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			The Thriving Pastor is a must-read for every pastor who desires not just to survive ministry but to flourish in it. With honesty and clarity, Richard Black addresses the issues many of us feel but rarely articulate, areas we often overlook or avoid. He speaks with the wisdom of experience and the heart of a shepherd, offering insight that is both deeply personal and profoundly practical. This book is timely, necessary, and deeply strengthening. I highly recommend it to pastors at every stage of their journey.

			Boyd Ratnaraja

			National Leader, Elim Church of New Zealand

		

	
		
			It’s not easy to write a book that is both optimistic about local church ministry and brutally honest about the current challenges pastors face. Richard Black is deeply aware of the factors that undermine effective church leadership, and he’s got a plan to help pastors thrive, not just survive. If you’re yearning for a healthier sense of self, a clearer calling to ministry, and stronger alignment in your church work, read this book.

			Dr Michael Frost 

			Morling College, Sydney

		

	
		
			I have known Richard for many years in his capacity as a consultant, coach, and counsellor to our church. This book is timely and much needed. My background in business and church leadership, and pastoral training, leads me to conclude that the role of the pastor in the contemporary church is too often not working. Richard illustrates that the root cause will not be addressed by just trying to make pastors more resilient. Issues of role definition and the organizational system need to be questioned. The role definition is often flawed, expectations unachievable, and church systems failing our pastors, too often leading to a spiritual and mental health crisis. My hope is that Richard’s book will be a catalyst, not just for pastors but for our churches, denominations and ministry training institutions, to rethink our whole approach to church leadership.

			Mark Powell

			Former CEO, Warehouse Group

			Team Leader, Whangaparaoa Baptist Church

		

	
		
			

			Richard Black has written a timely and deeply researched book that names what so many pastors feel but struggle to articulate. The evidence he presents on the emotional intelligence of clergy is sobering, and his analysis of how the pastoral role itself contributes to psychological harm deserves serious attention from every denomination and training institution. What makes this book so valuable is the way Black integrates rigorous research with pastoral sensitivity, offering a clear framework for realigning identity, calling, and role. I recommend this book to every pastor, denominational leader, and theological educator who cares about the health and fruitfulness of those who lead our churches.

			Graham Joseph Hill OAM PhD

			Assoc Professor, Charles Sturt University

			Author of more than thirty books, including World Christianity

		

	
		
			Richard Black’s The Thriving Pastor is a timely and deeply insightful contribution to the ongoing conversation about pastoral wellbeing and sustainable ministry. Drawing on research, theological reflection, and practical wisdom, Richard writes from a place of deep compassion and lived experience. Having benefited from attending Richard’s workshops, I am consistently impressed by his integrity, clarity, and pastoral heart. In his book, he addresses the hidden pressures that shape pastoral identity, calling and effectiveness, offering both honest diagnosis and hopeful pathways for realignment. This is an invaluable resource for pastors, church leaders, and those involved in ministry formation. I warmly recommend The Thriving Pastor to anyone in ministry who longs not just to survive, but to thrive in their calling. 

			Dr Francine Bennett 

			Former Principal of Pathways Bible College

			Senior Lecturer in Education, Laidlaw College

		

	
		
			I’ve long trusted Richard Black—he brings a researcher’s rigour and a pastor’s heart to everything he does, and this book is no exception. The Thriving Pastor is one of the most honest and hopeful books I’ve read on pastoral ministry in years. Richard names what too many leaders quietly know: something is stuck, and the story needs to change. What alarmed me most was the research showing that emotional intelligence in clergy actually decreases the longer they serve—but Richard’s gift is making confronting realities like this simple and—crucially—changeable. In a city like Auckland, where 250,000 people attend a church gathering at least monthly, books like this call us to see ourselves as one team, clarify what success actually looks like, and pursue healthy, fruitful mission together. This should be at the top of the list for every pastor and leadership team to read—especially together.

			Jonathan Dove

			Senior Pastor, Gracecity Church

			Executive Chair, Auckland Church Network

		

	
		
			I can’t wait for this book to be published so I can recommend it to all the pastors I know! Richard deals carefully with the issues that plague church ministers, and he does so with kindness and deep insight gained from many hours of listening to their hearts. More than that, this is also a book to be read by those who know a pastor and want to help him or her thrive. It paints a convincing and hopeful picture of how a pastor and a church can fulfil God’s call, and maybe even have fun doing so.

			Rev Canon Simon Martin

			Bishop’s Chaplain in the Nelson Anglican Diocese

		

	
		
			Richard’s genuine concern and passion for pastors’ wellbeing shines brightly throughout his book. He highlights one of the key pitfalls of ministry, namely when a pastor’s identity becomes fused with the role. To address this issue, he offers a healthy distinction between identity, calling, and role, and practical exercises to help pastors distinguish and align these three key areas in their lives. The book is also full of personal stories and examples from Richard’s work with pastors that will resonate with anyone in pastoral ministry. I believe this book will be a valuable resource to help pastors I work with across Aotearoa to thrive in ministry.

			Dr. Glenn Melville

			Director, Carey Centre for Lifelong Learning

		

	
		
			In the church in New Zealand, where I get to lead, we are at a moment of crisis of leadership. We don’t have enough leaders to sustain existing churches, and we need more thriving gospel-centred churches for those who don’t yet know Jesus. It means we need to help existing leaders to lead more healthily and sustainably. It means we need to raise up a new generation of leaders who can do the same. The Thriving Pastor is a timely and vital contribution to this work. I am so grateful to Richard for his expertise and investment in my leadership over the past decade. I hope this book is read widely, reflected upon deeply and applied relentlessly.

			Simon Gill

			Senior Pastor, The Street Church

		

	
		
			Richard Black offers something really refreshing for anyone in pastoral ministry. He has a way of holding up a mirror that brings clarity and insight to what’s really going on beneath the surface. His writing feels honest, practical, and full of hope, pointing to down to earth ways to grow in health, resilience, and genuine fulfilment. This book will help church leaders feel seen, supported, and encouraged in every aspect of the world they navigate each day. I know I’ll be picking this book up again, and I recommend it without hesitation to anyone who’s walking the day to day realities of ministry.

			Major Kylie Tong

			The Salvation Army,  Wellington

		

	
		
			The Thriving Pastor brims with Richard’s trademark pithy wisdom and insight, and his heartfelt passion for pastors, churches, and the kingdom of God. I found it to be necessary reading - thought-provoking, challenging, and bravely asking important questions that we might be too busy or nervous to ask. Not only are questions asked, but practical and doable solutions are offered, and, as sons and daughters and stewards of God’s church, we would do well to read this, consider its wisdom carefully, and boldly make some changes to safeguard and champion the church and its ministers for a thriving future. 

			Tessa Cameron

			Te Kāinga C3 Church

		

	
		
			The Thriving Pastor is a vital voice for church leaders. Richard Black clearly articulates the challenges church leaders face and how the system we have is part of the problem. He uses real-life stories and helpful metaphors to explain, and then offers clear models to guide our response—not only for the pastor, but for everyone involved in the church. As a local church leader who has benefited personally by Richard’s guidance over many years, plus been involved in the formation of church leaders, I am confronted, challenged, equipped and inspired by this book. Thriving is not just a pipe dream. 

			Rev Dr Darryl Tempero 

			Kiwi Church; Forge Aotearoa

			Knox Centre for Ministry and Leadership

		

	
		
			Richard Black has been a wonderful source of wisdom, encouragement, and counsel for us for over seven years now. This has been in a variety of capacities and through a wide variety of seasons in our own life and ministry—including the most challenging and painful. From that position, we can testify that what Richard has produced in this book is exceptional and desperately needed. The content is rooted in strong research, deep theological understanding, as well as ministry nous. This book is going to radically change the game for many pastors and leaders!

			Ben & Amy Kendrew

			Lead Pastors, Arise Church

		

	
		
			Over the past few years, I have heard the following in discussions with leaders across various streams of the church: “I was stuck, I was in a hole, I was struggling, but I talked with Richard Black, and his insights and wisdom were so helpful in me moving forwards.” So, it is fascinating to read his book and see the robust research and the academic, widely read and thoughtful base that lies behind what he does. Richard is making a significant contribution to the thriving of church leaders, and this book lets us in on the framework that undergirds what he does in helping leaders thrive. Thanks so much, Richard!

			Steve Graham

			Principal, Equippers College
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			To Jennifer, my beloved wife, companion, and greatest cheerleader. Thank you for your unwavering support and belief.

			To my children, Ellena, Brontë and Elliot, and Leo. Thank you for the deep joy you bring me simply by existing.

			To Jesus, my Lord, Saviour, and friend. It is all about You. May Your Kingdom come, Your leaders thrive, and Your Church transform this world by the power of the Holy Spirit and for the glory of the Father.

			

			Foreword

			Every generation of the church faces the same question: how do we sustain vibrant, life-giving leadership in communities that easily drift toward maintenance and institutional gravity? Pastors frequently enter ministry with a deep sense of vocation. Over time that vocation can become entangled in expectations, structures, and inherited assumptions about what a pastor must do in order for the church to function. The result becomes a gradual loss of alignment between the leader’s calling and the actual practice of ministry.

			My old friend and colleague Richard Black addresses this challenge with wisdom and pastoral realism. The Thriving Pastor helps leaders rediscover the centre from which all authentic Christian leadership flows—identity in Jesus and participation in the mission of God. In language that pastors will immediately recognise, Black exposes the subtle ways pastoral vocation becomes absorbed into the machinery of church life. His image of the “jammed rudder” captures a dynamic that many leaders experience: activity continues, programs run, yet the deeper orientation of the church quietly drifts away from the original apostolic impulse.

			What makes this book so valuable lies in its recovery of calling. In my own work I have often described the church’s missional vitality through reactivating the essential elements embedded in the life of the early Jesus movement. When those elements come alive again, leadership becomes generative, discipleship becomes catalytic, and communities begin to embody the life of Jesus in fresh ways. Black’s work contributes to this recovery by helping pastors realign identity, vocation, and role around the mission of God.

			This realignment matters deeply. When leaders rediscover their God-given calling, the church gains new imagination for its participation in God’s redemptive purposes in the world. Energy flows again through the body of Christ. Pastoral leadership becomes less about sustaining an institution and more about cultivating a community of disciples caught up in the adventure of the kingdom.

			Richard Black writes as a seasoned practitioner who understands the pressures of ministry from the inside. His insights will resonate with pastors who sense that something in the ecology of leadership requires renewal. The Thriving Pastor offers a hopeful and practical guide for that journey. I gladly commend it to those who long to see local church leadership flourish again in service of the mission of Jesus.

			Alan Hirsch

			Award-winning author of numerous books 

			on missional leadership, organization, and spirituality.  

			Founder of Forge Missional Training Network, 

			100 Movements, and the 5Q Collective.  

		

	
		

		
			     

			Prologue

			Dear Pastor . . . Some Good News

			I want to start with some good news. We need it. We all know how tough ministry can be, and I want you to thrive in ministry. Not just survive, get by, or even do a good job—but genuinely excel! I want you to be who God created you, gifted you, and called you to be. That’s what this book is all about. 

			I deeply care about you—and every church leader—and the life and ministry you are leading. Because it is not only about you. When leaders are flourishing, they release Kingdom power and potential in the church they are leading and enable that church to make a greater Kingdom impact in their community. This is what I want to see and be a part of: transformed churches transforming their communities. It is something we all want but do not always see. 

			Each pastor is at a different place in their flourishing. Some of you reading this are going through mental health challenges. Some of you came into ministry already struggling in certain areas, while others may have developed those mental health difficulties during your ministry or even as a result of your ministry. 

			Many of you are stuck. You feel like you are treading water or experiencing another Groundhog Day in ministry. Others will be doing well. You are enjoying your ministry—and praise God for that!

			Wherever you are in your ministry journey and whatever you might be experiencing, I want to give you some good news, some very good news. Your ministry life can be decidedly better than it is right now. This is not just some inspirational message or wishful thinking, but the result of many years of ministry, research, and clinical work supervising and coaching pastors.

			Although ministry can be hard—no one said it would be easy—there are dynamics occurring that make it harder than it needs to be. There are, in fact, several factors that are needlessly sabotaging pastors in the Western Church, whether they are pastoring within a mainline denomination or an independent Pentecostal church, whether their church is small and stagnant or large and growing. Yet when these factors are addressed, and healthier alternatives are put in place, both the wellbeing and effectiveness of pastors show improvement. 

			Whatever your story, situation, or success, I want you to be healthy, whole, equipped, released, and thriving. When you fully understand who God has created you to be and what He has called you to do, everyone benefits, and God’s Kingdom comes more and more.

			A Note About the Term ‘Pastor’

			Throughout the book, the general term ‘pastor’ is used to describe all those leading a local church community. Even though different denominations use terms like ‘minister’, ‘priest’, ‘vicar’, ‘clergy’, or ‘officer’, I want you to know that the terminology I have chosen includes you all. 

			 

		

	
		
			

			 Introduction

			“Houston, We Have a Problem!”

			So now the bad news. You knew it was coming. 

			Ministry is in crisis. 

			You may not realise there is a crisis on any given Sunday. Church services are still occurring, people are still attending, and sermons are still being preached. Some of you may be sceptical about this. You know ministry is not easy, but is it really in crisis? 

			As we step back and look at patterns across the Western Church, we see a disturbing picture emerge that relates to the wellbeing of pastors and the effectiveness of churches within an increasingly secular culture.

			Here are the highlights of those lowlights.

			
					Church leaders continue to report mental health challenges at a higher level than the general public.1


					The role of the pastor is negatively impacting the emotional intelligence of those in the role.2


					We have seen the fall of high-profile church leaders, who many looked to as heroes and mentors, and whose churches were considered models to follow. 

					Most denominations are experiencing decline and have been for decades, especially the mainstream churches.3


					Many denominations are reporting a worrying lack of new leaders entering training for ministry.4


					Most churches’ confidence in their ability to evangelise effectively is alarmingly low.5


					The relevance, purpose, and potency of the Church are increasingly being questioned. 

			

			As one commentator put it:

			

			“One of the more interesting public conversations has been about whether churches are essential to a society. Are we dispensers of goods and services? Are we optional gatherings like concerts and sporting events? Are worship services leisure activities or sacred duties? . . . there is no ignoring it: Christianity’s influence in society has been receding . . . Christians are seen as irrelevant at best, dangerous at worst.”6

			If we take a closer look at the personal experience of pastors, the reports are quite concerning. Certainly, the challenges of pastoral ministry are well recognised, and it is commonly understood to be an emotionally demanding role. Then again, so are many professions. So, it would be fair to ask: Is it really that bad? Is the personal impact of the role of a pastor any worse than other demanding jobs? Is this not simply the reality of this type of work and lifestyle? When we delve into the research, the answers to these questions are not just bleak but staggering and alarming. In fact, just by taking a cursory look, it is evident that the role of pastoring is impacting church leaders detrimentally in several ways.

			The Impact on Pastors’ Wellbeing and Mental Health

			Across the Western world, pastors continue to show moderate to high levels of mental and emotional distress.7 This shows up in a litany of negative and detrimental outcomes, including but not limited to the following:

			

			
					Loneliness 

					Isolation

					Feelings of inadequacy

					Serious conflict

					Anxiety

					Depression

					Stress

					Psychological distress 

					Emotional exhaustion

					Repression of emotions

					Burnout

					Sexual misconduct

					Reduced emotional intelligence

					Non-constructive forms of stress relief

					Non-mutually beneficial forms of resolving conflict

					Spiritual dryness or numbness

					Doubting one’s calling

					High turnover (leaving the role)8


			

			Even though these detrimental outcomes have been evident for decades, and the mental health and wellbeing of pastors is now at an all-time low, it is both heartbreaking and intensely frustrating to see that very little has changed about the role.9 In fact, Rae Jean Proeschold-Bell and Jason Byassee recently documented the results of a decade-long study in the United States that outlined the negative psychological impact on pastors, showing them to have a higher rate of mental health challenges than the general public.10 The United States is not alone in this, as research from other countries reflects similar results. Another author summarised the research in this area by saying, 

			“There is evidentiary consensus that clergy experience physical, social, and emotional harm to a greater degree than other helping professions and the general population.”11

			With these types of outcomes, it is surprising anyone wants to work as a pastor. 

			The Impact on Pastors’ Emotional Intelligence 

			One of the most staggering outcomes concerns the impact of the role on a pastor’s emotional intelligence (EI). Emotional intelligence refers to our ability to manage emotions—our own and others. It is our emotional skillset. The term ‘emotional intelligence’ was first coined by psychologists Mayer and Salovey, who defined it as:

			“The ability to perceive accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability to access and/or generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to understand emotion and emotional knowledge; and the ability to regulate emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth.”12

			The American psychologist and author, Daniel Goleman, has popularised the notion of emotional intelligence, famously stating that it matters more than IQ.13 He later refined his definition as: 

			“The capacity for recognizing our own feelings and those of others, for motivating ourselves, and for managing emotions well in ourselves and in our relationships.”14

			Since it is measurable, EI is often used as a concrete way to evaluate the more intangible concept of emotional health. It is also a key factor in our emotional resilience and our ability to establish and maintain healthy relationships, including working through conflict constructively.15 These two crucial skills underpin our wellbeing and people-ability, and as such, are essential for pastoral ministry. More than that, high EI is considered a crucial quality in leadership, and the key difference separating higher performing, productive, effective and seemingly gifted leaders from others.16 We must, therefore, take measures of EI seriously as we seek to understand and determine the wellbeing and effectiveness of pastors. 

			Understandably, it is often assumed that pastors will exhibit higher emotional intelligence and possess superior emotional resources to enhance their resilience because they operate in a role that is rich with relational and emotional components.17 Pizarro and Salovey went so far as to say that:

			“Religious organizations are often inherently ‘emotionally intelligent’ organizations. These organizations efficiently impart emotional skills to the believer and thus maintain the believer’s psychological and physical well-being.”18

			If you live, breathe and work in a highly relational environment, it makes sense to assume that you will grow in emotional intelligence and people skills. Surprisingly, however, research shows that not only is this not the case for pastors, but the opposite is true.19 

			Using different assessment tools in different countries across different denominations, pastors consistently demonstrated lower EI than the general public.20 Wow! This is staggering. Now, is this because the Church attracts people with lower EI to the role, or does the role itself lower their EI? The answer—drumroll please—is the latter. Let that sink in for a moment. There is something about the role of the pastor that is detrimental to the emotional intelligence of our pastors. 

			Let us look at what a sample of the research reveals about the impact of the role on pastors’ emotional intelligence. A pioneering, fourteen-year longitudinal study that investigated the EI of Anglican clergy in England and Wales showed clergy to have a lower EI than almost any other group that had used the assessment tool. It concluded, “It may be that the clergy role shrinks the EI [emotional intelligence] of the clergy.”21 

			Another piece of research exploring the emotional intelligence of pastors predominantly from the Baptist denomination in the southern United States found that instead of EI increasing the longer a person was in ministry, the opposite was the case.22 Those with fewer years in ministry had higher emotional intelligence than those who had been in ministry for longer. 

			In a third study, investigating the EI of Irish clergy, clergy members were found to have a significantly lower EI score than therapists, a slightly lower score than a group of prisoners, and a score similar to those in a substance abuse recovery programme.23 

			We need to pause here for a moment and do a shout-out to female pastors, who repeatedly scored higher in their emotional intelligence than their male counterparts across different countries, denominations, and assessment tools. To be fair, their emotional intelligence was still not great, but they did fare better than their male counterparts.24

			Clearly, this is a massively disturbing trend, and it is critically important for anyone involved in ministry or the training and oversight of pastors to acknowledge it, investigate it, and create strategies to rectify this outcome. We cannot, with any good conscience, leave our pastors to experience the same detrimental effects over and over.

			The Impact on Pastors’ Conflict Resolution Ability

			Another indicator that the role itself has a detrimental effect on pastors is evident in the second study I mentioned, which also explored pastors’ methods of resolving conflict or conflict management style (CMS). There are five commonly used methods for managing conflict. 

			
					Accommodating (I lose/you win)

					Avoiding (We both lose)

					Competing (I win/you lose)

					Compromising (We both win and lose)

					Collaborating (We both win)

			

			The last two, ‘compromising’ and ‘collaborating’, are generally seen as the two most constructive forms of managing and resolving conflict, with ‘collaborating’ considered the best. High levels of emotional intelligence are generally an asset when it comes to resolving conflict, and there is a strong correlation between the two. Studies have repeatedly shown that people in the general public or in secular leadership who have higher emotional intelligence will use constructive conflict management strategies.25 Surprisingly, however, this was not the case for pastors in Christopher Gambill’s study, which showed no correlation between EI and CMS.

			“No significant correlations between the two were found . . . conflict management style and emotional intelligence seemed [to] be unrelated constructs. Knowing an individual’s emotional intelligence score could not be used to predict which conflict management style that individual might prefer. In the same way, knowing someone’s preferred conflict management style could not be used to predict that person’s relative level of emotional intelligence.”26

			This research indicates that something about the role itself is preventing pastors from effectively accessing and applying their emotional skillset when managing conflict.

			Stuck in Unhealthy Expectations

			The reduced wellbeing and emotional intelligence of pastors is clearly a problem. Yet, these unhealthy patterns have not been addressed, at least not in any substantial way, to improve these detrimental outcomes. 

			This is evident in my clinical work. For many pastors, the role and the demands of ministry are taking a serious toll. Some are feeling depressed, others are despondent or frustrated. Some are struggling but will not leave for fear of failing, letting key people down, or never being welcomed back into a pastoral role. Others feel the pressure to achieve and become fixated on growing the church to the point where they churn through staff or are too demanding of their people. 

			Why do we, year after year, continue to recruit, train and release men and women into a ministry environment that is producing such unhealthy and damaging results? This is not happening intentionally, but it should raise some questions. What is occurring, why is it occurring, and why have we not addressed it before now?

			The answer, in part, is that we have not been aware of the true extent of the problem. We know that some pastors are struggling, but we view them as the exception, not the rule. We may also just assume that the detrimental outcomes we see in the lives of pastors are a normal but unfortunate byproduct of the role. Ministry is a calling and a sacrifice, after all, so we surely shouldn’t expect it to be easy!

			

			Before we go any further and look more closely at the hidden saboteurs in ministry, I do need to clarify something. While the role of a pastor is not intrinsically damaging to a person’s health and wellbeing, it appears to be inherently so. This is an important distinction. What this means is that the role is not toxic in and of itself (intrinsic), but rather, there are significant elements embedded in the role which could potentially have a detrimental impact (inherent). In other words, it is our expectations and execution of the role (the way we do the role), rather than the role itself, that is proving harmful. 

			Another reason we are stuck in this unhealthy pattern is that we are so invested in the current model of church ministry that we either do not know how to change or do not want to. The church, the denomination, and the ministerial training institutions (MTIs), which comprise the wider church system surrounding the pastor, are all unintentionally contributing to the negative outcomes we are seeing. The focus within this church system has simply been on how to do ‘church’ better, how to tweak the model, or how to make pastors more resilient within the role. 

			There is almost a sense that our current model of ministry, including the job description of a pastor, was established by Jesus Himself, rather than being constructed by humans over the centuries as a means of fulfilling what Jesus has commanded us. It does not necessarily mean that what we are doing is intrinsically wrong, nor does it mean that the way we are doing it now is how we always have to do it. We need to step back, assess, pray, and re-evaluate what ministry looks like from Jesus’ perspective, then explore healthy and constructive ways to fulfil that. The danger comes when we confuse our own investment in the model of ministry with Jesus’ plans and purposes for the Church.

			It is important, then, that we not only look at the hidden saboteurs impacting pastors and how to overcome them, but also consider the unhelpful influence of the wider church system and what needs to be done to realign it. We cannot effectively address the former without also addressing the latter. If we do not change the wider system, then any change the pastor applies to their own life and ministry will likely be short-lived. Systems are powered and empowered to maintain the status quo. As such, our journey to help pastors overcome these hidden saboteurs will focus on both the pastor and the wider church system. To that end, the book is split into two sections: 

			Section One explores the problem, what I refer to as ‘the pastor’s jammed rudder’. We will first explore the factors that put pressure on pastors and reveal the unhealthy ministry model most pastors are caught in that undermines their wellbeing and limits their effectiveness. Following that, we will do a deep dive into the three components of this unhealthy model of ministry: identity, calling, and role. The final two chapters of part one zoom out to include the wider church system and the force it is exerting to maintain this unhealthy model of ministry. I demonstrate how key stakeholders unintentionally contribute to reinforcing this unhealthy system and what an alternative, healthier system could look like.

			Section Two offers a solution for unjamming the pastor’s rudder. We will start by outlining how to bring a pastor’s identity, calling and role into a healthy realignment. Then our focus will shift to how the wider church system can support this healthy realignment by redefining and realigning the markers of success with Kingdom outcomes. I offer specific recommendations to the key stakeholders on how they can support a healthier ministry model and end with a call to revolutionise ministry by releasing pastors to excel and churches to flourish. 

			The good news is that the bad news no longer has to be the norm. There is hope. To reach that new normal, however, and understand what is occurring and why, we need to take a closer look below the surface.

		

		

		
		

	
		
			 

			PART ONE: MISALIGNED MINISTRY

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			

			 

			1.  The Jammed Rudder 

			Kerry Spackman is a sports psychologist. He works with the top echelon of athletes, including Formula One racing drivers, the New Zealand All Blacks rugby team, and high-performance units. Kerry tells the story of when he challenged Steve Ferguson, a champion kayaker, to a race on the water over 100m.1 I imagine the conversation going something like this:

			“Hey Steve, how about you and I have a race?”

			“What! Oh, Kerry, I would blitz you. It wouldn’t even be a competition. Don’t embarrass yourself.”

			“Nah, come on. Give it a go.” 

			“Okay, okay, it’s your funeral.”

			The race is set. People gather around to watch this mismatched race between a champion kayaker and a sports psychologist. Steve and Kerry get into their respective boats, they steady themselves, and the gun goes off. Kerry starts paddling as fast as his arms will allow, churning up the water as he goes. Steve, however, being the consummate professional that he is, takes long, rhythmic, powerful strokes—that is, until he finds his boat pulling in the wrong direction. The onlookers watch as Kerry pulls out in front of Steve. Bemused by this, Steve digs deeper and paddles harder; however, it is Kerry who ultimately wins. I can imagine Steve getting out of his boat, wandering over to Kerry, and saying, “Okay, fair enough, you won. But you’ve got to tell me how you did it!” 

			“Oh, it was quite simple,” Kerry replies, “I got down here before anyone else showed up, and I jammed your rudder to the right. It didn’t matter how hard you paddled; you were going nowhere fast.”

			This is a brilliant analogy for what is occurring in ministry. Many pastors are busting their guts trying to serve their Lord and lead His people. They are working tirelessly. They are dedicated, called, and faithful, but they do not seem to be making the progress they hoped for. What they do not realise is that deep below the surface, below their conscious awareness, their rudder has been jammed. The harder they work, the more weary, exhausted, disappointed, and disillusioned they become. Nobody wants this. Nobody intends for this to happen. Most of the time, pastors are not even aware that it is occurring, although they often have a hunch that something is not right. 

			Since we are not aware of the problem, we have not seen it, and if we cannot see it, we cannot address it. What can keep us blind to the problem is our tendency to spiritualise or internalise the issue. We may use internal language like:

			“Well, God never said ministry would be easy. This is just part of the sacrifice of serving.”

			“I feel called here, so this must be what God wants for me. I just need to submit myself to how things are.”

			“I will just do what I can do, and I’ll leave the rest to God.”

			“God knows if my ministry flourished, I might become proud, so He is using this to keep me humble and refine me.”

			Whatever language we use, the outcome is the same. There can be a spiritual resignation, which leads to tiredness, loneliness, disappointment, and lack of progress. This is completely understandable, because, after all, what else can you do when you sense that God has called you to the ministry and the church you are in? It may be that God is refining you—or maybe deep below the surface, your rudder is jammed.

			Equally, we may say that ministry is spiritual warfare. The enemy is obviously attacking us. Now it might indeed be the case that spiritual warfare is going on—or it may just be that your rudder is jammed.

			Alternatively, pastors may internalise the experience. They conclude that ministry is hard, and they doubt whether they are really cut out for it. They doubt their abilities, their giftedness, and even their calling. They will often compare themselves with other leaders whose ministry seems ‘successful’ and be left with a profound sense of inadequacy and failure. Despondency sets in. They may consider leaving ministry, but often will stay, finding ways to quiet but never remove the nagging sense of their own inadequacy and failure. I have sat with countless pastors who experience this daily.

			Please do not mishear me: many factors make ministry and leadership difficult. I am not saying that it should all be plain sailing. What I am saying is that many pastors are experiencing the effects of a jammed rudder, and we need to straighten them out before we can more effectively address other issues in ministry. Church leadership is not easy, but the current model of ministry and the inherent role of the pastor are not only making it harder for them but are also proving to be psychologically and spiritually harmful.

			What is this jammed rudder in ministry? It is an unhealthy model of ministry that is steering most pastors. It is the way we have shaped the role of the pastor, the mindset pastors put on when they step into that role, and the way they practically outwork their life and ministry in that role. The rudder is the model of ministry in which pastors live and work. I will clarify this as we go on, but let me first outline five factors that are sabotaging pastors, their ministry, and their wellbeing. These five saboteurs are jamming the rudder of the pastor.

			Five Saboteurs in Ministry

			When I was in pastoral ministry, I certainly felt various pressures, but if you had asked me at the time what they were, I would not have been able to answer you specifically. Instead, I would have given a more general answer about how hard it is to make it all work. Trying to balance being a husband and father with pastoring. Trying to lead the church to health and growth. Trying to manage people well and manage the limited resources we had. If I were being honest, I would have also told you about the weight of the expectations placed on me by myself and others, and the ever-present question: Was I any good at leading a church?

			In my clinical work, I have had the privilege of journeying with numerous pastors and have seen, firsthand, the pressure that so many of them are under. If I were to ask them what was causing this pressure, they might point to such things as: conflict with staff or a church member, the demands in the role and the time-consuming nature of it all (having to do sermon preparation on Saturday night, for example), or disappointment at the lack of volunteers or attendance on Sunday. In some situations, they may even internalise the issue as being their fault—they were clearly not good enough, failing, or just not cut out for pastoral ministry. 

			When I left pastoring and was retraining as a counsellor, I was keen to explore this question further. What is causing this high level of pressure and mental health challenges we are seeing in pastors? Is it an accumulation of circumstantial events, or is something else going on? As a result of my master’s research, I was able to identify five factors that are sabotaging the wellbeing and effectiveness of pastors:

			
					Over-identification with the role 

					Misdirected calling

					Pull to perfectionism

					Isolation

					Misdirected spirituality

			

			As we will see, these five saboteurs exist within the inner world of the pastor but are also shaped and perpetuated by the system and culture around them. All five factors overlap and influence one another. The first two pertain to identity and overall ministry purpose, and are the most significant, while the following two are concerned with how pastors live and minister as a result of the first two. The final factor is about how pastoral leaders relate to God. Together, these five saboteurs have the potential to make pastors more psychologically vulnerable and restrain their effectiveness in the role. Let’s take a closer look at them now. 

			1. Over-identification With the Role

			Of all the saboteurs, this one is probably the most powerful and foundational, yet it is also the most obscure. It is the one pastors find most difficult to acknowledge and identify in their own lives because it is like asking a fish to describe water. When I explain it to pastors, their initial response is often, “I can see how that would be an issue for others.” It is not until we take a closer look at the symptoms that we discover that far from this being an extraordinary issue that others go through, it is, in fact, an issue commonly affecting those in leadership. 

			Over-identification with the role occurs when the role transitions from simply being a job that pastors are doing, to becoming a key part of their identity. According to Role Identity Theory, people may internalise their social and vocational roles in ways that profoundly shape their understanding of self, worth, and sense of purpose.2  This isn’t just about a person associating with a specific role, occupation, or job; rather, it is an enmeshment or fusion of their identity with the role—the role becomes who they are.

			Pastors are especially susceptible to this ‘enmeshment’ because their work is typically viewed as a calling or a vocation, where their service to God and their community is an expression of their faith. It encapsulates so much of their life. It is who they are. Even as you read this, you may be thinking, But being a pastor isn’t just what I do; being a pastor is who I am. While it is totally understandable for pastors to think this way, let me explain why this is such an issue. 

			When a pastor’s identity becomes fused with their role, it unconsciously determines their sense of worth, significance, and adequacy. Subsequently, they can become psychologically vulnerable to the feedback they receive about the role and their performance in it. This can create a state of vigilance within pastors to perform in ways that protect them from negative feedback or lead to increasing states of distress when they are unable to do this. This explains why so many pastors live or die by what happens on Sunday. If attendance is good and the service goes well, they feel good inside, but if attendance is low or stuff-ups occur, they feel awful. 

			When I explain this idea to pastors, I often say, “If you want to know whether your identity has become fused with the outcomes of your role, here is a simple litmus test: How many of you take what happens on a Sunday personally?” They usually tilt their heads, look at me with incredulity, and say, “How do you not?!”

			When the difficulties, mistakes, or attendance numbers of a Sunday feel personal to you, it is a common indicator that your identity has become enmeshed with your role.

			For many pastors, Monday blues are an all-too-common reality. I will speak with pastors who tell me they will feel the emotional aftermath on Sunday afternoon, then start to feel better as the week progresses, only to feel increasing pressure as they get closer to Sunday again. It is Groundhog Day, a never-ending, weekly cycle of self-examination—not of their work, but their worth. No wonder over-identification with the role has been shown to have a strong correlation with burnout, emotional exhaustion, and negative psychological wellbeing.3

			Some pastors may not get the Monday blues or feel down about attendance size. They may feel great because their numbers are great. However, if their identity is fused with their role, the pressure is still there; it is just not revealed. For them, the detrimental effects of over-identification with the role are not seen in the performance outcomes themselves, but in what is needed to maintain those successful outcomes. This is why pastors become overly driven or turn into bullies, because they desperately need to keep achieving positive results. This can even be viewed positively by others as a form of ‘culture shaping’ or strong leadership. The results justify the means, and the means may well be what other successful pastors are doing. 

			The detrimental effects of over-identification with the role may also be evident in the amount of time pastors spend away from their family, their attitude and behaviour towards their family, staff, or volunteers, or the unhealthy pressure they put on others to perform and deliver results. Success may also create an unhealthy sense of self-importance in pastors, who become dismissive or judgemental about ‘ordinary’ pastors or unimportant people in their congregation.

			The impact of the role on a pastor’s identity is immense and yet often under-realised. Research in this area shows how over-identification with the role explains the presence of many common, unhealthy factors in pastors’ lives, such as lack of self-care, lack of clear boundaries, failure to identify their need for help, failure to seek help, undesirable responses to conflict, tendency towards isolation, and few friendships.4 

			2. Misdirected Calling 

			When I run leadership training, or I am having a one-on-one session with pastors, I will often ask them questions like: 

			
					Why did you get into ministry? 

					Why did you get into church leadership? 

					What was it that you wanted to do or achieve with God? 

					What did you feel especially called to do?

			

			These are also the types of questions that are asked of people in ministerial training to gauge their motivation and vision for entering pastoral ministry. Answers vary but commonly include such things as:

			
					To see people come to faith

					To train disciples

					To make a difference in our communities

					To help the marginalised, disempowered, and disenfranchised experience justice

					To help people experience the unconditional love of God

					To grow a redemptive community

			

			Although there are differences in their answers, we can categorise all these heartfelt expressions of purpose under their spiritual calling and their desire to be a spiritual leader. When a person enters local ministry, however, they experience pressure from concrete realities and measurements in ministry, which subsequently redirects their focus and involvement. These pressures include: how Sunday attendance is tracking, what the income level looks like, if enough people are serving in the children’s ministry, how to combat the need for more small group leaders, if the health and safety policy is up to date, and how the new building project is going. Such pressing issues redirect the person from being a spiritual leader to an organisational leader, whose focus is now primarily on fulfilling the organisational outcomes listed above. 

			For some pastors, this happens almost immediately when they enter pastoral ministry and are loaded with the weight of these powerful organisational expectations and measurements. They experience a jarring shift, a type of culture shock, which can leave them reeling and despondent. For others, it can be a more subtle process, though the result is the same. Either way, they transition from serving and fulfilling their spiritual calling to serving and fulfilling organisational outcomes set by others.

			Now, do not get me wrong, organisational aspects will always be a part of pastoral ministry. For many pastors, however, it becomes the proverbial tail that wags the dog. The issue is not that there are organisational components that need to be managed and attended to, but that the organisational components and outcomes usurp or even masquerade as the pastor’s spiritual calling. When pastors veer off course in this way—fulfilling the organisational needs and the KPIs of the church instead of their personal purpose and priorities—their calling becomes misdirected. It’s no wonder that pastors experience a high level of disconnection between their sense of calling and the daily requirements of their role. 

			In one study, eighty-three per cent of pastors saw their role as a ‘calling’ that entailed being a spiritual leader, yet ninety-one per cent felt that being a minister was more like a job than a calling. Seventy-seven per cent said they felt more like a CEO than a pastor, and eighty-three per cent said they believed their church preferred them to be a CEO rather than a pastor.5 

			These results are not isolated to one study. Pastor and author Glenn Packiam reported that the pastors in his focus group experienced similar levels of frustration with the amount of administration and organisational requirements of the role.6 A New Zealand study by Dr. Glenn Melville into the emotional state of Baptist pastors currently in ministry, reveals evidence of misdirected calling. 7 Many lamented a sense of unfulfilled calling as the role requirements consumed their time and attention. 

			

			One expressed a desire to help people grow in their relationship with Christ, but laments that their role is “ninety per cent administration.”

			One wants to see ‘souls saved’ but is occupied with the needs of a declining church.

			One has a heart for pastoral care but finds themselves needing to delegate this to others. 

			One wants to preach, teach, and be hands-on in the pastoral care of people, but feels the need to act like a CEO, strategising, and vision casting.8 

			These individuals are experiencing a strong mismatch between their perceived calling and the reality of their role as a pastor. They are not alone. Interestingly, even though they and many others feel frustrated, stuck, or disappointed, they will often resign themselves to the restrictive and even detrimental aspects of their role rather than seeking to change, challenge, or even leave it altogether. They continue to find new and creative ways to accept and cope with the pain of the mismatch they experience. 

			I have had pastors express to me that they feel like a failure or are despondent because the requirements of the role are not what they are gifted in or ultimately what they feel called to do. They see the issues as being with them—they are simply not good enough to fulfil the role with its restrictive requirements and limited resources. Some feel trapped because their denomination has placed them there because of a need, with little consideration to their spiritual calling or giftedness, or the reality of the task they are being asked to fulfil. 

			Some pastors who contacted me felt trapped but believed they needed to submit to their denominational or senior leaders because that was the humble and godly thing to do. Others believed they were just in a ‘stretch’ season to build their capacity and had to stay to prove that they could make it work. Many felt that by leaving or trying to change the role, they would be letting God and the congregation down, so the only option was to remain.

			Dr. Glenn Melville’s interviews highlight how pastors respond to the sense of disconnection between their calling and their role:

			“I just accept that this is the reality.”9  

			“It goes up and down, and while He has called me here, I’ll do what I can . . .”10

			“I hold it a lot more lightly . . . I do my bit and then God does his bit.”11

			One of the pastors interviewed knows that the role is not a good fit for him so focuses on “seeing the good in things.” As Melville notes, “He sought to let go of his expectations of the role and hold things a lot more lightly.”12 

			While Melville sees these responses primarily as positive expressions of acceptance, I hear a range of ways pastors resign themselves to this disconnection. It is a common emphasis within discussions on pastoral wellbeing to focus on how pastors respond to the pressures associated with expectations, role demands, and ministry structures, rather than on whether those realities need to be fundamentally addressed, challenged, or changed. This can create a sense that the only way to survive the unhealthy or ill-fitting aspects of the role is to submit to them. In these situations, this is not an expression of healthy resilience, but a form of unhealthy resignation.

			I find it sad that, for many participants in this study, the confines of the role were seen as an inevitability over which they were powerless to change. This is primarily because of their understanding that this is what God has called them to, so this is how God must want it. If we follow that thinking through to its natural conclusion, however, we reason that God must want them to experience the limitations and detrimental effects of the role. This may sound ludicrous, but consider the consequences of this belief system. We have many pastors whose callings, gifts, strengths and passions are being neutralised in ill-fitting roles. We have pastors who are suffering mentally and emotionally in the misguided sense that they are serving God. If that is you, I want to tell you that there is a way through this or out of it. Unless God has clearly told you to endure the specific detrimental aspects of the role, staying put is not honouring Him or the specific call He has given you. 

			Hold on, you might say, hasn’t God called them to that role, that church, or that context? And if God has called them to that role, it makes sense that they would need to submit to His leading. Being a pastor is not just about doing what you want or what you like. They need to be obedient to Him. 

			All of those are very good points, and they also underpin the confusion that keeps so many pastors limited, stuck, and ineffective.

			I am going to explore this in more detail later, but let me clarify here where the difference lies between a person’s calling and the role they are in. The concrete role or job a person is fulfilling is not their calling. At least, it is not their macro call or their capital ‘C’ calling; rather, it is the context in which they are currently fulfilling their calling. God may, in fact, have called them to a specific role, but this is their micro or little ‘c’ calling. 
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