LAY WORKERS IN THE CHURCH 


SUMMARY

1.
INTRODUCTION AND DEFINITION

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Lay Workers over the past 15 years and it is appropriate for the Church to reflect on this development.  Definition of the term “Lay Worker”.

2.
THE CHURCH AND MINISTRY

The Church exists by God’s free grace.  The Church responds by being open to new ways of being the Church and serving today’s world.  All ministries derive from the ministry of the whole people of God, which is itself a sharing in the ministry of Christ.

3.
BACKGROUND AND HISTORY

The Methodist Church in the past has had many forms of authorised lay ministry.  The relatively recent arrival on the scene of Lay Workers is in keeping with that tradition.

4.
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MINISTRY OF LAY WORKERS

The ministry of Lay Workers displays both “contractual” and “spiritual” characteristics.

5.
THE ROLE OF LAY WORKERS IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH

Lay Workers are part of the laity, but the growth in their ministry represents a distinctive development in the life of the Church.

6.
CONCLUSION

Lay Workers remind us of the collaborative nature of the ministry of the people of God and may be an effective and prophetic sign of the tasks to which God calls all of us.

1.
INTRODUCTION AND DEFINITION

1.1
The past 15 years have seen a remarkable increase in the number of Lay Workers in the Methodist Church.  In 1980 there were 35 Lay Workers and by 1989 this figure had grown to over 300.  For the past few years the numbers appear to have stabilised at around 350-380, divided more or less equally between full-time and part-time appointments.

1.2
The 1988 Report on the Ministry of the People of God marked a crucial step in this development.  The recommendations approved by Conference included the introduction of the title “Lay Worker”, the granting of oversight to the Division of Ministries and recognition of the need to allocate additional financial resources to the Division for this area of work.

1.3
In 1989 a Secretary for Lay Workers was appointed in the Division on a part-time basis.  This initial appointment is now drawing to a close and it therefore seems an appropriate time to reflect on the work and experience of Lay Workers, in order to help Lay Workers and the Church as a whole understand their role more clearly.

1 .4
The title of “Lay Worker” has not always met with universal acclaim, partly because of the widespread sense within Methodism that all members of the laity are “lay workers”.  However, the formal title has increasingly become part of the general currency within the Church, particularly since the introduction of revised procedures for lay employment in 1991.  For the purposes of this paper, a Lay Worker (capital initial letters) is defined as a person formally appointed by a Circuit under the terms of S.O. 570 (formerly 5.0. 581)— or, occasionally, by a District, under S.O. 405.

1 .5
Before considering the history and characteristics of Lay Workers, and their role in the life of the Church, it will be helpful to examine some basic issues relating to the Church and Ministry.

2.
THE CHURCH AND MINISTRY

2.1
Rooted in the Easter-Pentecost event – the cross, the resurrection and the coming of the Spirit – the Church is the creation of God’s free grace.  The future of the Church is an open future in which it is free to discover what it should become in the service of God and his world. The development of new forms of ministry is an essential part of that journey of discovery.

2.2
The pioneering of new forms of ministry is consistent with Methodism’s historical willingness to respond to its contemporary situation.  It should not be surprising that the Methodist Church today is seeking to make sense of new forms of ministry or that it is seeking new patterns of service in response to today’s needs.  John Wesley did precisely this on several occasions and Methodism has continued the same way of working.  It is part of its understanding of what it means to be the Church.

2.3 All ministry belongs to Christ.  It is his ministry which is continued in the ministry of the whole people of God.  All Christians are called to share in the ministry of Christ, in terms of specific acts and through being, lifestyle and attitudes.

2.4
The ministry of the whole people of God was strongly affirmed by the 1988 Report and by the 1990 Report on the Ministry of the People of God in the World.  It is in the context of the ministry of the whole people of God that specific ministries find their meaning.  All ministries derive from the call to be the people of God and to share in God’s mission to the world.  They are created for specific purposes but at the same time they provide focus to the ministry of the whole people of God.

2.5
In the secular world, where many try to live their lives without religious faith, the ministry of the whole people of God is experienced in at least three ways:

(a)
through the ministry of Christians in their secular places of work and in their homes: this is where the majority of lay persons exorcise their general vocation to love their neighbours and witness to Christ, as was emphasised in the 1990 Report;

(b) through the ministry of Christians standing at an interface between the Church and the world, interpreting the world’s agenda to Christians in their “Church” context and in turn presenting and interpreting theological issues to Christians and non-Christians in their secular activity; this would be particularly true, for example, of Local Preachers, but could be true of many Christians to varying degrees;

(c) through the ministry of Christians expressed within the life of the Church, in worship, preaching, pastoral work and administration; in Methodism these ministries have traditionally been undertaken by a wide range of lay people – Local Preachers, Circuit Stewards, Church Stewards, class leaders, pastoral visitors and many others.

2.6
In many ways the ministry of Lay Workers has been viewed as being exercised in relation to (c) above.  However, there is much to suggest that the Lay Worker movement had at its inception and in its development a large element of (b).  As with ordained sector ministers, a vital part of the ministry of some Lay Workers lies at the interface of church and world.  God may indeed be speaking to us, most pointedly, in the ministry of those Lay Workers whose work spans the ecclesial and secular worlds, enabling communication and understanding between the two and thereby sharing in God’s mission in a highly significant way.

3.
BACKGROUND AND HISTORY

3.1
There is a history of lay people in the paid employment of the Methodist Church. Administrators, secretarial and specialist staff have been and continue to be employed in central offices and within a number of church projects and schemes.  Full-time and part-time youth workers are also employed in a variety of ways within Methodism.

3.2
In relation to pastoral ministry, there were Lay Pastors or Lay Agents employed by circuits in Methodism before the 1932 Union.  The practice continued in the United Church.  (In the report of 1944 the number of Lay Pastors was given as 230.)  However, this category was phased out following the report of the 1948 Conference when it was noted that in many cases Lay Pastors were in practice carrying out the functions of ordained ministers but without the full recognition, authority and security of the Connexion.  Hence, though in many cases their work was exemplary, there was, on the one hand, the exploitation of such people by some circuits and, on the other hand, a group of people who were in a position to act in the name of the Connexion without connexional testing, training and recognition.

3.3
There was, however, continued provision for the employment of Lay Agents in Standing Orders and it was through this mechanism that the growth of the numbers of those now known as Lay Workers took place in the late l970s and early 1980s.  At that time there were insufficient ordained ministers to fill the stations so that most Lay Workers were employed in situations where previously an ordained person had worked.

3.4
The Conference of 1980 received the report of a working party set up by the President’s Council to consider, amongst other things, “possible developments in lay ministries and their relation to the manpower situation.”  The report used the term Pastoral Assistants for people appointed under what was then S.O. 581 (now S.O. 570).  It clearly welcomed and encouraged the development of such appointments.  Although the report acknowledged that the initial impetus towards making such appointments had been the shortage of ordained ministers it also recognised the positive benefits that the appearance of Lay Pastoral Assistants had brought.  Among other things the creation of Lay Worker posts provided a valuable opportunity for some individuals to test their sense of vocation, whether to ordained or to some other sphere of ministry. Furthermore, it gave some older people the opportunity to serve the Church in a full or part-time capacity.

3.5
During the 1980s the appointment of Lay Pastoral Assistants went beyond being a “stop gap” measure to till the place of ordained ministers who were in short supply.  Their ministries exhibited a vigour and variety which bore all the marks of the Creative Spirit.  Whereas the 1981 survey revealed that 41% of Lay Worker appointments were in place of presbyteral appointments, the 1985 survey suggested that this number had fallen to only 13%.  New approaches were tried and specialised posts were generated and the 1986 and 1988 Ministry of the People of God Reports which sought to grapple with the phenomenon of Lay Pastoral Assistants (among other concerns) identified a range of ministries much larger and more varied than the name implied.  There were administrators, evangelists and trainers as well as Pastoral Assistants. The fact of this rich variety offered new opportunities for collaborative styles of ministry and many circuits rejoiced in the new team spirit created.

3.6
The 1988 report rejected the idea of a Lay Order of Mission and Ministry but affirmed the work of Lay Pastoral Assistants.  It suggested, however, that the name no longer indicated the range of the work and recommended the generic term Lay Worker as a title for all who were employed under Standing Order 581, as it then was.

4.
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE MINISTRY OF LAY WORKERS

4.1
The ministry of Lay Workers may he characterised by several special features:

(a)
The first is the sheer variety of posts.  The role varies from appointment to appointment.  Evangelists, administrators, family workers, trainers, pastoral carers and community relations workers, all these and more make up the ranks of Lay Workers.  A Lay Worker may fulfil a special task or ministry, or simply be the best available person to undertake a task which needs to be performed.  The Worker may be blessed with obvious and outstanding gifts or may simply contribute as a necessary part to complete a well-rounded team.  The work may be part-time, consisting of a few hours per week, or full-time with extensive responsibilities; it may be paid or unpaid.

(b)
The work is for a specified short-term period, under a formal agreement made between an individual and a Circuit or District.  An initial appointment may be for a period of up to five years; in practice, three years is the typical duration.  The Lay Worker’s engagement may or may not be under a legally enforceable contract of employment.  If there is no such contract, the parties should nevertheless view the arrangement as solemn and mutually binding.

Some Lay Workers view their time of employment by a circuit as an opportunity to discern their vocation.  This may lead to further offers for Lay Worker appointments, or to candidature for presbyteral or diaconal ministry.  Others give a short period of time to work within the Church, expecting to return to or move to secular employment after completing their contract.  Yet others give a period of service after (early) retirement from secular employment.  In the majority of cases the appointment is seen as a short, fixed-term arrangement to tackle a particular job.

(c)
The key relationship is the one between the Circuit and the Lay Worker.  It is in and by the circuit that the job is defined, the time span set, the contract of employment made (with district approval) and authority given to do the work in the name of the Methodist Church.  The person is recognised, appointed and commissioned locally by the circuit. This is reflected in the wording of the Service for the Commissioning of Lay Workers, authorised by Conference in 1991.  Because of the formal agreement with the circuit. the Lay Worker is recognised as acting in some way on behalf of the local church and as a result often has a high profile in the local community.  Together with ministers and deacons/deaconesses, Lay Workers are part of the circuit staff responsible to the Superintendent and the Circuit Meeting.  Therefore although Lay Workers may be primarily attached to one particular society they act in accordance with policies determined by the Circuit Meeting.

(d)
The work is undertaken without any requirement for extended initial training.  Employing Circuits are expected to provide appropriate induction training and Districts are encouraged to arrange suitable in-service training days, although problems of geography make this difficult in some places.  A limited amount of training is carried out through regional training days.  Through the Lay Workers’ Training and Development Scheme, Districts and Circuits are being urged to devote increasing resources to supporting Lay Workers on part-time and short courses that are relevant to their responsibilities.

Each year about 90-100 Lay Workers attend a five-day residential conference, which includes a substantial number of training workshops. In September 1994 a two-day connexional induction course was run as a pilot venture and it is intended that this should provide a pattern for future years.

Even taking all this activity into account, it is hardly surprising that the charge is sometimes made that Lay Workers are insufficiently trained for the responsibilities they are required to carry.  They are more than happy to follow in the tradition epitomised in Acts 4:13, but wish that the Church would do more to underpin the work with better training!

4.2
The “contractual” features described in 4.1 above can provide only a partial impression of the ministry of Lay Workers.  To obtain a more complete picture, it is necessary to take account of the “spiritual hallmarks” of their work, which may be said to include:

(a)
The burden of great expectations.  Like their partners in the ordained ministry and the Methodist Diaconal Order, Lay Workers frequently find that congregations have extremely high expectations of their ministry from the very beginning and, whilst these expectations can be stimulating, they can at times be something of a burden.  This is particularly true for Lay Workers, who do not have the benefit of extended initial training, and yet quickly find themselves in the front line, coping with adults and children with spiritual and social problems.

(b)
The discipline of great commitment.  For younger people, a period as a Lay Worker can be a time for testing vocation.  For those in their mid-50s and upwards, an appointment as a Lay Worker can represent a satisfying way of rounding-off a working lifetime.  However, there are a significant number of people in the 30-55 age-band who accept a call to ministry as a Lay Worker as part of their expression of discipleship, regardless of the fact that this may involve insecurity of employment and considerable economic sacrifice, without any compensating benefits of accrued pension rights or security of accommodation.

For all who become Lay Workers there is a great commitment to the task and a willingness often to work well beyond the “contracted” hours.

(c)
The excitement of great enthusiasm.  Anyone who has been present at the Lay Workers’ Annual Conference cannot fail to have been impressed by the evident enthusiasm amongst Lay Workers for the work they do and their devotion to the people that they serve. Sometimes there are expressions of pain and impatience with the institutional Church, especially in cases where there has been lack of acceptance on the part of Circuit colleagues.  But, underlying it all, there is a great sense of the privilege of serving Christ and his Church in the places where they find themselves.

5.
THE ROLE OF LAY WORKERS IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH

5.1
How then are we to understand the ministry of Lay Workers?  The 1988 Report stated: “We recommend the use of the term “Lay Worker” for appointments under S.O. 581 (now 570), to indicate that there is a distinctive and complementary ministry to that of the ordained ministry and the Methodist Diaconal Order.”

5.2
There are clear theological and constitutional distinctions between the ministry exercised by Lay Workers and that exercised by presbyteral ministers or members of the Methodist Diaconal Order.  Ministers, deaconesses and deacons are called, tested, trained and ordained connexionally on behalf of the whole Church to a life-long ministry, to be a focus and representative of the whole Church’s call to share Christ’s ministry.  Lay Workers, on the other hand, are called, appointed and commissioned to work within a Circuit for a specified period but may, nonetheless, take on a highly visible and responsible role in that locality.

5.3
The ministry of Lay Workers is complementary to that of their ordained colleagues in that, through their particular gifts and insights, they contribute significantly to the completeness of the ministry of the whole people of God. Indeed, there is often considerable overlap of role and function in many areas of ministry, including preaching, pastoral work, evangelism and community outreach.

5.4
In some cases the overlap extends into the area of sacramental ministry.  In 1991, out of 198 Lay Workers responding to a statistical survey, 57 officiated at baptisms, 41 at weddings, and 69 at funerals.  In addition, 25 Lay Workers had a dispensation to administer Holy Communion. (In 1994, this latter figure had fallen to 22.)

5.5
Similarly, the roles and functions exercised by Lay Workers show considerable overlap with those exercised by other lay persons within the Church.  Pastoral responsibilities may not only be shared with the minister, but may be similar to those discharged by pastoral visitors and class leaders; Lay Workers who preach will be planned in rotation with other Local Preachers; evangelistic witness will often be shared with other members of the laity; administrative duties may parallel those carried out by stewards and other church officers.

5.6
In theological terms, there is no distinction between Lay Workers and other members of the laity.  Yet the growth in the numbers of Lay Workers described in the opening paragraph of this paper clearly points to some distinctive development in the life of the Church.  The 1988 Report, referring to the need to widen the categories of appointment covered by the relevant Standing Order, contained the statement:

“The work need neither be full-time, nor even paid, provided that it cannot appropriately be done under the existing offices of classleader, local preacher, etc.”

5.7
Whilst some of the growth in numbers in the l980s was due to the “substitution” of Lay Workers for presbyteral appointments, the statistics quoted in paragraph 3.5 above indicate that this factor was declining in relative importance.  There seems little doubt that from 1980 onwards local churches and circuits were taking conscious decisions to highlight particular areas of mission and ministry by appointing lay people to undertake specific tasks for short-term periods.  In some cases this was because the tasks called for more intense effort than could be provided by existin2 office-holders on a part-time basis, whilst in other cases the tasks could best be tackled by an individual able to offer a combination of skills which, in that locality, had previously been exercised by a number of different voluntary workers.

5.8
Describing the ministry of Lay Workers in terms of work for the local church and circuit does not, of course, imply that the work is done only within the local church communities.  Much of what Lay Workers bring to a church or circuit is insight, skill and experience from the world beyond the Church. The appointment of a Lay Worker may enable a circuit to pioneer new paths and to respond in new and imaginative ways to our secular society.

5.9
Moreover, emphasis on the primacy of the local circuit’s missionary policy should in no way detract from the individual Lay Worker’s sense of call to a specific lay ministry.  Both aspects should be reflected in the relationship with and commissioning by the circuit.  A person may feel a sense of call to work in the circuit where he or she lives or in another circuit altogether.  The confluence of an individual’s sense of call with a piece of work identified by a circuit may be in theological terms a kairos moment, the coming together of God’s call to a person and God’s call to a circuit to address specific needs.  The initiative may lie with the circuit in perceiving and responding to its call to mission.  The discernment by a Lay Worker of a sense of call may provoke the circuit to ask questions about its mission to its neighbourhood.

5.10
The value to a circuit of focusing on an aspect of mission in this way can he considerable.  The highlighting of a particular charism within the Christian community may be necessary for a period of time as a reminder to the whole community of one particular aspect of ministry or mission.  It may be a springboard for further development. A concentrated act of service which emphasises one particular area of ministry may make space for that ministry to be developed over a longer period in a wider context.  If a Lay Worker serves, for example, as an evangelist for two or three years, evangelism ought not to cease in the circuit at the end of the period of his or her tninistry. It should rather become something in which all are challenged to share.

5. 11
As indicated in Part 4 above, ministry as a Lay Worker is for some an opportunity to explore a sense of vocation which they may test further by offering subsequently as a candidate for another sphere of service.  It would, however, do no honour to this particular ministry to define it in these terms.  To be a Lay Worker has an integrity of its own.  It has value in itself as a fitting and proper expression of the missionary calling of a circuit or a district at a particular time.

5.12
The desire of circuits to make short-term lay appointments has fortunately been matched by a steady flow of individuals willing to see such work for the Church as part of their vocation.  In the nature of things, some of these appointments have involved frustration and disappointment for the individual, or the circuit, or for both.  But in the great majority of cases the individual has found a great deal of fulfilment in the work, and the local church and circuit have gained new impetus and insight in particular areas.  In some ways, the greatest “success” has come when a Lay Worker appointment has come to an end and other people have been given the confidence and skills to continue the particular piece of work.

6.
CONCLUSION

6.1
Lay Workers stand in the tradition of those whom God raises up from among his people to minister for a time to the enrichment of the Church.  In this sense some Lay Workers are prophets and pioneers among us.  Furthermore, when a circuit takes the ministry of the Lay Worker seriously, his or her very presence is a pointed reminder to the Church of the collaborative nature of the ministry of the people of God and of the need for partnership between Lay and Ordained.  Lay Workers have much to teach the Church about the ministry of the whole people of God in the world when their experiences and insights are acknowledged and used.  The Lay Worker may be an effective and prophetic sign of the tasks to which God calls all of us.

***
RESOLUTION

A3
The Conference adopts the report Lay Workers in the Church.

