”
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Admittedly, there are questions that ought
to be addressed with regards to this. For
instance, what is the difference between

a lay pastor and an ordained one? More
specifically, how would the focus and
nature of their ministry differ? After all, if
the lay pastor is able, and/or enabled, to do
that which the ordained pastor does, why
would we need the latter?

Elsewhere in this issue, the differences
between the lay pastor and the ordained
pastor is addressed more fully.  For the
purpose of this article, | focus mainly on
the issue of ordination and therefore,
how the focus and nature of a lay pastor’s
ministry may differ from that of the
ordained itinerant pastor.

OF LAY PASTORS AND ORDAINED
ITINERANT PASTORS

The lay pastor is essentially one who is
called to serve the pastoral needs of the
local church. Unlike the ordained minister,
they are not called to the specialised
ministry of administering the sacraments.

One may wonder why the fixation on this
distinction? Why should anyone who is
called to the pastoral ministry, albeit in

a part-time or lay basis, be disallowed
from baptising and/or presiding over Holy
Communion?

Here, we may do well to turn to the wisdom
of Mr. Wesley himself. In his sermon “On
the Ministerial Office,” ® Wesley made it
clear that an inward call from God was
insufficient without the outward call from
the Church. God's call for a person to be

a preacher must be tested by the Church.
As was customary then, the proper test
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of such a call was to subject oneself to
examination for holy orders.

However, the belief that ordination was a
prerequisite for preaching naturally led
to the conclusion that lay people should
not preach. Wesley argued against this,
observing that Aaron was not called to
be a preacher, but a priest; whereas his
Assistants and preachers were not called
to be priests, but preachers. In short, just
as a Levite may be called to be a priest
but not a preacher or teacher, one may
be called to pastor, or shepherd, God’s
people yet not called to administer the
sacraments.

In this sense, perhaps it would not be too
far-fetched to assume that a lay pastor
may share the responsibility of preaching
and teaching the Word on a regular

basis, but it remains the prerogative of
the ordained pastor to ensure that: (i)
candidates are properly catechised before
Baptism; (ii) congregants partake of the
Lord’s Supper in a worthy manner; and (iii)
couples seeking Holy Matrimony are duly
counselled.

Furthermore, it is recognised that the
ordained pastor is called to the itinerant
system. Itinerancy refers to how Methodist
ministers are a connexional people who are
available to the Conference for deployment
according to the needs and priorities of

the Annual Conference. Itinerancy also
establishes that a minister’s relationship
is with the Annual Conference as much

as it is to the local church to which they
are appointed. This means that while both
lay and ordained pastors are to exercise
pastoral leadership, albeit in different
degrees and areas, the latter is expected



to hold in view the larger mission and
direction of the Annual Conference as well.

Practically, this means that the ordained
pastor could have multiple appointments at
the Annual Conference-level - something
that is already in place currently. However,
with lay pastors to share in the work of
pastoral ministry, perhaps the ordained
pastor may be enabled to engage in

deeper theological reflections and pastoral
thinking for the good of the Conference.

The returning of sorts to the “lay
assistants” of Wesley's time — where one
is engaged to support Methodists and the
local church by praying with them, as well
as helping them understand the Bible and
the disciplines of Methodism - has great
potential.

For one, ordained pastors might return

to its “circuit rider” root of spreading

the Word of God and administering

the Sacraments, while sharing in the
oversight of the life and mission of the
faith community - a job they share with a
strong lay leadership that plays a vital role
in maintaining continuity and the health of
the church.

Secondly, the lay pastors who co-labour in
ministering to the sick and homebound, in
nursing homes, or prisons can then offer a
full non-Eucharistic worship experience to
those in these settings, thus extending the
local church’s ability to reach more men
and women for Jesus Christ.

Perhaps it is time to draw from our
Wesleyan heritage as a means of
strengthening the pastoral office in the
Methodist Church.
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