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Self-care for pastoral leaders

We operate in a dangerous profession!

National Church Life Survey material indicates that burnout is pervasive among pastoral leaders within the church.  Their statistics (2001) indicate that:

4%

are in extreme burnout

19-23%
are experiencing some burnout symptoms but are coping

55-56%
are borderline with burnout issues that are resolvable

18-21%
have no burnout issues.

A couple of quotations:

“Many [clergy] work long hours, putting their health, relationships and competence at risk.” (Founder and Horsman)

“I am appalled at what is required of me. I am supposed to move from sickbed to administrative meeting, to planning, to supervising, to counselling, to praying, to trouble-shooting, to budgeting, to audio systems, to mediation, to worship preparation, to newsletter, to staff problems, to mission projects, to conflict management, to community leadership, to study, to funerals, to weddings, to preaching.  I am supposed to be ‘in charge,’ but not too in charge, administrative executive, sensitive pastor, skilful counsellor, public speaker, spiritual guide, politically savvy, intellectually sophisticated.  And I am expected to be superior, or at least first-rate, in all of them.  I am not supposed to be depressed, discouraged, cynical, angry, hurt.  I am supposed to be upbeat, positive, strong, willing, available.  Right now I am not filling any of those expectations very well.  And I am tired.”
(Chandler W. Gilbert, “On Living the Leaving” in Edward A. White (ed.) Saying Goodbye, Bethesda, Alban, 1990, p.25)

What makes us so vulnerable?

Ministry factors

· Role dissonance: 
doing lots of stuff that I’m able to do, but it’s 

not really important or life-giving to me;

disagreement between me and the congregation or leadership about what my role is

· Huge range of tasks and time pressures

· High expectations / low resources

· The unending task and unmeasurable performance
· Overlap between work and home

· The expectation to exercise decisive leadership in a climate of change and uncertainty within the church

· (Especially in small churches) a lack of people to share the tasks of ministry

· The church generally – and sensitive pastors particularly – attract many people with low life and personality skills

· Stress created within the pastor’s own family: over finances and the pastor’s “affair” with the church

Internal/personal factors

· Misunderstanding of “self-denial” as self-neglect or even self-abuse

· Self esteem issues: the need to be liked by everyone, the need to be needed, the need to rescue, the need to be seen as important, recognised, exemplary… and other assorted messianic complexes!

· Fears – that people will leave, of failure

· Lack of meaningful, safe relationships outside the church creating loneliness and isolation
· High incidence of guilt and perfectionism

· Poor boundaries, providing little space to be ordinary and human

· A strong sense of call which closes down other options: “I simply have to make this work!”

What can we do?

HEAPS!

Ministry factors
· Understand the stresses within the role generally and within your congregation.  (Understanding them prior to committing yourself to a call can also be helpful.)  Be aware of things like:

· A small congregation has less people to share the load with and a greater pressure for the pastor to do it all;

· A congregation that is not growing creates extra pressures

· A congregation with lots of new people with no church background creates its own unique pressures

· A congregation with unresolved conflict


Pastors in all of the above settings tend to register higher burnout 

scores.  This is not to say, “Don’t do it!” but to say “Make sure you 

understand the pressures and put things in place to support you.

· Develop clear and agreed role descriptions

· Delegate roles to others

· Find a balanced leadership style:

· Avoid both taking charge of everything and taking charge of nothing.

· Encourage and empower the congregation to use their gifts and skills

· Work with the congregation to set directions

· Help the congregation to feel inspired to action

· Listen to the congregation’s concerns and ideas

Pastors with the above behaviours tend to register lower burnout scores.

· Prioritise tasks and manage time

· As best you can, deal with the causes of pressure when they arise

Internal/personal factors

· Have a network of people with whom you can openly discuss your experiences in ministry: spouse, regional ministers and other denominational support people, ministry peers, close friends outside the congregation.  NCLS reports that pastoral leaders who can talk over their stresses register lower burnout scores than those who feel they have no-one to confide in.
· Include in your support networks someone who can ask you the searching questions that will enhance your self-awareness: a supervisor, spiritual director, mentor, counsellor or life-coach.

· Participate wholeheartedly in the BUV’s PDP program.  Its whole purpose is to help you to keep fresh, open, healthy and up-to-date.
· Monitor your health levels.  The simple “fuel tank gauge” model gives you one way of doing this.

· Observe Sabbath time – not just a “day off”, but a regular period of time in which you intentionally “switch off” from your identity as a pastoral leader and simply take your place as an ordinary human – a dependent member of God’s creation.

· Find ways to drop the adrenaline flood three times a day.  Arch Hart wonders whether some of us die too early because our bodies never get a rest from the adrenaline that floods our system during times of arousal.  Take a few minutes for a gentle walk (without the mobile phone), learn and practise Christian meditation, read a few pages of a novel etc.
· Do not stock-pile holidays.  They have a purpose!

· Use voice mail and answering machines.  You don’t have to answer the phone just because it rings.  Don’t answer the phone at meal times.  (Be sure to phone people back at a time that is more suitable.)
· Look after your physical health.  Eat well, take time for exercise, have a regular check-up.

· Develop strong and healthy relationships, including those where you don’t talk about church!

· Your family is crucial

· Give priority to prayer and personal renewal.  The very best thing you can do to prevent burnout is to keep yourself centred in God.

· If you can’t say “No”, find someone who can help you work out why not!  An inability to say “No” is dangerous… and not only to you!
