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what they are doing. Sometimes people
ask me, "How did you get these lay
people?" I have two or three answers.

One is, I never asked a lay person to
do anything in connection with ourwork
where that person would say no. I don't
say that I just picked them out of a hat.
I had some background. But they were
still willing and sometimes eager to give
his or her time. That leads me to the
second thing. Here I am critical of the
clergy. I think we are a lazy bunch, in
the sense that it's too darn easy to go to
Mr. Smith and say, "Will you serve on
the board of trustees?" but it's another
things to say, "Will you join some others
in helping the church know the kinds of
decisions you have to make and the
issues you haye to deal with?" What I
found is that there are among our laity a
number of people, who, if given the
chance, wi II participate in a significant
dialogue with other people about their
work. The reason they're not doing it is
because nobody has asked them.

The Ministry of the laity Movement
RP: looking back at your work and

what came out of the National Council
of Churches and the World Council of
Churches' Evanston Assembly in 1954
on the ministry of the laity, I would like
you to say how that developed, how did
it take hold, and then what happened to
it. Somewhere we lost it. The concern
for the ministry of the laity died some-
where along the line and I can't figure
out why.

CH: You aretouching on a very happy
but, in one aspect, very unhappy his-
tory. You can see that I had the ministry
ofthe laity inside me. I had not just lived
with it, I had materialized it, first in the
Social Education and Action of the Pres-

byterians, and then in the constituting of
the Division of the Church and Eco-

nomic life in the National CounciL. For

twenty years that group of people met
without any persuasion. They all looked
forward to the next meeti ng.

41

After the Second World War the
World Council of Churches had a con-
stituting assembly in 1948. They made a
statement to the effect that while we
stress the need for the ministry of lay

people within the institution of the
church, we also feel that the witness of
Christians in the world is a neglected

emphasis. The Central Committee of the
World Counci I met about two years later
in 1950 and they called for three confer-
ences on the laity and their Christian
vocation. They asked for one in Great
Britain, one in Germany, and one in
North America. That's what I had been
waiting for.

I said to our committee, first of all, I
had a growing feeling that in the Social
Education and Action in Philadelphia
and in the Church and Economic life in
New York, we were dealing with lay
people on the second floor. We hadn't
really challenged them on the first floor.
We had been dealing with the issues of
how Christian principles affect collec-
tive bargaining for a fair wage" but the
church had not challenged the laity's
role from Monday through Saturday as
decision makers. it is those decisions
which make up, not only your conduct,
but your corporate conduct, and ulti-
mately your national conduct.

Is Christianity relevant to these deci-
sions, not what the minister preaches

about, but that you make? That's what
theology is about. Second, here was a
challenge from the World Council that
seemed to fit us better than anyone else.
We made a proposal to the General
Board of the National Council that we
be authorized to set up a conference

which would be called "The Christian
and His Daily Work." That put us on the
rails and we took it up with the Cana-
dian Counci i of Churches. it resulted in
an international endeavor. We set up
the conference in Buffalo in 1952.

RP: That was my last year in Union
Seminary and I was doing my B.D. thesis
on that very issue.
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CH: That conference was-I'm going
to call it history-breaking, there was no
doubt about that. The churches had
never, and I say never, even on a small
scale, much less a big one, joi ned to-
gether ina representative way to con-

sider that aspect ofthe ministry. We had
the preparatory committee led by AI
Whitehouse of the steelworkers. They
all loved AI. But then it seemed to me-
and I thought I was within traditional
grounds-the chai r of the preparatory
committee is invariably chair of the con-
ference. So without this or that, AI be-
came chair of the conference. The first
conference ever held in North America
on the laity was chaired by a labor leader.

On the speakers' panel at Buffalo we
had von Thadden26 from the Evangelical
Academy Movement in Germany. But
the real heart of the conference was the
twenty-two occupational groups. Buf-
falo did for lay ministry what the Pitts-
burgh conference did for economic life.
What it did was to hit people with a new
idea, not an idea they'd read about ina
book, but one that had been demon-

strated practically and successfully.

There was nothi ng to mop up. There was
everything to go forward with. There

were something like twenty "little Buffa-
los." Then a number of denominations
picked it up.

Rl: When we look at the history of
the movement of the laity, there really
are two emphases, the economic issues
area and the role of the laity themselves
in th i s area. Is that ri ght?

CH: Yes, conceptually this is what
happened. We had two main streams in
our Church and Economic life Depart-
ment. The one was the appl ication of
Christian principles to specific issues,
and we didn't move away from that.
Along with that was this program of

challenging lay people on their Chris-
tian responsibi lity. Nobody can take your
place in the decisions you have to make.
A minister's sermon, or a book you read,
or a conference you attend can help
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you, but nobody can take that decision-
making away from you.

So we were launched and on the
whole it went well. But some basic as-
sumptions should be stated. First, let me
say something about clergy. One as-
sumption I make is that most clergy do
not try to fi nd out who thei r I ay people
are. They do not know where they are
coming from. A second assumption is
thatthey approach their lay people on a
moralistic basis. Now most lay people
know that you ought to be right rather
than wrong, butthe problem is, "What is
right in this context?" This is never

simple; and second, the context is often
a power group of which you are not the
power. You are an instrument of that
power. So I discovered that I had to be
careful and sensitive about the clergy I
asked to partici pate in our meeti ngs. !

must say, it wasn't a hard job because
our emphasis brought out the right kind
of clergy-and sometimes the wrong
kind. But you get my point.

RP: What developed out of this ap-
proach?

CH: Arthur Flemming was helpful in
this. He helped us get out a book, Ethics
in Business. The idea was to develop
some intensive in-depth study of various
key occupations. This was not hard. We
got six study groups, each with a spe-

cific occupation. In Chicago we had a
group of bankers under Victor Oben-

haus,27 bless his souL. And then we had
somebody in Detroit on contractors. We
also had public relations people. We
had insurance people under Peter
Berger. 28 What I did was to phone some-
one like Vic Obenhaus and say, "Does
this idea appeal to you? If so, would you
draw together two or three bankers and
see if they would form a group of those
in the banking business?" In this pattern,
Vic Obenhaus would be the only clergy
person in the group. His job was to
facilitate the discussion. He would say,
"Now is this what you mean?" or "Is this
the implication you are drawing here?"
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They agreed to meet for ten hours, at
least. They divided the time anyway they
saw fit. Then each of the conveners
would write up the report. Then the
National Council published the book.

After my retirement, Cynthia Wedel/9
bless her heart, who had been head of
the Division of Christian life and Work,
and I worked out a pattern for a program
called "listening to lay People." The

men's unit in the National Council,

which was a faint shadow to the women,
had a small amount of money. They
decided to put that money into this
project. The project was si mple. We had
over twenty conferences of lay people.
They asked one question, "What do you
think the church ought to be doing to
help you as lay people to do your Chris-
tian stuff during the week?"

The conferences were done allover

the country. i had a basic feeling about
the location of conferences. I under~

stood why the National Council, when it
did Division Conferences, chose the big
urban centers. They were the easiest.
But we left out an awful lot. I decided to
get out from the big centers. We had one
in Phoenix, and one up in Oregon, and
another in the wheat country of Kansas.
i went to everyone of the organizing

committee meetings. Then I went to the
first meeting, simply to catch the flavor.

There were two things that stuck out.
One is there was a love-hate relation-
ship among these lay people. They loved
the church. They wanted to be a part of
the church. But they couldn't be happy
in the church because their strong feel-
ings were not being articulated. i wrote
a booklet on that, a summary of those
meetings.

RP: What was the name of that?
CH: I first wrote a summary of the

series and then I wrote... The Ministry of
the Laity. I had a strong overseeing com-
mittee of lay people. I never did any-

thing without working through not only
the offcials, but also the committee.

John Oliver Nelson,3° Francis Sayre,31
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and I felt that these lay centers being
organized across the country ought to
meet together for information and inspi-
ration. My department became the ad-
min istrati ve head of that network. We
met for the first time in Columbus, Ohio.
We called ourselves the Columbus
group. There were groups in Chicago,

Detroit, and Cincinnati. There was a
strong group in Phi ladelphia called MAP,
Metropolitan Associates of Philadel-
phia.32 Most of these groups had their
beginnings in the 1960s.

RP: These were the lay centers in the
Un ited States?

CH: Yes, here in the United States.
Everyone of them was the result of the
gleam in the eye of somebody. Those

with a gleam in their eye were either
inspired and had participated in iona, or
Birmingham, or in the Evangelical Acad-
emy at Bad Boll in Germany. This lay
movement came from Europe, but we
were responsible for the initiative of
these centers here.

At that time the ministry of the laity
movement could either go up or go down.
¡ felt there was a good chance of it going
either way. Second, I was concerned
there was an awful lot of rhetoric in it. if
you wanted to make a speech and be
invited back, include in your speech a
resounding affrmation of the importance
of the ministry of the laity. It was rheto-
ric. It sounded good. But the leadership
of the church did nothingto incorporate
itvitally in the ministryofthe church, or
in the revitalization we hear so much
about. Some of that is due to the i nstitu-
tional ized concept we have of the
church. So for this reason the movement
has gone down. i am constantly on the
alert listening to hear something about
where it has gone. The only thing I know
is that Andover Newton has a former
member of the Philadelphia MAP group
on its facu Ity.

laity Movement in Perspective
RP: The Europeans have been more
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successful in keeping the movement
alive. The Evangelical Academies are
still a major force in Germany. In fact,
while! was in Asia, it was largely Ger-
man money that began lay academies in
both lapan and in Korea. But I would
like to get back to an earlier question I
asked, "How do you regain this under-
standing of the ministry of the laity in
the United States?"

CH: It's wrong to start with the feel-
ing that you have to educate the clergy
theologically and then to move over to
what it means fortheir work. We started
at the other end. We had five questions
with these "little Buffalos." First, what
are some of the issues that concern you
as a Christian? That you either met your-
self or have observed Dick Poethig do-
ing. We didn't do it just through per-
sonal experience, but also through
observation. Second, how are those is-
sues being dealt with professionally or
in other ways? Third, what is there in the
Christian faith that makes that an issue
that one ought to be concerned about?
Fourth, what are some of the resources
of the Christian faith to deal with these
issues? Then last (but there wasn't time
for this), what should the church do in
the light of this?

We need to go back to earlier times
and start where the lay person is, not
where the minister is. We as clergy do
not begin by saying, "Come and let's
talk about theology and business." Bet-

ter to join together and ask the question
of busi ness people or some other occu-
pation, "Do you feel this is a problem?"
Now, some member of the group will
say, "Well, that isn't a problem to me."
Then you say, "Why isn't it to you?"
With the right kind of minister or theolo-
gian you get lay people to talk among
themselves; the minister becomes an
enabler. ~ make a great deal of this in
The Church's Third Force. The reason
for the title The Third Force is that there
are three ways lay people can help the
church. They can do it within the insti-
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tution ofthe church-to serve as ushers.

Second, they can contribute to the out-
reach of the church through missions;

and third, they can witness as Christians
where they are.

Rp: The questions you raise are still
relevant. But today in such tight times
most clergy are concentrating on the
survival of the local congregation. Our
seminaries seek to develop a deep con-
sciousness about pastoral ministry. This
tends toward a professionalization of
the clergy in terms of their status within
the system. There's a deep theological

problem in our seminaries in the sense
they are professional schools and there-
fore often train clergy, in this age of
survival, for an upkeep ministry. They
don't give a lot of attention to empower-
ing lay people for their ministry in the
world. Much of ministry to lay people is
pastoral counseling. It's a one-on-one
relationship in which pastors deal with
people's personal problems today. The
question of releasing the power of the
lay person to come to terms with the
issuès in their work and in their commu-
nity is not something that comes up
easily. We have ourselves in a box. I'm
not sure how we can break out of it.

CH: This reminds me of a visit I made
to Yale Divinity School where they were
doing a course on how pastors can re-
late to enabling lay people. One semi-
nary student was reporting on a groupof
businessmen who had divided them-
selves into several opinions. One part of
the group said, "We see no problem
between what we profess and what we
do." They admitted a relevance but no
problem. Another group said, "There is
a relationship and we are uncomfort-
able. What do we do about it?"

Here is where the seminary should
be teaching an understanding of en-

abling. You mentioned the tension be-
tween the minister and the lay person.
I'm sure that is real, but why don't we do
something about it? The tension is in the
minister. Don't they carve out for them-
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selves a ground of power? It seems to me
they are the people who tell us what to
do, and who set our standards.

Rp: There's a theological question

here which semi narians get back to: what
is ministry? From a professional point of
view the issue of ordination comes into
the picture, Why is one ordained? Semi-
narians are trained for specific services,
whether it is to teach, or preach, or to
interpret, or to counsel, or to administer
or to run a church education or a youth
program, or to serve in a community.
Not very often do seminarians see their
task as enabling, or empowering the lay
person to take action in their jobs or in
the society. It does not appear that there
are many people interested in that role.

CH: You're right. You say people
aren't interested. The people who ought
to be interested, aren't. The leadership
of the church should be. I have no illu-
sions about lay people. Some of them
can be awfully conservative. I don't want
to imply that they're all like the mem-
bership of that Social Education and

Action Committee. My point is, if you
are looking for that kind of layperson,

you will find them. They can advise and
counsel with you.

Rl: They can give leadership to the
church in different ways.

CH: Yes, somebody said to me the
other day, apropos of why the ministry
ofthe laity is not happening today, "Well,
the problem is you don't have your
Charlie Taits anymore." God knows you
don't, but you have somebody else, if
you look for them. You don't have but
one Charlie Taft. There's this question:
What is the ministry supposed to do and
to be? To my mind, to be the enabler is
the act of ministry. And then second:
What is the ministry of the church? Is it
with the people who have an M.Div.
opposite their names? What happens in
New York or Chicago? It doesn't depend
on who preaches in what church. It is
the person in the pew. I'm all for evan-
gelism. ¡fwe real iy got ourfaithful people

aroused about their civic responsibili-
ties there would be a transformation of
American life.

Third, who is a lay person? A lay

person is a parent, is a neighbor, is a
consumer, is a citizen, is a worker. He or
she is no more one than the other. Do
you know any lay person who isn't a
consumer or who isn't a citizen? They
may be a good or a bad one, but nobody
can take away the fact that you are
citizens, consumers, or workers. Now
those three aspects-citizen, consumer,
worker-are just as much a part of who
a layperson is, as that he or she is a
parent or a child. Yet that part is so cut
off, eliminated. I want to emphasize, I
am not primarily concerned about what
a lay person thinks. I am concerned that
he or she thinks. I believe the church
can be of more help in raising questions
than it is in com i ng out with answers.
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Council of Churches (1960-1969), president, Na-
tional Council of Churches (1969-1972), presi-
dent, World Council of Churches (1975-1983).

30. John Oliver Nelson (1909-1990). Presby-
terian minister. Faculty, Yale Divinity School

(1950-1964). Founder and d ¡rector of Kirkridge,
a retreat center for clergy and laity near Bangor,
Pa, (1964-1974). Author of You Have This Minis-
try (1946), Work and Vocation, (1954), Dare to
Reconcile, (1969).

31. Francis Bowles Sayre (1915- ). Industrial
chaplain, Diocese of Ohio (1946-1951), dean of
the National Cathedral (Episcopal), Washington,
D.C. (1951-1978); chairman, Bd. of Detroit I n-
dustrial Mission (1956-1968); advisory com.,
Bishop of Armed Forces (1972-1978).

32. Metropolitan Associates of Philadelphia
(MAP) was organ ized in 1965 by Jitsuo Morikawa
of the Division of Evangelism of the American

Baptist Conv~ntion. The stated purpose of MAP
was "to engage in experimental missionary ac-
tion in the city of Philadelphia, for the sake of

common witness to, and participation in, Christ's
work of renewal in metropolis." MAP was com-
mitted to looking at all parts of the community's
life: the arts, culture, education, medicine and
health, social organizations, business and indus-
try and poi itics and government. It drew lay people
from these areas into ongoing discussions 01' the
relation of the Christian faith to their job and
community responsibilities.
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