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Abstract 

Clergy self-care and burnout has been a subject of study now for many years. This study has 

been defined and redefined within variable context describing the causes and effects of burnout 

and the lack of self-care among clergy and other helping professions. This study looks to add to 

conversation of clergy self-care and burnout, the answer to the question why, in response to the 

recurring behavior among clergy who experience burnout, recover, undertake ascribed self-care 

measures only to repeatedly experience burnout. This study hopes that through the discovery of 

the “why” of clergy self-care and burnout that this repetitive cycle can be broken. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Background 

Every week congregations gather in their sacred spaces, either in person or across various 

virtual platforms to praise and worship God. No matter the denominational tradition or preferred 

liturgical style of the worship service these congregations gather with the expectation that their 

pastoral leadership is properly prepared and equipped to minister to the needs that they have 

brought in from the mundane into these defined sacred spaces. However, many of these 

congregants are completely unaware that their pastoral leadership may attempt to minister to 

their needs from a place of need themselves. Many of the pastors standing before them are 

overwhelmed by bi-vocational careers, family lives, and responding to a continual flow of 

church or denominational responsibilities and congregational needs, standing on the brink of 

burnout. Similarly, some of the pastors standing before them are experiencing the brink of 

burnout for the second or third time within their pastoral careers, having worked through a 

recurring cycle of burnout, recovery, and near burnout again and again. Sadly, many of these 

pastors have no answer to the question of why they continue to face and maneuver through this 

recurring cycle of clergy self-care and burnout. However, despite the “why,” they continue to 

respond to the call to ministry, the call to serve and week after week they stand before their 

waiting congregations determined to meet the needs of those they have been called to serve even 

from their own places of need. 

The purpose of this project is to discover the “why” of clergy burnout, to answer the 

question of what lies at the root of recurring behavioral patterns of pastors and clergy that often 

results in cyclical familiar experiences of burnout. My efforts toward accomplishing this 

discovery were conducted through the examination of current literature on the subject of clergy 

self-care and burnout, the psychology of habit formation and recurring behavior, survey and 
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interview data from pastoral clergy serving within various ministry context, along with a review 

of statistical clergy and other helping profession burnout and self-care data. The examination and 

analysis of literature and collected data has provided some insights toward the discovery of why 

pastors and clergy, who often know the warning signs, symptoms, effects, as well as recovery 

and preventative measures of clergy self-care and burnout often repeat recurring behavior 

patterns that result in familiar episodes of clergy burnout. However, as much as I have learned 

through this study, I have discovered that there remains much to consider along these lines to 

fully understand the space between what we know to do and what we actually do. In other words, 

the answer to the “why” of clergy self-care and burnout spans a great number of areas that 

deserve dedicated focus and consideration. Yet, the accomplished discovery through this current 

study has yielded recommendation of some established self-care strategies and some additional 

self-care strategies that I believe are viable tools to break these recurring behavior patterns.  

The survey and interview protocols were designed to capture general data and specific 

stories primarily in reference to the experiences of pastors with clergy self-care and burnout and 

the recurring behaviors that facilitate a cycle of clergy self-care and burnout. I have analyzed and 

compared the collected data through the lens of the existing literature to discover and understand 

the answer to the nagging “why” in which pastoral clergy continue to experience the cycle of 

clergy burnout, self-care, and burnout again. The surveys were distributed electronically via 

email distribution, via invitation across social media outlets using media outlet platforms and 

corresponding Q-R code. Survey recipients were also encouraged to share the survey invitation 

and corresponding link with others within their various spheres of influence. 

The resulting research and discovery have been used to develop additional pastoral self-

care strategies and recommendations to add to the clergy self-care and burnout toolbox that will 
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assist in the breaking of the recurring behavior patterns of clergy self-care and burnout. My hope 

is that these additional recommended self-care strategies will better equip pastors, clergy, their 

families, leadership teams, and congregations to maneuver through and break this recurring 

cycle. These recommended strategies I have implemented into my own self-care regimen, and I 

hope that others find them as equally beneficial. 

Background 

The topic of my project is “Discovering the “Why” of Clergy Self-care and Burnout: 

What lies at the Root of Recurring Behavior Patterns of Pastoral Clergy that Results in Cyclical 

Returns to Familiar Experiences of Burnout.” The purpose of this project, is to discover the 

“why” behind pastors and clergy who have experienced episodes of burnout, recovered, only to 

continue to make choices or follow recurring behavioral patterns that lead to similar episodes of 

burnout. I hope that upon completion of this research to better understand the reasons behind 

these recurring behaviors and to recommend additional self-care strategies that will break these 

recurring cycles of clergy burnout. This research focused primarily on pastors or clergy serving 

in full-time or bi-vocational ministry who have experienced or know the symptoms and effects of 

clergy burnout, who have gone through the recovery and preventative strategies of clergy self-

care and wellness yet somehow continue along a pathway of recurring cycles of burnout and 

recovery.  

My passion for this project is birthed from my desire to discover the “why” of clergy 

burnout within myself and how I have maneuvered through my years of service in the Gospel 

ministry and as a pastor. Throughout various seasons of pastoral ministry I have had several 

individual experiences where I have faced a recurring cycle of behavior in which I experienced 

some sense or symptoms of burnout, gone through the recovery and instituted practices of self-
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care only to find myself again facing some of those same senses or symptoms of burnout further 

down the line. Throughout my ministry experience and trips within this recurring cycle of 

burnout, recovery, and burnout again, I have come to recognize that I am not alone in the quest 

to understand the “why” of the recurring cycle of burnout. 

The broader topic of this major project is Clergy Self-Care and Wellness in response to 

Clergy Burnout. There are many voices that have spoken on this broader topic, many of whom 

focus on defining burnout and the corresponding symptoms along with various strategies to 

identify the signs of burnout and to also prevent burnout. However, the voice I propose to add to 

this conversation through this project is the discovery of the answer to the nagging “why” of 

recurring behaviors that lead to cyclical episodes of clergy self-care and burnout. What is at the 

root of this cycle of recurring behavior that leads to familiar/similar outcomes of burnout? What 

is at the root of recurring pastoral behavior that creates this continual cycle of burnout? To that 

end my objective is to discover what lies at the root of pastors and clergy behavioral patterns that 

lead to recurring episodes of burnout. I will use the discovery of this “why” of clergy self-care 

and burnout to develop and recommend additional practices to be added to the conversation of 

recommended clergy self-care and wellness strategies that will help pastors and clergy to break 

the recurring cycles of clergy burnout. 

Significance 

The significance of this project is formed through a desire to discover and answer the “why of 

clergy self-care and burnout, which will provide much needed help for pastoral clergy and/or 

clergy in general. There is overwhelming statistical data that points to a high occurrence of 

clergy burnout, the causes of burnout and the effects of burnout not only impact clergy but also 

their families and the congregations they serve. According to Pastoral Care Inc. com, “72% of 
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pastors report working between 55 to 75 hours per week (pre-Covid-19); 84% off pastors feel 

they are on call 24/7; 80% believe that pastoral ministry has negatively impacted their families; 

and 70% of pastors report that they have a lower self-image now than when they first started.” 1  

This is just a small sample of statistics that are offered to illustrate the impact, causes and 

conditions of clergy burnout that is indicative of an ongoing need for help to address the problem 

of clergy burnout. (See Appendices -Appendix 1: Additional Clergy Burnout Statistics – Pastoral 

Care, Inc. com) However, beyond the statistics and the great volume of literature on the subject 

there are personal stories and experiences I have witnessed and shared over the years with 

friends, colleagues and other associates in general ministry and pastoral ministry that suggest that 

there are underlying factors at play between what we know to do and what we actually do as it 

pertains to our self-care and the recurring cycle of burnout. One thing that I have witnessed over 

the years through these shared experiences, is not only the need for help to address, prevent, and 

recover from the causes and conditions of clergy burnout, but also a need to understand why 

there is a recurring cycle of clergy burnout that appears difficult to both break and avoid. This 

recurring cycle as expressed through these shared experiences has shown a pattern of throwing 

ourselves into the work of ministry to the point of overworking, becoming overwhelmed to the 

point of burnout, working through a period of recovery, followed by an inconsistent practice of 

preventative self-care only to return to the practice of overworking working repeatedly through 

the phases of the cycle eventually nearing burnout again. Sadly, many times this sharing has 

shown that a number of clergy have experienced on multiple occasions some phase or behavior 

pattern of this cycle although they are well aware that the outcome of this recurring behavior, is 

burnout. The discovery of the “why” of clergy burnout is vitally important because clergy along 

 
1 George Barna, “Statistics In the Ministy,” Non-Profit Association, Pastoral Care Inc., accessed June 24, 2022, 

https://www.pastoralcareinc.com/statistics. 
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with other caring professionals who suffer singular or recurring incidents of burnout not only 

harm themselves but also those they serve. Through the shared experiences with fellow clergy 

and how our struggles with this recurring cycle of burnout I have seen the harm and impact on 

our families, congregations, and ourselves. The study “Clergy Burnout: A Comparison Study 

with Other Helping Professions,” reports, “the consequences of burnout are potentially serious 

not only for the workers but also for the recipients of the intended care. Consequences associated 

with professional burnout include impaired job dissatisfaction, absenteeism, decreased 

productivity, reduced organizational commitment, impaired physical health, reduced quality of 

life, loss of purpose, emotional problems, loneliness, lowered self-esteem, marital conflict, and 

substantial loss of closeness and enjoyment in relationships both personally and professionally.” 

2   The mutual impact of the consequences of burnout between clergy and congregations suggests 

that breaking this recurring cycle is also mutually beneficial to the same. The article, “Whose 

Problem is Clergy Burnout?,” points out this mutuality of suffering and the importance of mutual 

responsibility to recognize and address the consequences of burnout. “When clergy reach 

extremes of emotional and spiritual exhaustion, they aren’t the only ones who suffer. 

Congregants will be at risk, and some of them will never trust the church or pastors again. But 

responsibility for church health shouldn’t rest solely on the pastor. Church communities too need 

education and tools in order to respond to clergy burnout in balanced, faithful, and 

compassionate ways.”3  This is the drive and passion  behind this project, to discover the “why” 

of clergy burnout to not only break the recurring cycle of clergy burnout but also the pervasive 

impact of the consequences of burnout on ourselves and those we have been called to serve, to 

 
2 Christopher J. Adams et al., “Clergy Burnout: A Comparison Study with Other Helping Professions,” Pastoral 

Psychology 66, no. 2 (April 1, 2017): 147–75, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11089-016-0722-4. 
3 Tracey Dawson, “Whose Problem Is Clergy Burnout,” The Christian Century, November 5, 2022, 22–25. 
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promote balanced, faithful, and compassionate communities that work together to maintain the 

health of the community.  

My shared and witnessed experiences of my fellow clergy over the years has helped me 

to understand this recurring cycle of clergy burnout, which is rooted in an attitude or belief that 

often as ecclesiastical leaders there is a tendency to burn the candle from both ends in an effort to 

be all things to all people. This perceived need to be all things to all people is birthed and 

cultivated through a genuine desire to serve and fulfill all congregational needs as they arise on 

our own accompanied by a desire and hope not to disappoint the congregants and not to 

disappoint God by failing to live up to the perceived fullness of our ecclesiastical calling and 

duty. This calling points to further potential stress through a need or belief that as pastoral clergy 

we are on call and on the ready twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred and 

sixty-five days a year. The comparison study of clergy burnout with other helping professions 

describes this ecclesiastical vocation as multi-layered, multi-functional, requiring continual 

involved engagement with others. “The job description of clergy is diverse and includes 

leadership roles that involve constant engagement with others. Clergy roles have been grouped in 

six categories: (a) preacher, (b) deliverer of rituals and sacraments, (c) pastor, (d) teacher, (e) 

organizer, and (f) administrator. Taken together these roles involve highly diverse competencies 

with numerous stressors. Clergy must frequently transition between roles sometimes many times 

during a single day resulting in potential role overload.”4   This vocational role description is 

affirmed by the clergy burnout statistics, throughout subject literature, accounts within this study, 

along with my personal and shared experiences over the years. My personal experiences and the 

witness of others who have struggled through burnout and the recurring cycles of burnout shape 

 
4 Adams et al., “Clergy Burnout: A Comparison Study with Other Helping Professions.” 
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my belief that this desire to serve is the response to the multi-faceted call of God to minister to 

the diverse needs of the people to whom we have been called to serve, fueled by an innate 

internal drive not only to accomplish it all but a sense that we must also do it all ourselves. 

“Working long hours when one is energized in ministry is not necessarily the problem. What 

does seem to be the problem is when pastors feel like they can’t ever take a break from ministry 

work or when they feel guilty for not doing enough.”5 

My firsthand experiences that set the foundation for what has now become my passion 

began in 1998. I had been married for just under a year, starting my family life in a newly 

constructed home, while working full-time in corporate America. Additionally, in response to the 

call to ministry I enrolled in the Howard University School of Divinity with a full course load 

while at the same time working to establish a new ministry that was being organized 

nondenominationally coming out of the African Methodist Episcopal Church. I was not the 

senior pastor, but I was then and continued to be the go-to person for nearly twenty-five years. 

As the ministry grew and we obtained property, I was the first licensed and ordained clergy of 

the new ministry elevated officially to the role of assistant pastor with greater responsibility. My 

first brush with the need for pastoral care occurred following a homiletics class that was 

interwoven into already busy seminary, work, ministry, and family schedule. That evening as I 

stood by my car having a conversation with a classmate, I began to feel chest pains. Silently, 

without mentioning my pain and discomfort to my classmate, I drove myself to the emergency 

room. Once I had been seen, it was reported that my blood pressure was so abnormally high that 

the doctor could not believe that I was still standing let alone drove myself to the hospital. 

 
5 Rae Jean Proeschold-Bell and Jason Byassee, Faithful and Fractured: Responding to the Clergy Health Crisis 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2018). 



9  

However, like most clergy who have suffered similar symptoms or episodes of burnout, I slowed 

down only to recover in the moment and once I felt somewhat like myself again, I was off and 

running at a pace greater than it had been in the moment of crisis. I continued to find it difficult 

to say no to increasing demands for my time and attention, often sacrificing time with my family 

and time for my own self-care and health. Over the years, I learned and managed how to practice 

self-care strategies such as scheduling time to relax, reflect and refresh, establishing boundaries, 

and managing a healthy family, ministry, work life balance. Yet, I never really slowed down or 

fully accepted that I did not have to always be present or involved in every aspect of ministry, 

although these may have been the expectations that I allowed others to place upon me. More 

recently, I have been fully engaged working to merge my home ministry with another, while 

working with my wife I am also organizing and serving as senior pastor of a ministry that has 

grown to make global outreach through the pandemic. Through this current season I continue to 

navigate through a family that now includes an energetic grandson that is eager to learn, a 

marriage in which we are empty nesters preparing for our golden years, leading a ministry that is 

thriving both locally and on the global stage in Uganda, attempting to complete the merger of a 

ministry and the sale of property, all while continuing to work full-time bi-vocationally, while 

attempting to complete my doctoral studies. In this, I must confess that from the described point 

of origin described by my experiences in 1998 to now, as suggested by this project, over the 

years I have exhibited a pattern of recurring behavior/habits that has resulted in a recurring cycle 

of clergy self-care and burnout throughout my career. A cycle of recovery, momentary efforts to 

practice preventative strategies, only in time to find myself on the brink of burnout again. 

Likewise, throughout my career I have encountered and shared with other clergy who have 

exhibited similar patterns of recurring behavior/habits that have resulted in a recurring cycle of 
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clergy self-care and burnout, in which we are all in our own way facing or struggling to find that 

delicate balance or as is the hope of this project to discover the “why” of burnout so that we 

might finally break free of the recurring cycle of burnout.  

When I started this ministry journey, I received a gift of a book that I often refer to in 

times of struggle while attempting to work through these recurring cycles of self-care and 

burnout. I especially turn to the Epilogue titled “Don’t Try to Do it Alone” which reminds me 

that I don’t have to do it all myself and that this call is not my call but God’s call. “You are very 

special. In His own wisdom, God laid His hand upon you unlike any other person in the world. 

He prepared you for such a time as this.”6  It is this wisdom and encouragement that I have often 

shared over the years with my brothers and sisters in ministry with whom I have shared these 

common experiences of this recurring cycle of clergy burnout as a reminder that we are not 

alone, we do not have to do it all on our own, this call, this purpose is not our call or purpose, but 

God’s. 

Therefore, the significance and hope of this project is that through the discovery of the 

“why” of the recurring behavior and habits that result in burnout that these recurring cycles can 

be broken. To that end the objective of this project has been to use the discovery of the “why” of 

clergy burnout to shape strategies that will serve as recommended additions to the conversation 

of clergy self-care and wellness strategies that will help all pastoral clergy to break the recurring 

cycles of clergy burnout. 

 

 
6 H.B. London Jr. and Keil B. Wiseman, The Heart of a Great Pastor: How to Grow Strong and Thrive Wherever 

God has Planted You (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1994), 248. 
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Type of Project 

 This research project was undertaken through the approach of a qualitative literature 

review and assessment with an ethnographic design accompanied with a quantitative research 

component of using surveys for additional data collection and analysis. The literary analysis 

included resources of clergy self-care, clergy burnout, the social sciences and psychology of 

human behavior, habit formation, and the impact of habits on the recurring behavior patterns, 

helped to inform the development and use of survey and interview questions. The literary review 

and analysis were also used to inform how survey and interview protocols were used to select 

participants and to also collect and analyze survey and interview data.  

  I engaged a broad spectrum of pastors and clergy by gender, ministry tenure, 

denomination, full-time or bi-vocational ministry assignment, current ministry context, and 

practice of ministry. The research participants were solicited through my various pastoral clergy 

connections and circles of pastoral colleagues that I have come to know or with whom I have 

shared experience over the course of my twenty-six years of service in ministry. The survey was 

sent through a secure digital platform to an email list of sixty potential participants and to further 

expand the reach each participant was asked to share the survey link with others within their 

various spheres of influence. The survey invitation was also sent through social media outlets to 

another one hundred fifty potential participants who were invited to participate and to also share 

the survey through encrypted QR-Code link over the social media outlet platforms. The approved 

survey was a three-tier survey consisting of questions to collect data in the following areas: 1) 

general demographics; 2) pastoral ministry experience; and 3) self-care practices and experiences 

of burnout. Survey participants were issued response numbers that were connected to their 

identity. To maintain appropriate levels of participant privacy all participants will only be 
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referred to, when necessary, throughout the project by the assigned participant number. I hoped 

to receive at least twenty-five survey responses for data collection and analysis, and I am happy 

to report that I received forty-eight complete responses and two incomplete responses for a total 

of fifty total responses. From those respondents, I have interviewed seven participants from the 

pool of fifty survey participants.  

 The interviews followed a similar three-tier interview pattern as the survey, however, 

with more detailed topic focused questions. As with the survey, interview participant’s identity 

has been maintained from the response number received with the survey. To maintain 

appropriate levels of participant’s privacy all interview participants will only be referred to, 

when necessary, by the assigned participant number received during the survey process. 

Interviews were conducted and recorded with proper consent via Zoom or Microsoft Teams per 

participant’s preference. While the interviews were conducted through the guidelines of the 

interview questions the resulting outcome of the interviews was a time of conversation and 

sharing between myself and interviewees. 

 Upon completion of data collection of both surveys and interview, all collected data was 

stored on a password protected encrypted cloud drive within the digital platform, along with a 

backup on an encrypted portable hard drive. The data has been analyzed and categorized by 

general demographics and then by pastoral ministry experience. I also correlated the 

demographic data and ministry experience with participant responses to questions related to 

burnout and self-care. Additionally, the collected data has been analyzed to determine which 

clergy self-care and wellness strategies along with which causes of clergy burnout are identified 

as most common among all participants. Similarly, the data has been analyzed to determine what 

are, if any, the most common recurring behavior, and habit patterns that contribute to the 
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recurring cycle of clergy burnout as identified by all participants. Collectively, all collected data 

analysis has been reviewed considering the literature that informs this project. This data review 

and analysis has provided insight toward the discovery of the “why” of clergy burnout to draw 

the appropriate conclusions to answer the question of why clergy continue the recurring cycle of 

behaviors and patterns that lead to cyclical seasons of self-care and familiar episodes of burnout. 

These insights have informed the development of recommendations of cycle breaking practices 

and strategies that will be helpful to both clergy and congregations as additions to the existing 

list of pastoral self-care strategies.  

Assumptions 

  My project assumptions are that pastoral clergy in full-time or bi-vocational ministry 

know the symptoms and effects of clergy burnout, recovery and preventative strategies of clergy 

self-care and wellness yet somehow continue along a recurring cycle of burnout and recovery. 

That is clergy, including myself as witnessed through my own experiences, know what we 

should do, how we should do it, but we often fail to do what we know we should do and find 

ourselves facing recurring cycles of burnout. Additionally, the project assumptions focus on the 

continual and recurring episodes of burnout and recovery as directly related to clergy’s response 

to the call of ministry, leadership style, along with other behaviors and strategies that clergy 

exhibit through the execution of the work of ministry. 

Theological assumptions brought to the project begin with the biblical reference of the 

conversation between Jethro and Moses in Exodus 18:1-27 which tells the story of Moses’ early 

leadership tendencies and how Jethro, his father-in-law revealed to him that the way he was 

leading the people would burnout both him and the people. “And so it was, on the next day, that 

Moses sat to judge the people; and the people stood before Moses from morning until evening. 
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So, when Moses' father-in-law saw all that, he did for the people, he said, "What is this thing that 

you are doing for the people? Why do you alone sit, and all the people stand before you from 

morning until evening?"  And Moses said to his father-in-law, "Because the people come to me 

to inquire of God. When they have a difficulty, they come to me, and I judge between one and 

another; and I make known the statutes of God and His laws." So, Moses' father-in-law said to 

him, "The thing that you do is not good. Both you and these people who are with you will surely 

wear yourselves out. For this thing is too much for you; you are not able to perform it by 

yourself. (NKJV)”7   As a result of this conversation Moses changes his leadership style by 

engaging tribal leaders to assist with the leadership and ministry tasks over the children of Israel. 

In this text we see that Moses like many clergy leaders has taken on the responsibility of taking 

care of the needs of the people, working long and exhausting hours to accomplish the tasks at the 

detriment to himself, his family, and eventually to the detriment of those he has been chosen to 

serve. Moses’ story is also an example of responding to the call of God to serve and immediately 

taking on more than he could physically, emotionally, and mentally handle. Moses, who in his 

initial conversation with God told God of all his insecurities and inabilities to undertake this 

work we now find Moses performing the work trying to accomplish and do it all by himself. By 

doing so, all his relationships were now stressed and strained, however, it was the relationship 

with Jethro, who was able to point out to Moses the harm he was doing to himself and the 

congregation. Through this relationship Jethro was able to provide Moses with wise counsel. 

Moses, although he was called by God and had been greatly used by God, he was also human 

and susceptible to the overwhelming work of ministry in response to the call to serve and 

ultimately finds himself facing burnout. This concept is described well in the article, 

 
7 PC Study Bible Software; Bibles- Exodus 18: 13-18 NKJV; BibleSoft OneTouch 2017 
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“Distinguishing Between the Pastor and the Superhero: God on Burnout and Self-care,” in which 

it is explained that pastors like other helping professions are at high risk of facing burnout. 

“Therefore, the pastoral ministry exposed him (Moses) to situations and experiences that 

threatened his emotional and psychological well-being. Moses’ ministry experiences in these two 

narratives (Exodus 18:13-27 and Numbers 11:11-17), hence offer pastoral ministry practitioners 

the opportunity to reflect on the fundamental insight that while they may be called and anointed 

for pastoral ministry, they should not consider themselves or let others consider them to be 

‘superheroes’ and ‘superheroines.’”8  Moses, like many pastoral clergy acted as if he had to serve 

the people all alone as if he was as described in the aforementioned quote as a superhero or 

superheroine. Moses, in the Numbers passage questions his call to serve and expresses his 

frustration with ministry by crying out to God inquiring why the people continue to bring their 

burdens to him and that it is too much for him. “So, Moses said to the Lord, “why have You 

afflicted Your servant? And why have I not found favor in Your sight, that You have laid the 

burden of all these people on me? Where am I to get meat to give to all these people? For they 

weep all over me saying, “give us meat, that we may eat.” I am not able to bear all these people 

alone, because the burden is too heavy for me.”9   According to the Exodus text from morning 

until evening the people came to Moses to inquire of God and to have their issues resolved. 

However, it was not until Jethro challenged his leadership style and pointed out that he was 

killing himself and eventually the people that Moses recognized that there was a need for change 

in the way that he was carrying out the call of God to serve the people. Jethro further offers 

Moses counsel that many of us have received and have also ignored, that our accomplishing 

 
8 Hartness M. Samushonga, “Distinguishing Between the Pastor and the Superhero: God on Burnout and Self-Care,” 

Journal of Pastoral Theology 31, no. 1 (January 2, 2021): 4–19, https://doi.org/10.1080/10649867.2020.1748919. 
9 BibleSoft, “PC Study Bible Software,” One Touch, 2017, Nhmbers 11: 11; 13-14. 
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success, capacity of corresponding ability, and self-worth is not in our willingness to endure and 

do it all by ourselves but comes from the ability to train, delegate, and trust those responsibilities 

to others. Moses could not see the harmful and self-destructive pattern that was happening for 

himself because he was deeply involved in the day-to-day work of ministry and obscured from 

the big picture view of the ministry operation to effectively address the challenges that he faced. 

To address this adaptive challenge would require diagnosing the operation. To obtain the best 

view for this diagnostic review is to view the operation from the perspective of the balcony. “The 

first step in tackling any adaptive challenge is to get on the balcony so you can see how your 

organizational system is responding to it. Informed by this perspective, you will gain a clearer 

view of your company’s structures, cultures, and defaults (its habitual ways of responding to 

problems).”10  If more pastoral clergy would take this approach of adaptive leadership to remove 

self from the depths of the ministry operation to diagnose ministry systems from the balcony 

perspective, clergy might better see how through the current ministry operation they may be 

heading toward the recurring cycles of burnout. While Moses did not view his operation from the 

balcony, he had the counsel of Jethro who was able to see the larger picture and advise Moses of 

the potential burnout that was ahead for him along the road he was currently traveling. Yet, in 

the Numbers text, we find that Moses, again is facing the recurring cycle of burnout, frustrated, 

and overwhelmed in a conversation with God, blaming God for his present frustrations in 

ministry as a result of carrying the burden of the people by himself. He expresses this frustration 

to the point that he even asks God to either help him fix it or to just kill him. Later in the chapter, 

we find that God gives Moses a similar approach to leadership as that of Jethro, that he ignored 

or got away from in Exodus, to share the load and burden with other tribal leaders. Therefore, 

 
10 Ronald Heifetz A., Alexander Grashow, and Martin Linsky, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools and 

Tactics for Changing Your Organization and the World (Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press, 2009). 
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Moses is the theological model that many pastoral clergy find ourselves following, by 

responding to the call to ministry by trying to carry the burdens of the ministry and the people all 

on our own, until we find ourselves facing burnout. Like Moses we receive advice that we at 

some point stray away from to find ourselves frustrated, ready to quit, and facing burnout again 

down the line. 

If we are going to successfully answer the call to serve without burning out or causing 

harm to ourselves or others, we must be willing to invite others to help us to climb the ladder of 

success while we in turn help them to develop their leadership skills to respond successfully to 

their own call to Gospel service. Moses provides the example of this larger assumption in terms 

of leadership for most of the pastoral clergy who are the subject of this study, he was attempting 

to do it all and to be all, he received godly counsel on how to be successful and to avoid burnout, 

he took heed to that advice and made a difference not only in his life but also in the lives of those 

he was called to serve. “Moreover, you shall select from all the people able men, such as fear 

God, men of truth, hating covetousness; and place such over them to be rulers of thousands, 

rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties, and rulers of tens. And let them judge the people at all times. 

Then it will be that every great matter they shall bring to you, but every small matter they 

themselves shall judge. So, it will be easier for you, for they will bear the burden with you. If 

you do this thing, and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all this people 

will also go to their place in peace." So, Moses heeded the voice of his father-in-law and did all 

that he had said. (NKJV)”11  The scriptural context of this passage is the foundation for the topic 

of this study that is far too often lived out by many clergy leaders who do not have a Jethro in 

 
11 PC Study Bible Software; Bibles- Exodus 18: 21-24 NKJV; BibleSoft OneTouch 2017 
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their lives and the result is often burnout and/or quitting ministry and turning a deaf ear to their 

call to ministry.  

 The further assumption for others like me, who have a Jethro figure in their lives, is that 

we listen, recover, we know how we should best take care of ourselves, and yet, somewhere 

down the line we find ourselves facing the recurring cycle of burnout again and like Moses in 

Numbers we turn to God frustrated with the burden of ministry on the brink of burnout again 

seeking direction from God of just how to adjust our approach and response to the call of 

ministry. So, then this challenge is shaped by a great of question of how. How can we receive 

godly counsel and direction on how best to serve, lead, to care for ourselves and others, and then 

accept, and follow that counsel but somehow still find ourselves overwhelmed and struggling 

with the same issues for which this godly counsel was given and received? The assumption is 

that there must be some underlying issue, habit or behavioral pattern that lends itself to the 

inconsistency not only of following the counsel we receive from the Jethro in our lives, but also 

following the practices of recovery and preventative self-care measures that we have learned 

only to continue the recurring cycle of clergy burnout. 

   Additional assumptions include the possible roots of the recurring behavior patterns that 

leads to burnout: leadership style, theological background, cultural and traditional influences on 

the concept of ministry, the motivation and response to the call to ministry, and the need of 

pastors to prove something to themselves and others in terms of success measures comparatively 

looking at other clergy to gauge if they are successfully answering or measuring up to the 

expectations of the call to ministry. Kirk Byron Jones, in “Rest In The Storm: Self-Care 

Strategies for Clergy and Other Caregivers,” suggests that we consider and answer the question 

how do I slow down? Jones suggests, “it is one thing to be told that you need to slow down and 
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relax more, and moreover to know that you need to do so. It is another thing to actually do 

it.”12   The behavioral patterns behind what we are told to do, what we know to do and what we 

actually do to avoid burnout is at the very foundation of the assumptions that form this project 

in search of the discovery of the “why” of the recurring behavior patterns of pastoral clergy 

that results in the recurring familiar outcomes clergy self-care and burnout. 

Central Terms 

 A general definition of terms that will be expressed and further developed throughout this 

project, unless otherwise indicated are based upon my collective reading of topic literature, 

firsthand experiences along with shared experiences with follow clergy, are listed below. 

Clergy Burnout – is defined as a condition of physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual 

exhaustion specifically related to the profession or vocation of serving in ministry or pastoral 

leadership. Burnout is often expressed through the sense of feeling over stressed and 

overwhelmed by the work of ministry. Some contributing factors to burnout are overcommitted 

schedules, serving or feeling the sense of being on duty 24/7, leadership from the position of 

needing to do or be involved in everything and ultimately doing too much. In most cases it is the 

inability to find and maintain a healthy balance between the work of ministry, caring for one’s 

family along with caring for others, and taking proper care of oneself that results in burnout. This 

improper balance is most commonly at the root of many episodes of burnout. Burnout symptoms 

include anxiety, depression, feelings of despair, insomnia, stomach ailments, high blood pressure 

and so on. Clergy burnout left unchecked may lead to increases in clergy divorce, abandoning 

ministry, and incidents of suicide. “The current widely accepted definition of burnout is, a 

 
12 Kirk Byron Jones, Rest In The Storm: Self-Care Strategies for Clergy and Other Caregivers (Valley Forge, PA: 

Judson Press, 2001) 109. 



20  

prolonged response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stresses on the job, and is defined by 

three dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy.”13 Burnout continues to be studied in 

relationship to various areas of psychological study or concern, including depression, job and 

cognitive performance, stress, self-esteem, personality traits, empathy, and work overload, along 

with organizational politics, resources, and support.  

Clergy Self-Care – is the practice of clergy doing what is necessary to properly take care of 

themselves physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. Clergy self-care includes 

establishing healthy boundaries and balance between the work of ministry and practices 

necessary to maintain proper physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual health. Clergy self-care 

practices and strategies are many and varied, from as simple as taking a walk or shopping, to 

adjusting schedules, prayer, and meditation, to regular therapy sessions. The practice of self-care 

is recognizing that it is okay to not be okay and doing what is necessary to take care of oneself. 

Boundary Ambiguity – one of the areas of great challenge and contributor to burnout is the 

conflict between the work of ministry and the pastor’s family. Boundary ambiguity describes the 

fluid boundary between these two areas, the pastor’s family, and the congregation. “Because 

there are many overlapping social interactions where both the pastor and his or her family are 

embedded in the congregation’s life, stress and conflicts arise as demands are made on the pastor 

from both the family and the congregation. These demands may be intrusive as when 

congregants interrupt family life with their needs.”14  These interruptions and the effectiveness of 

pastor’s handling of them are points of stress for all parties involved as the boundaries between 

family and congregation are both blurred and crossed. These blurred and crossed boundaries are 

 
13 Thomas V. Frederick, Yvonne Thai, and Scott Dunbar, “Coping with Pastoral Burnout Using Christian 

Contemplative Practices,” Religions 12, no. 6 (2021), https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12060378. 
14 Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar. 
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also described as boundary intrusions in which continual blurring or crossing of the boundaries 

not only causes conflict between the overlapping areas but also causes one area to feel less 

valuable than the other breeding contempt and resentment, all of which impacts the pastor who is 

the common link between each area.  

Habits - are a part of human development that informs human behavior patterns and many times 

those habit related behaviors result in instinctive or involuntary behavioral patterns. Jeffrey 

Gaines, in the article “How Are Habits Formed? The Psychology of Habit Formation,” describes 

habits in this manner, “Actions that are repeated over time gradually become habits, with a 

curious life of their own.”15  Habits are described as both passive and active. Passive habits are 

formed through things we encounter and eventually get used to and active habits are formed 

through intentional repeated actions or efforts that we eventually execute without conscious 

thought. While there is agreement that habit formation through repeating behaviors in recurring 

context in response to cues and triggers, habit formation is also attributed to the influence of 

intention and motivation of goal pursuit. “In summary, habits form as a product of repeated 

behaviors in the service of goal pursuit. Learning in the habit system may proceed independently 

or be guided by the goal system. Recent theories suggest that rather than being independent 

action controllers, habit and goal systems integrate in ways that reflect the reliability of each 

system and the costs of planning.”16 

Habit-loop – a three-tier process of habit formation. In “How Habits are Formed and How to 

Break Them,” a transcribed text of an interview on NPR’s Fresh Air program, Charles Duhigg, 

describes the habit loop. “It turns out that every habit starts with a psychological pattern called a 

 
15 Jeffrey Gaines, “How Are Habits Formed? The Psychology of Habit Formation,” Positive Psychology. Com, May 

23, 2022, https://positivepsychology.com/how-habits-are-formed/. 
16 Wendy Woody and Runger, “Psychology of Habit,” Annual Review of Psychology 67, no. 1 (2016): 298. 
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"habit loop," which is a three-part process. First, there's a cue, or trigger, which tells your brain 

to go into automatic mode and let a behavior unfold. "Then there's the routine, which is the 

behavior itself," Duhigg tells Fresh Air's Terry Gross. "That's what we think about when we 

think about habits." The third step, he says, is the reward: something that your brain likes that 

helps it remember the "habit loop" in the future.”17  Gaines describes similar thoughts of habit-

loop in the terms of stimulus, behavior, and reward. 

Specific Resources 

To this project I bring twenty-six years of ministry experience which includes twenty-one years 

of pastoral ministry. Over the course of my ministry experience I have experienced two severe 

incidents of clergy burnout, successfully recovered to in time find myself on the brink of burnout 

on more than one occasion. My personal experience with the recurring cycle of burnout is the 

passion behind this project and the desire to discover the answer to “why.”  Additional resources 

that have contributed to the successful completion of this project include various 

theological/seminary libraries, including the Lancaster Theological Seminary library, the 

Virginia Theological Seminary library, the Howard University School of Divinity Library, and 

the Howard University Founders Library, various academic and professional journals, and 

databases, my project supervisor Dr. Jamie Eaddy, current and former seminary professors Dr. 

Trulear, Dr. Carey, Dr. Peers, Dr. Smallwood and Dr. Kuchma. My cohort members who are on 

this journey with me, who have and continue to be great resources of encouragement and 

support. My circle of pastoral friends, colleagues, associates, and seminary classmates from 

which the surveys and interview participants have been drawn, have been a major resource for 

 
17 Charles Duhigg, “Habits: How They Form and How To Break Them,” Webpage with written article and Audio 

Interview Recording, NPR.org, March 5, 2012, 3–4, https://www.npr.org/2012/03/05/147192599/habits-how-they-

form-and-how-to-break-them. 
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this project. Finally, counted among the resources of support and encouragement to me in pursuit 

of this project are my wife, my children, and the congregation that I have been honored to serve 

in this season.
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Chapter 2: Clergy self-care and burnout 

Most literature on the broader topic of clergy self-care and wellness and clergy burnout 

follow the pattern of defining the causes, symptoms, and outcomes of burnout followed by a 

discussion of varying strategies that are identified as methods that can be utilized to prevent 

additional incidents of clergy burnout. John Sanford in Ministry Burnout opens with a discussion 

of ministry burnout as a special problem in which unlike other professions the job of ministry is 

never finished and often the results are not always clear or evident to the minister. “The job of 

the ministering person is never finished. People in many jobs and professions can feel that they 

have taken on a task and completed it.”1 “The ministering person cannot always tell if his work is 

having any results. It can be frustrating never to have the satisfaction of seeing work completed; 

it can be even more frustrating not to be sure that one’s efforts are having any results at all.”2   

Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar in the article, “Coping with Pastoral Burnout Using Christian 

Contemplative Practices”, describes the office of the pastor as crucible for burnout that is 

produced through conflicts that exists between the pastor’s work, family, and emotional 

exhaustion. However, they explain that burnout is not limited to the pastorate but can occur in 

any number of vocations, organizations, industries, or careers. In this they assert that burnout is 

defined as prolonged responses to emotional and interpersonal stress. “The currently widely 

accepted definition of burnout is a prolonged response to chronic emotional and interpersonal 

stressors on the job, and is defined by three dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism, and 

inefficacy."3  Additionally, as it relates to the pastorate, they establish correlative risk of burnout 

between the levels of ministry satisfaction and emotional exhaustion as defined by the Francis 

 
1 Sanford John, Ministry Burnout (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1982), 5. 
2 Sanford John, 6.  
3 Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar, “Coping with Pastoral Burnout Using Christian Contemplative Practices.” 
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Burnout Inventory. The Francis Burnout Inventory describes a balance affect model of burnout 

in relation to well-being as a combination of both negative and positive affects in relation to the 

work of the pastorate and ministry satisfaction. “The main focus is on the experience of burnout 

and how one’s experience of ministerial satisfaction may provide a buffer to pastoral burnout. 

That is, pastors that experience high levels of emotional exhaustion and low levels of ministerial 

satisfaction are most at risk of experiencing burnout.”4  Many of the conversations with similar 

resources suggests that burnout may be the result of pastoral frustration with the work of 

ministry and the corresponding measures of success to which clergy give their attention. I 

believe that these varying levels of frustration not only contribute to the cycle of burnout but may 

also point to the discovery of the nagging “why” of burnout as well. Sanford also suggests 

through several of his chapters that contributing factors to burnout may be found in the repetitive 

work of ministry and I would surmise that this repetitive work of ministry may also point to 

repetitive cycle of burnout. Sanford describes this repetitive work of ministry as the “Revolving 

Wheel,” in which he likens the repetitive work of ministry as being on an endless revolving 

wheel that eventually saps creativity. “The first number of times we perform a certain function it 

may bring us energy, but eventually we wear out the creativity of the work because we have 

repeated it so often. Exhaustion and boredom are the inevitable result.”5  He further suggests that 

other contributing factors may center around the result of dealing with ministry failure described 

as the “Elijah Problem,” in which the minister has worked diligently within in response to the 

call of ministry only to feel a sense of failure that is exhausting and make it difficult for the 

minister to continue. Daman, who discusses burnout and recovery in the context of how pastors 

maneuver through the work of ministry and resulting suffering also refers to Elijah as an 

 
4 Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar. 
5 Sanford John, Ministry Burnout. 
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example of discouragement in ministry that ultimately leads to burnout. He discusses the role of 

the weeping shepherd and the need to find tears of joy through the work of ministry and 

corresponding suffering for the wounded pastor. This depiction of the pastor as the weeping 

shepherd and relating it to the stories of current pastors, and Bible leaders such as Paul and Elijah 

are a reminder that pastoral ministry and the proper handling of successes and failures can be 

discouraging and depleting, causing great stress, suffering, tears, and burnout. “Being a shepherd 

involves more than watching over the flock, it involves entering into the realm of distress and 

grief. A shepherd cannot remain detached and indifferent. A shepherd experiences the pain and 

sorrow of a broken world set on rejecting the very one who came to deliver them.”6  Daman 

describes this sense of discouraging hopelessness in the story of Elijah facing the prophets of 

Baal on Mount Carmel and although he experienced great success he fled to the desert not 

simply fearing Jezebel, but also with the debilitating discouragement that after all that he had 

done there remained no hope of change among the children of Israel. Daman suggests that like 

Elijah, we enter ministry with the expectation of great success and God moving mightily through 

us only to be discouraged by how the work we have done is received and seemingly does not 

spark significant change in the hearts of those we are called to serve. “So like the prophet Elijah, 

when confronted with the lack of any great success, we conclude that we are no better than all 

the other pastors who left ministry disillusioned, discouraged, and in despair.”7 However, despite 

this depleting and discouraging sense of failure many clergy press on egotistically refusing to 

succumb to this sense of failure although we may be facing a battle through changing times and 

seasons that we seemingly cannot win. Further contributors to burnout and this continuing cycle 

 
6 Glenn Daman C., When Shepherds Weep: Finding Tears of Joy for Wounded Pastors, First (Bellingham, 

Washington: Lexham Press, 2015). 
7 Daman, 21. 
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for which I seek to discover the “why” is described by Sanford as the relationship between the 

exhaustion of burnout and the disorientation of the ego described as the “Problem of the 

Exhausted Ego.”  It is suggested that burnout which causes exhaustion, and the exhausted ego 

that is fundamentally disoriented and out of balance are related and exists in shared spaces 

together. It is clear through many of the existing conversations of clergy self-care and burnout 

that some of the very causes of burnout also prove to be major contributors to the recurring 

cycles and the “why” of burnout.  

  As varied are the conversations and discussions over the causes and effects of burnout so 

too are the stories behind the various pastoral experiences and episodes of burnout, recovery, 

self-care, and recurring burnout behavior. Christopher Ash in “Zeal without Burnout" describes 

the outcomes of burnout through a series of stories including his own experiences with burnout 

as the purpose for his work. Many stories of burnout and the recurring cycle of burnout begin 

like Ash’s “Stories from the Edge” “He stared vacantly out of the window. So much to do. So 

little energy. His open Bible glowered, chiding his failure to read, work, wrestle, and write. His 

inbox and in tray ticked up and up, each task whispering, “So much to do. So many people. Such 

deep needs. So little time. So little energy.”8  The beginning of this story from the edge is not 

dissimilar from my own story and includes a refrain that I and others have spoken time and again 

through every brush of burnout. So much to do, to say, to pray, to address, and not enough time 

and energy to accomplish it all a ringing expression for many clergy that is a clear sign that we 

are approaching or moving within the recurring cycle of burnout.  

 
8 Ash, Christopher, Zeal without Burnout: Seven Keys to a Lifelong Ministry of Sustainable Sacrifice (UK: The 

Goodbook Company, 2016). 
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Ash does not just provide us with a collection of stories but also offers seven keys or 

strategies that can prevent or aid in the recovery from burnout. He relates these strategies along 

with accompanying stories and explains that we, clergy, may need these keys and strategies to do 

the work of ministry, but God does not. In other words, he explains it is okay for us to need these 

preventative strategies because for as much as we may think that we may be, we are not God. 

Proeschold-Bell, speaks to clergy’s sense of responsibility to work of ministry similarly by 

suggesting that often clergy respond to and see the call of ministry as a sacred work that they 

have been called to by God. This sacred viewpoint often causes clergy to easily fall into 

overworking based on a somewhat unrealistic expectations to fulfill the sacred call of God to do 

the work of ministry. In my own journey the expectation had been that I had to do whatever was 

necessary to serve and to fulfill the sacred call of God on my life, even if it meant sacrificing my 

life. “ When work is sacred, clergy might end up with a default approach in which everything is 

equally important, meaning that they are more likely to overwork, and at the same time, less 

likely to take care of their own physical and mental health.”9   The seven keys of prevention and 

recovery suggested by Ash,  include the need for sleep providing the understanding of our need 

to sleep and strategies to end our days well so that we can sleep, the need for Sabbath rest, a 

scheduled day off, the need for friends, healthy social relationships with whom we are held 

accountable and the need of inward renewal of our hearts and spirits. He concludes these 

strategies with the warning to beware of celebrity and seeking praise from others, to avoid being 

overwhelmed by discouragement and recognize that this work is worth it, and to avoid 

measuring our joy by our gifts and success but rather that we rejoice in the grace that is given to 

us by the God, who has called us. Similarly, Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar suggest contemplative 

 
9 Rae Jean Proeschold-Bell and Jason Byassee, Faithful and Fractured: Responding to the Clergy Health Crisis 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2018) 24.  
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practices of mindfulness as strategies for recovery and preventing burnout. “In short, the ability 

of an individual to be consciously aware of the current moment may reduce burnout. Further, 

lower levels of mindfulness have been associated with higher levels of burnout.”10  The 

suggested contemplative practices are Lectio Divina, an imaginative engagement with scripture 

and discerning God’s presence in the moments of our lives; Centering Prayer, a practice of 

clearing the mind engaging with inner silence and stillness to surrender to the God’s presence in 

the moments of our lives; and the Daily Examen, a practice of drawing our focus to our 

intentions, motivations, and attitudes and their direct alignment with God’s presence and activity 

in the moments of our lives. 

There are many voices that contribute to conversation of clergy self-care and burnout, 

which in their own unique ways point to the causes or share their stories of burnout, along with 

suggested strategies of recovery and preventative self-care. Marc Brule in “A Fresh Start: 

Burnout and Recovery in Ministry” shares his own story of burnout and closes with a description 

of New Beginnings strategies for a fresh start based on maintaining hope, maintaining a sense of 

self-identity independent of the vocation and function of ministry, seeing God and others with a 

fresh perspective from new eyes, finding strength in humility, and accepting the encouragement 

in the redemptive work of God to move forward through the moments of recovery. Roy Oswald 

in “Clergy Self-Care: Finding a Balance for Effective Ministry” adds to the conversation several 

chapters of self-care preventative and recovery strategies in response to burnout. Strategies that 

include, “Spiritual Uplift,” similar to the contemplative practices discussed by Frederick, Thai, 

and Dunbar, in which he suggests that support to prevent and to recover from burnout can be 

 
10Thomas V. Frederick, Yvonne Thai, and Scott Dunbar, “Coping with Pastoral Burnout Using Christian 

Contemplative Practices,” Religions 12, no. 6 (2021), https://doi.org/10.3390/rel12060378, 7.  
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found within various spiritual disciplines. He also suggests the need for a “Psychotherapy Tune-

up” a need for professional help to overcome the deeply entrenched root causes of burnout. 

Despite more favorable attitudes toward therapy there remains a stigma of resistance toward 

therapy and admitting the need for professional help. Yet, Oswald reminds us, “the roots of our 

burnout are almost always hidden from us. There are some internal messages and self-

perceptions that keep us on a treadmill that leads to our own destruction. Uncovering these 

hidden drives, these distorted self-images, usually requires the aid of an objective outsider.”11   

While I agree with the Oswald’s assessment of the preventative and recovery needs and benefits 

of spiritual disciplines and professional therapy, I resonate most with the suggested strategy of 

the “Power of Laughter”, and how the entirety of the body, psyche, and systems are impacted by 

laughter. “The ability to laugh is part of being human. Everyone has a sense of humor. 

Unfortunately, a person’s readiness to laugh may be stifled as responsibilities mount or during 

times of stress. Ironically, those are the times when we most need a good laugh.”12  Perhaps, if 

we learn not to take ourselves so seriously and learn to find some semblance of joy and laughter 

through the stressors of ministry, we will be able to relieve that stress and break the recurring 

cycles of burnout through the simple act of releasing a hearty laugh. 

Another voice added to the conversation of clergy self-care and burnout that may lead to 

the answer to the nagging “why” of clergy burnout is found in the added conversation of 

boundaries in ministry and the importance of boundaries toward sustaining clergy physical and 

mental health and family relationships. A boundary is something that indicates the established 

bounds, limits, or extent of and often the contributing factor to clergy self-care and burnout 

 
11 Oswald, Roy, Clergy Self-Care: Finding a Balance for Effective Ministry (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 

2016), 159. 
12 Oswald, Roy, 181. 
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based up a failure to establish and maintain safe limits and boundaries between our work in 

ministry and the multi-faceted areas of our lives. David Olsen and Nancy Devor in “Saying No 

to Say Yes: Everyday Boundaries and Pastoral Excellence” define healthy boundaries/limits 

simply as that which clearly indicates the separation between ourselves and others, with a 

healthy self-awareness of what we want and need. “Too often boundaries are viewed as negative 

restrictions, rather than limits that promote and contribute to health.”13  Vitally important to 

establishing healthy boundaries in addition to self-awareness is our ability to know when to 

respond to congregational requests or added ministerial responsibilities with our yes and more 

importantly our no. How we navigate through these responses often determines where we fall 

within the cycle of burnout and self-care. Burns, Chapman, and Guthrie, echo these sentiments 

when they discuss how the challenge in the give and take of caring professionals to balance 

caring for others and caring for themselves can lead to burnout. “Exhausted when saying yes, 

guilty when saying no, this is the tension between giving and taking, between other care and self-

care.”14  They explain this is the dilemma for those who participate in caring professions where 

giving of oneself is the requirement for success. This gives rationale to why there are far too 

many times we say yes when we know we should say no, because adding one more item to our 

day or list of responsibilities can lead us to becoming overwhelmed and overworked. “When we 

say “yes” when our instinct is to say “no” depending on our status and the kind of request we 

may find ourselves weighed down with regret, agitation, fatigue, and more. On some level, we 

believe we have let ourselves down.” 15 They expand this discussion of boundaries and limits by 

 
13 Olsen, David and Devor, Nancy, Saying No to Say Yes: Everyday Boundaries and Pastoral Excellence (Lanham, 

MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 4. 
14 Burns, Bob, Chapman, Tasha, and Guthrie, Donald, Resilient Ministry: What Pastors Told Us About Surviving 

and Thriving (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Books, 2013), 3. 
15 Olsen, David and Devor, Nancy, Saying No to Say Yes: Everyday Boundaries and Pastoral Excellence. 23. 
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suggesting that the cause of clergy burnout is directly related to establishing healthy boundaries 

within the interaction between clergy and congregational systems, while recognizing that clergy 

often are members of and operate within multiple systems at the same time. “Now the minister is 

caught between the competing demands of at least five systems: the church system, the marital 

system, the parenting system, and the school system, not to mention aging parents in poor health. 

All of these systems want something and are putting pressure on the minister.”16  Frederick, Thai, 

and Dunbar discuss these multi-system interactions for clergy and the lack of healthy boundaries 

within each or the intrusion upon established boundaries as boundary ambiguity and a major 

challenge for clergy. They suggest that there are fluid boundaries between these overlapping 

systems and interactions through which there is often stress and conflict based upon how one 

system may intrude on the other. David and Lisa Frisbie also discuss this fluidity of boundaries 

in the terms of role ambiguity as a place of great stress related to the question of pastoral identity 

and function. “Is the pastor the leader of the congregation or is the pastor an employee of the 

congregation?”17  These ambiguous roles, boundaries, and interactions are illustrated by a 

familiar example for most of us, who are spending time with our family when we receive a 

congregational call of need that draws us away. This and similar intrusions and how we handle 

them determine the level of conflict and stress between systems and the established boundaries 

within each system. “Additionally, these intrusions may be experienced negatively, especially as 

they increase in frequency and intensity.”18   

The interaction between congregations and the overlapping of multiple systems in which 

clergy exists without viable boundaries that are honored and respected may be at the very source 

 
16 Olsen, David and Devor, Nancy, 67. 
17 Frisbie David & Lisa, Managing Stress in Ministry (USA: Nazerene Publishing House, 2014), 57. 
18 Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar, “Coping with Pastoral Burnout Using Christian Contemplative Practices.” 5. 
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of this “why” clergy self-care and burnout. Far too often, we establish boundaries but do not 

consistently honor the established limits of those boundaries with a response of yes that should 

really be a no. Each time we crossover or allow the agreed upon boundaries to be blurred, some 

system or better stated some aspect of our lives is left feeling deprived and undervalued and we 

then are left to face the guilt and shame of having allowed the boundaries to be breached again. 

We are also overwhelmed again with the stress and conflict of how to balance the work of 

ministry and meeting congregational needs with the concurrent responsibilities to our spouses, 

children, and ourselves. These interactional relationships between clergy, congregational 

systems, as well as other overlapping systems and establishing and maintaining healthy 

boundaries within them all can create a viable strategy toward breaking the recurring cycle of 

burnout. The article “Surviving Clergy Burnout” by Arthur Gross Shafer and Steve Jacobson, 

also speaks to the interaction between clergy and congregation. This article adds to the existing 

conversation of clergy burnout by suggesting that there are twelve common causes of burnout 

and seven positive countermeasures to prevent burnout. It argues that congregations and clergy 

benefit from working together to prevent burnout. “Congregations and clergy who take active 

steps to prevent burnout from occurring or to restore hope and vitality to its victims will 

contribute not just to the wellness of individual clergy, but also to the health of their 

congregations as a whole.”19  While this discussion of cooperative interaction adds an additional 

perspective to the conversation of the broader topic of clergy wellness and self-care and burnout, 

it leads to the assumption that through these cooperative efforts not only can preventing burnout 

be mutually beneficial but also beneficial to providing an answer to the “why” of clergy burnout 

and preventing the recurring episodic behavioral cycles of burnout. That is when clergy and 

 
19 Arthur Gross Schafer and Steve Jacobsen, “Surviving Clergy Burnout,” Encounter 70.1 (2009): 37. 
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congregations cooperate and work together to create an atmosphere of mutual support, 

accountability, and self-care for pastoral leadership, including establishing and honoring 

boundaries between the congregational systems and the entirety of the pastoral systems healthier 

interactions are maintained and recurring cycles are broken. However, I believe one challenge to 

this cooperative interaction and another contributing factor to the “why” can be found in the 

descriptions of the common twelve causes of burnout, “Yardstick of Success: “So How’s It 

Going? Congregation Growing?”  This discussion suggests that living in a society that is driven 

by and that measures success and worth according to a set of numbers is often a source of 

problems for clergy that leads to burnout. Considering this premise, I believe that focusing on the 

numbers as a measure of clergy/congregational success and worth can be a contributing factor to 

the “why” of recurring behavior that often leads to the recurring cycle of burnout. Far too often 

we are driven by the numbers and comparing ourselves to other pastoral leaders, to their 

congregational numbers, and what appears to be success, a grass that appears greener on the 

other side. In doing so we are not only so driven to achieve and diligently chase similar numbers 

that we tend to burn ourselves out again and again, but we blame ourselves for failure to obtain 

these numbers and measure our self-worth and identity up against these numbers as measuring 

our successful performance of the work of ministry. “In a culture that honors growth more than 

faithfulness, mobility more than fidelity, and simple numbers over stories of quiet service, life 

can be tough for clergy.”20  How we measure and compare our successes is a challenge not just to 

how we do the work of ministry but also a contributor the recurring behavior of clergy burnout 

as we push ourselves to measure up to often unrealistic and comparative measures of success that 

we also attach to self-worth and identity within the context of the call to ministry.  

 
20 Arthur Gross Schafer and Steve Jacobsen, 47. 
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Drs. Henry Cloud and John Townsend in the updated and expanded version of 

“Boundaries: When to Say Yes; How to Say No to Take Control of Your Life” also provide a 

definition of boundaries and the importance of healthy boundaries to various aspects of life, 

along with defining the conflict with boundaries in various aspects of life along including 

describing how to develop healthy boundaries not specific to clergy but directed to general 

healthy balanced living through the setting of healthy boundaries. “Boundaries define us. They 

define what is me and what is not me. A boundary shows me where I end and someone else 

begins, leading me to a sense of ownership.”21  Perhaps the discovery of the nagging “why” of 

clergy burnout is found in the discovery of what and who the clergy person is and is not as 

defined by the boundaries we establish between the various aspects of our lives. If the undefined 

boundaries of self in the work of ministry cause the recurring cycle of burnout as clergy 

maneuver through the work of ministry boundaryless, then the “why” of burnout and breaking 

the recurring behavior cycles that lead to burnout can be broken by defining and establishing 

healthy boundaries of self within the context of ministry, doing the work of ministry, and 

working cooperatively in partnerships with the overlapping systems within our lives. Perhaps the 

greatest challenge to the development of healthy clergy boundaries is described in the Epilogue 

of “The Heart of A Great Pastor” by London and Wiseman, which speaks to the root of clergy 

burnout as the perception and a caution to clergy to “Don’t Try to Do It Alone.”22  Far too often 

we think we are all alone in the work of ministry, that somehow we alone must do it all and our 

success, our self-worth, and our identity is only measured by what we accomplish and how we 

respond to the needs of others over our own. The lack of healthy and clearly defined boundaries 

 
21Henry Cloud and John Townsend, Boundaries: When to Say Yes; How to Say No to Take Control of Your Live 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2017), 31. 
22 H.B, London, Jr.,  and Neil Wiseman, The Heart of a Great Pastor: How to Grow Strong and Thrive Wherever 

God Has Planted You (Ventura, CA: Baker Publishing Group, n.d.), 247. 
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by clergy in our response to the call of ministry that somehow, he or she must do it all alone 

without help, sacrificing ourselves for the cause of ministry could be the very root the “why” of 

clergy burnout. 

An additional insight to the “why” of clergy self-care and burnout is addressed in the 

discussion of stress in relation to the interaction between clergy and their family in “Managing 

Stress” by David and Lisa Frisbie. David and Lisa begin by describing the effects of stress on the 

individual and the family. It explains that our physiological responses to various stimuli or 

triggering events is itself stress. The response to positive stimuli or events is eustress and the 

response to negative stimuli or events is distress. Therefore, it is explained that often we misuse 

the term of stress as the physical response to negative stimuli when it is in fact distress. “When 

stress is a response to negative conditions or factors, the proper term to describe the situation is 

distress. In common usage, many people use the term stress when what they are experiencing is 

actually distress.”23  There are also three described responses of our bodies to stress: trigger event 

or stimulus, the body alerts us to the need for specific or immediate attention; response or 

resolution, the body releases essential hormones to speed up our responses and reactions; and 

recovery, the time required for our entire system to recuperate and recover. “Whether the stress 

in question is positive or negative, our body responds in the same way, working through all three 

of the phases we have just discussed above.”24 We must recognize that how we respond to stress 

individually also impacts how our families also respond to stress. Family response to stress is 

defined as either integration in terms of unity within the family and the family’s provision of 

emotional, financial, and personal support or adaptability in terms of shared family values and 

 
23  David & Lisa Frisbie, Managing Stress in Ministry (USA: Nazarene Publishing House, 2014), 20. 
24 David & Lisa Frisbie, 22. 
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ability to respond to stress or crisis. Given this, I surmise that a major key to the “why” of clergy 

burnout may be our response to and how we work through all incidents of stress especially the 

negative responses that is a place of distress. 

Burns, Chapman, and Guthrie additionally add to the conversation of burnout the 

perspective that may speak to a major component of the “why” of recurring behavior that leads 

to familiar recurring cycle of burnout the perspective of cultural differences and cultural 

domains. The authors suggest and compare culture to a map that is lived out and that also shapes 

behavior patterns. “Culture can be compared to a map that charts where and how a specific group 

of people lives. Culture provides the values, emotions, belief systems, ideals, customs, 

assumptions, and practices for the group. Cultures are created by people in specific places to 

meet specific needs. They can change over time, and they contain both truth and error.”25  

Cultural mapping is a matter of recognizing and understanding the influences of our cultural 

backgrounds on behavior that we also bring to and that also informs the work of ministry. The 

authors suggest that very few pastors have given thought to how our upbringing and culture 

impact not just our lives but also how we interact within and work within the ministry context in 

response to the call of ministry. They further explain that additional influences of unique cultural 

domains that impact and influence our behavior including generational categories that shape our 

cultural perspective, the church and denominations that are unique organizationally and 

culturally, geography and demographics, socioeconomic status, and socio-ethnicity each that 

speaks to the diversity of culture based on a change in location or regions, social and financial 

statuses, and race and ethnicity. Each of these areas impact and influence our behavior and just 

 
25 Bob Burns, Tasha Chapman,  and Donald Guthrie,  Resilient Ministry: What Pastors Told Us About Surviving and 

Thriving (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Books, 2013), 133. 
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as we maneuver through many overlapping aspects of our lives, we also must be aware of the 

cultural influences and domains that are also integral parts and influencers of our behavior and 

our lives. This cultural self-awareness and understanding how these cultural influences shape our 

lives, and our responsive behavior patterns and how we work within the context of ministry may 

be vitally important to understanding this continual recurring cycle of behavior that leads 

continually to burnout and to the “why” of burnout.  

Kirk Byron Jones, in “Rest in the Storm: Self-Care Strategies for Clergy and Other 

Caregivers” offers what I perceive as the greatest potential contributor to the recurring cycle of 

behavior and the “why” of burnout in his description of what he describes as myths of how we 

see ourselves in relations to taking care of ourselves that he calls the great delusions and the 

great denial.  Jones illustrates self-care as taking up position in the back of the boat, where our 

move to the back of the boat represents our place of rest and being intentional about our self-

care, by moving away from the activity and work of ministry that is illustrated as the front of the 

boat. Jones’ illustration of self-care is much like the previously described operational illustration 

of adaptive leadership that call us to remove ourselves from the day-to-day operation and 

reviewing the operation from the balcony to gain a clearer perspective of the operation and 

operational needs. However, Jones goes on to explain that we have two delusional 

misperceptions and denial of ourselves that we allow to prevent us from moving to the back of 

the boat and as a result we find ourselves facing burnout. The first of these delusional 

misperceptions is indispensability, where we believe that we are essentially indispensable to the 

work of ministry, that somehow if we move to the back of the boat to rest or take care of 

ourselves the work will suddenly stop and not continue to move forward. Jones suggests that to 

faithfully take rest in the back of the boat we must shake ourselves of this mythical 
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misperception of indispensability and trust that work will be just fine while we rest.  The second 

is invincibility, where we perceive that we have limitless energy and the ability to just keep 

working and can ignore the signals of exhaustion until we reach the place where our energy is 

near depletion. “It is not that we completely ignore the signs of fatigue and exhaustion, but we 

condition ourselves only to rest when we near the breaking point and even then, just long enough 

to feel the first pulsations of renewed energy. The result is a life always on the brink of fatigue, 

or even, more tragic an early death resulting from cumulative stress and tension.”26  These 

delusional misperceptions of our self-worth, seeing ourselves as indispensable and invincible as 

we carry out the work of ministry are clearly perceptions that not only prevent us from obtaining 

proper rest and self-care but also help us to continue to repetitively speed along through the 

recurring cycle of burnout through this self-destructive behavior. Jones moves this discussion 

forward by adding to the impact of our delusional misperceptions the denial of our personhood, 

which he describes as a “most precious gift” from God as another barrier to our moving toward 

the back of the boat. He suggests that far too often we are in denial of our personhood or the gift 

of ourselves by wrapping ourselves up in or only seeing our worth and identity in the work of 

ministry. He suggests that we deny our personhood first by deflecting praise and 

acknowledgement of our achievements and ourselves and by doing so we ultimately fail to see 

the true value of ourselves within the work of ministry. Secondly, our personhood is denied 

when we fail to see ourselves, our value and worth independent of our achievements or what we 

do in the work of ministry. “Many of us are overly driven; many of us live exclusively through 

our gifts and our ministerial offices. Thus many of us need to be liberated from the tyranny of 

 
26 Jones, Kirk Byron, Rest in the Storm: Self-Care Strategies for Clergy and Other Caregivers (Valley Forge, PA: 

Judson Press, n.d.), 32. 
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measuring life only in terms of what we do.”27  I believe this freedom of accepting and 

acknowledging ourselves outside of our ecclesiastical titles, responsibilities, and achievements 

allows also the freedom to move to the back of the boat as often as necessary to rest and to take 

care of ourselves so that we can successfully do the work of ministry. I agree with Jones, that the 

most important person in our work of ministry is not only the person that God called to the work 

but the person that God also loves, us. Therefore, when we are free to accept ourselves, as loved 

and valued persons, who are far more than the work of ministry then the “why” of clergy burnout 

is resolved and the cycle of recurring behavior is also broken in the understanding that we are 

loved and valued by God who called us to the work and not by the work itself.  

Many voices in the conversation of clergy burnout also speak to preventative self-care 

and recovery strategies of which we all are generally fully aware and yet somehow, we continue 

along a course of recurring behaviors that lead to recurring episodes of burnout. That is, we often 

schedule and participate in some of these well-known strategies and practices, however, we lack 

consistency to fully exercise and reap the benefit of these strategies. In other words, when there 

is an emergent need that requires schedule modification, we generally postpone the previously 

scheduled moments of self-care, and many times rarely are these moments rescheduled. Kirk 

Byron Jones, in “Rest in the Storm: Self-Care Strategies for Clergy and Other Caregivers” offers 

four thought provoking and reflective questions toward self-care and recovery. I believe our 

reflective responses will lead us to become more intentional about maintaining self-care 

opportunities and lead to the recommendation of additional strategies to add to the clergy 

burnout conversation that will break the recurring cycle of burnout. Jones calls us to reflect on 

these questions: how do I balance getting on the back of the boat and getting the job done, where 

 
27 Jones, Kirk Byron, 35. 
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the bow of the boat is seen as the place of work and activity and the stern of the boat is our place 

of rest; how do I slow down, understanding that it is not enough to know we need to slow down 

but actually doing what is necessary to slow down and rest; what do I tell the critics, 

understanding the context and proper response to the critical responses that we may receive from 

congregants in reference to our efforts to exercise self-care; and how do I know if I am doing too 

much, recognizing and properly responding to the warning signals from our bodies that we are 

doing too much? “More than few people will read this book and other publications like it and 

feel compelled to change. They will plan their transformation, but after a few valiant efforts they 

will end right back at square one.”28  This is the very description of the recurring cycle of clergy 

self-care and burnout, even after we have gone through and committed to the change, we end up 

right back where we began, facing the recurring cycle of burnout. “One of the reasons for the 

return to business as usual, after having made the commitment to change, is the business itself.”29  

Therefore, the discovery of the “why” of the recurring cycle of clergy burnout is found in the 

examination and evaluation of the work, the call of and response to the ministry itself. 

Melander and Eppley, in “The Spiritual Leader’s Guide to Self-Care, offer a fifty-two-

week discourse of self-care strategies and practices for spiritual leaders in which they lead the 

clergy through exercise or practices to connect each strategy to self, to their partners, and to God 

along with a corresponding challenge to fully engage in the practice or strategy. These practices 

and strategies include establishing and sustaining vision, self-care at work, nurturing various 

relationships and caring for physical, material, spiritual, and intellectual needs. Week twenty-

nine, grabbed my attention in which they discuss examining our attitude toward our appearance, 

 
28 Kirk Byron Jones, Rest in the Storm: Self-Care Strategies for Clergy and Other Caregivers (Valley Forge, PA: 

Judson Press, n.d.), 107. 
29 Kirk Byron Jones, 147. 
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especially in a cultural society in which we are exposed to unrealistic and unavoidable standards 

and measures of beauty that impact how we look at ourselves. It has been my experience that 

when my attitude about my appearance was one of confidence I, in turn, felt empowered and 

confident in the work I was doing. Conversely, when my attitude about my appearance was less 

than confident then my energy and perception of the work was less than confident as well. “Even 

though your values might tell you that there is more to life than the way you look, it is difficult to 

avoid the influence of cultural messages. Whether you attempt to pursue popular standards of 

beauty or give up all hope of attaining them, your attitudes about them and your appearance 

affect your general well-being.”30 In this week’s exercise the goal was to not measure ourselves 

or our appearances up against cultural or societal standards of beauty but to accept and better 

appreciate the value and worth of self in our appearance in the fullness of who we are. The 

challenge for this week was to stand before a mirror and declare to ourselves that we are created 

and loved by God and that we accept and love ourselves. If we can confidently accept and love 

ourselves as God loves us, then perhaps we shift our attitudes to understand the value of loving 

and taking care of ourselves even as we take care of others and thereby break the recurring cycle 

of burnout.

 
30 Melander, Rochelle and Eppley, Harold, The Spiritual Leader's Guide to Self-Care (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 

Littlefield, 2020), 113. 
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Chapter 3: Psychology of Habits and Recurring Behavior 

Perhaps another potential area in the discovery of the “why” of the recurring cycle of 

clergy burnout may also be found in the examination and evaluation of the habits and behavior 

that inform how clergy engage in the work of ministry itself. Moreso, this discovery may be 

found within an understanding of the habits and behaviors that have shaped the character, lives, 

and leadership styles of pastoral clergy. The literature conversations that inform this study from a 

social sciences perspective center around the psychology of human behavior in terms of habit 

formation, associated behavior patterns as a result of habits in relation to values and goals, and 

how to change habits. Habits are a part of human development that informs human behavior 

patterns and many times those habit related behaviors result in instinctive or involuntary 

behavioral patterns. Understanding the psychology of habits in relation to recurring behavior will 

add to this conversation and provide additional incites to the discovery of the “why” of clergy 

self-care and clergy burnout as well as helping to shape viable strategies that will be offered as 

additions to the conversation of clergy self-care toward breaking the recurring cycle clergy 

burnout.  

Jeffrey Gaines, in the article “How Are Habits Formed? The Psychology of Habit 

Formation,” describes habits in this manner, “Actions that are repeated over time gradually 

become habits, with a curious life of their own.”1  This thought sparks my curiosity toward the 

understanding the role and relationship of the repeated clergy actions that over time have become 

clergy habits with a life of their own that influence our leadership styles and how we carry out 

the work of ministry which ultimately leads to facing the recurring cycle of clergy burnout as a 

 
1 Jeffrey Gaines, “How Are Habits Formed? The Psychology of Habit Formation. 1.” 
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product of our repeated actions in either leadership or our overall response to the call of ministry.  

Perhaps understanding the habit driven behaviors and understanding how changing our habits 

will also change our behavior patterns and also break the recurring cycle of burnout. Habits are 

described as both passive and active. Passive habits are formed through things we encounter and 

eventually get used to and active habits are formed through intentional repeated actions or efforts 

that we eventually execute without conscious thought. This is illustrated in how we learn to tie 

our shoes which explains that early attempts to tie our shoes were made consciously with some 

effort and as we learned and practiced the skill it eventually became an action of habit that we 

perform effortlessly even while we are entertaining other thoughts. Early on in ministry we too 

eagerly learn new skills and techniques to do the work of ministry, to address congregational 

needs, and to navigate the overlapping aspects of our lives, and as we learn to exercise these 

learned skills and techniques some become routines and habits that allow us to carry out these 

actions without thinking about them. Many times, we become accustomed to these habits and 

routines, and we become equally as resistant to change even when the suggested change could 

help us to exercise a given responsibility more effectively or even help to preserve our own 

energy and health. Clearly, a willingness to change our habits could very well break the cycle of 

recurring behavior that leads to the recurring occurrences of clergy burnout and self-destructive 

behavior patterns of limited self-care.  

   In “How Habits are Formed and How to Break Them,” a transcribed text of an interview 

on NPR’s Fresh Air program, Charles Duhigg, describes the formation of habits through a three-

tier process called habit loop. “It turns out that every habit starts with a psychological pattern 

called a "habit loop," which is a three-part process. First, there's a cue, or trigger, that tells your 

brain to go into automatic mode and let a behavior unfold. "Then there's the routine, which is the 
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behavior itself," Duhigg tells Fresh Air's Terry Gross. "That's what we think about when we 

think about habits." The third step, he says, is the reward: something that your brain likes that 

helps it remember the "habit loop" in the future.”2  Gaines expresses similar thoughts of the habit 

loop in the following terms, stimulus, behavior, and reward. Neuroscience research attributes 

habit formation to the basal ganglia of the brain which is also integral in the development of 

emotions, memories, and the recognition of patterns. Duhigg describes this function in this 

through the example of the routine of driving and parallel parking. “That's why it's easy — while 

driving or parallel parking, let's say — to completely focus on something else: like the radio, or a 

conversation you're having. "You can do these complex behaviors without being mentally aware 

of it at all," he says. "And that's because of the capacity of our basal ganglia: to take a behavior 

and turn it into an automatic routine."3  He goes on to explain that carrying out these automatic 

behaviors are also related to environment and will be completed the same as long as the 

environment remains constant. Based on this discussion, clergy habit and thereby recurring 

behaviors that potentially contribute to clergy burnout may be directly related to our 

environments or the ministry context of our ministry or pastoral assignments which in of 

themselves are often resistant to change. We have all at some point within the environment of 

our ministry context have repeatedly heard the phrase, “we have always done things this way,” 

even when introducing even minor changes within our congregational environments. Therefore, 

the pastor attempting to change schedules and these automatic behaviors to firm up boundaries 

within overlapping segments of their lives are less likely to be successful if the environment in 

which he/she attempts to make these necessary adjustments to preserve their energy or promote 

 
2 Charles Duhigg, “Habits: How They Form and How To Break Them,” Webpage with written article and Audio 

Interview Recording, NPR.org, March 5, 2012, 3–4, https://www.npr.org/2012/03/05/147192599/habits-how-they-

form-and-how-to-break-them. 
3 Charles Duhigg, 5. 
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their own self-care is resistant to or refuses to accept those changes or adjustments. Psychology 

Today also suggests that stress is a common cue in this habit loop that contributes to behavior 

patterns and our responses to stress contributes to some bad habit patterns that we look to for the 

reward of stress relief. “For example, stress could serve as a cue that one responds to by eating, 

smoking, or drinking, which produces the reward (the reduction of stress-at least temporarily)”4   

Similarly, Hartness Samushonga, explains that burnout is the result of excessive job stress 

through the relationship of the caregiving service provider and the recipient. “Consequently, 

burnout is mainly perceived as a psychological syndrome that emerges as a prolonged response 

to chronic interpersonal stressors on the job in which an overload of contact with people results 

in changes in attitudes and behaviors towards them.”5 The description of the process of burnout 

based on this occupational stress results in emotional exhaustion being empty and worn out, 

depersonalization expressed through negative attitudes towards the work and recipients of the 

work, and personal accomplishment expressed through reduced performance of the work. Based 

on this discussion, stress based on work overload is not simply a result of work overload in the 

ministry context or assignment but also the result of interpersonal stresses through 

congregational and leadership staff relationships. Additionally, many pastors are bi-vocational, 

working full-time both for the church and in other secular career paths simultaneously to 

financially support and supplement the needs of the family where the church is unable to do so. 

The bi-vocational pastor has the added stress of maintaining and balancing ecclesiastical and 

corporate responsibilities as well as relationships to assuage the stress of effectively supporting 

the family that is essentially regulated to a lower position on the priority list of responsibilities, 

 
4 Psychology Today Editorial Staff, “Habit Formation,” Psychology Today, 2022, 3, 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/habit-formation?amp#how-we-form-habits. 
5 Samushonga, “Distinguishing Between the Pastor and the Superhero: God on Burnout and Self-Care,” 7. 
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although the family relationship and responsibilities are the motivated intentions behind the bi-

vocational complexity. The Frisbies describes this two-career path for pastors as the bi-

vocational complexity as a major stressor that bi-vocational pastors mention as obstacles to 

ministry. They describe the overlapping aspects of the pastor’s life as having two jobs, but only 

being one husband and father, who is able to handle the stress of divided loyalties between the 

church and job and the lack of rest but finds the greatest stress and challenges within the family 

and home.  He shares an all too familiar comment among bi-vocational pastors, quite like 

something that I have said myself as I have managed the complexity of bi-vocational stress. “I’m 

working two jobs, and I work very hard at both of them…where am I supposed to find emotional 

energy, let alone physical energy to come home and be all romantic with my wife at the end of a 

long day?”6   When we consider the overlapping aspects of our lives juggling two vocations and 

the family is a major source or trigger to stress. So, then our responses to stress cues in search of 

the reward of stress relief informs our behavior patterns and habits that fuel our actions that lead 

to the cycle of clergy burnout. In this same vein, Gaines suggests that a change in habits and 

thereby behavior can be achieved by becoming aware of and changing how we respond to cues 

and triggers. “Since they are largely automatic, we are often unaware of our habits and their 

associated experiences. Being mindful of our negative habits and what they involve can make 

them easier to break.”7  He further explains that beyond awareness, changing habits also includes 

avoiding cues/triggers associated with the negative habits, along with replacing older habits with 

new habits that opposes the negative habit. Therefore, it would follow that breaking the cycle of 

clergy self-care and burnout and understanding the “why” behind the recurring behavior of 

burnout is related to our self-awareness of clergy habits and experiences along with the cues and 

 
6 Frisbie David & Lisa, Managing Stress in Ministry, 105. 
7 Jeffrey Gaines, “How Are Habits Formed? The Psychology of Habit Formation,” 9. 
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triggers that promotes these contributing habits/behaviors and changing our response to those 

cues/triggers. Based on many of the contributors to the conversations of clergy self-care and 

burnout, along with many of the personal stories that have been shared it would suggest that 

some of these cues and triggers to be addressed toward breaking the cycle of burnout are setting 

boundaries, boundary intrusion, resistance to change, environment and cultural influences, 

congregational and staff relationships, and success standards and success measure comparisons, 

to name a few.  

A slightly different approach to habit formation and behavior is found in the article the 

“Psychology of Habit” by Wendy Wood and Dennis Runger. In this work they agree in the 

formation of habits through repeating behaviors in recurring context in response to cues and 

triggers, but further attribute that habit formation can be influenced by intention and motivation 

of goal pursuit. “Thus, behavior prediction studies reveal that people often act out of habit, even 

when it is in conflict with their intentions. In dual-process models depicting the ways that habits 

integrate with goals in guiding behavior, habits are a ready default unless people are motivated 

and able to intervene and engage in more deliberate goal pursuit.”8  The internal drive that often 

drives us work as hard as we do in response to the call of ministry is our motivation to be 

successful in all that we do for God and although our intention is to be successful often the habits 

that are formed out of motivation for success readily self-sacrificing and self-destructive leading 

to burnout. They further suggest that rather than being independent contributors to behavior 

patterns, habit and goal systems are interrelated and reliable upon each other.  “In summary, 

habits form as a product of repeated behaviors in the service of goal pursuit. Learning in the 

 
8 Wendy Woody and Runger, “Psychology of Habit.”, Annual Review of Psychology, volume 67, 2016, pages 289-

314 
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habit system may proceed independently or be guided by the goal system. Recent theories 

suggest that rather than being independent action controllers, habit and goal systems integrate in 

ways that reflect the reliability of each system and the costs of planning.”9  If our habits and are 

goals are interrelated and reliable upon one another then we may presume that “why” of clergy 

self-care and burnout is found within the way we respond to and pursue our goals and measure 

our success in response to the call of ministry. Many times, our perceived measures of success 

are the driving force behind how we do what we do. This is especially so when we measure our 

success not solely by the numbers but also measuring our success in comparison to our peers and 

their accomplishments rather than the impact, we are making in the lives of those we are serving. 

Throughout my ministerial tenure I have witnessed and even experienced myself the stressful 

frustration of comparison where one feels their efforts are not measuring up to or as effective 

because the number of participants in an activity does not measure up to a colleague’s who is 

carrying out a similar activity. This comparative measuring of success and how we develop our 

ministry goals and measure the success of fulfillment of those goals may be a major contributor 

to the recurring behavior patterns of clergy burnout. “In a culture that honors growth more than 

faithfulness, mobility more than fidelity, and simple numbers over stories of quiet service, life 

can be tough for clergy.”10  While Wood and Runger describe the interrelation and reliability of 

habit and goal systems as contributors to behavior patterns, Anat Bardi and Shalom Schwartz 

relate habit and behavior to values. Their study describes the relation between values and 

common behaviors by identifying and analyzing the relation between ten values and correlating 

common behaviors. “Values may, however, influence behavior through mechanisms, such as 

habits, that do not require conscious decisions. In fact, there is some evidence that values relate 

 
9 Wendy Woody and Dennis  Runger, 298. 
10 Arthur Gross Schafer and Steve Jacobsen, “Surviving Clergy Burnout,” 11. 
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to common, ongoing behavior.”11  Bardi and Schwartz express the implication of this 

relationship between value and behavior throughout their study. “The implication of such a 

structure is that each behavior is meaningfully related to all values, and each value is 

meaningfully related to all behaviors, not only the ones that directly express it.”12 Considering 

this study of the interrelationship between value and behavior, I am led to the assumption that 

“why” of clergy self-care and burnout may also be related to recurring patterns of behavior that 

are informed or developed through our value systems, value systems that are developed and 

nurtured throughout our lives. How we understand and work through the habits and behaviors 

that are informed by our value systems may not only result in the recurring cycle of clergy 

burnout but ultimately lead to breaking the cycle and lessening the recurring episodes of burnout. 

Finally, values, habits, and behaviors are major contributors in how we may experience 

burnout or break the cycle of recurring episodes of burnout, emotional and mental health are also 

key contributing factors. Martin Shaw notes that there is a national rise of mental health concerns 

within the caring professions as it relates to burnout. “There is a growing concern for caregivers’ 

mental health and burnout and those considered to be in the helping professions. Those in 

helping disciplines include but are not limited to healthcare workers, social workers, counselors, 

educators, clergy, etc.”13  He suggest that in these professions the caregiver constantly provides 

care, compassion, and impact to others but often finds this same care, compassion and impact is 

not afforded to themselves, leaving them emotionally and mentally depleted and fatigued. 

 
11 Anat Bardi and Shalom Schwartz, “Values and Behavior: Strength and Structure of Relationships,” Personality 

and Social Psychology Bulletin 10 (October 2003): 1209. 
12 Anat Bardi and Shalom Schwartz, 1210. 
13 Martin Shaw et al., “Clergy Wholeness Study: How Occupational Distress, Depression, and Social Support 

Inform the Health of Clergy,” Journal of Pastoral Care & Counseling 75, no. 1 (March 1, 2021): 23–24, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1542305020968046. 
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Christopher Adams suggests that the work of clergy is not only complex but highly emotional 

requiring constant engagement with the recipients of the care that is provided. How we handle 

these complex and highly emotional responsibilities or stressors may lead to chronic symptoms 

and outcomes of burnout that he describes as physiological over-arousal resulting in adrenaline 

exhaustion, that leads to emotional and physical difficulties because of our efforts to do the work 

of ministry without failure. “Clergy and their parishioners uniquely attribute sacredness to 

ministry work, which may drive them to work harder and longer than other helping professionals 

in order to avoid perceived failure, thus making them prone to burnout.”14   Similarly, Fredrick, 

Thai, and Dunbar suggests that psychological distress among clergy is directly related to ministry 

satisfaction and emotional exhaustion, where ministry satisfaction in response to the call ministry 

is itself a coping resource against emotional exhaustion. “Pastors are at greater risk for burnout 

and other psychological distress when they experience higher levels of emotional burnout and 

lower levels of ministry satisfaction.”15 They further describe that when this interrelationship is 

out of balance the imbalance tends to a questioning of the pastoral calling and identity that not 

only impacts the pastor but also the congregation. This imbalance leads to a psychological 

experience of burnout described as acedia, which reflects apathy, a lack of care and compassion. 

“Acedia entails a fundamental apathy that is reflected in unconcern and lack of energy.”16  If we 

are going to overcome and break the recurring cycle of burnout, we must take seriously the 

impact of our emotional and mental wellness not just for ourselves but also for the persons we 

have been called to serve. Burns, Chapman, and Guthrie suggest that our psychological wellness 

is an ethical imperative, a responsibility that if self-care is not properly handled the care, we 

 
14 Adams et al., “Clergy Burnout: A Comparison Study with Other Helping Professions,” 150. 
15 Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar, “Coping with Pastoral Burnout Using Christian Contemplative Practices,” 5. 
16 Frederick, Thai, and Dunbar, 6. 
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provide to others will also suffer. “Self-care is not an indulgence. It is an essential component of 

prevention of distress, burnout, and impairment. It should not be considered as something extra 

or nice to do if you have time but as an essential part of our professional identities.”17 Similarly, 

Tracey Dawson warns that the awareness of the impact of clergy burnout along with the 

emotional and spiritual stresses rests on both clergy and congregation. Suffering pastors, express 

these stresses physically and relationally through congregational interactions but the 

congregation often is unaware of their suffering and the pastor feels isolated, inadequate, and 

hopeless. “When clergy reach extremes of emotional and spiritual exhaustion, they aren’t the 

only ones who suffer. Congregants will be at risk and some of them will never trust the church or 

pastors again. But responsibility for church health shouldn’t rest solely on the pastor. Church 

communities too need education and tools in order to respond to clergy burnout in balanced, 

faithful and compassionate ways.”18  So then while the primary responsibility for clergy self-

care, especially in terms of our emotional and mental wellness rests with clergy, there is a shared 

responsibility between clergy and congregation, caregiver and care recipient to safely and 

effectively carry the work of ministry through a collaborative fellowship of compassion and care 

for one another. The awareness of our emotional and mental wellness needs is imperative and 

surrounding ourselves with support systems that will hold us accountable is equally important. If 

we are to break the recuring cycle of burnout we must see our emotional and mental self-care 

vitally important to the work of ministry and get the help that we need, rather that help is 

ecclesiastical or professional help outside of the church. Likewise, the “why” of clergy burnout, 

also rests in creating and maintaining healthy boundaries, the psychology of habits and behavior, 

 
17 Burns, Bob, Chapman, Tasha, and Guthrie, Donald, Resilient Ministry: What Pastors Told Us About Surviving 

and Thriving. 
18 Dawson, “Whose Problem Is Clergy Burnout,” 23. 
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our awareness and response to our stress triggers, and awareness of our emotional and mental 

wellness. 
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Chapter 4: Research Methodology and Comparative Analysis 

 In accompaniment to the literature review, the research project consisted of a 

conversational assessment with an ethnographic design through the sharing of stories and 

experiences through the interview process of identified participants. Additional accompaniment 

consisted of a quantitative research survey component for additional data collection and analysis. 

The project components of interviews and surveys were approved by the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) allowing the project to proceed with these chosen methodologies in place. The 

approved survey questions were constructed to collect data across three tiers of information, 

general demographics, pastoral ministry experience, and self-care and burnout experiences. The 

design and purpose of the survey was to facilitate general data collection across a broad spectrum 

of participants in a comparative review of demographics, ministry experience and experiences 

with self-care, burnout, and recurring incidents of burnout. (See Appendix 2: Survey Questions) 

Similarly, the approved interview questions followed the three-tier construct to facilitate 

conversation and to establish the context for the sharing of stories and experiences across the 

tiers of general demographics (confirming data collected over surveys), pastoral ministry 

experience, and self-care and burnout thoughts and experiences. The purpose and design of the 

interview was to facilitate conversations and sharing that would provide insight and 

understanding of the interviewee’s experiences with self-care, burnout, and recurring incidents 

with burnout, along with sharing insights toward the discovery of behavior patterns that maybe 

contributing factors of the recurring cycle of burnout and potential cycle breaking strategies. (See 

Appendix 3: Interview Questions)   

  The survey tool used to facilitate the design and format, distribution of survey, collection 

of survey data, within a personally encrypted password protected environment is Alchemer 
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Enterprise Online Survey Software (www.alchemer.com).  Through this survey software tool, 

the survey was digitally formatted and delivered electronically to a broad spectrum of pastors 

and clergy collecting responding data by gender, age, tenure, denominational affiliations, current 

full-time or bi-vocational ministry assignment, practice of ministry and self-care, and 

experiences of burnout and recurring incidents of burnout. The survey software tool provided the 

capability to email directly to a database of various pastoral and ministerial connections and 

pastoral colleagues that I have come to know or have had shared experiences over the course of 

my twenty-six years of ministry service. Through this digitally secure platform and application 

the survey was emailed to a list of sixty potential participants with a secured link, and each 

potential participant was encouraged to share the survey link within their various spheres of 

pastoral/clergy influences. Through the application the survey was also sent through various 

social media outlets to another one hundred fifty potential participants who were invited to 

participate and to also share the survey through an encrypted QR-Code link. Through these 

distribution methods I received fifty responses, forty-eight complete responses and two 

incomplete responses. Of the forty-eight completed responses twenty responses (42%) were 

identified as respondents to the email distribution and twenty-eight responses (58%) were 

identified as respondents to either social media distribution or by invitation of another survey 

invitee. Through the application all participants who submitted a completed survey response 

were issued a participant number. To maintain appropriate levels of participant privacy, all 

participants and their responses to which reference is made within this project will only be 

identified by the assigned participant number.  

 The survey results indicated the following based upon data responses to each question: 

http://www.alchemer.com/
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• The age breakdown of respondents 9% between 26-35 years; 0% between 36-45 years; 39% 

between 46-55 years; 39% between 56-65 years; 11% between 66-75 years and 2% 75 years 

or older. 

• 54% of the respondents were female and 46% were male. 

• 80% of the respondents reported their race as African American, 19% Caucasian, and 4% as 

other or multi-racial. 

• 76% of the respondents were married, 13% single, 7% divorced, and 4% declined to respond. 

• 62% of respondents reported having up to two children, 33% three-four children and 4% five 

or more children. 

• Respondents reported their denominational affiliations through their ministry careers as 50% 

Baptist, 40% Non-Denominational, 36% Other, 21% African Methodist Episcopal, 11% 

Episcopal and Lutheran, and 5% Catholic. The other category was represented by the 

following denominations: Christian Methodist Episcopal (CME), Religious Society of 

Friends, United Methodist (UMC), Church of God of Prophecy, Church of God in Christ 

(COGIC), United Church of Christ (UCC), Church of the Nazarene, Mt Calvary Holy Church 

of America, Pentecostal, and Church of the Redeemed. Please note many respondents 

indicated multiple affiliations.  

• Respondents reported their current denominational affiliations as 33% Baptist, 30% Non-

Denominational, 23% Other, 9% Lutheran, 7% African Methodist Episcopal, and 2% 

Episcopal. 

• Respondents reported their years of ministry service as 23% 31-35 years, 16% each between 

16-20 years, 21-25 years, and 26-30 years, 9% 11-15 years, 7% 0-5 years and 41-45 years, 

2% 46-50 years. 
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• Respondents reported their pastoral ministry tenure as 41% 0-5 years, 18% 11-15 years, 14% 

6-10 years,11% 26-30 years, 7% each 16-20 years and 21-25 years, 2% 36-40 years. 

Similarly, many of the respondents have also served within their current ministry settings 

along the percentages. 

• 55% of respondents reported that their current ministry assignment is a full-time position and 

45% of respondents reported their current ministry assignment as a part time position. 

Similarly, 59% of respondents reported that they are bi-vocational working full-time careers 

in addition to their current ministry assignments.  

• 48% of respondents reported devoting on average 0-5 hours per day on ministry 

responsibilities and 45 % devoting on average 6-10 hours per day to ministry responsibilities. 

Similarly, 19% of respondents reported devoting 41-45 hours per week to ministry 

responsibilities, 17% of respondents reported devoting 46-50 hours per week to ministry 

responsibilities and 14% reported devoting 6-10 hours per week to ministry responsibilities. 

7% of respondents reported equally devoting 16-20 hours per week, 26-30 hours per week, 

and 36-30 hours per week to ministry responsibilities. 

• 86% of respondents also report that their ministry responsibilities or time committed to 

fulfilling their ministry responsibilities have caused them to feel overwhelmed or over-

stressed while 14% of respondents do not attribute feelings of being overwhelmed or over-

stressed to their ministry responsibilities or time committed to fulfilling their ministry 

responsibilities. 

• Respondents who attributed feelings of being overwhelmed or over-stressed to their ministry 

responsibilities report that the frequency of these feelings at the following rates: 
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o 45% occasionally, 26% weekly, 14% monthly, 7% daily, 7% only during specific seasons 

(liturgical seasons or annual events), and 2% rarely 

• Similarly, 86% of respondents report having experienced burnout or symptoms of burnout, 

while 14% report having no known experiences of burnout or symptoms of burnout. 

Comparatively respondents reported experiencing burnout or the symptoms of burnout on 

more than one occasion at the rate of 81% and 19% reporting not experiencing burnout or the 

symptoms of burnout on more than once.  

• Respondents shared their thoughts on the contributing factors toward feeling overwhelmed, 

over-stressed, and/or the symptoms of burnout. They offered the following responses as 

contributing factors to the same: 

o Saying yes and taking on too many commitments or commitments to which they should 

have said no or committing to assignments they did not want to do to meet everyone’s 

expectations in addition to their own, taking on assignments for which they were not 

passionate, driven by a desire to get it all right. 

o Poor time management, overbooked schedules not enough time to get it all done, poor 

planning, procrastination, poor life balance, improper prioritization of tasks and self-care, 

lack of delegation, and communicating the need for help. 

o Picking up assignments that others failed to complete, addressing what they see to meet 

the needs of ministry, or pressing to help others achieve their goals whether they asked 

for help or not.  

o Mental/Emotional distress (grief, judgmental attitudes of parishioners, anxiety, 

frustration, depression, isolation, separation, unhealed wounds, rejection, ignored, not 

being heard, lack of concentration and focus). 
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o Spiritual distress and dryness (lack of faith, inconsistent prayer, and study). 

o Dealing with the added stress or responsibilities of congregational hardships, death, and 

other unexpected insertions into an already busy schedule. 

o Taking on too much due to a lack of volunteer or employed staff, financial resources and 

support, lack of denominational support, and dealing with or carrying the weight of 

unreliable volunteers. 

o Taking on too much and failing to ask for help in response to ministry demands, 

congregational demands, budget restraints, added seasonal responsibilities, and 

unreasonable expectations and demands of denominational/regional leadership. 

o Lack of denominational support in terms of training and mentorship. 

o Lack of established boundaries between family, ministry, and work responsibilities and 

failure to adhere to or honor those boundaries when properly established, failing to 

protect family and self-care time. 

o Unclear or poorly defined roles and responsibilities and taking on roles or responsibilities 

that are not aligned with ministry passion. 

o Pastoring through the unknowns of the pandemic and bouncing back from the pandemic, 

adapting to hybrid worship models. 

o Lack of healthy eating, lack of rest, failing to take breaks throughout the day, in lieu of 

breaks or rest, feeling that all the responsibilities belonged to them and had to be 

completed.  

o Failing to communicate feelings, concerns, and needs to family, leadership, and/or 

congregation. 
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• Similarly, respondents identified the following habits or behaviors as contributing factors to 

their recurring experiences of feeling overwhelmed, over-stressed or experiencing burnout: 

o Over-committing to engagements and additional tasks and not counting the cost of over-

committing. 

o Striving to please people, desiring to be liked and loved, always having a need to prove 

oneself, driven type A personality feeling the need to address all that they see that needs 

to be done, fearing rejection or being label uncooperative if they said no. 

o Inability or inappropriate management of conflicting priorities of family, work, and 

church that are continually competing for time and energy, confronting the church culture 

that ministry comes first. 

o Perfectionism, consistently thinking of how to get it all done and done right, taking too 

much responsibility for outcomes and measures of success, striving for excellence 

through a type A personality at the expense of self. 

o Avoiding conflict, always taking the high road, and not standing up for self or 

establishing clear boundaries. 

o Worry and wanting more for others than they may want for themselves. 

• Additionally, when adding self-care into the consideration of recurring habits or mindsets 

that might be contributing or underlying factors to the recurring cycle of self-care and 

burnout respondents contributed the following incites: 

o In response to feeling called to do everything and being empathetic to the needs and 

responsibilities of the congregation, ministry, and family, they tend to forget their own 

needs and taking care of themselves, amid their personal insecurities, envy of others, and 

fear of failure, often driven by perfectionism. 
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o Feeling that if they say no, they are letting someone down and or failing to live up to the 

vows, obligations, and commitments made to God, ministry and to others. 

o Expecting things and people to change without changing from within, losing perspective 

of self in the midst of the ministry cyclone, filled with an inordinate desire to be liked, 

loved, and accepted amid navigating others’ expectations of them and their ministry 

performance. 

o The sense of urgency in the changing and decreasing church environment, post pandemic 

and the need to work harder to save, maintain, and reshape the church as we once knew 

it. 

o The perception of measuring oneself as a bi-vocational pastor in comparison to a full-

time salaried pastor and feeling that they are continually in the position of needing to 

catch up and that if you work harder and longer the more that will be accomplished, and 

needed growth will take place. 

o In the battle of mindsets between working overtime, doing ministry and taking care of 

self, many times self-care does not win. Self-care should not just be a means to recover 

from burnout but should be a lifestyle to prevent recurring burnout. Self-care must be 

important to us because we cannot give to others what we do not give to ourselves. 

• In the discussion of self-care practices and/or strategies, 55% of respondents reported that 

they consistently practice strategies of self-care, while 45% of respondents reported that they 

practice strategies of self-care occasionally or not at all. No matter the frequency of 

participation or practice of a particular self-care strategy, the most common strategies of self-

care that respondents reported are: 

o Weekly sabbath/planned day off. 
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o Exercise or other active activities (fitness, golf, walking, bicycling) 

o Planned travel, date nights, outings, and shopping trips. 

o Personal care (manicure, pedicure, massage, hair care/dressing) 

o Quiet/Relax time (reading, meditation, music, movies, painting, television, naps, unplug 

from phones, social media) 

o Spiritual disciplines (prayer, meditation, Bible study, journaling,) 

o Mental/Emotional wellness (life coach/therapist visits, breathing exercises, 

chaos/confusion avoidance) 

o Physical wellness (doctor visits/check-ups, healthier eating habits, earlier bedtimes) 

• In terms of self-care practice frequency, respondents reported 41% weekly practices, 29% 

daily practices, 12% bi-weekly practices, 10% monthly practices, 2 % bi-monthly practices, 

and 7% overall occasional practices of self-care. The occasional practitioners admit 

inconsistent or little to no intentional self-care practices. 

Considering the data reported by the survey respondents, the research suggests that the 

majority of the respondents have felt overwhelmed and over-stressed on multiple occasions 

throughout their ministry tenure as the result of how they responded to the call of ministry and 

carried out the work of ministry. For most of the respondents, these moments of feeling 

overwhelmed and over-stressed have resulted in corresponding episodes of burnout, which lead 

to recovery and continuing the work of ministry with the intention to carry self-care practices to 

prevent further episodes of burnout. However, a review of the data also indicates that despite 

having faced burnout and recovery, most of the respondents have experienced multiple episodes 

of burnout and have found themselves within a recurring cycle of burnout and self-care. Yet, 

when I asked why was this recurring cycle happening to clergy, the respondents offered some 
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great incites that align with this research, the innate drive from within in response to the call to 

ministry believing that they must do it all, measuring and comparing their successes to others, 

driven by perfectionism fearing failure and letting down God, the ministry, and others down, 

establishing and honoring boundaries amid the overlapping aspects of  life, and caring for and 

meeting the needs of others at the cost of their own care and needs.  Through the diversity and 

unique backgrounds of the respondents their equally diverse and unique incites we can glean the 

answer to the “why” of clergy self-care and burnout that we will discuss in greater detail within 

the next chapter Outcomes and Conclusions, in summary the answer to the “why” of the 

recurring cycle of clergy and burnout is us and our individually unique self-awareness. 

Respondent sixty, a married African American full-time male pastor serving in a national 

Episcopal setting who does not practice self-care consistently offers that it is clergy learned 

models and structures of ministry that contribute to how we respond to the call of ministry as 

sense of martyrdom and self-sacrifice that majorly defines the “why” of the recurring cycle of 

clergy burnout and beginning to question these models and structures will lead toward change 

and breaking the cycle. However, I believe respondent thirty-five, a married Caucasian, full-time 

female Lutheran pastor, who does not practice self-care consistently and who has experienced 

burnout on more than one occasion offers a most inciteful illustrative description of the recurring 

cycle of clergy self-care and burnout and why we have such difficulty breaking the cycle. She 

says a contributing factor to this recurring cycle of burnout is the “pressure of getting it right, 

feeling like I’m building a plane while I’m flying it, which is lack of support.”1   This is the 

“why”, of clergy self-care and burnout, we are continually building a plane that requires and 

competes for our full attention, however, we are not only building but we are also required to fly 

 
1 Jeffrey Chandler, “Discovering the Why of Clergy Burnout Survey Data,” Survey, November 2022, 35. 
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this plane through ever changing climates and environments all at once and at the same time. 

(See Appendix 3: Detailed Survey Data)  

 From the forty-eight completed survey responses and the analysis of the survey data, I 

was able to breakdown the potential interview participants into three categories. Category one 

represented participants who practiced self-care activities or strategies occasionally while also 

acknowledging experiencing recurring episodes of burnout. Category two represented 

participants who practiced consistent self-care activities or strategies while also acknowledging 

experiencing recurring episodes of burnout. Category three represented participants who practice 

little to no self-care activities or strategies while also acknowledging experiencing recurring 

episodes of burnout. In this, the research indicates that no matter the frequency of practicing self-

care strategies each interviewed participant has experienced multiple episodes of burnout or the 

recurring episodes of facing the symptoms of burnout. The invitation to participate in the 

interview process was extended to sixteen participants, five from category one, eight from 

category two, and three from category three. Of the sixteen invitations nine were accepted, two 

participants representing category one, four participants representing category two, and three 

participants representing category three. The interviews were scheduled for thirty and forty-five 

minutes, conducted via video conference over the Zoom platform. Each interview was recorded 

with the participant’s permission and stored on an encrypted password protected drive. Each 

interview was a uniquely shared conversation of open dialogue and active listening over the 

topics of ministry assignments, the response to the call to ministry, leadership styles, symptoms 

and experiences of burnout, recovery, self-care, and how we find ourselves facing and 

maneuvering through multiple episodes of burnout, along with offering incites of how we might 

best overcome and break the recurring cycles of burnout. (Appendix 4: Interview Questions) 
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 The interview participants are differentiated by category, in which each category 

describes the participants frequency of practicing self-care strategies and while also 

acknowledging experiencing recurring episodes of burnout or facing recurring episodes of the 

symptoms of burnout. The interview participants and highlights from the interviews are 

described as follows: 

• Category I:  Occasionally practice self -care activities or strategies. 

o Respondent 34 is a married African American female, within the 46–55-year-old age 

range, reporting up to two children. She is currently serving in a non-denominational 

ministry setting. She has served in ministry in the range of 31-35 years overall, in the 

range of 21-25 years within her current ministry assignment, and within the range of 0-5 

years in pastoral ministry. She is a bi-vocational clergy leader, employed as a tenured 

educator in the public school system. She reports an average of 11-15 hours per day 

devoted to ministry work and on average 46-50 hours per week devoted ministry work. In 

this she reports that she is often overwhelmed and over-stressed by her ministry 

responsibilities on a weekly basis and has experienced multiple episodes of burnout. She 

also reports that she attempts self-care strategies occasionally, generally on a weekly 

basis. During our conversation, I observed that she appeared to be physically drained and 

emotionally frustrated. In fact, she expressed that she was currently frustrated with her 

current workload along with being physically stressed and dealing with anxiety. The 

source of her frustration is rooted in the cultural differences she is encountering both in 

ministry and in her secular work environment. She reported that the people that she 

serves within both context do not have the same foundational level of maturity and care 

for learning history in the secular context and Bible basics within the sacred context. This 
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frustration has caused her to question why she works so hard to teach and provide 

information in either context to the point that when she falls behind in either area, she has 

begun to question the need for the press to catch up. Additionally, she added that the 

growing sense of danger and concern with safety within the communities in which she 

works and serves in ministry as an additional contributing factor to her stress and 

frustration. Both areas are within urban settings experiencing increased levels of crime 

and violence. With these culture differences she recognizes that coping mechanisms that 

once worked for her do not work as they once did within these current cultural 

conditions. Although she reports only occasional practices of self-care, she notes that she 

has become more intentional about her self-care by regularly scheduling chiropractic 

appointments to address her physical stress and therapy sessions to address her 

emotional/mental stress and readjusting her coping mechanisms to minimize worry and 

negative intake by taking stock in every small win as a measure of success and 

accomplishment. She offered self-awareness as an insight toward both recovery and 

breaking the cycle of burnout. She explained that understanding and being aware of her 

feelings emotionally, mentally, and physically helps her to understand when she is 

approaching the line of burnout. However, she explains that is not just enough to be self-

aware, but it is critically important to appropriately and intentionally respond to her 

feelings as she becomes aware of them to prevent experiencing recurring episodes of 

burnout. She reports that this is her current goal to respond consistently to the awareness 

of her feelings.  

o Respondent 59 is a married African American male, within the 56–65-year-old age range, 

reporting five or more children. He is currently serving in a Baptist ministry setting. He 
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has served in ministry from 31-35 years, serving in his current ministry setting and in 

pastoral ministry within the range of 0-5 years. He is a bi-vocational ministry serving 

full-time within his current ministry setting and maintaining a full-time career. He did 

explain that even on his full-time job he finds himself ministering or being sought out by 

co-workers to speak with him when they are facing the pressures and stresses of life. He 

reports 6-10 hours per day devoted to ministry work and an average of 36-40 hours per 

week devoted to ministry work. However, although he reports that on a weekly basis, he 

feels overwhelmed and overstressed by the work of ministry and maintaining his ministry 

responsibilities according to the survey data he did not indicate that he recognized or 

considered himself experiencing burnout or the symptoms of burnout. Yet during the 

interview as we discussed the topic of burnout, he described himself as a doer, that is 

people focused and expressed that many times he often feels an urgency to take on 

additional tasks and complete them himself. He said that there are times that he will 

sacrifice self-care moments to respond to a congregants need and more recently indicated 

that he has established a personal Bible study moment to meet such needs. He expressed 

that when he takes on additional tasks, that many times he is physically tired and 

exhausted, fails to eat properly during these busy periods and often feels there is not 

enough time to do it all. He expressed that throughout his ministry career he has 

experienced several of these busy moments in which has drawn to near physical 

exhaustion and the more we talked he determined these episodes were in fact symptoms 

of burnout or near burnout moments. Many of these moments he described as having 

pushed himself to the point where he had to be reminded to eat and on occasion has 

ultimately crashed to the point where he had no other option but to rest. He indicated that 
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he is not a consistent practitioner of self-care and attempts to schedule moments of self-

care at least on a weekly basis but is not consistently successful in having moments 

dedicated to self-care. He expressed that he is now being more intentional about his self-

care relying more on his wife, for reminders to eat, to rest, and for help maintaining his 

schedule. Similarly, he has begun to rely more on his leadership team to support him in 

the work of ministry and to hold him accountable to not just care for the ministry but to 

care for himself. To accomplish this, he has redefined his leadership style as circle 

leadership, where he surrounds himself with leaders and staff that he trusts and also 

empowers and allows to operate within their lanes of responsibility. In this leadership 

style he communicates the current direction for the ministry and corresponding tasks and 

allows his leaders to be creative in developing and implementing the programs necessary 

to carry out the tasks. He explained this redefined leadership style allows him to better 

manage without having to do and creates an opportunity for his leaders to grow as they 

do the work of ministry. However, he did caution that often open communication among 

he and the leadership team is the key to the success he has experienced. Additionally, he 

offered incite toward breaking the recurring cycle of burnout suggesting that you must be 

willing to change course or shift styles to lighten the workload, acknowledge that you 

need help and accept it by allowing those who surround you the opportunity to support 

you. Finally, he expressed that over the years he has had several conversations with 

colleagues about the work of ministry, overload, and burnout and suggested that perhaps 

another contributing factor toward breaking the recurring cycle of burnout could be found 

in developing meaningful relationships of sharing and accountability among colleagues. 
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• Category II: Consistent practice of self-care activities or strategies. 

o Respondent 47 is a married African American female, within the 66–75-year-old age 

range, reporting up to four children. She is currently serving in a Pentecostal ministry 

setting but has served in several mainstream denominations throughout her years of 

service. She has served in ministry in the range of 41-45 years overall, in the range of 31-

35 years within her current ministry assignment, and within the range of 0-5 years in 

senior pastoral ministry. Nearly half of her ministry tenure was served in a bi-vocational 

capacity, but currently she serves solely as a full-time pastor and senior leader within her 

current ministry setting after retiring from forty years of service in another caring 

profession. She reports 11-15 hours per day devoted to ministry work and an average of 

46-50 hours per week to ministry work. She attributes her skills in ministry leadership 

and handling the stresses of ministry to how she led and handled stress in her previous 

career. She acknowledges that her other caring professional career prepared her to handle 

multiple taskings, leading and training diverse groups of people, and managing stressful 

situations.  As a consistent practitioner of self-care, she reports that only occasionally 

does she feel overwhelmed or over-stressed by the work of ministry. However, she has 

experienced burnout at least once and has experienced the symptoms of burnout on more 

than one occasion. She reports most recently having experienced these symptoms as she 

is currently frequently traveling to tend to the health needs of an aging parent. She 

indicates that she often pushes to complete tasks and continue the work of ministry even 

as she travels, often carrying out ministry tasks as she drives over several miles over the 

four-hour roundtrip journey. She explains that initially during these trips she was 

prepared to handle ministry work while on the road but as she recognized that she was 
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approaching being overwhelmed and over-stressed, she adjusted by changing ministry 

schedules and delegating some those tasks to members of her leadership team. She 

further explained that her recognition of the sense of being overwhelmed and making the 

necessary adjustments are the result of learning from her previous experiences or 

episodes with burnout. She also attributes this to her consistent practice of self-care, 

which consists of quiet time spent reading, listening to worship music and in meditation, 

playing word games, watching old black and white movies, and simply doing nothing 

when her body indicates the need to do so. She indicated that early in her ministerial 

career she had difficulty saying no and often took on too many tasks attempting to be 

available to everyone which resulted in burnout. As she matured in ministry, she learned 

to better accept or decline tasks and through consistently practicing self-care she also 

learned to recognize when she is approaching the sense of being overwhelmed. It is this 

self-awareness and recognition that has caused her to develop consistent practices of 

spiritual disciplines including prayer, quiet meditation, and reading. Additionally, she 

offered additional incites and coping skills including, better time management, 

readjusting ministry work through delegation of tasks and responsibilities and adjusting 

her lifestyle in general including taking the time to rest when it is needed. She made it 

clear that she understands how important it is to take care of ourselves and that we can 

break the recurring cycle of burnout by recognizing that it is okay to rest and do nothing 

when necessary and to adjust our lives by establishing and maintaining clear boundaries. 

Additionally, she added that we must learn to not only give support but to also be willing 

to accept support.  
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o Respondent 19 is a married African American male within the 46–55-year-old-age range, 

reporting up to four children. He is currently serving in a Pentecostal ministry setting and 

was currently appointed to a new leadership role within the international denomination. 

He has served in ministry in the range of 26-30 years overall, in the range of 11-15 years 

within his current ministry setting and within the pastoral ministry. He is a bi-vocational 

pastor serving within a business management career outside of the church. He attributes 

much of his leadership and management skills that he employs within the ministry setting 

to the training and experience gained within his secular career. He reports up to five 

hours per day devoted to ministry work and an average of 26-30 hours per week devoted 

to ministry work. He did acknowledge that he expects these numbers to significantly 

increase as he transitions into his newly appointed denominational leadership role. In our 

conversation he explained his belief that his appointment is the result of current 

leadership choosing to remove themselves from ministry entirely in response to health 

and burnout. He acknowledged that he is a consistent practitioner of self-care, a 

consistent practice he developed after suffering multiple episodes of burnout or the 

symptoms of burnout. Through his self-care practices he reports that in this season only 

occasionally does he feel overwhelmed or over-stressed by the work of ministry. He 

explained that his self-care practices include rest, exercising at least four to five times per 

week, travel, family engagement, and maintaining his spiritual disciplines. He recognizes 

that he must be intentionally focused on self-care to maintain these practices in his life or 

otherwise face the symptoms of burnout. However, he also recognizes that there are still 

times when he takes on too much and feels that he must be actively engaged in every 

aspect of the ministry operation, and it is in those moments that he begins to feel 
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overwhelmed and overstressed. He shared that in his prior episodes of burnout when he 

engaged in or tried to take on too much that he often felt anxiety and stress to the point of 

physical and emotional exhaustion. He explained that he has learned to become self-

aware of his body and the triggers that warn him that he is doing too much and 

approaching the point of or symptoms of burnout. Any time that he begins to feel 

anxious, physically, or emotionally drained, he responds to those triggers by immediately 

unplugging from the work of ministry and moving directly into preventative self-care. In 

these moments he reports that he makes time to travel, to rest, to do nothing and relies on 

and trusts his leadership team to handle ministry operations allowing him the space to 

unplug.  He also identified establishing and maintaining boundaries as key to preventing 

burnout, recognizing that the bleeding of boundaries as another trigger that may indicate 

that it is time to initiate preventative self-care strategies. Since his pastoral ministry began 

as a small family-oriented ministry with ministry growth many congregants, especially 

those who were with the ministry from the beginning, still expect to have immediate and 

open access to him. This has become especially difficult for him as he has continued to 

advance in denominational leadership and is a current place of struggle that he is working 

through. Additionally, he offers the desire to succeed, overcommitting, and managing 

multiple priorities are habits/behaviors that contribute to the recurring cycle of burnout. 

However, he has learned and suggests that we too can overcome and break the recurring 

cycles of burnout through self-awareness, understanding ourselves and how we feel when 

we are approaching the familiar symptoms of burnout. Through this self-awareness we 

must also recognize and properly respond to all stress triggers by choosing to unplug 

when necessary to engage in the self-care strategies necessary to relieve the stress and 
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pressure to take care of ourselves. Finally, he suggests that we must be comfortable and 

know that it is okay to unplug and address the stress triggers in our lives. 

o Respondent 14 is a widowed African American female, within the 56–65-year-old-age 

group, reporting up to four children. She is currently serving in a non-denominational 

ministry setting. She has served in ministry in the range of 16-20 years, in the range of 6-

10 years in pastoral ministry, and in the range of 0-5 years within her current ministry 

setting. When she began ministry, she served in a bi-vocational capacity but within the 

past three years retired from a lengthy career in federal service where she served in 

management, where she proudly proclaimed use of her MBA in organizational leadership 

that has also served her well throughout her work in ministry. She reports that she 

devotes 0-5 hours per day to the work of ministry and on average of 16-20 hours per 

week is devoted to ministry work. Additionally, she acknowledges devoting 5-7 hours per 

month to her sorority organization. She acknowledged that these estimated time ranges 

are considerably lower than her former ministry setting where she was a bi-vocational 

pastor and experienced multiple episodes of burnout. In fact, she described her bouts with 

burnout as situational burnout in which she recognized that the burnout was not the result 

of being overwhelmed by ministry overall but a matter of being frustrated or anxious 

about a particular moment or incident in ministry. She explained that these situational 

burnout moments were usually the result of being assigned a task that was not in 

alignment with her ministry passion or not being allowed the freedom to carry out given 

tasks without being micromanaged, critiqued, and judged by senior leadership. These 

were the moments in which she was most frequently overwhelmed and over-stressed by 

the work of ministry and in those moments, she learned critical lessons through her tears 
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to take care of herself and began to consistently practice self-care strategies. By doing so 

she explains that with her current ministry setting only occasionally does she feel 

overwhelmed or over-stressed by the work of ministry. She celebrates that in her current 

ministry setting she is allowed the freedom to lead and complete her tasks and the areas 

of her current assignment are directly aligned with her ministry passion and educating the 

people is her joy. Consistently, she practices self-care in the form of walking three to four 

times per week, spending quiet time in prayer, and watching television to unwind. She 

further describes that when she feels stress, shopping is her therapy. She explains that her 

issues with burnout and she believes likely impacts most clergy is the behavior of taking 

on more than we should and the frustration of not being able to freely flow in our gifts 

and passions. She recommends that finding our space (passion) in ministry and 

maintaining it is the key to overcoming or changing the habits that contribute to the 

recurring cycle of burnout. Further she suggests that by willingly shifting and adjusting 

our priorities when the work of ministry causes things to fall out of order along with 

maintaining healthy boundaries, are majorly contributing factors that have been helpful to 

her in breaking the recurring cycle of burnout.  

o Respondent 55 is a married African American female, within the 46–55-year-old-age 

group, reporting up to two children. She is currently serving in a non-denominational 

ministry setting. She has served in ministry in the range of 21-25 years, in the range of 0-

5 years in pastoral ministry, and in the range of 0-5 years within her current ministry 

setting. She is a bi-vocational associate pastor within her current ministry setting, serving 

also within a full-time management career within the federal service. She attributes much 

of her ministry leadership style and capacity to her federal service management training 
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and skills. She reports that she devotes 0-5 hours per day to the work of ministry and on 

average of 16-20 hours per week is devoted to ministry work. Additionally, she reports 

devoting 5-10 hours monthly to her sorority and other civic organizations. In this she 

reports that these additional hours spent in support of her sorority and time with her line 

sisters as therapeutic and integral to her practice of self-care. She reports that she is a 

consistent practitioner of self-care. Her chosen self-care strategies include exercise, 

reading, unplugging from social media, and occasional visits to the spa. She expressed 

that the focus of her self-care strategies is to decompress from stress by doing anything 

that brings her joy, especially spending time with her closest friends/sisters and doing 

anything that she likes and desires within her chosen self-care moments. These current 

intentional consistent practices of self-care are due to her feeling adequately supported by 

her leadership, colleagues, and peers within her current ministry setting, unlike her 

previous ministry setting. She explained that she experienced her recurring episodes of 

burnout within her previous ministry setting. During this period, she explained that she 

often felt unappreciated for the level of service and time she committed to the ministry. 

She also felt resentful that the expectations of others often overrode her purpose and 

passion in ministry. These episodes of burnout cause her to feel mentally exhausted and 

on more than one occasion she considered walking away from ministry. However, in 

response to the call to ministry she felt guilty and did not want to let God down, so you 

continued although she was not happy or comfortable. Based on the comparative 

experiential differences between her current and previous ministry settings she offered 

some insightful thoughts toward breaking the recurring episodes of burnout. She 

suggests, first be honest with yourself and do not be afraid to have tough conversations 
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with leadership about how you feel and what you are experiencing as you do the work of 

ministry. She further explained that with her current ministry setting her leadership 

makes a point to check-in with the leadership team about their feelings and self-care. 

Secondly, she says that boundaries are critically important, know how to set them and do 

not be afraid to say no. Finally, she offers, honor your commitment to God without 

sacrificing yourself. 

• Category III: Little to no practice of self-care activities or strategies. 

o Respondent 36 is a married African American male, within the 46–55-year-old age range, 

reporting up to two children. He is currently serving in a United Methodist ministry 

setting. He has served in ministry in the range of 26-30 years overall, in the range of 11-

15 years within pastoral ministry, and within the range of 0-5 years in his current ministry 

assignment. He is a bi-vocational pastor currently working full-time as an industrial 

engineer for nearly thirty-five years, which often causes him to travel. He explains that 

often secular job travel will have him returning home on a Saturday to be prepared to 

serve, preach, and pastor on Sunday morning. Many times, while he is traveling, he also 

manages ministry work and conducts services virtually. He reports that he devotes 0-5 

hours per day to ministry work and on average devotes 11-15 hours per week to ministry 

work. Additionally, he participates in multiple civic and fraternal organizations and is a 

self-described doer, who is unable to simply sit still and is always striving to be 

productive. He acknowledges that this innate drive and his ministry responsibilities cause 

him to feel overwhelmed and over-stressed and that he experiences these feelings 

monthly. He explains that this stress is increased as he pastors a traditional ministry that 

is resistant to change even in a post-pandemic season in addition to addressing 
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denominational concerns while lacking denominational support. He explains that he has 

experienced multiple episodes of burnout and does not consistently practice strategies of 

self-care but most recently he strives to at least engage in some practice of self-care on a 

weekly basis. However, he also acknowledges that has not been as successful as he 

desires. He candidly shared that during one critical episode of burnout that his anxiety 

levels reached the point where he simply lost control and felt closed in. During this 

episode he began his commute to work and although driving through traffic was normal, 

on this day he only made it a few miles before he made his way back home and found 

himself unable to leave his home. He acknowledged that this was a breaking point for 

him, and he learned to ask for help and began to see a therapist. In addition to therapy, he 

tries to walk or complete an exercise video when he is traveling. He also tries to set 

Mondays aside as his day to watch movies and to do what he wants to do, and he also 

writes poetry. Additional tools that he has added to his self-care toolbox and that he 

suggests are beneficial and helps him to avoid the recurring cycle of burnout are 

intentional planning and time management to establish balance in every aspect of his life, 

increased exercise, establishing, and maintaining boundaries, deep breathing, and 

meditation within stressful moments, and making time to rest.  Additionally, he suggests 

that having prayer partners or colleagues with whom we can be in safe and accountable 

fellowship in which we are free to point out to one another that we are doing too much or 

are creeping toward burnout would be a key factor in breaking the recurring cycle of 

burnout.  

o Respondent 28 is a married African American female, within the 46–55-year-old age 

range, reporting up to two children. She is currently serving in a Baptist ministry setting 



78  

as a ministry leader. She is a bi-vocational minister that has a full-time career in addition 

to her ministry responsibilities. She is a self-described planner at heart and is a leader 

within both the church and her secular career. She also reports that she serves an 

additional 30 hours per month, which she hopes to increase these hours in the near future, 

with a charitable organization that offers support to the homeless within her community. 

She acknowledges that she is not a consistent practitioner of self-care strategies and often 

feels overwhelmed and over-stressed monthly and has also experienced multiple episodes 

of burnout. She strives to practice self-care strategies of journaling, exercise and walking 

her dog which quiets her mind and allows her space to connect with God. She admits that 

she is not always successful as much of her time currently is spent in support of a sibling 

suffering through cancer. She explains that contributing habits and behaviors to her 

recurring episodes of burnout are taking on too much and the inability to say no, allowing 

folk to give her additional assignments that she often does not want to do. She 

acknowledges that overtime she has improved on saying no to others but has yet to say no 

to her pastor. In this she realizes that she is the victim of the 20/80 rule in which 20% of 

the people do 80% of the work to fulfill the ministry’s lack of capacity and resources of 

persons willing and capable to do the ministry work. She explains that this results in a 

lack of rest and sleep, a lack of faith, and increased levels of stress and anxiety. She also 

explains that her stress levels increase when her plans are thrown off balance by last 

minute assignments and opportunities. Additionally, she attributes perfectionism along 

with accepting and striving to meet often unrealistic deadlines are contributing behaviors 

toward the recurring cycle of burnout. She believes that she can do better, and we can 

break this cycle by finding and maintaining balance between our current responsibilities 
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and what we additionally say yes to. She suggests that we can adjust and maintain life 

balance by changing our assignment or responsibility plate from an entrée plate to a 

dessert plate. 

o Respondent 60 is a married African American male, within the 56–65-year-old age range, 

reporting up to two children. He has served in ministry in the range of 31-35 years 

overall, in the range of 21-25 years within pastoral ministry, and within the range of 0-5 

years in his current ministry assignment. He is currently serving in a full-time capacity as 

Senior Clergy Staff of major denominational institution, leading a newly developed 

component of the denominational structure. This new component focuses on the 

denomination’s efforts in social and racial justice along with equity and diversity. He 

explains that the development of this new component is a major contributor to his current 

feelings of stress and frustration, due to the lack of adequate support of this new position 

and ongoing responsibilities as he believes not everyone sees the value of the work of 

social and racial justice. Additionally, he explains there is also a lack of adequate staffing 

due to the pandemic that impacted the continual development process. However, he is 

prayerfully optimistic that with more departmental growth will also come more support 

of the department and its mission. He reports that he devotes 6-10 hours per day to 

ministry work and on average devotes 41-45 hours per week to ministry work. 

Additionally, he participates in multiple charitable and fraternal organizations, however, 

he explains that he finds his fraternal relationships and interactions therapeutically 

moments of refreshing. However, he does explain that habitually he practices little to no 

self-care strategies and has suffered through multiple episodes of burnout. He explains 

that his various episodes of burnout may not have lasted for significant amounts of time 



80  

but no matter the duration each moment was a true experience that impacted him and was 

experienced as isolation, separation, sacrifice, depression, disappointment, and periods of 

extreme exhaustion. His recovery strategies have become a part of his intentional efforts 

to practice self-care more consistently, include walking his dog which b are moments of 

exercise and quiet reflection, moments of quiet meditation, and having intentional 

connective moments with family and friends. He even expressed that sharing in this 

interview conversation was like therapy in being able to share an active dialogue on this 

subject of this research. When asked his thoughts on why clergy continue to face these 

recurring episodes of burnout, he attributed to following models of what we have 

previously seen, and no one is correcting the models. He explains that the models are the 

response to the call of ministry in which clergy follow a model of rugged individualism, 

self-sacrifice, and martyrdom, in which they feel they have to do it all. He further 

explains that over time we take on major portions of what we have seen within these 

models make some adjustments but never fully change or correct the models. In his 

opinion the way to break the cycle of recurring burnout begins with restructuring the 

models and structures of ministry by beginning to question them toward change. 

Additionally, understanding that intentional conversations are insightful and toward 

provoking change and understanding that the work of ministry is not to be done alone but 

done within community.   

 The interview conversations were insightful and inspiring. Engaging these nine 

participants in conversation over the topic of the recurring cycle of clergy burnout has opened 

my understanding to the “why” behind this cycle and offered great insights in how we might 

identify and break the recuring habits, behaviors, and cycles to clergy burnout. As respondent 60 



81  

expressed, that our active sharing in dialogue over this topic was therapeutic to him, I concur that 

each conversation was uniquely therapeutic, inspiring, and encouraging to me. As previously 

stated, the invitation to participate in the interview was provided to sixteen of the survey 

participants who indicated that they would be willing to participate beyond the survey. These 

nine participants (56% of interview invitees) were all African American within various stages 

and tenure of ministry ranging from as little as five years to as much as 45 years in ministry 

service. Despite many areas of diversity including their denominational affiliations, full-time 

ministry assignment or bi-vocational with other secular careers or retiree, marital status, ministry 

position or the frequency by which they practiced strategies of self-care, there was a common 

thread of having experienced episodes of burnout or the symptoms of burnout on more than one 

occasion. Burnout that resulted in reported increases in anxiety, stress, frustration, physical, 

emotional, and mental exhaustion, depressions, isolation, separation, and spiritual emptiness. The 

conversations revealed that one common recurring behavior that is a contributing factor to the 

recurring cycle of burnout is overcommitting, taking on or attempting to do too much within to 

fulfill ministry responsibilities in addition to the also working through the responsibilities in the 

overlapping aspects of our lives, such as family, friends, and additional careers. This habit is 

fortified by our difficulty and sometime inability to say no to additional tasks or requirements 

being added to our plates either by our own hand or others, including leaders and peers. 

Additionally, this habit was further described as an innate drive from within to be perfect and 

fully engaged in every aspect of ministry to see to it that everything is perfectly done in response 

to the call of ministry on our lives, doing all that we feel that we must to prevent failure or letting 

God down in anyway. The interviewees described this drive in many ways including perceiving 

the call and response to ministry as a call to self-sacrifice and martyrdom. Additional revealed 
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contributors were denominational concerns in terms of a lack of denomination support and 

provision of resources to fulfill their current assignments, along with continually adding or 

changing denominational expectations. These additional contributors also include a lack of 

needed leadership, staff, and congregational support, pre and post pandemic changes including 

maintaining hybrid service offerings, reengaging in-person services and congregational 

resistance to change. On a more personal level the participants suggested that these additional 

contributors include lack of credible of boundaries between ministry and other areas of life, 

having to juggle multiple and continually changing priorities, fear of or lack of asking for help, 

and consistently being intentional to take care of self. Equally diverse are the revealed coping 

mechanisms and practices of self-care that the interview participants expressed as their means of 

recovery and preventing burnout. Those strategies included proper exercise, rest, reading and 

writing, travel, shopping, watching television and movies, listening to music, or doing whatever 

one wants to do even If that is to do absolutely nothing and being okay with doing absolutely 

nothing. Respondent 55 expressed it best by explaining that she decompresses from stress and 

takes care of herself by simply doing whatever brings her joy. There were also common 

contemplative practices expressed as essential practices of self-care including prayer, meditation, 

deep breathing, reflective moments that often takes place while walking to exercise or tending to 

the family dog and spending intentional quiet time with God. I was equally impressed by the 

willingness of the participants to share that in response to emotional and mental challenges they 

sought out therapy, either through licensed therapists or life coaches and have added therapy as a 

continuing strategy in their self-care toolboxes. The willingness to engage in therapy as a means 

of self-care is evidence that the stigma of seeking help through therapy is lifting in our 

community, which has historically been frowned upon or shied away from this practice. 
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Common insightful solutions were also offered by the interview participants that I believe are 

equally helpful to the community of pastoral clergy. First among them was learning to manage 

priorities to make it through those moments where we are challenged with being overcommitted 

by tasks and the expectations of others. It was suggested that we must be willing to have those 

tough conversations with leadership, staff, and congregation to express the need for help, to shift 

priorities and tasks where needed, and most of all to say no, rather than the expected yes. 

Secondly, establishing and maintaining clear boundaries between the overlapping aspects of our 

lives and honoring those boundaries so that no one area suffers or feels undervalued because of 

obligations within another. Additionally, many of the participants expressed the need for the 

willingness to acknowledge, ask, and accept support and help. Each expressed that we must also 

accept that it is okay to recognize that help is needed, to trust those around us to provide help and 

allow us the grace to unplug from the stress triggers that we may face while expressing our 

confidence in their capacity to carry on the work of ministry. Respondent 59 best described this 

in how he adaptive his leadership style to circle leadership where he confidently trusts his 

leadership team to carry out the work of ministry which allows him the space to rest and care for 

himself. He also described the importance of communication with his leadership team which not 

only allows them to carry on the work of ministry but to also hold one another accountable to the 

work and self-care. Finally, almost to the person each interview participant referred to the 

importance of relationships either as a recovery tool or a preventative strategy to the recurring 

episodes of burnout. Key to the discussion of relationships was the expressed need for 

developing safe fellowships and relationships among colleagues in which we could hold one 

another accountable providing support for one another when we find ourselves drawing close to 

the line of burnout and shouting out the warning to stop and take care of ourselves. These 
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relationships were described as critical warning signals that we may be drawing too close to 

repeat the cycle of burnout. I would like to express that I was richly inspired by actively listening 

to these interview participants and sharing these moments of conversation. I believe and the 

research certainly bears forth that we would all benefit from sharing and actively listening to one 

another’s stories gaining the necessary incites of encouragement and empowerment to reevaluate 

our understanding and response to the call of ministry, to care for ourselves, and thereby the 

recurring cycle of burnout will be broken.  
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Chapter 5: Outcomes and Conclusions 

Every week congregations gather in their sacred spaces, either in person or across various 

virtual platforms to praise and worship God. No matter the denominational tradition or preferred 

liturgical style of the worship service these congregations gather with the expectation that their 

pastoral leadership is properly prepared and equipped to minister to the needs that they have 

brought in from the mundane into these defined sacred spaces. Ofttimes these congregants are 

looking to these worship moments as essential components toward continually enhancing their 

relationships with God. However, many of these congregants are completely unaware that the 

pastoral leadership with whom they also share relationship may be attempting to minister to their 

needs from a place of need themselves. Many of the pastors standing before them are 

overwhelmed by bi-vocational careers, family lives, and responding to a continual flow of 

church responsibilities and congregational needs, standing on the brink of burnout. Similarly, 

some of the pastors standing before them are experiencing the brink of burnout for the second or 

third time in pastoral careers, having worked through a recurring cycle of burnout, recovery, and 

near burnout again on multiple occasions. Thankfully, through this study including a review of 

the literary conversations of clergy self-care and burnout, the psychology of habit formation, an 

analysis of survey data, and actively listening to the stories of active pastors and ministry leaders 

we have gained some insights to the “why” of clergy self-care and burnout with a fresh 

understanding of why we continue to face and maneuver through this recurring cycle of clergy 

self-care and burnout. However, despite the “why”, we shall continue to serve and week after 

week we shall stand before our waiting congregations determined to meet the needs of those we 

have been called to serve equipped with tools and strategies to break this recurring cycle of 
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burnout so that we minister from a solid footing to do the work of ministry in response to the call 

of ministry on our lives, in relationship with our God and God’s people who we desire to serve.  

This project began from a burning desire within to understand why clergy/pastors who 

experienced burnout or the symptoms of burnout, went through a period of recovery only to find 

themselves facing a continual cycle of recurring episodes of burnout. That is clergy/pastors often 

admit knowing what should be done to take care of ourselves, but we often do not consistently 

do so. We often push beyond our limits, ignoring physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual 

signals to engage in a cycle of self-destructive behavior that is defined by a great deal of existing 

research and literature as burnout. As a result of this self-destructive behavior patterns and 

inconsistent practices of self-care many clergy find themselves facing cycles of recurring 

episodes of burnout. The quest of this project is to discover “why,” what are the underlying 

factors behind clergy tendencies to push beyond our limits, ignore the warning signals into these 

continual self-destructive behaviors that lead to burnout. Why do we as clergy fail to take care of 

ourselves, despite knowing better to continually experience these recurring episodes of burnout. 

This question and subsequently this project was birthed out of my own experience over twenty-

six years of ministry in which have I experienced burnout or the symptoms of burnout on 

multiple occasions. I clearly understood what needed to be done to take care of myself and to 

avoid burnout yet despite this understanding I have found myself standing on the brink of 

burnout on more times than I care to admit. I discovered through conversations throughout my 

career and research for this project that I am not alone. The survey data of responses collected 

through this survey indicates that 86% of the respondents reported experiencing burnout or the 

corresponding symptoms of burnout on at least one occasion and 81% of those respondents 

reported experiencing burnout or the corresponding symptoms of burnout on multiple occasions. 
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This indicates that although this project research data represents a small sampling of pastoral 

clergy and ministry leaders that despite the diversity of clergy age, denominational affiliation, 

ministry tenure and position, marital and parental status, or multi-vocational status that the 

majority of clergy have had some experience with burnout or the corresponding symptoms of 

burnout. Similarly, most of that majority has experienced burnout or the corresponding 

symptoms of burnout on multiple occasions.  

This small sampling of respondents offered several thoughts and insights that represent 

contributing factors, habits, behaviors that I suggest reveal the “why” of clergy burnout based 

upon their shared experiences. The primary consensus among the respondents and one upon 

which I greatly agree due to this research and my comparative experiences is overcommitment. 

Overcommitment, although described in various terms, such as taking on too much, saying yes 

when I should have or wanted to say no, accepting additional tasks and expectations placed on 

me by others, a need to see that all tasks are successfully completed, or that I need to be involved 

in everything so that it all gets done, has been pointed out as a major recurring behavior and 

contributing factor to the recurring cycle of increased levels of stress, fatigue, emotional and 

mental drain, spiritual dryness and clergy burnout.  The research indicates that overcommitment 

tends to be drawn from habits, behaviors, and models set before clergy that through the year has 

only marginally changed. That is many clergy have expressed that the drive to overcommit even 

at the expense of self has been influenced by leaders and their expectations, perceived cultural 

norms and denominational or traditional influences in response to the call to ministry. The 

theological assumption of this project points to the leadership style of Moses and is 

overcommitment to the work of ministry, which has been a model to which many clergy have 

chosen to follow. Respondent 60 expressed the opinion, that we follow these models carrying on 
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what we have seen sensing the response to the call to ministry as one of martyrdom. He further 

expresses that we while we attempt to modify these models, we take on major portions of what 

has been exhibited before us and continue along a path of self-sacrifice. He explains that 

restructuring our models and structures of ministry and the call to ministry will break the 

recurring cycle of burnout and beginning the conversation on the “why” of clergy burnout will 

move us toward change. The impact of overcommitment is not just limited to the pastoral clergy 

and their performance levels within the church but it also crossovers and is experienced within 

the family and other vocational settings. Clergy have also expressed experiencing additional 

measures of stress through the impact of overcommitment and burnout on the overlapping 

aspects of their lives. In this the survey and interview participants along with much of the 

literature either on the subject of clergy self-care and burnout or the psychology of behavior and 

habit formation, attributes this impact on the overlapping areas of our lives due to the lack of 

established and honored boundaries. Most also acknowledged that these increased levels of stress 

are identified as triggers that indicate that they may be on a collision course with the recurring 

cycle of burnout. In this they also indicate that another contributing factor to the “why” of clergy 

burnout, a stress trigger as well is mismanagement of priorities and time in relation to the 

overlapping aspect of their lives. Most of the respondents in this research point to their struggles 

with time management and the management of priorities, especially as it pertains to juggling 

time and responsibility priorities between the work of ministry, family, secular career, and self-

care efforts, as a recurring habit or behavior that contributes to their experiences with recurring 

cycles and episodes of burnout. They express that these efforts to juggle time while properly 

prioritizing ministry, work, family, career, and self-care responsibilities not just as a source of 

additional stress but often a source of anxiety, frustration, feelings of isolation and separation, 
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and physical and emotional fatigue. Most times the first segment to be pushed to the back burner 

or that generally is the first to be removed from their schedules is the practice of self-care, 

followed by time and responsibilities for their families resulting in a lack of care for self and 

family relationships and recurring episodes of burnout. Literature discussed within this project 

points to these complexities as additional stressors and expenders of emotional energy as pastors 

attempt to maneuver through these overlapping aspects of life with the stress of divided loyalties 

of their overlapping identities as pastor, parent, spouse, and co-worker (Frisbies -Managing 

Stress in Ministry). Additionally, these overlapping aspects of life and properly managing them 

are expressed in the terms of boundaries, which most of the clergy respondents indicate as a 

contributing factor to the mismanagement of time and priorities and the accompanying increased 

levels of stress. Literature discussed within the project suggests that the intrusion of boundaries 

between the various aspects of our lives not only contributes to additional stress but also 

adversely impacts marital, parental, and family relationships as the church and congregational 

needs and relationships are given priority over the family (Fredrick, Thai, Dunbar – Coping with 

Pastoral Burnout Using Christian Contemplative Practices). Far too often continual incidents of 

these boundary intrusions lead not just to increased stress and burnout but often the ongoing 

struggle of trying to maintain or restore these relationships and sadly in some cases the complete 

break of these relationships. Finally, in addition to overcommitment, mismanagement of time 

and priorities including the impact and intrusions of corresponding boundaries, the respondents 

whether through response to the survey or interview conversations point to an internal drive 

within them to respond to the call of ministry no matter the circumstance as the major contributor 

to the “why” of clergy burnout. This internal drive is described as an internal force that often 

drives clergy into the other named recurring behaviors in the “why” of clergy burnout which 
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have been described as overcommitment and mismanagement of time and priorities, lack of solid 

boundaries, and so on. This internal drive is described as an innate desire that drives clergy not 

just to overcommit but to also push harder to fulfill an ego inflated sense of self-worth measuring 

success up against a standard of perfection, further fueled by a fear of failure of letting God and 

others down in response to the call of ministry. This innate drive often is the underlying factor to 

why a response of yes to additional tasks and expectations is given rather than the necessary or 

desired no, due to the fear of failure of letting God, the congregation, and others down in 

response to the call of ministry even at the cost of self-sacrifice and self-destruction. 

Furthermore, the respondents explain that this innate drive causes them to believe that they must 

willingly make sacrifices in response to the call of ministry, even if those sacrifices include their 

physical, emotional, and mental well-being along with their familial, social, and congregational 

relationships. Therefore, while the research points to this innate drive from within, a must give at 

all costs as response to the call to ministry, which seems to be a nebulous abstract concept, it is 

however, an integral part of the clergy experience that is a shared experience expressed through 

topical literature, survey responses, interview conversations, as well as personal ministry 

experiences over that last 26 years. Psychological research suggests that this innate drive and 

response to the call to ministry along with how clergy behave therein is the result of habit 

formation that is created over time through repetitive action. Passive habits are formed through 

things we encounter and eventually get used to active habits are formed through intentional 

repeated actions or efforts that we eventually execute without conscious thought. So, then clergy 

behavior and outcomes discussed within this research as attributed to or use to excuse self-

destructive behaviors due to this innate drive are the results of experiences that they have faced 

and become accustomed to or intentional repeated actions that they fall into and execute without 
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conscious thought. Therefore, the continual experience and intentional repeated actions that 

clergy face and execute in the performance of the work of ministry create habits that lead to the 

self-destructive outcomes of the recurring cycles of burnout. This psychological research also 

points to habit formation also attributed to the influence of intention and motivation of goal 

pursuit, which also gives insight to the clergy habitual pursuit of perfection and fear of failure 

also attributed to or excused due to this innate drive. Literary research, along with the survey and 

interview research of this project all give some reference to the call to ministry and 

corresponding response. That is most clergy can relate to or have some concept of what it means 

or how they interpret the call to this vocation of ministry. The research suggests that clergy 

response to the call to ministry are a composite of influences that shape this response. These 

include cultural, denominational, leadership, traditional and situational influences that shape the 

response to the call to ministry and fuel the internal drive to fulfill the same. These influences 

tend to lead to a misperception of the call to ministry of being one of self-sacrifice rather than 

service. This misperception plays out in clergy desire not to fail the call and to measure self-

worth by the work and success of performance in response to the call. The misperception is 

supported by conversational research which indicated that to a person that this internal drive in 

which clergy operate in response to the call to ministry is also the drive behind their willingness 

to push beyond their known limits into a habit of behaviors that are self-destructive and often 

result in burnout. The misperception of the call to ministry and the corresponding internal 

response gives clergy the space and willingness to operate within these self-destructive behaviors 

due to belief that the call to ministry is a call to self-sacrifice and self-denial through which 

clergy willingly sacrifice self-care and deny themselves the grace to recognize and accept help in 

overwhelming moments. Literary research alludes to this misperception in the work of Kirk 
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Byron Jones, who describes the same as indispensability, believing that the work of ministry will 

not go on or be successful without us and invincibility believing that we have limitless strength 

and ability to keep doing the work of ministry despite our physical, emotional, mental, and 

spiritual well-being. However, while this innate drive in response to the call to ministry is 

offered as a contributing factor at the root of the “why” of clergy burnout a deeper look and 

consideration arises that clergy are using their understanding or misunderstanding of the call to 

ministry and this internal drive from within through which we respond as an excuse for our self-

destructive behaviors that often lead to burnout.  That is the call to ministry and God who called 

us are given as scapegoats for our behavior and the outcomes that is often played out in our 

ministries as burnout which greatly impacts our relationships with God, ourselves, and others. 

Therefore, while clergy share the experience of the call to ministry and the internal drive to 

perform the work of ministry in response to that call which is often driven by an underlying 

misperception and understanding of the call to ministry as self-sacrificing and self-denying I 

surmise through the research that the foundational root of the “why” of clergy burnout is 

misaligned relationships to which we in turn blame on this internal drive in the first place. This 

includes our relationship with God who call us, with ourselves as we do strive to do the work and 

with others with whom we share our life relationships, including our families, coworkers and 

colleagues, leadership teams and our congregations. Often it is our misgivings and 

misunderstanding of this call to ministry and our corresponding relationships that places us on 

the pathway to the recurring cycle of burnout. Somewhere in our eagerness to respond to the call 

to ministry we allow our misguided responses to override our relationship with the God who 

called us in the first place and as a result we make choices and decisions that impact us 

relationally on all levels and we point our fingers to this innate drive from within that is our 
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response to the call to ministry as the source of our problem, the excuse for our self-destructive 

behavior of sacrificing ourselves and the relationships with our families, while making God, the 

call and work of ministry the scapegoat for the outcomes of recurring episodes of burnout. So 

then why clergy tend to point to or attribute blame to this innate drive from within that is our 

response to the call to ministry as the source of our problem, I conclude that the root of the 

problem is relationship. 

In this I offer that this response to the call to ministry to which we ascribe a great deal of 

the blame for the behaviors that lead us to our recurring episodes of burnout is not a solitary self-

centered response in which we feel that we are called to sacrifice all to be all things to all people 

at all cost, but the call to ministry and it’s corresponding response is one of relationship, a 

relationship of love. In the interview conversation with respondent 60, he expresses that many of 

us respond to the call to ministry in a sense of rugged individualism in which we feel we must 

do, when actually the call and work of ministry is responded to and done within community.  

Therefore, relationships are key to our successful response to the call of ministry and the 

avoidance of the symptoms of and recurring episodes of burnout. In relationship, God called 

each of us out of a self-pronounced relationship of love to serve others out of that same love. 

Somehow, we lost sight of this loving relationship and the call to ministry and our corresponding 

response became a self-centered and self-sacrificing burden rather than a vocational service of 

love. God called us to serve and not to sacrifice ourselves or anything or anyone else for the 

cause of ministry. God, out of God’s love for us gave the ultimate sacrifice for the world so that 

those, like each of us that God has called out of our relationship with God could serve and share 

God’s love with those with whom we share human relationship. That is the God, who called us is 

also the God who loves us, and calls us to love God, to love ourselves and to love others, this is 
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the picture of relationship that should always frame our response to the call of ministry and be 

the basis of our response to the innate drive within us to which we often attribute blame for our 

recurring episodes of burnout. For the theological framework for this project, I called our 

attention to Moses, who clearly had a relationship with God, was called to serve the children of 

Israel and at some point, lost sight of that relationship and in response to the call to serve Moses 

was before the people day and night to respond to their congregational needs at the sacrifice of 

himself and his relationships. However, it was from relationship with his father in law Jethro that 

Moses was provided wisdom, guidance, and accountability to adjust his leadership style and to 

adapt his response to the call to serve from one that was self-sacrificingly destructive to Moses 

and those he was called to serve to a response that was relationally restorative to his newly 

appointed leaders, the congregation he served,  his family and Moses himself. The innate drive 

from within in a direct effort to respond to the call of ministry may be the foundational 

contributor to the “why” of clergy burnout and the recurring episodes of burnout, however, I add 

to this diverse conversation that the root of the matter is relationship. Our relationship to God, to 

ourselves, and to others. 

  Through this skewed relational response to this innate drive within us, this call to 

ministry, we often began a pattern of overcommitment to take on more than we should which 

leads to experiences of burnout, to recovery, and taking on preventative measures only to repeat 

the pattern again. In additional outcomes to this response, we mismanage time and priorities, fail 

to maintain boundaries, allowing intrusions across the various aspect of our lives to find 

ourselves speeding along toward burnout again and continuing the pattern of the recurring cycle 

of burnout while at the same time suffering through additional stresses, conflicts, and 

resentments within the relationships that span the various aspects of our lives. Literature 
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previously discussed in this project describes this innate drive and misconceptions of our 

response to the call to ministry as delusional and denial of self, in which we respond through the 

misperceptions of indispensability and invincibility (Kirk Byron Jones – Rest in the Storm: Self-

Care Strategies for Clergy and Other Caregivers). By responding to the call as if we are 

indispensable to the process, we feel that we must be present and engaged in every aspect of the 

ministry, which makes it easy for us to overcommit and causes us to say yes outwardly when 

inwardly we are screaming no, continually accepting the tasks and expectations of others onto 

ourselves.  By responding to the call as if we are invincible and can thereby have the capacity 

withstand the burdens and stresses of ministry it causes us to continue to press forward despite 

our mental, emotional, physical, or spiritual capacity within these moments in which we strive 

tirelessly for the perfection of performance, completion, and success of the work of ministry at 

the expense of ourselves and our families and friends and the corresponding relationships 

therein.  Indispensability and invincibility lead and feeds within us the misperception that 

successful response to the call to ministry only comes through self-denial and self-sacrifice 

which equates with also denying and sacrificing a healthy awareness and relationship with 

ourselves all for the cause of the call of ministry on our lives and the corresponding innate drive 

from within that beckon us ever forward. However, we must recognize that God who called us to 

this great work and service neither calls us to be indispensable or invincible but calls us to trust 

God with our commitments, time, and priorities, as well as with our lives and relationships in 

response to this great work of service and help. Likewise, God who called us to this great work 

and service neither calls us to repeatedly relive God’s redemptive work of sacrifice or the 

continual denial of self, our need for help and support, our humanness, or our relationships rather 

we are called to continually share the love of that redemptive sacrifice with others and most 
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importantly ourselves through relationships within loving faith communities. When we recognize 

and alter these misperceptions of our response to the call to ministry, we can shift our response to 

this innate drive from one of self-sacrifice to one that will lead us to depend on the loving 

relationships with God, ourselves, and others. Through these loving relationships we not only 

understand the “why” of clergy burnout, but the recurring cycle of burnout will be broken 

through the support, accountability, and love.  

Equally as insightful are the recommendations gathered through conversations with the 

literature, a comparative analysis of survey data, actively listening to interview participants, and 

comparative consideration of my experiences that I offer to the conversation of clergy self-care 

and burnout as self-care tools to assist clergy in breaking the recurring cycle of burnout that are 

centered and rooted in RELATIONSHIP the foundation of which is our relationship with God, 

who called us to this great work of caring service, help, and love. Secondly, and directly related 

to our relationship with God is our relationship with ourselves in which we love and care for 

ourselves within the work rather than sacrificing ourselves for the work. Finally, equally 

important to our relationship with God and ourselves is our relationship with others, our families, 

colleagues, co-workers, leaders, and congregations that are the composite components of our 

loving faith communities that become for us a safety net of mutual support, help, and 

accountability.  

 The first of these recommendations is SELF-AWARENESS which is correlated to our 

relationship with self. Nearly, every conversation or the review of survey data suggested that 

clergy who had experienced multiple episodes of burnout were best able to navigate through or 

avoid the recurring cycles of burnout through self-awareness. Clergy who were most likely to 

avoid recurring episodes of burnout were those who practiced strategies of self-care somewhat 
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consistently. However, the greatest revealed strength to their avoidance of recurring episodes of 

burnout is being self-aware of their physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual capacity and 

wellness along with the shared signals communicated through each as they managed the complex 

and multiple layers of the work of ministry. Most expressed that by being self-aware of stress 

triggers, habits and behaviors, and sensing changes within themselves they were able to 

recognize the pattern of approaching symptoms or recurring episodes of burnout. Some of these 

sensitive changes that trigger the burnout alarm through self-awareness were described as feeling 

increased anxiousness and stress, a lack of focus, decreased energy and increased physical and 

mental fatigue, decreased spiritual sensitivity or connectivity and more. However, the key to 

successful self-awareness toward breaking the recurring cycle of burnout rests in moving beyond 

recognition of and sensing the changes within self to adequately responding to the changes that 

are recognized and sensed as they progress through the work of ministry. That is those who 

expressed the greatest success of breaking the recurring cycle of burnout through self-awareness 

immediately upon recognizing or sensing these critical changes within themselves, exhibit love 

and care for self and allow themselves the grace and space to shift and change their current 

course of action rather than pressing forward a familiar course that they recognize leads to the 

symptoms of or recurring episodes of burnout.  Through these preventative adjustments, they 

begin to delegate tasks and responsibilities to their leadership teams trusting and allowing them 

the space to complete the tasks without micromanaging the work or progress and they ask for 

help and accept the support and help that is given. Respondent 55 expressed that within her 

previous ministry setting the model of micromanaging leadership without the space to do work 

of ministry for which she was passionate that nearly caused her to give up on ministry. However, 

in her current setting the leadership model allows her the space for self-awareness to recognize 
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when she needs help, with the grace to ask for and accept support and help. These respondents 

also allow themselves the grace and space to intentionally engage in preferred self-care practices, 

retreat to contemplative spiritual practices, and willing unplug from the areas of stress choosing 

rest and the safe relational spaces of family to regain strength and a sense of holistic recovery to 

avoid the recurring cycles of burnout. Additionally, self-awareness moves beyond recognition 

and response to stress triggers, habits and behaviors and sensing changes within to also being 

fully aware of the need for help on all levels and willingly seeking and accepting the help that is 

needed. I discovered and was thoroughly impressed by clergy who indicated that they willingly 

sought and asked for help from physicians, counselors, and therapists. It has been my experience 

that most male clergy tend to ignore our bodies and avoid going to physicians until we physically 

have no choice. We suffer alone in silence because most of us have been trained since childhood 

that men don’t cry, that expressing vulnerabilities or the need for help is somehow a sign of 

weakness or a lack of manliness. Likewise, there has been a lasting stigma over seeking or 

maintaining mental and emotional wellness through therapy prevalent within our community, 

especially the African American community, that is slowly dissipating as more people in general 

and clergy are seeking and accepting help and support through therapy. Therefore, I strongly 

recommend SELF-AWARENESS, loving and respecting ourselves enough that we recognize the 

importance of taking care of ourselves as a tool and strategy to break the recurring cycle of 

clergy self-care and burnout. That is through every effort of maintaining a healthy relationship 

and awareness of self we will recognize our stress and burnout triggers and immediately respond 

to the signals that our bodies, minds, and spirits give us in those moments of stress, and allow 

ourselves the grace to recognize that we need help and to accept help in whatever form necessary 

to prevent us from crossing over into familiar and recurring episodes of burnout.  I believe that 
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this healthy relationship and awareness of self, realigns our response to the call of ministry with 

our relationship and intention with God who called us so that we are less likely to sacrifice, deny, 

and define ourselves through the work of ministry rather we define the work by how we love 

God, ourselves, and others. Complexity of the work of ministry may cause us from time to time 

approach the canyons of burnout but a loving relationship of self, exhibited through SELF-

AWARENESS will issue the alarm to warn and prevent us from crossing the line and falling 

over into the depths of recurring episodes of burnout.  

The second of these recommendations is BOUNDARIES, which is directly correlated to 

recognizing and maintaining our relationships with others who comprise the various overlapping 

segments of our lives. Many of the conversations along the topic of clergy burnout or self-care 

strategies in general speak to the importance of establishing and maintaining healthy boundaries 

to take care of ourselves. To a person, each of the interviewees, no matter the frequency of self-

care practices reported, all pointed to the need to establish, honor, and maintain healthy 

boundaries to preserve the relationships within every overlapping aspect of their lives as a key 

contributor to their recovery and preventing the symptoms of and recurring episodes of burnout. 

Literature discussed within this project suggests that boundaries are necessary to clearly define 

ourselves within the various overlapping segments of our lives, delineating the beginnings and 

ends of our various roles within those segments (Townsend and Cloud; When to Say Yes; How 

to Say No to Take Control of Your Life). Therefore, how we define ourselves within the various 

overlapping segments of our lives along with establishing the corresponding boundaries that also 

define boarders of healthy interaction between them is integral in maintaining and protecting the 

relationships that are uniquely designed within each segment. However, we recognize that in 

response to the call to ministry and the previously described innate drive within along with being 
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relational beings, stress levels are continually increased as we attempt to maneuver through and 

maintain meaningful relationships across the overlapping aspects of our lives that are all vying 

for our attention often at once and at the same time. Intrusions of boundaries between one 

relational boundary or another causes one area of our relationships to feel less valuable or 

important in comparison to the other as our attention is drawn from one to the other. The 

continual intrusion of established boundary lines often leads to conflict between the overlapping 

relational areas and eventually resentment in the area feeling ignored, overlooked, or devalued. 

Previously referenced literature in this project describes these boundary intrusions as important 

to our relationships because as clergy the varying overlapping aspects of our lives are embedded 

within us and within one another and can be experienced negatively with increased frequency of 

the boundary intrusions causing all of our relationships to suffer (Frederick, Thai, Dunbar; 

Coping with Pastoral Burnout Using Christian Contemplative Practices). Therefore, if we are 

going to properly preserve the value of our god given responsibility of loving others as we love 

ourselves it requires us to protect and preserve the relationships within the various aspects of our 

lives. To do so, we must establish, maintain, and honor BOUNDARIES between the various 

overlapping areas of our lives. We must limit the intrusions of those boundaries across the 

various aspects of our lives to truly emergent situations and circumstances so that all our 

embedded relationships are properly nurtured, valued, honored, and remain healthy across the 

various aspects of our lives. The preservation of our loving communal relationships with others 

whether those others represent family, colleagues, co-workers, leaders, or our congregations, 

well established and honored BOUNDARIES will not just realign us with healthy nurturing 

relationships with all the others of our lives but will also help us to respond to the call of ministry 

without sacrificing any of these relationships. We bear all of those relationships in mind, 
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honoring and valuing each relationship in its own right in love, limiting the stress and conflict 

between them not just to restore previously broken relationships but to also break the cycle of the 

recurring episodes of burnout. 

The final recommendation, which also directly correlated to and is an expansion of our 

relationship with others is COMMUNITY. During the interviews there was a general consensus 

that was shared by each participant that is the basis of this recommendation for building 

community among clergy on all levels of service. Despite the diversity of the participants, each 

participant expressed that either the success of preventing the recurring episodes of burnout or 

their need to maneuver through the symptoms of burnout would most likely be achieved by 

sharing in fellowship and relationship with a community of clergy. The goal of developing 

community that this loving faith community among colleagues would be a safety net of mutual 

support and accountability, a partnership of wellness where clergy colleagues feel safe to share 

their pastoral and ministry experiences. It has been my experience over the years within my 

community, that female clergy tend to create and sustain community among one another more 

readily than their male counterparts. This begs the question of how the male ego or persona 

described as toxic masculinity plays in the lack of forming these much-needed collegial 

relationships. Culturally speaking, males in general, and especially within the African American 

community have been taught from an early age to be tough, to hide or swallow our emotions, and 

to do all that we must even at the sacrifice of self to succeed without showing any vulnerability. 

In the interview conversations, the male participants indicated that their hesitancy is centered 

around experienced competitiveness rather than collaboration and cultural fear to express 

weakness. Yet, each man was clear that a suggested strategy to break the recurring cycle of self-

care was to have a safe and sharing relationship with colleagues where collaboration is the norm 
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and not competition, where they are safe to discuss the shared experiences of ministry. The 

relationship of community as described by the participants represents a safe place where they 

could be free to fellowship with one another in environment that is free of judgment and 

competition, were they are free share their ministry experiences both successes and failures or to 

be vulnerable before one another without fear of having anything shared within the fellowship, 

held against them or shared in other settings. They described a community in which relationships 

are nurtured and developed in partnerships in which clergy hold one another accountable not 

simply in relation to the work of ministry but also in relation to holding one another accountable 

to maintain their self-care and calling out the signals of burnout that we try to hide from those 

with whom we share in fellowship. Most of the participants expressed the need for the 

relationship of a trusting loving community in which they could feel completely safe to be and 

express themselves completely in their strengths and weaknesses or defeats and victories. I 

believe that sharing in relationships within such loving and safe communities creates the space 

not just for fellowship but also creates a safety net for us to collectively help each other to 

prevent and to avoid the recurring cycle of burnout. This relationship of community will prevent 

us from suffering in the fearful silence that if we share how we feel that somehow, we will be 

seen in an unfavorable light. This relationship of the loving faith community prevents us not just 

from suffering alone but also breaks the misguided thinking that we are the only ones struggling 

with the symptoms of burnout or facing the recurring episodes of burnout. Aligning ourselves in 

proper relationship within a faithful loving community of colleagues and co-laborers who 

similarly understand all that we may face in relation to our response to the call of ministry and 

the innate drive from within, this passion for the work of ministry that we often point to and 

blame in our struggles will provide for us a loving and resourceful community of support, 
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understanding, help, and accountability that will break the recurring cycle of burnout. In the 

relationship of COMMUNITY, this safety net of mutual support and accountability, we are 

stronger and can achieve more together rather than standing and struggling alone. When we 

realign ourselves within the relationship of COMMUNITY this loving community will become 

our safe space, our place of help, love, and hope to overcome and break this recurring cycle of 

burnout. 

In conclusion, the “why” of clergy burnout points to many contributing factors to which 

we are familiar and to which many voices have spoken and offered equally familiar theories and 

practices to overcome those factors that lead to the recurring cycles of burnout. To those voices, I 

offer the recommendation of relationship and the foundational importance of relationships not 

just to who we are as clergy but to who we are as human beings. Relationships that are rooted in 

love in which we are called by God to love God with all that we have and to love others as we 

love ourselves, which is our greatest human responsibility whether we are clergy or not. So, then 

the research reminds clergy that God calls us to the service of ministry from a place of 

relationship and the expected response is not to sacrifice or surrender relationships but to trust 

and maintain those loving relationships that truly make us loving faith communities. When 

clergy focus on and maintain loving relationships, these loving faith communities become and 

remain a safety net of mutual support and accountability to prevent clergy from continually 

engaging in the recurring cycle of burnout.  

Therefore, in the context of this project, if we as clergy are going to break and continually 

overcome the recurring cycle of burnout, we must realign all our relationships in love. The first 

realignment is our relationship with God who calls us to this great work of ministry from a place 

of love to service rather than sacrifice and denial, so that in our called service we share this same 
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love with others. The second realignment is our relationship with ourselves through holistic self-

awareness recognizing and responding to the signals that we receive through this self-awareness. 

Then we must realign our relationship with others across all aspects of our lives through 

healthily established and honored boundaries that nurture all relational aspects of our lives. The 

realignment of our relationship with others is further expanded to being viable members within a 

loving faith community, partners with our families, colleagues, leadership teams, and 

congregations in which we are safe to be ourselves as we maneuver through this amazing call of 

ministry to serve and care for others in love. Therefore, I submit that the “why” of clergy burnout 

and breaking the recurring cycle of burnout is rooted within our ability to maintain healthy and 

loving relationships that remind us that we are not simply called to serve but we are also loved 

and called to love, to love God, love ourselves, and love others through growing and nurturing 

relationships.  

In this we understand that through many conversations that are held around the topic of 

clergy self-care and burnout that many of us are quite aware of what we should do or what is 

necessary for us to do to maintain our physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual well-being as we 

respond to the call of ministry. However, despite what we know, we often fail to do and, in that 

failure, we find ourselves facing undue symptoms of recurring episodes of burnout which causes 

our relationships with God, ourselves, and others to be out of alignment leaving us to suffer 

through the causes and effects of burnout. To that end I offer the following, Conversational 

Guidelines for Nurturing and Sustaining Relationships Around Clergy Self-Care (Appendix 5). 

Please note that the recommended conversational guidelines are developed through the 

conversations of project interviews, survey data analysis, literary review, and shared experiences 

over my ministry and pastoral tenure of twenty-six years. These conversational guidelines can be 
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used by pastoral clergy or ministry leaders to spark conversations necessary to discuss clergy 

self-care with their leadership teams and congregants. Likewise, these conversational guidelines 

can be used by congregations to spark conversations to facilitate understanding the important 

role that the congregation plays in promoting self-care for their pastoral leadership and 

understanding the importance of self-care for themselves. Introducing these conversational 

guidelines will not only help to facilitate conversation between clergy and congregation around 

self-care and burnout but also nurture healthy and impactful relationships as well. As I close, I 

remind us all that we are relational beings, created to be in relationship through love, love that 

calls us to nurture those relationships by actively engaging in conversations with one another. In 

the context of clergy self-care and burnout, though we may not have found a significantly 

definitive voice to declare the “why” of clergy self-care and burnout we have come to recognize 

that to break the recurring cycle of burnout requires us to maintain and nurture our relationships 

with God, ourselves, and others. 
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Appendix A:  Additional Clergy Burnout Statistics – Pastoral Care, Inc. com 

• 65% of pastors feel their family lives in a "glass house" and fear they are not good enough to 

meet expectations. 

• 23% of pastors report being distant to their family. 

• 78% of pastors report having their vacation and personal time interrupted with ministry 

duties or expectations. 

• 65% of pastors feel they have not taken enough vacation time with their family over the last 

5 years.  

• 28% of pastors report having feelings of guilt for taking personal time off and not telling the 

church. 

• 35% of pastors report the demands of the church denies them from spending time with their 

family. 

• 24% of pastor's families resent the church and its effect on their family. 

• 22% of pastor's spouses reports the ministry places undue expectations on their family.  

• 66% of church members expect a minister and family to live at a higher moral standard than 

themselves.  

• 53% of pastors report that the seminary did not prepare them for the ministry. 

• 90% of pastors report the ministry was completely different than what they thought it would 

be like before they entered the ministry. 

• 57% of pastors believe they do not receive a livable wage and are unable to pay their bills. 

• 53% of pastors are concerned about their future family financial security. 

• 75% of pastors report significant stress-related crisis at least once in their ministry. 

• 80% of pastors and 84% of their spouses have felt unqualified and discouraged as role of 

pastors at least one or more times in their ministry. 

• 52% of pastors feel overworked and cannot meet their church's unrealistic expectations.  

• 54% of pastors find the role of a pastor overwhelming. 

• 40% report serious conflict with a parishioner at least once in the last year. 

• 80% of pastors expect conflict within their church. 



107  

• 75% of pastors report spending 4-5 hours a week in needless meetings. 

• 35% of pastors battle depression or fear of inadequacy. 

• 26% of pastors report being over fatigued. 

• 28% of pastors report they are spiritually under-nourished. 

• Over 50% of pastors state the biggest challenge is to recruit volunteers and encourage their 

members to change (living closer to God's Word). 

• 70% of pastors report they have a lower self-image now than when they first started. 

• 70% of pastors do not have someone they consider to be a close friend. 

• 27% of pastors report not having anyone to turn to for help in a crisis situation. 

• 81% of pastors have been tempted to have inappropriate sexual thoughts or behavior with 

someone in the church but have resisted. 

• 34% of pastors wrestle with the temptation of pornography or visits pornographic sites.  

• 57% of pastors feel fulfilled but yet discouraged, stressed, and fatigued.  

• 84% of pastors desire to have close fellowship with someone they can trust and confide with. 

• Over 50% of pastors are unhealthy, overweight, and do not exercise. 

• Many denominations are reporting an "Empty Pulpit Crisis". They do not have a shortage of 

ministers but have a shortage of ministers desiring to fill the role of a pastor. 

• 71% of churches have no plan for a pastor to receive a periodic sabbatical. 

• 66% of churches have no lay counseling support. 

• 30% of churches have no documentation clearly outlining what the church expects of their 

pastor. 

• 1 out of every 10 pastors will actually retire as a pastor.67 

 
67 Barna, “Statistics In the Ministry.” 
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Appendix B:  Survey Questions: Three Tier Data Collection 

 

 Tier I: General Demographics 

• Name, Age, Gender 

• Marital Status, # of Children  

• Denomination, years of pastoral ministry 

• Years in current ministry assignment 

• Average number of hours per day are given to ministry work. 

• Average number of hours per week are given to ministry work. 

Tier II: Pastoral Ministry Experience 

• Current Denomination/Affiliation 

• Years of pastoral ministry service  

• Years of service in current ministry assignment 

• Is your ministry assignment full-time? 

• Do you have a job/career in addition to pastoral assignment?  

Tier III:  Self-Care Burnout 

• Do you have a consistent practice self-care? If so, what are some of those 

practices? 

• What is the frequency of your self-care practices? 

• Have you ever felt overwhelmed or over stressed? 

• How often have you felt overwhelmed or over stressed?  

• Have you experienced burnout or any symptoms of burnout? 

• Have you experienced burnout or the symptoms of burnout on more than one 

occasion?  

• What do you think are contributing factors to your bouts with feeling 

overwhelmed, over-stressed and/or burnout? 

• Are there habits or behaviors that you can identify that may contribute to your 

bouts with feeling overwhelmed, over-stressed and/or burnout? 

• Do you feel that there are underlying factors or mindsets that cause you to repeat 

behavior that leads to the recurring cycle of self-care and burnout?
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Appendix C:  Detailed Survey Data 

Report for Discovering the "Why" of Clergy Self-care and Burnout 
 
 
 

 
Response Counts 

 

Completion Rate: 82.7% 

Complete 43 

Partial 9 

Totals: 52
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2. Please choose your age group: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2% 75+ 
 

11% 66-75 

 
 
 
 

 
39% 46-55 

 

39% 56-65 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Value Percent Responses 

26-35 8.7% 4 

 

46-55 
 

39.1% 
 

18 

 

56-65 
 

39.1% 
 

18 

 

66-75 
 

10.9% 
 

5 

 

75+ 
 

2.2% 
 

 

 

1 

  
Totals: 46 
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3. Please choose your gender: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
46% Male 

 

54% Female 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

  

Value Percent Responses 

Male 45.7% 21 

 

Female 
 

54.3% 
 

25 

  
Totals: 46 
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4. Please select your race (select all that apply): 

100 

 
 

 
80 

 
 

 
60 

 
 

 
40 

 
 

 
20 

 
 

 
0 

Black/African- 

American 

 

Caucasian Other/Multi- 

Racial 

 
 

Value Percent Responses 

Black/African-American 80.4% 37 

 

Caucasian 
 

19.6% 
 

9 

 

Other/Multi-Racial 
 

4.3% 
 

2 

P
e
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e
n
t 
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5. Please choose your marital status: 
 
 
 
 
 

4% Decline to respond 
 

7% Divorced 

 
 

13% Single 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

76% Married 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Value Percent Responses 

Married 75.6% 34 

 

Single 
 

13.3% 
 

6 

 

Divorced 
 

6.7% 
 

3 

 

Decline to respond 
 

4.4% 
 

2 

  
Totals: 45 
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6. How many children do you have? (Including adult children): 

 
 
 
 
 

 

4% 5+ 

 
 
 
 

33% 3-4 

 
 
 

62% 0-2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Value Percent Responses 

0-2 62.2% 28 

 

3-4 
 

33.3% 
 

15 

 

5+ 
 

4.4% 
 

2 

  Totals: 45 
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7. With which denominations have you been affiliated (select all that apply): 

50 

 
 
 

40 

 
 
 

30 

 
 
 

20 

 
 
 

10 

 
 
 

0 

 
 
 
 
 

  

Value Percent Responses 

African Methodist Episcopal 20.5% 9 

 

Baptist 
 

50% 
 

22 

 

Catholic 
 

4.5% 
 

2 

 

Episcopal 
 

11.4% 
 

5 

Lutheran 11.4% 5 

 

Non-denominational 
 

40.9% 
 

18 

Other 36.4% 16 

P
e
rc

e
n
t 
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8. If you have been affiliated with a denomination not listed above, please list it here: 

 
ResponseID Response 

12 DOC 

 

15 
 

Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (CME) 

 

17 
 

Religious Society of Friends 

 

18 
 

United Methodist 

 

20 
 

Church of God of Prophecy 

 

27 
 

COGIC 

 

28 
 

Church of the Nazarene 

 

30 
 

United Church of Christ 

 

31 
 

N/a 

 

33 
 

United Church of Christ (UCC) 

 

36 
 

United Methodist 

 

39 
 

HALO Ministries, Five Fold Ministries, Church of the Redeemed 

 

41 
 

United Church of Christ 

 

47 
 

Pentecostal 

 

48 
 

United Church of Christ 

 

52 
 

Church of God 

 

54 
 

Mt. Calvary Holy Church of America, Church of God In Christ 

 

55 
 

Pentecostal 

 

57 
 

Church of God (Gospel Spreading Church) 
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10. What is your current denominational affiliation? 

35 

 
 

30 

 
 

25 

 
 

20 

 
 

15 

 
 

10 

 
 

5 

 
 

0 

African 

Methodist 

Episcopal 

 

Baptist Episcopal Lutheran Non- 

denominational 

 

 

Other 

 

Value Percent Responses 

African Methodist Episcopal 6.6% 3 

 

Baptist 
 

31.1% 
 

14 

 

Episcopal 
 

2.2% 
 

1 

 

Lutheran 
 

8.9% 
 

4 

Non-denominational 28.9% 13 

 

Other 
 

22.2% 
 

10 

P
e
rc

e
n
t 
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11. If your current affiliation is not listed above, please list it here: 

 

ResponseID Response 

15 CME 

 

17 
 

Religious Society of Friends 

 

18 
 

n/a 

 

19 
 

Pentecostal 

 

28 
 

N/A 

 

31 
 

N/a 

 

33 
 

United Church of Christ (UCC) 

 

36 
 

United Methodist 

 

39 
 

HALO Ministries, Five Fold Ministries, Church of the Redeemed 

 

41 
 

United Church of Christ 

 

46 
 

Pentecostal 

 

48 
 

United Church of Christ 

 

54 
 

Mt. Calvary Holy Church of America 

 

55 
 

Pentecostal 
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12. How many years have you served in ministry? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
7% 41-45 

 

5% 36-40 

2% 46-50 

 

23% 31-35 
% 16-20 

 
 
 
 

16% 26-30 

 

Value      Percent                                                                                  

Responses 

0-5 6.8% 3 

 

11-15 
 

9.1% 
 

4 

 

16-20 
 

15.9% 
 

7 

 

21-25 
 

15.9% 
 

7 

 

26-30 
 

15.9% 
 

7 

 

31-35 
 

22.7% 
 

10 

 

36-40 
 

4.5% 
 

2 

 

41-45 
 

6.8% 
 

3 

 

46-50 
 

2.3% 
 

 

 

1 

  
Totals: 44 
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13. How many years have you served in PASTORAL ministry? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2% 36-40 
 

11% 26-30 

 

7% 21-25 

41% 0-5 
 

7% 16-20 

 
 

 
18% 11-15 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Value       Percent Responses 

0-5 40.9% 18 

 

6-10 
 

13.6% 
 

6 

 

11-15 
 

18.2% 
 

8 

 

16-20 
 

6.8% 
 

3 

 

21-25 
 

6.8% 
 

3 

 

26-30 
 

11.4% 
 

5 

 

36-40 
 

2.3% 
 

 

 

1 

  
Totals: 44 
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14. How many years have you served in your current ministry assignment? 

 
 
 
 
 

2% 41-45 
 

2% 31-35 
 

16% 21-25 
 

41% 0-5 
 

9% 16-20 

 
 
 

14% 11-15 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Value       Percent                                                                                                                                              Responses 

0-5 40.9% 18 

 

6-10 
 

15.9% 
 

7 

 

11-15 
 

13.6% 
 

6 

 

16-20 
 

9.1% 
 

4 

 

21-25 
 

15.9% 
 

7 

 

31-35 
 

2.3% 
 

 

 

1 

 

41-45 
 

2.3% 
 

 

 

1 

  
Totals: 44 
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15. Is your current ministry assignment full-time? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
46% No 

 

55% Yes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Value         Percent                                                     Responses 

Yes 54.5% 24 

 

No 
 

45.5% 
 

20 

  Totals: 44 
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16. Do you have a job/career in addition to your ministry assignment? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

41% No 

 
 
 

59% Yes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Value                      Percent                                                                

Responses 

Yes 
59.1% 26 

 

No 
 

40.9% 
 

18 

  Totals: 44 
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17. On average, how many hours per day do you devote to ministry work? 

 
 
 
 
 

 
2% 21-24 

 

5% 11-15 

 
 

 
48% 0-5 

 
45% 6-10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Value                     Percent                                                                 Responses 

0-5 47.6% 20 

 

6-10 
 

45.2% 
 

19 

 

11-15 
 

4.8% 
 

2 

 

21-24 
 

2.4% 
 

 

 

1 

  
Totals: 42 
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18. On average, how many hours per week do you devote to ministry work? 

2% 51+ 
 

17% 46-50 

 

17% 0-5 

 

 
14% 6-10 

 

19% 41-45 
 

 
 
 

7% 36-40 

 
2% 11-15 

 

7% 16-20 
 

5% 21-25 

2% 31-35 7% 26-30 

 

Value      Percent                                                                   Responses 

0-5 16.7% 7 

 

6-10 
 

14.3% 
 

6 

 

11-15 
 

2.4% 
 

 

 

1 

 

16-20 
 

7.1% 
 

3 

 

21-25 
 

4.8% 
 

2 

 

26-30 
 

7.1% 
 

3 

 

31-35 
 

2.4% 
 

 

 

1 

 

36-40 
 

7.1% 
 

3 

 

41-45 
 

19.0% 
 

8 

 

46-50 
 

16.7% 
 

7 

 

51+ 
 

2.4% 
 

 

 

1 

  
Totals: 42 
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19. Please describe how you practice self-care: 

Response ID Response 

8 Weekly Sabbath, control number of meetings per day, play golf, date night, 

weekly talk time with adult children/grands and other outings.  

10 Spend time with a life coach. Sure that my preventative health exams are 

taken care of as well as other doctor’s appointments. Saying no and spending 

quiet time alone. 

11 Monday's is a day I usually try to do something for myself. I either rest, 

maybe a pedicure, massage, watch a nice movie.  

12 Travel, music, beaches  

14 I walk 3-4 days per week to keep active. I spend quiet time with the Lord to 

recharge. I enjoy watching tv to unwind.  

15 Our work out usually five to six days per week. I do my best to take a nap for 

15 to 30 minutes three to four times per week. I enjoy spending time with my 

wife and sons. I also like to watch movies even if they are repeats. I also 

enjoy walks with my wife and taking time to catch up with my siblings and 

friends. 

16 Attend sporting events Listen to podcast/meditation app Workout (gym) 4x 

per week 

17 I meditate daily. I read the Bible and other scriptures. I draw. I walk three to 

four times a week. I see a counselor weekly. I see a spiritual director 

monthly. 

18 Taking intentional time to minister to MY spiritual and physical needs. 

19 Travel, exercise (4-5 times per week), family engagement, rest 

20 I have therapy once a week I take walks throughout the work day I pace 

myself 

21 Strict observance of one-day off per week, and I take all of my 4 weeks of 

vacation as time away from my congregation 

26 I am a Practitioner of Meditation and Thai Massage Therapy & a monthly 

Mani/Pedi 

27 Exercise Hair and Nail (pampering) Spend time with friends Listen to music 

while relaxing 
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Response ID Response 

28 Journaling Working out 

30 Day off on Friday. Massage once a month. One weekend off a month. 

31 I meet with my therapist monthly, exercise 3-4 days per week, schedule time 

with trusted friends, read for fun (as opposed to only reading ministry-related 

books), spend time with my family, keep prayer and gratitude journals. 

32 Prayer, meditation, yoga and other exercise modalities, time with family and 

friends, monthly spa visits, eating well 

33 Taking Sabbath on Thursday of each week, practicing Sabbath daily with 

breaks that include Lectio Divina and other small activities. 

34 Many moments of breathing, occasional massages, and theapy once a week 

35 I try to go to the gym on a regular basis. I walk the dog every day and that’s 

my quiet time outside. I try to do something creative on at least a weekly 

basis that doesn’t involve writing. Sometimes it’s painting sometimes it’s 

knitting. I watch TV shows that have nothing to do with ministry and are as 

light and comedic as possible. 

36 Try to run, walk, or get a fitness video in. Also use Mondays to watch a 

movie and Sundays after church to catch a football game. I also write poetry. 

37 Listening to music, spa days 

38 Working out 5 times a week golfing when its over 50 degrees hanging out 

with fraternity brothers and friends 

39 Take quiet moments by soaking in Bubble Bath. Spend quiet moments 

without anything on, i.e, radio, tv, etc. Pray for wisdom. 

41 Very difficult to balance. I work 13-14 hr work days. I am learning to walk 

and ride my bike. I need to do better with eating habits. Intend to put other 

needs before mine but trying one decision at a time. I do keep a nail and feet 

appointment one every 3/4 weeks. I try a massage but miss it about 50% of 

the time. 

43 Downtime (days off, vacation, etc), recreation activities, hobbies, daily 

fitness routine, dedicated family time, therapy when needed 
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Response ID Response 

44 There are a few ways that I practice self care: 1. Turn my phone on “do not 

disturb” at a certain time 2. Go to bed at a decent hour 3. Work out at least 

twice a week 4. Eat healthy 5. Make time for “quiet” time (unplug) 6. Make 

sure to spend time with my family 7. I’ve learned to not to take on more than 

I can handle 

45 Eating healthier, exercising, Praying. Allow others the opportunity to serve in 

areas usually reserved for myself or a select few. Go on vacation. 

46 Spiritual disciplines. Spending times with family/friends. Walking and travel. 

47 Quiet time; reading; meditation; word games; family time; do nothing some 

days; watch old black and white movies; listen to worship music in a quiet 

place 

48 I try to take one day off as sabbath weekly. I take my vacation time each 

year. I took my first sabbatical in 18 years last year (I should have had three 

by now per UCC guidelines). 

51 I am up early in the morning, personal reading and prayer. I will take time 

during the day when there is an opportunity to get alone with God. I read 

books on soul care and attend retreats to be refreshed. 

52 Staying away from confusion and resting. 

53 I love to paint and travel 

54 I practice self-care with a morning exercise routine, setting boundaries 

particularly with protecting my quiet time in the evenings during the week, 

and “me” time on the weekends. 

55 I exercise and read and unplug from social media. Sometimes I go to the spa. 

56 I practice self-care by walking and admiring God’s creation. Occasionally, I 

will go to the gym or ride my bicycle for long rides. 

57 Great question…. I don’t know if I have a “practice”. I have hobbies that I 

enjoy that allow me to disconnect from the riggers of ministry (Golf, 

Cycling). I have Mondays (all day) and Friday nights are dedicated to (date 

night) with my wife. 

58 I typically try to schedule my time since I’m Bi-Vocationally employed. My 

personal time is split between Dating my Wife, attending NFL Games, and 

connecting with Friends. Also, spend time daily in Prayer and Meditation 

which centers me. 
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Response ID Response 

59 For me self care involves giving time to do things I enjoy doing. My schedule 

isn’t always clear cut, so sometimes at cued moments I insert an activity into 

my day or week to make room for self care. Self care can involve any of the 

following: General time spent with family, going to dinner, playing chess, 

watching Pro and College sports, occasional videos or movies, vacation time, 

and also actual physical sleep. 

60 Walking/Meditation 
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21. Do you CONSISTENTLY practice self-care? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
45% No 

 

55% Yes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Value      Percent                                                             Responses 

Yes 54.8% 23 

 

No 
 

45.2% 
 

19 

  Totals: 42 
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22. What is the frequency of your self-care practices? 

 

 
7% occasionally 

 

2% bi-monthly 
 

10% monthly 

 
 

29% daily 

 
 

12% bi-weekly 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Value             Percent                                                                                                            Responses 

Daily 28.6% 12 

 

Weekly 
 

40.5% 
 

17 

 

bi-weekly 
 

11.9% 
 

5 

 

Monthly 
 

9.5% 
 

4 

 

bi-monthly 
 

2.4% 
 

 

 

1 

 

Occasionally 
 

7.1% 
 

3 

  
Totals: 42 
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23. Have your ministry responsibilities ever caused you to feel overwhelmed or over-stressed? 

 

14% No 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
86% Yes 

 
      Value        Percent                                                                                                               Responses 

 

 

Yes 85.7% 36 
 

Totals: 42 
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25. On average, how often do you feel overwhelmed or over-stressed? 

 

50 

 
 

40 

 
 

30 

 

 

20 

 
 

10 

 

 

0 

never daily weekly monthly only during 

specific 

seasons 

(liturgical 

seasons, 

annual events, 

etc.) 

 

occasionally rarely 

Value             Percent                                                                                                            Responses 

never 2.4% 1 

 

daily 
 

7.1% 
 

3 

 

weekly 
 

26.2% 
 

11 

 

monthly 
 

14.3% 
 

6 

 

only during specific season (liturgical 

seasons, annual events, etc.) 

 

7.1% 
 

 

3 

 

occasionally 
 

45.2% 
 

19 

 

rarely 
 

2.4% 
 

 

1 
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26. Have you experienced burnout or symptoms of burnout? 

 

14% No 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
86% Yes 

 
 
 
      Value         Percent                                                                                                               Responses 

 

 

Yes 85.7% 36 
 

Totals: 42 
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27. Have you experienced burnout or symptoms of burnout on more than one occasion? 

 
 
 

19% No 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

81% Yes 

 
 
 

 
Value      Percent                                                    Responses 

Yes 81.0% 34 

 

No 
 

19.0% 
 

8 

  Totals: 42 
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28. What do you think are contributing factors to your bouts with feeling overwhelmed, over-

stressed and/or burnout? (example: deadlines, lack of volunteers, etc.) 

Response ID Response 

8 To many yes commitments 

10 Picking up assignments that others fail to complete. Committing myself 

when I know I don't want to do something. 

11 Time management and taking on projects that I should not. 

12 Grief 

14 I have felt burnout on occasion when I tried to do too much. Sometimes 

because there were a lack of volunteers and other times because I didn't ask 

for help. 

15 Simply, trying to do too much because I care and want to see things 

completed and working with other people to achieve their goals. 

16 Procrastination Lack of planning Prioritizing 

17 My own judgmentalism and that of parishioners. My demanding regional 

execs. 

18 Lack of denominational ministry support Clear boundaries not being 

established or honored Conflicting priorities between family responsibilities 

and work /ministry Inadequate training and/or mentorship Additional 

seasonal responsibilities. 

19 Budget restraints, overbooked schedule, burdens of parishioners 

20 Overwhelming expectations Lack of employees 

21 The system in place in my congregation by my supervisor requires 60 hour 

work weeks. I find this to be unhealthy / unsustainable 

26 The ebbs and flows of financial resources 

27 - Lack of volunteers - My strong desire to help others/serve without asking 

God what is it that He would have me do or support 

28 Lack of faith Deadlines Lack of capacity (harvest is full, laborers are few) 

20% doing 80% of work 

30 deadlines, lack of staff, unhealed wounds, lack of resources, frustration over 

roles 
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Response ID Response 

31 Particularly busy weeks (multiple meetings a day, often by zoom), multiple 

approaching deadlines, and weeks where I am on the road a lot make me 

stressed. The unexpected interruptions or emergent circumstances that arise 

in ministry that you can't plan for also play a part. 

32 lack of support staff, especially since pandemic; longevity without 

commensurate down time/sabbatical 

33 Frustration with parishioners' behaviors and attitudes. 

34 Seeing the vision and not having the provision to carry it out. Volunteers not 

fully bought into the vision and Im always left holding the bag. 

35 Deadlines, saying yes to too many things, not protecting my family time, the 

pressure of "getting it right," feeling like I'm building the plane while I'm 

flying it, which is lack of support. 

36 Deadlines and reporting; lack of volunteers; older congregation; managing 

congregations' expectations of a part time pastor 

37 Lack of Volunteers and expectations from leadership to provide monthly 

reports of ministry activity. 

38 Going and not getting enough rest. 

39 Trying to balance home life, volunteering, recruiting more workers for the 

ministry, and working part time. 

41 Having a desire to meet everyone's expectations in addition to the ones I 

placed on my self. Trying to ensure that I am doing the will of God and 

search for more direction. Trying to help the children and significant other. 

Trying to find revel ace in life. 

43 Pastoring through a pandemic. 

44 1. Deadlines 2. Planning and executing 3. Sometimes working with the 

volunteers 

45 Not communicating my frustrations, or concerns not being heard or ignored. 

46 Not feeling enough time to complete assignments and feeling supported by 

family. 

47 In the beginning I didn't know how to say "no". I was trying to be there for 

everybody until I matured and started letting God tell me when, what and 

who is my assignment. 
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Response ID Response 

48 Going too long without a break, feeling like all the responsibilities are mine, 

poor staff support, poor congregational support. 

51 I would say all of the above. Just not setting priorities has been issues at 

times, over committed, just not saying NO! 

52 Don't have any. 

53 When I try to do everything myself and not invite others in to help 

54 Lack of staff support as well as other resources needed for the assignment. 

55 Typically, when I am engaged in ministry activities that are not my area of 

passion I experience stress and burnout. 

56 What I believe contributes to feeling overwhelmed is the formulation of 

sermons every week, along with other ministerial responsibilities. 

57 Things like ministry deadlines, budget concerns, death and hardships in the 

lives of church members have all been factors. 

58 Lack of rest, Lack of Delegation, and Lack of Focus 

59 Rigorous scheduling along with unexpected insertions into the schedule can 

be overwhelming but this is not consistent with what I experience in my 

ministry because the joy I receive doing ministry is far greater and consistent. 

60 Deadlines, lack of volunteers/staff, prioritizing self care. 
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30. Are there habits or behaviors that you can identify that may contribute to your bouts with 

feeling overwhelmed, over- stressed and/or burnout? (example: over-committing, perfectionism, 

etc.) 

Response ID Response 

8 Over committing and not taking down time 

10 Over-committing Being a people pleaser Fear of being labeled uncooperative 

11 Rejection was a primary source of my taking on projects and engagements 

that were overwhelming and stressful. 

12 Over committed engagement 

14 On occasion I have had conflicting priorities, such as family, church and 

work competing for time and energy. Many times things are added to my 

schedule that were not planned or expected. These times caused me stress, 

because I like to follow through with my commitments. One bad habit is 

failing to say no. 

15 I believe in being task oriented and pouring myself into what I commit to. I 

also feel that this stems from when taking vows and making commitments 

that I have an obligation to carry them out. 

16 Over-committing Being too available Procrastination 

17 Yes. Over-committing, perfectionism, mental illness (generalized anxiety 

disorder), desire to be liked and loved. 

18 Perfectionism Not establishing clear boundaries Taking the high road (Not 

standing up for myself in the face of abusive church members) 

19 Over- committing, managing multiple priorities. 

20 Over commiting to responsibilities 

21 While I have at times over-committed, my answer to question 25 stands as 

the greater cause 

26 Over-committing 

27 Over-committing 

28 Perfectionism 

30 trying to please everyone, taking on too much 
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Response ID Response 

31 Certainly a sense of perfectionism and a desire to "prove myself" because I 

am new to my particular role and less experienced than many of my 

colleagues and peers. 

32 boundaries between work hours and home/rest time hours 

33 Perfectionism, impatience 

34 Over-committing or not counting up the cost of the commitment 

35 Definitely over committing and perfectionism. And an honest desire to do the 

work - once you start it's hard to get off the train. I think The culture is 

designed so that ministry comes first. A great example of this is how often I 

hear from other ministry professionals or mentors "don't forget to take your 

day off " and I think to myself… one day? That's not enough to sustain me 

over extended time. 

36 Perfection, procrastination, 

37 Over-committing is certainly the cause. 

38 Working too much 

39 As previously mentioned over-commitment, but at the time of accepting the 

assignments it don't feel that way then before you know it you are stretched 

too thin. 

41 Working too much. Worrying too much. Lack of rest and proper eating. 

43 Never experienced a pandemic. 

44 Yes. 1. Over committing 2. Not listening to my body when it says rest 

45 Consistently being committed in areas that need improvement but remain 

silent. 

46 Over commitment and struggle to say no to adult children 

47 Wanting so much for people. There were times I found out that I was trying 

to sow and water. Sometimes I wanted more for them than they wanted for 

themselves. I began to apply the Word "...God giveth increase". 

48 Doing work on my day off, answering non-emergency calls or text late at 

night, working evenings instead of being home with my family. 
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Response ID Response 

51 As stated in number 25, over-committing. In recent I have realized that I 

must focus more within my gifts and calling, in short my purpose. 

52 No 

53 Definitely over committing 

54 I believe that the lack of staff support as well as other resources needed for 

the assignment contributed to the stress. 

55 Committing to activities that I am not passionate about performing. Also, 

when volunteers are unreliable. 

56 The habits that might contribute to feeling overwhelmed, over-stressed, and/ 

or burnout is scheduling problems about everything we must do in ministry. 

Having to react to unforeseen emergencies can be stressful. All have 

amounted to poor time management. 

57 Taking too much responsibility for "outcomes" is my common habit. 

58 Attempting to personally handle too many responsibilities, and not resting 

before going into busy seasons. 

59 I think because of my genuine desire for excellence in ministry along with a 

zealous pursuit of stewarding the call; I sometimes overlook the limitations I 

have. I've come to realize, the importance of surrendering to God to create 

the balance I need. 

60 Overcommitting, perfectionism, scheduling 
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31. Do you feel that there are underlying factors or mindsets that cause you to repeat behavior that 

leads to recurring cycles of self-care and burnout? 

Response ID Response 

8 I manage welk 

10 I tend to forget that I am not called to do everything. In being empathic, I 

forget me. 

11 Rejection as stated above. 

12 No 

14 Yes, not wanting to say no or let someone down causes me to repeat my 

behavior. 

15 Thinking deeply about how to get "it" done. Personal discipline sometimes 

locks me into a working mode that creates more stress. 

16 Imposter syndrome 

17 Inordinate desire to be liked and loved. Mental illness. 

18 Losing perspective of yourself in the midst of the ministry cyclone 

19 Desire to succeed 

20 Wanting to ensure that the tasks get done 

21 see question 25 

26 Expecting things to change without change within. 

27 I no longer allow myself to experience burnout - I've learned from my 

mistakes 

28 Others' expectations of me 

30 the church has been a pastor-focused congregation - but we have fewer 

members and less staff so getting them to see a new way of being is hard 

31 I think the mindset that affects things the most is feeling like everything is 

*urgent* and needs to happen right now, even if it doesn't. 

32 Unrealistic expectations 

33 At times an inflexibility 
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Response ID Response 

34 Striving for excellence, but learning everyone doesn't see the details I see so I 

may be putting too much effort into on moment 

35 I have depression and anxiety that I take medication for. It was more difficult 

before I had that medical support. I would also say the underlying mindset of, 

maybe a lot of millennials, which is that the world feels like it's coming to an 

end and we need to do everything we can to turn the ship around. Work 

harder, be more effective, strategize, the church is getting smaller so we have 

to work harder to counteract that. I wouldn't say that's like a spoken mindset 

but it feels like it's kind of under the surface. Like a sense of urgency. 

36 Bivocational, I measure my effectiveness with full time pastors forgetting I 

am part time. I have no schedule for accomplishing ministry planning which 

makes me feel like I am always trying to catch up. 

37 The underlying factor is my passion for God and His people. 

38 The thought that you work more and harder the more growth will take place 

39 Yes, the scripture present your body as a living sacrifice keep running in my 

mind. 

41 Absolutely! The same mind working overtime to get things done for ministry 

and work is the same mind battling finding time to take. Are if me. 

Sometimes my self care does not win. Well in most cases it does not win. 

43 Now that we're somewhat out of the pandemic I do not foresee (prayerfully) 

having to undergo unnecessary stress or burnout. 

44 I used to feel like I had to do something or be a part just because I was asked. 

But learned that's not always the case and it's ok to say No or I won't be able 

to do it. 

45 Yes 

46 Struggle to say no to others when asked to do something. 

47 I learned how to not continue on the path that made me feel like I was 

experiencing feelings of being overwhelmed.. 

51 Self-care should just be a part of recovering from burnout but a life style to 

prevent recurring burnout. 

52 No 

53 I have a hard time saying no or J can't do it 
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Response ID Response 

54 I don't. 

55 I do feel that it is important to practice self-care because you can't give what 

you don't have. 

56 Determining whether there are underlying factors or a mindset that causes 

repeat behavior leading to recurring cycles of self-care and burnout, escapes 

me. 

57 Ooooh. Probably personal insecurities, the fear of failure, and envy have all 

been underlying factors 

58 Not trusting God to Support HIS Work, forgetting that Delegation and 

Accountability are important, and Adequate rest is a necessity. 

59 Yes, zeal and stewardship drive me so I must be mindful to yield to the Spirit 

of God in application so as to avoid leaning on my own limited strength. 

60 Yes 
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Appendix D:  Interview Questions: Three Tier Conversation Starters 

Tier I: General Demographics (confirming) 

• I have provided a copy of your demographic data collected through the survey. Please 

confirm the data. Are there any changes or updates to any of that data since submitting the 

survey? 

Tier II: Pastoral Ministry Experience 

•  I have reviewed your survey data in relation to your pastoral ministry experience. Are there 

any significant changes in your pastoral ministry experience since submitting the survey? 

• Briefly describes the details of your current pastoral ministry assignment.  

• How do you feel about that assignment and your relationship with your current leadership 

and congregation?  

• Do you feel that you are adequately supported in your current assignment by leadership and 

congregation? 

• Describe the pros and cons, if any, of serving as a bi-vocational pastor. Does it supplement 

your work of ministry or add to your stress levels? 

• Do you participate in any civic, social, or charitable organizations? What organizations and 

how many hours do you serve therein? 

• Briefly describe your leadership style as it pertains to the work of ministry. 

• What training have you had that informs your ministry leadership style? 

• Briefly describe your leadership and educational background. How does that background 

inform your ministry leadership style? 

• What is your concept and theological perspective on ministry leadership and the call to 

ministry?  

• What/who is your theological role model of pastoral ministry leadership and why? 

Tier III:  Self-Care and Burnout 

• Do you consistently practice self-care as a means to prevent clergy burnout? If so, what are 

those practices and how often do put them to use? 

• What training have you had in the area of clergy self-care? 

• Do you encourage self-care within the congregation? What is the congregation's opinion 

about self-care for pastoral leadership? 
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• Have you experienced burnout or the symptoms of burnout? Have you had these experiences 

on more than one occasion?  

• Please share any details that you feel comfortable in sharing of your occurrences you have 

had with feeling overwhelmed, over stressed, and burnout. During these occurrences how do 

you feel emotionally, mentally, physically, and spiritually? 

• Briefly describe your recovery from these experiences of feeling overwhelmed, over stressed, 

and burnout. 

• Over the course of your service in pastoral ministry have you experienced more than one 

occurrence of burnout and recovery? Are these occurrences/recurrences within your current 

ministry assignment? 

• What are the common symptoms of burnout have you faced? Are they the same symptoms in 

each occurrence of burnout you have discussed? 

• What do you do to recover from your burnout occurrences? How long is your period of 

recovery? 

• Why do you believe you face these recurring experiences with burnout? 

• What recurring habits and behaviors are present each time you find yourself facing the 

familiar experiences of burnout? 

• Do you believe that there is something in your background that fuels these recurring behavior 

or habits that result in episodes of burnout? 

• Do you feel that you are the only one that has dealt with recurring episodes of burnout and 

recovery?  

• Are you aware of colleagues or peers that have or are also facing recurring episodes of 

burnout and recovery? 

• Do you have any incite or thoughts as to why we continually face these recurring episodes of 

burnout and recovery? 

• Do you have any incites or thoughts that you think might be helpful toward breaking this 

recurring cycle of burnout and recovery? 

• Is there anything additional that you would like to add or share? 
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Appendix E:  Conversational Guidelines for Nurturing and Sustaining Relationships 

Around Clergy Self-Care 

 These conversational guidelines are intended to be used by pastoral clergy, leadership 

teams, and congregations as conversation starters around the topic of clergy self-care and 

burnout, understanding that the breaking of the recurring cycle of burnout begins with our 

relationships with God, ourselves, and others. Nurturing these relationships begins simply with a 

conversation, conversations that are rooted in love and in which we are intentional about the 

listening, understanding that active listening is an act of love. When we do so, we develop loving 

faith communities that become safety nets of mutual accountability and support, a partnership of 

wellness and care for one another.  

 To facilitate these conversations, please note that one size does not fit all, take, and use 

items within this offering that fits best for you as a pastoral leader, and best suited for your 

leadership team, and congregation. Based upon your ministry setting find the space and timing 

that is most comfortable to host these conversations. Begin by establishing that the purpose of 

these conversations is to enhance our loving faith community through discussion of self-care and 

wellness and that the conversational space is a safe space free of judgment and criticism where 

all voices are welcomed and honored to be heard. Set the appropriate conversational guidelines 

such as, honor and respecting the opinion of others by actively listening as someone is speaking, 

setting aside all electronics so that all participants are fully engaged and present during the 

conversation, there is no judgement or being critical of anyone’s expression of their experiences, 

cares, or concerns, and that the sanctity and privacy of what is shared during these conversations 

is a must and is not to be shared or repeated outside of this setting except in personal prayer. 

Please note the suggested guidelines are just that, suggestions and may be modified as you deem 
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necessary to facilitate these conversations within your current ministry setting. Please see below 

relational topic discussion/conversation starters around realigning our relationships with God, 

ourselves, and others in respect to self-care and wellness among clergy, leadership teams, and 

congregations. As previously stated, feel free to modify each as you deem necessary to meet the 

needs of your ministry setting. 

The Relationship with God: Foundationally All Love 

 The source and foundation of our relationships begin with God, who created us as 

relational beings, who seek affirmation and acknowledgement. Often this drive for 

acknowledgment and affirmation is a driving factor behind our efforts to fulfill deficiencies 

within our relationships and generally the drive to compensate for these deficiencies often leads 

us on a course toward burnout. Yet in our relationship with God, we must recognize that God 

love us from a place of love from which there is no separation. Therefore, to celebrate this 

inseparable love with ourselves and others, we all, whether we are clergy or not must nurture and 

maintain this relationship of love with God. To do so we must intentionally engage God in 

conversation where we are not simply satisfied by doing all the talking but find satisfaction in 

listening to God while also being comfortable even within the silent moments within God’s 

presence. So, then we must consistently practice the contemplative and spiritual disciplines of 

prayer, praise, study, meditation, and worship in the fashion or manner that is most meaningful 

and comfortable individually and makes our relationship with God both relevant and personal. I 

recommend that you are intentional to carve out these conversational moments with God that 

work best for you. That is for some it may be early morning, midday, or late in the evening, so 

which ever timing works best for you be intentional to carve out that moment to engage God in 

conversation. Secondly, just as important as the timing is the environment or place that is 
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comfortable, where you can relax and be fully present in the conversational moment. Finally, just 

do it have the conversation with God and enjoy the moment, the conversation, and God’s ever-

present reminder of God’s love for us that is vitally essential to our relationship. 

The Relationship with Ourselves:  Self-Love over Self-Sacrifice  

 In the context of clergy self-care and burnout the relationship with ourselves is vitally 

important. However, we must note that whether clergy or not loving ourselves is often the most 

difficult of these relationships. God who loves us also calls us to not just love God with all that 

we have but to love others as we love ourselves. In this we often find it relatively easy to love 

God and even to love others including those who are sometimes difficult to love. But our greatest 

relational difficulty is loving ourselves, a difficulty often rooted in a sense that comparatively 

speaking loving ourselves is not a priority. Therefore, when loving ourselves is not a priority it 

often becomes easy to develop or fall into a misperception that when it comes to living a 

successful life, it can only be accomplished by sacrificing ourselves for the sake of success, 

career, family and in the case of clergy for the call to ministry.  It is from this sense that 

somehow success only comes through self-sacrifice to the point of failure to love ourselves that 

whether clergy or not we find ourselves in a recurring cycle of burnout, recovery, and often 

burnout again. Therefore, we must realign our relationship with ourselves, accepting that it is not 

just okay but necessary that we love ourselves. To do so we must have a conversation with 

ourselves. Note I am not suggesting that we literally have a vocal conversation with ourselves 

but that we recognize and respond to that inner voice within ourselves along with the signals that 

we receive from our bodies, minds, and spirits. These internal conversations and signals that we 

receive from ourselves and how we respond to them are often the determining factors between a 

pathway of loving self-care or facing the symptoms of and recurring cycles of burnout. 
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Therefore, a healthy conversation with ourselves can make the difference in our relationship of 

love with ourselves. First, we must carefully listen to and recognize our internal voice that 

always cries out the warning to alert us that something within our environment is not right by 

sitting still and quieting our minds. There are many techniques offered toward quieting our 

minds, intentional breathing exercises, meditation, or simply sitting in contemplative silence. 

However, no matter which technique you may choose, you must sit still and quiet your mind to 

facilitate the internal conversation with self. That is when we experience any internal 

unexplainable uneasiness, we must not ignore it, rather we must quietly sit still and engage 

ourselves in conversation and ask the following questions: 

• What is this uneasiness and from where is it coming? 

• What has recently changed within my schedule, responsibilities, or within my 

relationships?  

• What has changed or what am I feeling in my body, my thinking, my emotions, or my 

spirit?  

In other words, whatever questions arise in the circumstance of any moment of uncertainty or 

uneasiness we must allow ourselves the space to be still and quiet and engage ourselves in a 

reflective conversation to discover our “why.” Most importantly as clergy we must declare and 

accept that it is okay to do so. Likewise, leadership teams and congregations also have a shared 

responsibility to allow the pastoral or ministry leader those reflective moments and together 

work toward developing a safety net of mutual support and accountability. 

Finally, it is not just enough to recognize and listen to these reflective conversations, but 

we must also respond to the outcomes of those conversations, respond to the signals, alerts, and 

warnings that are revealed through these conversations. Far too often we ignore the outcomes of 
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these conversations and continue along the course that sparked the need for this reflective 

conversation and find ourselves facing burnout down the road. That is whether clergy or not it is 

vitally important to our relationship and loving ourselves that we appropriately respond to these 

internal reflective conversations. In this we must recognize that every response is a declaration of 

our love for self. So then if the adequate response is to rest then rest, if it is to do nothing do 

nothing or engage in whatever self-care practice that is necessary to adequately respond to the 

outcome of your reflective internal conversations. And when you do so, be comfortable with 

being okay, okay with having this self-conversation and recognizing that something is off and 

okay with responding to the corresponding outcomes with all that is necessary to care for and 

love yourself. For clergy remember God has called each of us into service not into self-sacrifice 

or self-loathing but to a place of self-care and love for ourselves as God also loves us. So, we 

recognize the inner voice conversations that signal the warning and in response we must choose 

ourselves and acknowledge our love for self. Leaders and congregations, you too have the 

responsibility to encourage your pastoral and ministry leadership to love his or herself by 

consistently encouraging them taking care of their selves and by doing so you develop a 

partnership of wellness. Therefore, a reflective conversation with self, realigns our loving 

relationship with self, gives us permission to care for ourselves, and breaks the recurring cycle of 

burnout in our lives while promoting self-care and wellness. 

The Relationship with Others:  Building the Loving Faith Community 

In the context of clergy self-care and burnout our relationship with others suggests the 

partnership that must exist between the various overlapping segments of our lives. We 

understand that the call to ministry is a call to a multi-layered complex work of service. That is, 

we may be called to be pastors or ministry leaders to serve a congregation, however, it does not 



  

152  

remove us from being spouse, parent, child, sibling, colleague, or co-worker which all vie for our 

time and attention. So, then we must also recognize that the call to ministry or service does not 

call us to sacrifice any segment of our lives or relationships for the sake of another. That is rather 

than sacrificing any segment of our lives we must have conversation with the various aspects of 

our lives to ascertain the needs of each as it relates to the work of ministry. By actively listening 

to these conversations, we can and will build community among the various aspects of our lives, 

in which each feels equally valued and important. We begin to build community around the 

various aspects of our lives first by honestly evaluating the responsibilities and requirements 

within each segment and how best to accept and respond to these responsibilities.  

Next conversations must be with key players within the various segments of our lives 

toward establishing clear boundaries that appropriately provide the space for us to be fully 

present and active within each aspect of our lives. That is, we must have a conversation with our 

spouses to discuss boundaries with the family, with leadership teams and congregational leaders 

to discuss congregational and ministerial boundaries, or with our co-workers or supervisors to 

establish work life boundaries. Once these boundaries are established it is important that as we 

encounter the overlapping challenges within the various aspects of our lives that we continue to 

have check in conversations to avoid any conflict as circumstances sometime require these 

boundaries to be crossed. Failure to hold these conversations will result in a sense of boundary 

intrusion that will lead one area or another to feel ignored and devalued. Therefore, it is vitally 

important that we continually engage in these conversational and open dialogues within every 

aspect of our lives to build and maintain a loving and faithful community of established and 

honored boundaries where all the members of our community feel valued and loved. 
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The final extension of the loving faith community is one that many clergy with whom I 

have shared conversation have expressed is much needed to overcome the recurring cycle of 

burnout and to promote self-care and wellness. This segment of the loving faith community 

depends on the development of partnership between clergy, leadership teams, congregations, and 

colleagues. To develop this community requires conversations in which everyone feels safe to 

share their feelings, needs, and vulnerabilities without judgment. These conversations develop 

community partnerships of accountability in which pastoral clergy feel comfortable to share with 

leadership teams and congregation that help is needed and feels free to delegate tasks and care 

for his or herself. Likewise, leadership teams and congregations feel equally comfortable to 

approach pastoral leadership to point out or note changes and express the need for the pastoral 

leadership to take a break, to rest, and take care of themselves. This mutual accountability 

between pastor, leadership teams and congregation create a loving faith community that is 

protective and supportive of one another to break the recurring cycle of burnout as well as 

promoting self-care and wellness.  

Likewise, pastoral clergy must develop mutual accountability among other pastoral 

colleagues, where they also feel safe to have vulnerable and open conversations about ministry, 

their successes and struggles, and their strengths and weaknesses in carrying out the work of 

ministry across the various aspects of their lives. This too must be a safe space free of judgment 

and free of competition but an effort to work toward a community of collective support and 

accountability toward one another. These conversations are developed and shared within a 

community free to cross denominational, cultural, and other defining ministry lines to develop a 

loving faith community of mutual respect and love. We all know fellow clergy with whom we 

share some point of commonality we must step beyond our comfort zones and establish 
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friendships and fellowships that become these loving faith communities of colleagues in which 

we are free to share and hold one another accountable to serve and care for others while also 

caring for and loving ourselves. These loving faith communities that span the overlapping aspect 

of our lives, in which we are safely engaged in partnership holding one another mutually 

accountable creates for all of us clergy, family, leadership teams, colleagues, and congregation 

loving and meaningful relationships that empowers and equips us to break the recurring cycle of 

burnout. 

Conversations that are based upon active listening will lead us to develop and maintain 

loving relationships. Relationships that are rooted in our love and relationship with God, 

ourselves, and others. Relationships that value and honor God, ourselves, and others. 

Relationships that create sustainable, safe, and loving faith communities in which these relational 

conversations continue to lead us along a path of breaking the recurring cycle of burnout and 

promote self-care and wellness through these ongoing relational conversations with God, 

ourselves, and with others.  
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