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If you have watched “The Fellowship of the 
Ring,” the first instalment of the trilogy “The 
Lord of the Rings”, you might remember an 
opening line of that movie that reads, “Much 
that once was is no longer; for none now live 
who remember it.” This pithy saying was spoken 
by Galadriel, one of the characters in the movie. 
She was reminiscing on and lamenting over 
how those in her generation had forgotten most 
of their history especially the history of the ring 
that was lost through time. I believe the story 
of the Lord of the Rings was not just a fight 
to recover the lost ring, but it was essentially a 
fight to recover their history so that they could 
make sense of why the ring was so important 
and why it had to be recovered and destroyed. 
Significantly, it was learning from their history 
that they also discovered the way to defeat the 
evil Lord Sauron, who wanted to possess the 
one ring to dominate Middle earth. 

I don’t have to belabour the point but just to say 
that from this movie, the moral lesson is this, 
and that is, the study of history is important 
for us, especially our Methodist history. J. D. 
Walt, the former Dean of Chapel at Asbury 
Theological Seminary once said, “It is for 
want of memory that movements grow cold. 
Institutions, for all their gifts to us, have a way, 
over time, of reducing great movements of the 
Spirit into the mindless motions of bureaucratic 
systems. Ground-breaking, earth-moving ideas 
slowly wind their way into the libraries of our 
collective forgetfulness.” I mentioned in my 
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last article for OnTrac that this was precisely 
what our founder, John Wesley, feared when he 
prophetically warned all Methodists saying:  

“I am not afraid that the people called 
Methodists should ever cease to exist 
either in Europe or America. But I am 
afraid lest they should exist as a dead 

sect, having the form of religion without 
the power. And this undoubtedly will be 
the case unless they hold fast both the 

doctrine, spirit, and discipline with which 
they first set out…”

(Thoughts on Methodism (Works of John 
Wesley Vol.13)

The above warning by John Wesley was what 
God used to convict me to lead our Conference 
to dig into the wells of our heritage to find 
solutions to the various challenges that we are 
facing today as an Annual Conference. And 
one of the things that God led me to do was 
to facilitate a book study on our Methodist 
heritage with our pastors and conference 
delegates. So, for almost three months last 
year (March-May), our pastors and delegates 
embarked on a book study with me on a book 
by A. Skevington Wood, “The Burning Heart.”  
I praise the Lord for the overwhelming support 
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and participation that our Conference pastors 
and delegates gave to me. I was also deeply 
humbled and touched by the many positive 
responses and feedback that I received through 
the book study. Most have expressed that 
they had benefitted and learned much about 
our Methodist spirit, doctrine, and discipline 
through the book study.
 
As I mentioned to our pastors and delegates 
that the purpose of our book study was not 
to study for study’s sake, but it is for a more 
practical purpose - to relearn our past, so 
that the past can tell us what to do in the 
present. As part of the study, I also required 
all our pastors and delegates to reflect and 
give practical feedback and solutions to the 
ministry challenges that we are facing today as a 
Conference. After sieving and praying through 
the various practical feedback and suggestions 
that I had received, I eventually presented six 
practical solutions to the challenges that our 
Conference faced at last year’s Conference 
address.  You can read a summary of the six 

practical solutions in Ps Zhi-Hui’s article in this 
issue of OnTrac. The rest of this issue wrestles 
with some important questions that arise from 
these six solutions.

In conclusion, let me say that the early 
Methodists knew what they believed. But it 
wasn’t mere head knowledge - theirs was a 
religion of the heart, characterized by the work 
and power of the Holy Spirit. And through it 
all the early Methodists organized their lives in 
very disciplined ways that led to real personal 
transformation, making real societal impact 
in their days. May we continue to uphold and 
live out our Methodist spirit, doctrine, and 
discipline so that the Methodist Church in 
Singapore will continue to be a living, vibrant 
and Spirit-filled community for the next 100 
years. Importantly, may the name of our Lord 
be exalted and praised because of the people 
called Methodists. To God be the glory! Amen!

Rev Stanley Chua
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Reverend Stanley Chua, President of the 
Trinity Annual Conference of the Methodist 
Church in Singapore (TRAC) gave his 
address at the 47th Session of TRAC on 21 
November 2022. Against that backdrop, 
President Stanley shared that his “greatest 
concern is that many in our Methodist 
Churches are ignorant of our Methodist 
history and heritage” and we may well head 
in the same direction as Methodism in the 
West if we do not tighten our hold on “the 
doctrine, spirit, and discipline with which 
[the Methodist movement] first set out.” As 
such, TRAC had agreed that God’s plan and 
direction for us this quadrennium is:

Believing that such recovery and change 
can only happen in our local churches 
when the main leadership in TRAC are 
aware and convicted that change is needed, 
President Stanley conducted a book study 
(“The Burning Heart” by Arthur Skevington 
Wood) early in 2022 for all the pastors and 
TRAC delegates, surveying the life of John 
Wesley and how the Methodist movement 

“I am not afraid that the people 
called Methodists should ever 
cease to exist either in Europe 
or America. But I am afraid lest 
they should only exist as a dead 
sect, having the form of religion 
without the power. And this 
undoubtedly will be the case 
unless they hold fast both the 
doctrine, spirit, and discipline 
with which they first set out.”

~ John Wesley, Thoughts on 
Methodism (1786)
Remember Who We Are

“Tragically these prophetic words of John 
Wesley had come to pass in our generation 
where we witnessed the sordid plight of 
the decline of Methodism in the UK and 
US, especially the UK, the birthplace of 
Methodism…because they have precisely 
forgotten their history and heritage and 
importantly, the prophetic warning of John 
Wesley by neglecting to hold fast to their 
Methodist doctrine, spirit and discipline.” 
With these sobering opening words, the 

Recap:  
Presidential Address at
TRAC 47th Session

“Remember Who We Are: 
Recovering our Methodist 
Heritage of Doctrine, Spirit, & 
Discipline.”

BY Rev Poh Zhi-Hui
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was sparked, sustained, and spurred. 
The study provided a foil for us to assess 
the state of our churches, and stirred a 
thirst for the Holy Spirit to work in and 
through us and our churches as he did 
with Wesley. 1 The book study also aimed 
to build among TRAC delegates a common 
understanding on our Methodist heritage, 
for unity and effectiveness in discussing 
and discerning ideas on the way forward.

RECAP:  PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS AT TRAC 47TH SESSION6

Recovery Aspect Wesley’s day Current problems Ideas/Solutions

Zeal for lost souls In “Thoughts on 
Methodism,” the 
“spirit” that Wesley 
was particularly 
referring to was a 
zeal for personal 
salvation and a 
zeal for everyone’s 
salvation. Wesley’s 
persistent zeal for 
lost souls sparked 
a spiritual revival in 
England.

Stagnating 
membership in our 
churches.

The task of witness 
and evangelism 
must be taught and 
done as a priority 
of all our ministry 
efforts, and we 
must allocate more 
resources and think 
of creative ways to 
proclaim the gospel 
effectively in our 
day.

Empowering the lay 
for ministry

Wesley faced 
the problem 
of insufficient 
ordained clergy 
to serve a fast-
growing Methodist 
population, and 
so he raised lay 
preachers to 
complement the 
ordained ministers.

Impending shortage 
of ordained pastors 
as the numbers who 
are soon retiring 
is outpacing the 
ordination of new 
pastors.

The appointment of 
suitable laypersons 
as “Lay Pastors” 
using the provision 
for “Supply Pastors” 
in our Book of 
Discipline. 

SPIRIT

From the book study, reflections and 
feedback from the participants were 
obtained, from which President Stanley 
distilled and discerned some big ideas and 
practical solutions to recover our Methodist 
doctrine, spirit, and discipline. These are 
outlined in the following table.
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Recovery Aspect Wesley’s day Current problems Ideas/Solutions

Innovation and 
adaptation

Wesley was a high 
church Anglican 
priest who honoured 
church tradition, 
but he was willing 
to innovate, adapt, 
and experiment with 
new ways (e.g. field 
preaching, bands 
and classes, and 
the raising of lay 
preachers) to see 
the gospel shared 
and lives changed, 
while still being a 
part of the larger 
Church of England.

A declining 
population of youth  
and young adults in 
our churches.

The “Wesley 
Sandbox” project – a 
safe environment 
where our young 
people can 
brainstorm and 
experiment with 
new ideas of doing 
church without 
disturbing present 
church practices 
which carries on 
serving the larger 
church population. 
This is aimed at 
fostering a spirit 
of innovation and a 
sense of belonging 
and contribution 
among our young 
people.

The work of the Holy 
Spirit

Much of Christianity 
in the established 
Church then was 
detached from 
the emotions and 
lacking outward 
expression. But 
from his personal 
“heart strangely 
warmed” experience 
and the affective 
experiences of many 
others in Methodist 
meetings, which 
he attributed to the 
work and witness 
of the Holy Spirit 
in human lives, 
Wesley believed that 
the witness of the 
Holy Spirit was an 
important aspect of 
Christian experience 
for all believers.

Many people are 
either open to 
the Holy Spirit 
and not all that 
discerning, or they 
are discerning but 
not open, and in 
some cases, even 
resistant to the work 
of the Holy Spirit.

Being personally 
open to the work 
of the Holy Spirit in 
our lives, especially 
in the area of 
experience, as 
understood in our 
Methodist heritage.

Creating 
opportunities 
and space in our 
gatherings (worship 
services, small 
group meetings, 
etc.) for people 
to encounter God 
through the Holy 
Spirit.
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Recovery Aspect Wesley’s day Current problems Ideas/Solutions

Justification by 
Faith; and Entire 
Sanctification

The scriptural and 
historic doctrines 
were largely 
relativised and put 
aside in Wesley’s 
day. Wesley’s 
insistence on 
these doctrines 
as foundational to 
Christianity saw the 
spiritual revival of 
England.

Our people largely 
are unfamiliar with 
the doctrine of 
entire sanctification 
and are unaware, 
and therefore do 
not appropriate, the 
grace of God for this.

Redesign our 
membership classes 
using the Alpha 
Course model to 
effectively teach our 
Methodist doctrine, 
spirit, and discipline 
to succeeding 
generations; 
including the 
component of 
the Holy Spirit 
Weekend for a 
conducive space 
for people to have 
their “Aldersgate 
Experience”.

Recovery Aspect Wesley’s day Current problems Ideas/Solutions

Class meetings 
as covenant 
communities for 
mutual spiritual 
accountability

Wesley knew 
commitment to 
Christ, no matter how 
sincere, has a way 
of evaporating with 
time if not tied to and 
reinforced by specific 
commitments and 
disciplines in a 
covenant community. 
Classes were 
such communities 
for mutual 
encouragement and 
accountability, and 
Wesley made active 
participation in a 
class compulsory 
for one to attend 
Methodist Society 
meetings.

Small groups 
in our churches 
largely focus on 
Bible studies or 
fellowship with little 
accountability for 
spiritual growth and 
discipleship. 

Study the original 
design of the class 
meeting in “The 
General Rules 
of the Methodist 
Church” in our Book 
of Discipline; and 
recover the original 
intention of the class 
meetings. Introduce 
such elements of 
accountability for 
discipleship into our 
present practice of 
small groups.

Seriously consider 
making small 
group participation 
a requirement for 
church membership.

DOCTRINE

DISCIPLINE
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Finally, reminding us that we can do 
nothing unless we abide in Christ (John 
15:5), President Stanley appealed to the 
LCECs of all TRAC Churches, and all 
TRAC Boards to covenant for the year to 
spend 10-15 minutes before each of their 
respective meetings to pray for our TRAC 
churches and our Conference’s needs and 
concerns.

May the name of our Lord may be exalted 
and praised because of a people called 
Methodists. To God be the glory! Amen!

Endnotes
1 A helpful primer for our parishioners to be introduced to our Methodist heritage is the graphic novel on the life of John 
Wesley published by our MCS Council of Communications, which also includes the history of how Methodism began in 
Singapore.
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Sandbox: 
7 Questions 
for Reflection 
At the 47th Trinity Annual Conference in 
November 2022, one of the key initiatives 
our President shared for the year ahead 
was “to recover our spirit of innovation by 
getting our 21 churches to create spaces 
to empower our youths and young adults 
to experiment with the 'Wesley Sandbox' 
project.” Let us unpack this exciting 
initiative in seven questions. 

         What is it?

The term ‘sandbox’ is borrowed from the 
playground where kids could play ‘building 
and construction’ safely without the risk 
of a structural failure and the loss of lives 
in the real world. In other words, children 
could tinker, make mistakes and in the 
process safely discover new ways of doing 
things on their own.

This concept has also been applied in 
businesses where an environment is 
provided to explore, develop and test new 
ideas without the risk of affecting the 
actual business or data. Pushing it further, 
a sandbox can also be an ‘incubator’ by 
providing funding and mentorship to fledge 
entrepreneurship. The ultimate purpose 
of such undertakings is either to revamp 
an old system, disrupt the industry, and/or 
start a new revenue stream.

BY Rev Eddie Ho

Q1.
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        Sandboxing the form?

In other words, the “Wesley Sandbox” 
project is not a place to innovate God’s 
teaching and commandment (the 
‘substance’), but to explore new ways 
(the ‘form’) of evangelism and corporate 
expression such as the weekly worship 
services. 

In fact, the way Christians conduct public 
worship as a community is not static and 
has been evolving throughout the ages. 
And it is not just the type of music that had 
been changing, but also the liturgy and 
the way it is run. For example, the way the 
high church conducts its service is totally 
different from the newer charismatic ones.

In sandboxing the ‘form,’ we ought to 
answer four more questions:

Q3.

	 Can we apply it to the 	
	 church?

Well, in a sense, ‘sandboxing’ is not new 
to the church. In fact, the Methodist 
Movement was birthed out of a sort of 
sandbox – the Early Methodists, led by John 
Wesley, were concerned of the spiritual 
state of the church and nation, and thus 
decided to try new ways of enacting the 
Kingdom of God outside the system:

• In their desire to reach out to the 
unchurched masses, they attempted 
open-air preaching, which at the time was 
frowned upon by the establishment;
• In their effort to minister to the lost, they 
led the way in the modern practice of ‘altar 
calls’ at their public meetings; 1 
• In helping to get the people to participate 
in corporate worship, they wrote hymns 
that were personal, easy to understand, 
and sing; 2 and
• In spurring each other to spiritual 
maturity, they organised themselves in 
small groups called “classes” and “bands”, 
and met regularly in addition to attending 
Sunday services.

All of the above were cutting edge ministry 
innovations in the 18th century, hence we 
could say it is in our heritage to re-model, 
disrupt the old, and try new things. But in 
doing do, we must first make the distinction 
between ‘substance’ and ‘form.’ 

By ‘substance,’ we mean what the 
Scriptures prescribes, and by ‘form’ we 
mean what the Word of God describes.

Q2.
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        How will the new       	
	 form shape the 		
	 church community in 	
	 the long run?

Every change has both short-term and 
long-term effects. Hence in sandboxing 
forms to address short-term needs, it is 
important to bear in mind the long-term 
outcomes they may eventually create, and 
consider the necessary mitigations. For 
example:

• When we try to make the service more 
appealing to pre-believers, might we be 
trading subjective experiences for the 
reverence of the Object of worship? If so, 
how can we address it?
• Or, if we set up a habit of segregating 
youths from adults, might we be trading off 
the opportunity to teach and lead the young 
in person?  If so, what else can we do?
• Or, if we insist on sticking to old forms, 
might we be keeping outdated practices 
that have served their purpose, and thus 
stifling creativity? If so, what needs to be 
changed?

The next question to ask is: Are we 
sandboxing to incubate a new church, or to 
shape the existing one for the future?

	 Is the new form for 	
	 church planting?

Another word for incubation is “church 
planting.” Most Methodist churches started 
out as preaching points, a sandbox where a 
few pioneers or missionaries would uproot 
themselves with the initial support of the 
sending church, ministering until these 
preaching points could be constituted as 
local conferences.  They would form a new 
congregation in the new neighbourhood 
and develop their own unique culture, 
which may be very different in character 
and style from the mother church.

In similar fashion, we could raise the 
young generation in a sandbox with the 
full support of the church, allowing them 
to experiment and develop their own form 
with the goal of sending them away to join 
similar style congregations elsewhere, or 
letting them set up a local conference in 
their own right.

However, if the intention is not to incubate 
new churches but to improve current 
practices, then we need to ask the next 
question: How can we gather the new ideas 
from the sandbox and implement it as 
mainstream?

Q4.

Q5.
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	 Will we be willing to 	
	 re-form?

The “Wesley Sandbox” is meant to be a safe 
space for young people to experiment with 
the form but let us also consider how to 
identify good innovations and bring them to 
the larger church - and maybe even let the 
young take charge of the change.

In other words, let the creativity of the 
young flow within the sandbox, but take 
them and their ideas seriously too. Have 
the resolve to change the status quo 
together with them. Cultures are not static 
in nature. They are dynamic and best 
formed by working together. We ought 
not guard old forms for our own sake but 
evolve together with the next generation for 
their sake.

John Wesley remained an ordained priest 
in the Church of England throughout 
his life. He did not intend his sandbox to 
become another denomination, but to 
reform the old ways of doing things in the 
Church. Unfortunately the establishment 
then did not see the value of his sandbox, 
but we need not follow in their footsteps.

A sandbox will just be a playground if we 
do not take them seriously. It boils down 
to whether we are willing to question our 
old forms, have the courage to re-form, 
and trans-form together with the next 
generation.

	 Is the new form for 	
	 shaping the future 	
	 now?

This brings us to the other purpose of 
the sandbox: To adopt innovation and 
intentionally evolve the status quo for and 
with the next generation.

Cultures are better formed by active 
participation than by passive inheritance. 
When young people reject old tradition, 
it is usually because they could not see 
or understand the purpose of the old 
practices. So, it is important to let the 
young ones understand the purpose of 
our old practices, and at the same time let 
them explore their own way of expression. 
They should not be shackled by traditional 
forms for its own sake but be free to 
explore their own forms of expression 
(without compromising the substance). 

Besides, no practices of two generations 
are exactly alike, and each generation 
forms their own cultures for their times. 
Instead of preparing the young ones to 
inherit the old church in the future, why 
not shape the future church with them? 
Together. Now.

Q7.

Endnotes
1 After delivering his sermon “Thy Maker is Thy Husband” George Whitefield asked whether anyone wished “to take Christ 
for their husband.” If they did, he extended an invitation: “Come and I’ll marry you to him just now.” – from an article in The 
Gospel Coalition “A Brief History of the Altar Call” by Thomas Kidd.
2 The Methodists were the “Hillsongs” of the day, Charles Wesley alone wrote more than 6,500 hymns in the English 
Language, many are still popular today.

Q6.
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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 

Lay Pastors:
Recognising Two 
Complementary Callings
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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. 

Endnotes
1 Methodist Church of Singapore, Book of Discipline 
(Methodist Church of Singapore, 2022), para. 501.
2 Ibid., para. 503.
3 Ibid., para. 510.2.
4 Ibid., para. 506.2.
5 Ibid., para. 507.
6 Ibid., para. 529.
7 Ibid.
8 Methodist Church of Singapore, Book of Discipline, 
para. 529.
9 Ibid., para. 511.3.
10 Ibid., para. 529
11 While there is a spectrum of understanding to 
this term, it is understood generally to refer to the 
unbroken line of apostolic preaching and authority 
in the Church. Specific in the context of the authority 
of the Clerical Offices, it is understood that the 
legitimacy of the Church Offices comes from the 
authority that comes from Jesus, first through the 
conferring of His authority to the apostles through 
the laying of hands, who in turn conveyed the same 
authority to their successors through the ages, as a 
permanent Office in the Church.
12 The word ‘clergy’ is thought to find its roots from 
the Greek word "kleros", which means “the is 
assigned by lot or simply given as a portion or share”. 
The implied meaning is that the clergyman is one 
who is set aside as God’s inheritance, to serve him on 
a permanent basis, just like the Levites as described 
in Numbers 8:14 Frederick W. Danker, Walter Bauer, 
and William Arndt, eds., "kleros", A Greek-English 
Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 
Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2000).
13 Methodist Church of Singapore, Book of Discipline, 
para. 511.1.
14 Ibid., para. 568.
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Renewing the 
Significance of Ordination



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. 1 

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.” 

19LAY PASTORS: RENEWING THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ORDINATION



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. 4 For the 
purpose of this article, I 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,” 5 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 

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 
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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. 

Endnotes
1 Maxfield later went on to become a local preacher. See Barry Brown, “The Ministry of Lay Preach: A Wesleyan Heritage?”, in 
Aldersgate Papers, Vol. 4, September 2003, pp. 7-16.
2 Eugene Peterson, Working the Angles: The Shape of Pastoral Integrity, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 1987).
3 Hence, early itinerant ministers were also called “circuit riders.”
4 Reference to Rev Alex Chew’s article.
5 More recently, Albert Outler has given it the title “Prophets and Priests.” “Wesley Reflects upon his Actions: 'Prophets and 
Priests' - Ireland 1789” in A. Burdon, Authority and Order: John Wesley and His Preachers, Francis & Taylor Group. Pp. 71-
76.  
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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.



BY Rev Gilbert Lok

Doctrine: 
Rediscovering 
Christian Perfection
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John Wesley described Christian 
Perfection, otherwise termed 
Entire Sanctification, as “the 
grand depositum which God has 
lodged with the people called 
Methodists”.  Perfection is 
clearly of great significance for 
Wesley, and indeed, for every 
generation of Methodists. Yet, 
the noted Wesleyan scholar 
Albert Outler dubbed it “the 
most distinctive and also the 
most widely misunderstood of all 
Wesley’s doctrines”. 1 

 

This article aims to clarify some of these 
popular misconceptions and to illustrate 
that Perfection remains a vital Wesleyan 
doctrine today.

A key primary source is Wesley’s own 
pamphlet, A Plain Account of Christian 
Perfection. This is widely available online, 
including at wikisource.org, and the reader 
is strongly encouraged to consult it for 
oneself. References to the pamphlet are 
indicated below in brackets. 

WHAT CHRISTIAN PERFECTION IS NOT

Christian Perfection does not make one 
infallible (s.26), nor does it grant freedom 
from ignorance, mistake, physical and 
psychological infirmities weaknesses, 
temptations, or involuntary transgressions 
of divine law (s.12, s.19).  Those who 
experience Christian Perfection do not fully 
conform to God’s perfect law, continue 
to require Christ’s atonement, must still 

grow in grace, and can fall from Perfection 
(though those who fall can also recover) 
(s.25, 26).  Perfection does not remove the 
need of “attending all the ordinances of 
God, or from doing good unto all” (s.15).  
It is explicitly not sinless perfection, but 
salvation from volitional sin in this present 
bodily existence (s.19, 25). 

WHAT CHRISTIAN PERFECTION IS

Admittedly, earlier explications were less 
clear: in a 1731 letter to Ann Granville, 
Wesley spoke of sincerity, not perfection.  
Wesley’s 1741 sermon Christian Perfection 
identifies it as “only another term for 
holiness. They are two names for the same 
thing”.  The 1744 Conference affirmed that 
the perfected cannot sin, to which Wesley 
clarified some years later in 1760, that 
‘sin’ refers only to voluntary or volitional 
transgressions.

At the core of Wesley’s understanding of 
Christian Perfection are three elements: 

a) being entirely filled with love for God and 	
    neighbour; and 
b) the absence of volitional sin; and
c) happening within this present bodily 	
    existence  

To Wesley, Christian Perfection is “loving 
God with all our heart and soul, and our 
neighbour as ourselves. It is love governing 
the heart and life, running through all 
our tempers, 2 words, and actions” (s.19). 
Such love of God “implies that no wrong 
temper, none contrary to love, remains in 
the soul; and that all the thoughts, words, 
and actions, are governed by pure love” 
(s.19).  To Wesley, the filling of one’s being 
with perfect love will result in the removal 
of evil tempers and thereby of volitional 
transgressions. 
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Wesley acknowledged the difficulty of 
describing Christian Perfection in a single 
metaphor: 

“In one view, it is purity of intention, 
dedicating all the life to God. It is the 
giving God all our heart; it is one desire 
and design ruling all our tempers. It is 
the devoting, not a part, but all our soul, 
body, and substance to God. In another 
view, it is all the mind which was in Christ, 
enabling us to walk as Christ walked. It 
is the circumcision of the heart from all 
filthiness, all inward as well as outward 
pollution. It is a renewal of the heart in 
the whole image of God, the full likeness 
of Him that created it. In yet another, it is 
the loving God with all our heart, and our 
neighbour as ourselves. Now, take it in 
which of these views you please, (for there 
is no material difference,) and this is the 
whole and sole perfection”. (s.27)

Still, it is clear that Christian Perfection is 
not flawlessness but maturity, a perfect 
love and singleness of heart toward God 
which properly orients one’s dispositions 
(s.10, 25).

Wesley viewed Perfection is attainable in 
this present bodily existence (s.26), but 
was not always consistent on its timing.  
In 1757, Wesley suggested that God “does 
not usually put off the fulfilling of his 
promises, but moderated 3 this in 1763 to 
“God usually gives a considerable time […] 
to grow in grace […] before they are either 
justified or sanctified; [but] sometimes 
he cuts short his work” (s.25). Wesley 
similarly noted in his Brief Thoughts on 
Christian Perfection (1767), that Perfection 
is generally granted at the moment of 
death, although this may sometimes occur 
many years prior. 

Christian Perfection is not a state of being, 
but the expression of a deep and living 
relationship with the living God. C.S. Lewis, 
while neither a Methodist nor speaking of 
Perfection per se, lends insight into the 
concept:

“[V]ery quickly, in my own experience, 
the lawful pleasure of praise from those 
whom it was my duty to please turns into 
the deadly poison of self-admiration.  But 
I thought I could detect a moment—a 
very, very short moment—before this 
happened, during which the satisfaction 
of having pleased those whom I loved and 
rightly feared was pure”.  (The Weight of 
Glory)

Lewis’ rightly perceives that amidst our 
human infirmities, there are fleeting 
moments when our hearts are in fact 
pure, unadulterated, single, whole.  Since 
Christian Perfection is not necessarily 
life-long, individuals therefore experience 
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a freedom from wilful sin and a fullness of 
love for God and neighbour only moment-
to-moment.  An accumulation of such 
consecutive moments might appear as 
a state of Perfection, but this is really an 
ongoing dynamic with the living God, not a 
rigid attained status. 

PREACHING PERFECTION TODAY 

The doctrine of Perfection is, 
fundamentally, about a life wholly governed 
by love, singly oriented toward God and 
neighbour.  As Wesley wrote, “Will any 
dare to speak against loving the Lord our 
God with all our heart, and our neighbour 
as ourselves? against a renewal of heart, 
not only in part, but in the whole image of 
God?” (s.28)  

Of course, in contemporary settings, one 
must take care in speaking of ‘sinlessness’ 
or ‘perfection’, given the high likelihood of 
misunderstanding. Nevertheless, even if 
such terminology is only sparingly used, 
the key elements of this doctrine ought to 
be eagerly preached and pursued today. 
For Christian Perfection is something that 
remains actualisable, not impeccably, but 
nevertheless, in realis.
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1 Albert C. Outler, ed., Sermons II, 34-70, The Bicentennial Edition of the Works of John Wesley, Vol. 2 (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press, 1985), 98.
2 ‘Temper’ here carries the semantic value of one’s temperament or disposition, not of one’s anger.
3 While Wesley’s disclaimer that it is “the same [doctrine] which we taught from the beginning” (s.13) holds true in respect of 
the broad concept of Christian Perfection, his stance on several details did change with time. Wesley explicitly acknowledged 
some, but not all, his changes of mind.
 


