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THE MIBISTRY OF THE LATTY WITHIN CONGREGATIONALISM

INTRODUGT ION

The purpose of this paper 1s twofold. Flrst, I want to reflect on my
understanding of lay ministry in Congregational history both past and present,
and second, to ahare my ofm vision of whgt lay ministry could become in the
days ahsad.

Evary writer bringe to his work certain pre—suppositions and background
to their work, I am very much aware of this as I begin this paper, therefore,
I want to give soms porsonal history which will help to illuninate my reason
for choosing this subject, the perspectives that I bring, and the conclusions
that I reach.

In my early youth I had two different reliéiuus dynamics at work. My
parents were Methodist and, therefare, I was bapiized and raised in the
Mothodiat church. However, my grandmother on my mother's side was a member
of the Pemtecostal Holiness Church. It was in my grandmother's little country
ohirch that I first heard a simple goapel message that Jesus dled to save me.
Even though I was very young, I experienced the gsme Warming of the heart that
John Wesley experienced at Aldersgate. More important to our subject, I saw
- a great amount of lalty involvemant not: only in the running of the church but
in worship and outreaech.

latar in my life T became active in the Assemblies of God whieh 1s very
similar to the Penteccstal Holiness Church. I began to attend a local Asaembly
of God C;.hurch while I was attending high school and after graduation enrclied
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in one of thelr Bible colleges where I attended for four j‘ea:rs.

I mention this because of the high eommittment to lay ministry found in
this fellowship and the fact that they have a free chwreh pelity similar to
ours.

They do have a definite diastinction between clergy and lajty but the gulf
doss not seem to be as wide since their criteria for ministers does not include
semingry ar gpecialised training., In other words, it was commonly accepted
.t.Mt. everyone should be involved in spreading the gospel and, of course, there
was great participation in worship. I think the key to this was the fact that
thelr religious experience (including church) wes primary and not secondary,

After gradnation from Blble college I se:ﬁred for two years as a youth
pastor in a Milwamkee church. I enjoyed my work but wamted to be imvolved
with teens who were not invelved in any church programs, 3o I joinsd the ataff
of Youth Por Christ, T spent seven ysars in this organization that ministers
to high school students,

I mention this mimistry because I worked with teens who were turned off
by the churches they attendsd. TIt's true that T worked with those who Were
1na.ct.iv§ in their clmrches but I werked with enough teenagers and churches |
to know that moat churches have a difficult time attracting teens;. I belleve
part of the reason is that young pecple want te be an active part of the
church. However, they soon find that the church is a place where you listen
to others, The pa.s‘bor,':. d.eacona.a_mi 3. 8. teachers are the eXperts and they
are the leaarnera. I will speak further about this problem later in the paper.

Nor I am completing three years of seminary training. Druilng my studies

I have served as an associate pastor in a Baptist church and recently as the
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interim pastar of Plymouth Congregational Church in Plainfield, Tllinois,

Bach of these experiences gave me further insight into the way people function
in a church. I have also had an opportunity to read the various books on
church renewal and lay ministry,: and perhape more impartant, ‘the time to
reflact on my past experiemnce as it relates to my fubture ministry in t’w p’
Congrogational church. _

I am new to Congregationalism, therefore I have a limited knowledge af
its histery and disti.n.ﬁtive dynamics. However, I have bean closely assoeiated
with three N.A. churches during the laat four years and I belisve I have a
good idea how many of our churches functlion.

It is thru my association with these churches, my studles and past
experiences that I write about lay ministry in Congregationalism,
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THE CONCEPT OF THE TAITY IN OUR PAST HISTCRY

In t,his section T will attempt to show how the concept of lay ministry
has changed since our beginnings in the 17th century. Whils it is true that
there has never been a universally held bellef concerndng the laity, I bellave
our present day churoh polity is vastly removed from our early beginnings.

In Congregationalism we trace our roots back to tha Puritan movement in
England in the 17th gentury. At this time there was a great deal of dis-
satlsfaction with the church of England., There seemed to be a desire to purify
the church and return %o a more simpls way of faith.

In th book The Taymen Tn Christisn Hisbory, the author states thats

The gpiritualiast movement had laid great stress on the
apiritual priesthood of all belisvers. Pietlsm aocepted this
principle and sarrled it further in the sense that the laymen
was expected to have such a deep and comprehensive knowledge
of the truths of the gospel that the great distanse hetween
the layman and the pist.crr with his complete training In theology
was notably reduced.

Pietism was successful both in raising the esteerq in which the laity were
held, and also in opening before the layman almost unlimited flelds for
activity.

This deslre for a retwn to more lay imvolvement brought about what -
higtorians call the Independert .dr Free cmrches, One writer describes the
churches-in. thils awxy:

The situation in the Free c¢hurches was notably different
from that in the state, ar “peoplets," churches. There, even

in earlier times, much greater actlvity on the part of the lay
people had been the rule. Such lay service, however, was
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understood not so mach as that serviee that the church 1

called to render to the world, as that form of activlity

which is self-evident that every individual Christlan emat

carryoninthewarlda.gatestimonytothelowof&odalﬂ

the Lordship of Ghrist.

Tt Was out of this independent clurch movemenmt that men arcse like
Robert Browne. He is the one that we Look to far our idea of the gathered
church, In this fellowship none is above and nome 1s below, but all are
equal in the sight of God and of Christ. It was Robert Browne Who said that
evaryone in the chmrch is made a kKing and prlest and a prophet under Christ,
This is why Browne held that the "essence of a minister's claim to office lay
not in the imposition of hands in ordination, but in his imward calling by
divine providence and his choice by the people of his change.n3

The chosme of the pastor was to be by the free election of the people.
Ordination was to be by the laying on of hands of the congregation, arxd not
necessarily of those who were already ministers. This ordination was
specifically to the care of one congregation, and ordination slgnified the
pastoral relatlionship between that congregation amd the pastor,.

Tn my own mind that was an example of a true and good understanding af
the great principle of the priesthood of all believers. Even though this
- gtrict independent rule was not contimed very long it was the foundation af
modern Congregationalism,.

When we come to the Javoy Declaratlon we £ind that although the pastor
and chureh officos are still elescted by the congregation there is an element

of separation between them and the ordinary lay person.
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The emgence of this call of a Pastor, Teacher or Elder
tinto Offiee, consists in the election of the ¢hurch, togethar
with his acceptation of it, and separation by fasting and
prayer...the calling of dgfcons conslsteth in the llke election
and acceptation, with seperation by prayar.S

‘Some would see no problem in this because the power structure i= still
within the local chmreh, I perscnally see problems with the word seperation
but T will address this later. I am not saying that sepération meant a sharp
division like we find in the state churohes, Ths men of Savoy were careful
to insure that the "preaching of the word would not be confined to any .
priestly class but would be accepted as the ﬁ?a'e gift of God to whomever He
should choose to glve i‘b.“6 The framers of the document also said that:

Although 1t be imcvmbert on the Pastors and Teachers of the
chmrches to be instant in Preaching the Word, by way of Office;

yet the work of Préaching the Word ls not so pecularily oonfined

to them, but that others also gifted and fitted by the Holy Ghgst

for it...may publiquely, ardinarily and constamtly perform it.

T think the polity of Savoy is ome of the highlights of Gongregational:.
history, I see in their statements a very high view of the lay persons
regponsibility in ministry. | |

From Congregationalism in Burope we now move to New England. Onoe
again we see the importance of lay mimiatry, Harry Butman lifts this up
¥hen he says "the emphasis of sary Congregationalism on lay preaching (the
pilgrilns had no: settled paator for alemah yaars, Elder Brewster being their
teacher) and their emphasis on scripture, are tolkens of the indebtedness to
Lollardry.%8

What Butman says is true! however, if we look olose a distinction is
mads regarding lay and olergy in this situvation. Manfred Kohl points out

thate
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From the time the Pilgrims reached the new shores, they
conducted regular worship services, as had been their custom in
leyden, Willigm Brewsiter, their ruling elder, preachsd ani
taught, He did not, howgver, administer the sacraments. Their
pastar, John Robinson, Who had remained in d, stated quite
clearly tha’!:. only a duly ordained minister{could adminis‘ber the

gacraments., W
Hore wo see a very clear distinctlon between clergy and lay people.

An elder was respensible for all but the priestly functions. Agein, many

do not see a conflict here, but I do.

Since we are focusing on American Congregationalism, I think I will
share same of tha thoughts that Harold Worthley from the Congregational
Christian Society offered as a response ko a letter from me regarding the
concept of the laity in: Cengregationalism, In this latter dated May 3l,
1977 he writess

The inflnx of unlike minded religionista, Baptlsts and Quakers,
made the Puritan lsadership sufficiently nervous, precisely becausd
thoge traditions downgraded the ordainsd miristry and exalted pri-
vate revelations., A coupls of 1llustratlons: the primitivae practice
of *prophesying' (exhorting) by laymen during the clmrch service was
quickly curbed; the mling elder {a lay minister concerned with
cmreh discipline) was soon eliminated from the offices of the Con-
gregational ehurehes in all but a few cases. By the emd of the 17th
century and begluning of the 15th, Gongregational ministers were
becoming !professionaiized,? hold:l.ng agsociational gatherings
(patternsd after the English mode.‘!.s) and trylng for tighter controls
of ecclesiastical affairs,

This does not mean that the congentual rols of the laity was lost., There
were always deacons and lay officers, and in the churches ths laity contimed
to hold and use ita influence and power - socially, economically and ideologl-

cally but the gap between clergy and laity was becoming wider,
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Wort.h‘gy stated that this trend toward professionalism was altered somewhat
in the Great Awakening of the 17L0's when laymen again became imvolved in many
aof the forms of ministry normally done by the clergy.

" Befare I move on to the Way in which We understand the role of the laity
in present day Congregationalism, let me summarize what I have been trying to
point out in this section. My understanding of our history is that in
- Lollarrdry and men like Browne there was a bellef that the distinetlion between
olergy and lay people as it was expressed in the Anglican clmrch was wrong.
They belisved in the "priesthood of all believers.," The ministry of the church
mst be done by 21l of the paq_pils and not just by a pald clergy. This particular
view did not really take hold in the Congregational churchesg but contimmed in
the Anabaptist groups, | |

A8 you read the histery of Ccngregatibnalian you can definitely see a
great deal of labtky involvement but there is a differemnce in the kind of
involvement as the years pass. In the beginning there was a stress on lay
mreaching and the deacons anmd a.lciera had special responsibilities 1n the
spiritual affairs of the chmrch. If I read the historical record properly,
lay people began to do less and lese of the actu#l minlstry and look to the
clergy to do this for them. Another way of explaining this is that lay people
wore 1less and less involwed in doing the things that a minister does. Whan -

this bappens the distinctlion between clergy and lay people ia very cla'ar.
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My understanding of the laity within present day' C.ong'egationa:ld.am is
lnited to wy personal observances in the charches that I have been a part of,
There are many of our churches that I have never been to @ know nothing about.
I know that there is great diversity represemted by these churches and the
involvement of the laity in these chmrches varies from church to church.
Therefare, What I say conoerming present day lay involvemenmt will not be true
of every olurch, bat I believe that it is trus far the great majarity of owr
charches and I would be quibk to poiot ont the same could be sald of moat of
Christendom.

I believe that uithtn“oﬂ.r NeA. churches there is a complete seperation
between the tasks of the minister and lay person. The paopie in tha pew are
not, aware of the Biblical idea of minisfry that is possible and expected from
them if the e¢hurch 1s to be alive:amd growlng. This is unfartumate but what
1s even more tragic 1s that they do not understand and participate in the basiss
of Christlanity which are prayer, Bilble reading and sharing their faith,

In one church that I attended I noticed that when I attended the worshlp
gervices and various board meetings, no one prayed but the pastor., If the
pasta was not able to attend a meeting then they started without praying.

I'm not advecating prayer befare every meeting, but I am trylng to point out

that every Christian ought to be able to say a simple prayer in a small group
or even in a worship Service. If people do not pray,then how do they murture
ar sustein their spiritual 11fe? Now I lmow some would say that peopls pray

in different ways but I think that ie sidrting the issue. Every Christian



ghould be able to express their thoughts to God in prayer.

The same thing holds trus for Biblical study amd witness. Ewvery
Christian should study and seek to understand the Biblical witness, Ministers
do not hold a carner on truth, The seriptures are there for everyore to read
and learn from. The same is true When we talk about sharing our falth in the
world., Ministers and missionaries are the onss who sre expected to carry on
a faithful witness in ouwr commnities and warld,

Once agaln,I am not arguing that lay persons do oot awing a lot of welght
in the polity of our churches, but they are not participating in ministry such
as mreaching, counsmelling, visiting the sisk, etc, Not only do they not
participate within the ¢hurch, they don't participate outslde the church either.

Nowr the guestion that should be agked is why does this situation exist and
what has caused it? The anawer to thls qQuestion is not an easy one. It 13 a
problem that has been addressed at variocus tlmes throughout the long course of
clureh hlstory. Although the problem is complex I see at least two dynamics
at wark, First,we have the problems that involve the lay person and, secondly,
the problems that involve the clergy. |

Too often in Congregational churches t.he lay person willingly accepts
the idea that the minister is the one who does the work of the ministry. Naney
Manser painted this ocut in a recent editorial when ‘she said:

The ministers aren't the chureh, I know what Congregationa~
1i3ts say their emphasis is, but I question lte exlstence in reality.

I see far too much acceptance of the miniatry as a cultic
function with the laity far too ready to aspsent to authority, whother
the authority use the title of *The Reverend!, 'Bishop}, !Swami!, or
*Gurra'.
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- The laity does not see itself for what 1t is - ths psople
of God, the expression of the chprche The laity, in actuality,
does not see itgelf as compli ' with the ministry, with
both serving in different funcions.

Naney's point can be 11lustrated very easily by looking at the church
proflles that I have been receiving from ths varlous churches that are sesking
a pastor. They want a minigter to preach, warry, bury, make hospital calls,
vigit inactive membars, and build up the church. T hawve looked at fifteen
different choreh profiles and not ongce did T see any mention of the minister
being a person who helps others in the task of ministry., The pastor 1s
expected to do the work of ministry instead of facilitating the task through
the members.

There are some people who have g sense of committment but they still ses
ministry only within the institution. Here again Manser points out thats

What I see now in chmrches is that lay involvement often is

within the chrch. The Question bas to be asked whether the

lrvolvenont 1s from a theologlical, falth base or mare fro _

habit, or being volunteers Lo keep the institution afloat.

Because lay psople do not have a thesloglcal, feith base, they do not
gee the true nature of the church or their rols in its ongolng reality. They
dontt know why it's thare or what they are aupposed to do, '

The emphasis in the Congregational way has always been on the
congregation and their responsibility to be a mimister. 4nd yet,

how - tragically we fail to live this obligation of the Congregational

way. We ware all meant to be pastors, and ouwr deacons to be

'undep~shepherds! with the minister, yet most Congregational psople

do not seem to realize that this iulga:t of their duty and privi-

ledge as Congregational Christians, '

Another aspect of this problem is the way in which pastors view them-
selves and their mimistry. Too often men and women enter the ministry
beoause of certaldn ego needs. They feal inferier or have ego needs that can

only be met within a Congregatlonal metting. I bellewe the meod to be
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important or the feelings in inferlority are behind things 1like %clerical
collars" ,. "robes"™, and titles like "Reverend.," There is nothing Biblieal
abbut these things and I bellewe they serve as divisive elememts in this
issua, |

An even bigper problem has to do with ardination. In my mind this is
the greatest single contributing factor in the meperating of e¢lergy and laity.
My problem is not with ardination per se but what it means to the people in
the pew. Ideally, ardination i3 the recogndtion that God has called and gifted
this person for a particular task within the church. In omr early histary
the minister wag "raised up" from among the people and ardained by them. He
was Seen as one of tha people but with certain gifts that fitted him far the
role or pastar. I was not above the people but served along side them, I
beliove he was chosen by the people in oxrder to get away from any kind of
idemtification with apostalic successlon, atc.

In modern Congregationalism ministers are still ordained within the
local church,but the majarity of the people in the pew see this ceremony as
a setting apart or seperation of an individual from themselves. They see in
the act of ordination some kind of mystical elsment in which the person heing
ordained recaives some kind of infusion of spiritual power thdt now enables
them to perform the priestly duties ar marrying, burying,.,and serving communion.

In every onsa of the church profiles they were looking .fdr someone Who had
been ordained, What does this mean? Are they looking far somsone who has been
affirmed to have certain gifts of ministry or are they loocking for somecns who
has heen given certain powers thru the magﬁ'.ca.l act of ordination. If you do

not believe this, then why is it that those who lay their hands on the heads
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of those being ordained are always ministers? TYou could zlso talk with the
peopls in the congregation about their view of the minister. Ask them Why
they don't feel qualified te preach, serve eommunion, baptize, or vislt .the
sick in the hospital., Many Would say that they lack the traiming but if they
were honest 1t would be because they don't believe they have been "called", or
“ardained" or given the gpecial powers that thess tasks require.

I blame ministers for perpetmating this myth year after year. If ministers
would be honest and admit that there is nothing magical in oardinagtion and that
they are no "holier" or better than anyone else we would see a great change in
our churches,

Young people eapecially ere able to see through this hypoerisy and
Ingtitution. They are not content to 3it back and do nothing whils the minister
prays for them and worships for them. They do not want religicus performances,
They want to be inwclved in the doing of minigstry.

The question I kesp asking myself is 1n what Way is o present concept
of ministry different than the church of Englamd in the 17th cemtury? I can
gee that owr polity is different but what about the rols of the mimister? It's
true that he or she is chosen by the people but is their fumction any different
in our churches as compared to ‘bhei:_s or any other denmnination? Is the role
of the lay person any differemt? It's true that the laity in our churches have
more political power and are expected to do more tasks but do they have real
pastoral duties? Do they see themselves as co-Warkers with the pastor in
nintstry to fellow mman beingas? -

A8 I reflect on this paper I think the real tragedy is that a paper like
this has to be Written, To talk sbout a distinction between clergy and laity

i an Indictment against our modern church life. The very fact of the words
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"eclergy" and "laity" are proof that people see a radical difference betmeen
the two. The title of this paper should'be "The Ministry of the Christians
Within the Congregational Church" or something similar,

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

I am aware that it is very easy to criticize, It is easy to peint out
faults. What is difficult is giving answers or solutions to the problems |
that I have discussed in this paper. Befare I offer some suggestions, I want
to point out that my criticisms of Congregationalism have been given as one
who is within ths family. I am a Congregationmalist by choice and I will be
serving a GCongregational church in the near future., I do not speak as an
outalder but as one who 1s intimately involved in our fellowship's ministry
and life. I write about the problems because I see the great potential that
exists within our fellowship and my heart yegrsa to see pecple within our
churches emme the joy that comes from ministry to the needs of others.

I think the real key to a renmswal of the lajity within owr churches is
our pastors. They are the ones wheo are going to have to address thia issue
and begin to bring about some changas, I think the most lmpertant thing that
they have t0 do is to change their own thinking about the natwre and purpose
of the pastoral ministry, Pastors mst realize that they are called to be
enablers of those they serve. They are not above or below, but equal, They
must be willing to serve without the titles or "Reverend" and "Dr." and the
recognition that comes with these titles. They are going to have to do away

with c¢lerieal collars, robes or anything that seperates them from the people.
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In this regard they are going to have to rathink the whole matter of
ordination, If ardination is to contimue, the meaning mmst baaqkplained. It
would also be helpful to have special services in which offleers: and teachers
of the church wers recogniged and prayed for. There should also be times When
the whols congregation particlpates in such a Pumeiion., By doing this, people
would see that ordimation of mimlsters, 'deacons, or themselves i&s an act of
dedication and committment on the part of those being ordained and a resogni-
tion of gifts and respomsibility by those who ordain,

Thoge in preaching and teaching: responsibilities must look cléaely at
what the scriptures teach concerming this vital topic and then shars this with
their con.gregat.ions.' I think that unless peopls understand the Bibllcal basils
far the ipriesthood of all bellevers® they will not change., It is argued that
simply changing the atructures somewbat will not be enough. I agree Wwith that
argument. 1 believe Come ls right when ﬁs Bays thats

If the mere word *laity' is praserved a¥ all in our ecclesiasti-

cal terminology, all the traditional distinctione between clergy and

laity will reassert themselves, Simply a greatar emphasis on the

impertance of the lailty will not prepare the chureh for a new under-
standing of its mlssion of reconciliation. The very term !laity’
inevitably implies the existemse of a clergy, a superier clerigal

¢lass of Christians, It alao specifically denoi®s,in contemporary

language, a class of unninformed and therefors irresponsible people.

They act as passive objects, rather than act as responsible and

effective agents. The church is now ready far, and its God-given

nission now igmands , the complete abandomment of the clergy-laity

distinction. _ _

If this Was done it would have implications for both pastor and: peopla.
Pastars would have to oall forth and allow the gifts of his people to funstion.
He wanld have to realise that some of the people in the congregation could
-perhaps teach or counsel bestbter than him, This should not be resented tut

rejciced in.
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The pecple then would have to be oamaitted to the 'Work' of ministry.
They would bave to become involwed in minmistry and not just passive cbservers
af the pastor and clurch officers. They would have to be willing to share
the responsibility that comes from becanfl_.ng' a minister--of the body of Christ
which is the church.

The spacific way that dll of this 35 to be Worked out is the task of
each local church, The peopls within the local church are the only ocnes that
are aware of the umique dymamios that are at wark within the congregation.
Thoy are the only onsa who can determine the chanpes that must be made.

T believe that the unique polity of Congregationalism lends itself to
minigtry that is dbna by the people in cooperﬁ.t:l.on with the paste. Our
churches are free from denominational axpectationa. aﬁd restrictiona, We are
free to serve in whatevar way we deem best.

If we will work toward tl® elimination of a distinction between clergy
and lay people, I think we will find that the people in our churches will find
a new senge of purpose and meaning and they in turn will go forth to bring the

good nows of Christ and His kingdom to our needy world,
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