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Criticism, conflict, feelings of insecurity, grief, and loss
are all very real hazards for those who shepherd God’s
people, and pastors can become overwhelmed by
stress. Most pastors will weather the occasional stress
storm, but what happens when the stress becomes a
hurricane with no end in sight? In these extreme cases,
the pastor is dealing with chronic stress that may
become traumatic.

Most pastors are aware when they stressed but not
many have the clarity to know just how deeply the
stress is affecting them. Often the pastor’s family and
friends will notice changes and begin to silently worry
about the pastor’s health. All the while, the pastor is
convinced that he or she can get through it. Soon their
body will begin to shut down in order to protect itself
from the onslaught of stress. 

When a pastor is trying to press through the stress, they
are in a dangerous place.  This self-reliant attitude can
lead to depression, burnout, self-sabotage, and moral
failure.

Warning Signs!
There are several warning signs of chronic stress that a
pastor and their family should watch for. They fall in
four broad categories: internal, physical, relational, and
behavioral.

Internal warning signs: 
• Feeling depressed, angry, anxious, or on edge
• Difficulty concentrating or feeling mentally

tired
• Negative view of self

• Emotionally numb or bottled-up emotions
• Feeling preoccupied, apathetic, or sad 
• No longer finding activities pleasurable 
• Reoccurrence of nightmares or flashbacks to

traumatic event
• Hyper-arousal or hyper-vigilance (always on

high alert for danger)

Physical warning signs:
• Lethargy
• Trouble sleeping
• Chronic pain (e.g., gastrointestinal problems,

low immunity, back/neck pain, headaches)
• Diagnosed chronic fatigue syndrome or

fibromyalgia

Relational warning signs:
• Withdrawal or isolation from others
• Excessive or irrational blaming
• Defensiveness or shame
• Complains a lot about administrative duties
• Receives an unusual number of complaints

from others
• Uncharacteristically negative, pessimistic, or

self-absorbed

Behavioral warning signs:
• Poor self-care (e.g., hygiene, appearance,

avoiding sleep, overwork)
• Compulsive behaviors (e.g., overspending,

overeating, gambling, and other addictions)
• Legal problems, debt
• Substance abuse used to mask feelings
• Difficulty doing normal activities



Pastors, church leadership, and the pastor’s loved ones
should be continually watching for these signs that the
stress has become too much for too long. It may also
be helpful to identify what type of stress response the
pastor is experiencing. 

Chronic Stress Responses
The first and most common form of chronic stress
responses is burnout. According to the Mayo Clinic,
burnout is work-related stress, "A state of physical or
emotional exhaustion that also involves a sense of
reduced accomplishment and loss of personal identity."
Burnout is usually caused by prolonged relational
anxiety. Usually, a friend, mentor, or ministry coach
can help a pastor through burnout.

Sometimes, pastors who are loving and caring people
lose their ability to care for others. No matter how hard
they try, they just can’t seem to find compassion within
themselves. This is called compassion fatigue, and it usually
scares the pastor into seeking help. According to
Merriam-Webster, compassion fatigue is "(1) the
physical and mental exhaustion and emotional
withdrawal experienced by those who care for sick or
traumatized people over an extended period of time;
(2) apathy or indifference toward the suffering of
others as the result of overexposure to tragic news
stories and images and the subsequent appeals for
assistance." Compassion fatigue is usually a sign that
the pastor does not have healthy rhythms of self-care.
When pastors give more care than their spiritual life
can sustain, mercy slowly turns to bitterness as they
abuse their body, mind, and spirit. They no longer find
joy in helping people, and they themselves need help –
usually a mentor, spiritual director, or Christian
counselor.

A third form of chronic stress, known as secondary
trauma, comes from being traumatized by the trauma
that others have experienced. The Psychiatric Times
describes secondary trauma as “indirect exposure to
trauma through a firsthand account or narrative of a
traumatic event.” This type of stress should only be
treated by a licensed professional counselor.

Post-traumatic stress (PTS) is rare among pastors, but it
can happen. According to the National Center for
PTSD, post-traumatic stress is “a mental health
problem that some people develop after experiencing
or witnessing a life-threatening event, like combat, a
natural disaster, a car accident, or sexual assault.” PTS
can come from being a victim or from simply

witnessing traumatic events. This type of stress also
requires the expertise of a licensed professional
counselor.

The final stress response is chronic or complex traumatic
Stress (CTS). The symptoms of CTS look just like PTS,
but the source of the trauma isn’t a single event. It’s a
mental health problem that can develop when a person
feels they cannot escape a situation in which they
experience prolonged, repeated interpersonal trauma
(either physical or emotional). Pastors who have a
constant critic or who face continual church conflict
often develop CTS. This traumatic stress should be
treated under the supervision of a licensed professional
counselor.

Overcoming Chronic or Traumatic Stress
In my own experience, overcoming chronic stress
(especially the traumatic kinds) requires getting away
from the source of stress. Physical distance from the stressful
environment is essential to healing. For most pastors, taking
a well-planned weekly Sabbath and several prayer
retreats throughout the year will be the place to start.
An extended vacation of four weeks or more can also
provide space for healing. Physical exercise can be a
daily or weekly escape. However, it may also be
necessary to take an extended sabbatical or leave of
absence.

A second element of overcoming chronic stress it to
spend time alone with God. Again, regular weekly Sabbaths
and monthly or quarterly prayer retreats will provide
great help. The pastor may also need to renew or begin
some helpful spiritual disciplines (e.g. silence, solitude,
examen, lectio divina). Learning to read Scripture for
the nourishment of his or her own soul will be a
foundational element of personal soul care. The pastor
should practice the discipline of secrecy during this
time – do not tell anyone what you have learned until it
has transformed your heart and actions. Finally,
developing a rule of life will help protect the pastor
from future stress. A rule of life is a daily practice of
regular times of prayer, rest, exercise, and other life-
giving activities.

A pastor who is in chronic stress will need to get
qualified help. Start by talking to extended family and
making an appointment with a medical doctor. Then
see a licensed Christian counselor, perhaps one who
specializes in trauma. It may also be helpful to talk to
someone who has been through a similar situation.
Hiring a ministry coach, spiritual director, and/or



personal trainer can provide support for working
through issues and developing plans to move forward.
It is also helpful to make some new friends outside of
ministry and learn to develop safe relationships where
the pastor doesn’t have to minister but can just be
themself – no strings attached.

Once the pastor has worked through their personal
issues surrounding stress with the support of qualified
helpers, it’s time to start moving forward by finding
clarity. A spiritual director and a ministry coach can help
the pastor to . . .

• Listen to God through prayer and scripture – get
clear on God's will. 

• Listen to their family – how is this stress affecting
them?

• Listen to their emotions (especially the painful or
unwanted ones). How is God coming to me in the
midst of this pain?

• Listen to their body. What is my body telling me
about stress and anxiety? Where does anxiety start
in my body.

• Discern the source of the problem.
• Revisit or reconsider their call to ministry.
• Reestablish personal values.

The pastor can also write in a journal or ask for
feedback from those who know them best. These can
be great ways of finding a clear source of the problem
and discerning a way forward.

Finally, with the help of a ministry coach or mentor,
the pastor should develop a plan for action and accountability.
Based on the pastor’s personal values, call to ministry,
and understanding of the problem, the pastor should
start by establishing some clear ministry boundaries.
These may need to be negotiated with the church and
the pastor’s family, but they need to be clearly
communicated to all. Next, the pastor’s plan for action
should take personal responsibility for change. This
includes developing a plan that is both possible and
provable. There should be clear benchmarks that the
pastor can use to know he or she is progressing toward
their goal. Finally, the pastor should choose someone
to help them be accountable. Accountability must
come from within; it can’t be imposed on the pastor.
They must decide what they want to be accountable
for, how they will be held accountable, and who will
have their permission to hold them accountable. 

Better After Broken
When pastors take the time to work through their
chronic stress with qualified helpers, they will find new
health and strength. While they may never feel
completely healed from the trauma, they will be better
prepared to handle life’s problems – spiritually,
emotionally, physically, and relationally. In many ways,
pastors who work through their chronic stress become
better at their job and less prone to people-pleasing
behaviors. They will be more confident in their
leadership while simultaneously becoming more
comfortable with their weaknesses. Maybe this is why
Rick Warren says, “Never trust a leader who doesn’t
walk with a limp.” Experiencing pain and healing
means that we are better prepared to lead others
through the pain of change. 

At PIR Ministries, we offer coaching and mentoring to
help pastors through the trials of ministry. We can also

help you find a licensed Christian counselor. 

Contact us at www.pirministries.org


