
Bear One Another’s Burdens
A Handy Guide for P/SPRCs to 
Support Clergy in Times of Stress

“Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”  
Galatians 6:2a

The job description of the Pastor- and Staff-Parish Relations 

Committees (P/SPRCs) in the United Methodist Church 

(UMC) includes: “To encourage, monitor, and support clergy 

and lay staff in the pursuit of health and wholeness.” As a 

member of your congregation’s P/SPRC, you have been 

called to the work of caring for the pastor(s) appointed 

to your congregation.1 You live out your discipleship by 

advocating for and stewarding the well-being of those 

called to serve as your pastor. 

We know that when clergy are healthy and flourishing in 

their vocation, they become the foundation of thriving 

congregations and healthy communities, more creative 

and open to new ideas.2 Using qualitative interviews with 

49 North Carolina United Methodist Church (UMC) clergy 

conducted in 2020-2021 and representative of the clergy 

population by age and race, we identified the most common 

sources of stress for clergy. In this guide you’ll read about 

what clergy have told us about these notable challenges in 

their life, along with some suggestions for making a positive 

difference in their well-being. We’ve also included relevant 

data from our 2023 Statewide Clergy Health survey of over 

1,000 UMC clergy across North Carolina to further support 

the experience of the interviewed pastors. 

1If your congregation uses a single board model of leadership, you carry the responsibility of the P/SPRC committee as defined by the Book of Discipline.

2Barbara L. Fredrickson, Positive Emotions Broaden and Build, In Patricia Devine, and Ashby Plant, editors: Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 
Vol. 47, Burlington: Academic Press, 2013, pp. 1-53. 

CLERGY HEALTH
COLLABORATIVE

Learn more about the research of the Duke Clergy 
Health Collaborative and access many of the 
resources referenced inside this guide.



What’s Hard About Being a Pastor?

While not all stressors faced by clergy originate from 

within the congregation, the unique nature of pastoral 

ministry and the demands of the job make clergy especially 

susceptible to stress, burnout, and compassion fatigue. One 

of the most challenging aspects of the pastoral vocation 

is experiencing criticism and having one’s performance 

evaluated by the same people for whom you’re providing 

emotional support. Any given day in the life of a pastor can 

include shifting between many different kinds of tasks such 

as administration, counseling, community advocacy, and 

sermon writing. This shifting requires significant energy 

and brain power. All of this happens in a setting where there 

are as many expectations of how you spend your time as 

there are individuals in the pews! As a member of the Body 

of Christ and your P/SPRC, you are in a unique position to 

embody love for Christ and his Church through all the ways 

you care for your pastor. 

The Five Most Notable Sources of Stress3

(Among 49 UMC clergy in North Carolina interviewed  
in 2020-2021)

■

■

■

■

■

Conflict with Parishioners (Including
P/SPRCs)

Family Stress

Political Polarization

Financial Stress

Personal Isolation

3Tice, L., Salgado, G., Johnston, E., Nascimento, B., Lee Bo-Hyeong, J., 
Proeschold-Bell, R. J., & Eagle, D. (2025). The weight of the yoke: A 
qualitative analysis of the stressors for clergy across a mental health 
continuum. Mental Health, Religion & Culture. https://doi.org/10.1080/13
674676.2025.2536533

 Stressor #1: Conflict with Parishioners (Including P/SPRCs)
Conflict with parishioners emerged from the data as the most common source of stress. More than 82% of the 49 

interviewed pastors identified that conflict with members of their congregation had a strong impact on their sense of 

well-being.

There [are] dominant voices that everybody listens to, and 
it…kind of feeds doubt, and it even feeds doubt within 
myself.”  

—Participating Pastor

 F olks will feel a certain way about you and your ministry, 
but they will not express themselves or come forward with 
that and offer good feedback. Most people tend to just kind 
of keep it to themselves, or in the worst case scenario, gossip 
about it with others. A lot of times in the church, whether 
it be children’s ministry, youth ministry, or a senior pastor, 
some of your issues have been going on for so long and so 
much damage has been done, it’s almost too late for you to 
do anything about it.”  

—Participating Pastor

Criticism can sometimes feel like a 
question of integrity. 

Over the years, a slightly higher percentage of 

pastors in North Carolina has begun to feel that their 

congregants question their devotion to ministry and 

even their faith. In our 2023 Statewide Clergy Health 

Survey, almost one in five (18.9%) pastors had their 

devotion to ministry questioned and one in eight 

(12.5%) pastors had congregants raise doubts directly 

about their faith at least one time in the prior six 

months.



 Stressor #2:
Marriage, raising children, and caring for one’s extended family are hard, but common, life stressors. They’re even harder 

when you’re in the public “fishbowl” of ministry. Seventy-three percent of interviewed clergy reported family-related 

stress having an impact on their well-being, highlighting how personal and family challenges are uniquely intertwined 

with the expectations of ministry, making them distinct from typical family stressors and creating profound difficulties in 

balancing the personal with the professional.  

Family Stress

There’s been so many challenges, and some good. My first 
appointment, we realized that things were really strained in the 
family life. So, I was trying to be a perfect new pastor, and a perfect 
student, and a perfect parent, and the perfect husband. And it was 
just too much perfection. And things started to come apart. And the 
first thing to kind of start to come apart was tremendous strain on 
my relationship with my wife.”

—Participating Pastor

Political Polarization Stressor #3:
In the 2023 Statewide Clergy Health Survey, 23% of clergy reported that they were very politically different 

than their congregations and 48% reported that they were somewhat politically different. Bishops and district 

superintendents work hard to appoint clergy to congregations where their gifts can best be utilized to serve the 

church while also allowing them to live into their sense of calling. We know that congregations and communities 

have unique theological and political views, as do the clergy that serve these congregations. There are benefits 

to appointing a pastor whose theology and worldview align with their congregation’s, and there are also benefits 

to congregations and clergy when everyone has to stretch to listen across perceived differences of opinion. 

In an increasingly polarized time, 65% of 49 interviewed clergy in 2021 named political polarization within 

the congregation and community as a key stressor. Of 538 surveyed clergy in 2023, 45% reported political 

polarization in the congregation was difficult to endure more than half the time.

It’s trying to walk that tight rope of bringing people to understand how Jesus would react in this world without saying 
you’re a bad person because you don’t act the way Jesus would want you to do. You know?”

—Participating Pastor



What’s the difference between being political and being partisan?

A common concern raised about pastors is that they are being “political” in their preaching and teaching. Well, yes! 

That is their job.  

According to the Book of Discipline (¶305), pastors are called “to bear authority and responsibility to preach and 

teach the Word, to administer the sacraments, and to order the life of the church so it can be faithful in making 

disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.” In their role of making disciples and forming the life of 

the church, pastors are responsible for engaging what is happening in the world and putting it in conversation with 

Scripture and Tradition so that all of us might move towards greater love of God and neighbor. Pastors guide us all 

to live into our baptismal vow to “resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they present themselves.” 

This means pastors will talk about how injustice and oppression show up in our world and its structures. Pastors 

draw us into the story of how our Messiah was crucified for challenging the political structures of the Roman 

Empire and religious institutions of his day.  It’s impossible to do this work without politics!

Often the true concern is not that pastors are being “political,” but that they are being “partisan”. Pastors are called 

to be political in as much as politics is about how communities organize themselves so that all are flourishing. Being 

partisan, on the other hand, means siding with a particular political party. It might look like telling someone who to 

vote for or stating that one party or another is more “Christian”. It is possible for pastors to be political without 

being partisan, and indeed when pastors are doing their jobs well, we should all feel a little uncomfortable by the 

gospel’s “politics”. To remove the discomfort is to reject our own transformation as disciples of Jesus who are 

learning every day what it means to say that our true political allegiance is to Jesus, our Lord. 

So you have a faction of people that think the church isn’t political, or 
shouldn’t be political, especially if it’s on the other side of the politics as 
they are, but helping people to recognize that no, the church shouldn’t be 
partisan, but the church should be political. And then by political, I mean 
concerning our shared life together.”

—Participating Pastor

 Stressor #4:    Financial Stress

Experiences of personal financial hardship were consistently reported by participants, with 29 of 49 interviewed 

pastors reporting stress stemming from a combination of factors that are often uniquely exacerbated by or 

inherent to the ministerial profession. These included entering ministry already burdened by pre-existing 

financial obligations, the financial implications of living in a parsonage, the lack of uniform pay structure, the 

direct impact of salary restructuring by congregations in decline, and the substantial burden of repaying student 

loan debt, often compounded by extensive seminary education. For example, without financial aid the current 

cost of tuition, not including living expenses, of a residential 3-year MDiv program at a traditional Methodist 

seminary ranges from $22,000-$30,000 annually. 



Did you know clergy are considered both 
employed and self-employed?
Clergy are considered self-employed for tax purposes despite being 

employed by the local church and receiving a W-2. This means that 

they pay income tax on their salary and pay 15.3% of their income to 

Social Security and Medicare (versus the 7.1% that the majority of 

W-2 employees pay). Clergy also pay 15.3% self-employment tax on 

the fair market rental value of any church-provided housing or housing 

allowance. If your parsonage is in an area with very high rental value 

(i.e., many urban areas and communities with high rates of tourism such 

as coastal and mountain towns), consider adjusting your pastor’s salary 

to offset the additional tax burden they may incur for living in your 

community. 

“I wish I was in a better 
financial position. I still 
have student loans. I’m 
64, and I’m still paying off 
student loans. That’s been a 
hardship.” 

—Participant Pastor

 Stressor #5:    

Thirty-three percent of 49 interviewed clergy reported a sense of 

personal isolation which is different from, but related to, the geographic 

isolation reported by 11% of interviewed pastors. In addition, of 834 

surveyed clergy in 2023, 37% reported that fairly often or very often 

they feel lonely and isolated in their work. The itinerancy often results 

in having to regularly navigate new relationships as clergy move into new 

appointments. Clergy also noted isolation as a result of time spent in a role that 

can be emotionally confining, reflecting that there are limitations to the relationships 

that clergy can have within the congregation. On top of all this, public perception of clergy can make it difficult 

to navigate relationships beyond the congregation. It is isolating for clergy to feel like they are in a position that 

has been put “on a pedestal” and carries high expectations, when the reality of their lives is just as messy as any 

other person and family.  

Personal Isolation

Most of us have three distinct domains of life: 
work, family & friends, and church. For pastors, personal, 

professional, and spiritual identities are interlaced and often 

collapsed into one. Pastoral work is inside the church, which in 

turn is a major source of friends for a pastor and their family. This 

makes it difficult to get diverse sources of support and create 

healthy boundaries. As one author has said, pastors live life on a 

“one-legged stool.”4

Just pick up, call me [for] five 
minutes. Let me know that there’s 
somebody out there besides this 
magical internet world that’s willing 
to help me. Hey, are you doing all 
right? What can we do to help you?”  

—Participant Pastor

4Burns, B., Chapman, T. D., & Guthrie, D. C. (2013). Resilient Ministry: What Pastors Told Us About Surviving and Thriving. InterVarsity Press.



What Can We Do to Support Our Pastor?

“If one part suffers, all the parts suffer with it; if one part is 
honored, all the parts share its honor.”

1 Corinthians 12:26

LISTEN: Choose a trusted representative of your P/SPRC to have an honest and reflective conversation with your 

pastor(s) or create space for conversation at an upcoming P/SPRC meeting. How are life and ministry for your 

pastor right now? Where are they finding joy? What are the points of stress in their life and ministry? When they 

see the stressors listed above, what are points of resonance? What thoughts do they have on where the church 

might begin to offer support?* 

	 *See our companion resources Loved and Cared For or Keeping the Faith to learn helpful do’s and don’ts for creating 
space for honest and vulnerable disclosure with your pastor. Going for coffee never hurt either! 

TAKE ACTION: After you have a clear understanding of the stressors facing your pastor, read through the list of 

ideas below. Which of these might provide a starting point to address a challenge you identified? 

 Addressing Pastoral Role Challenges...
n	 Clearly discern the P/SPRC priorities and expectations for the pastor(s), particularly related to time use and when 

and how to communicate with the pastor. Have members of the P/SPRC communicate these expectations clearly 

to the congregation in worship announcements or newsletter articles. When concerns about pastoral priorities or 

communication arise, these priorities and expectations will become the basis for conversation with the pastor and 

congregation members. 

n	 Establish reasonable expectations for the number of evenings each week that pastors will be away from home and 

family. Setting these boundaries will likely benefit those members of the congregation 

with heavy meeting commitments as well!

n	 Evaluate the daily and weekly expectations of your pastor. Are they 

structured such that your pastor could work in a different location from 

time to time? Be supportive of having guest preachers to allow for 

occasional time away. Even if your pastor is present on Sunday, not 

having to prepare the sermon that week makes it more feasible to 

spend a few days apart. 

n	 If there are concerns about geographic or role isolation, consider how 

to creatively provide ways for your pastor to connect with colleagues, 

maintain friendships, and engage in hobbies. This is especially 

important for clergy serving in cross-racial appointments.  For example, 

provide continuing education funds for clergy retreats or support time 

for well-being practices, such as joining clergy support cohorts virtually or 

in-person meditation, prayer, or study groups. 



n	 Be aware of and identify how even 1-2 dominant 

negative voices might be influencing the culture of your 

congregation in ways that adversely harm clergy well-

being. 

n	 Do not leave clergy to navigate bad or unconstructive 

behavior of other congregants alone. While 

individuals who have concerns with the pastor should 

be encouraged to address those directly, having 

a member of the P/SPRC present as a witness can 

ensure the criticism remains constructive. 

n	 Be willing to have difficult conversations with 

your siblings in Christ. Discipleship calls us to risk 

uncomfortable conversations in order to move towards 

true peace.  

n	 Publicly and privately model a mature version of Christian 

discipleship that:

-	 Refuses gossip.

-	 Seeks understanding in the midst of disagreement.

-	 Advises individuals with concerns to talk directly with the person they’re having 

difficulty with following the model of Matthew 18.  

-	 Assumes best intentions of others and seeks to clarify when something challenges your ability to hold a 

charitable view of another. 

-	 Rejects behavior such as withholding funds as a means of exercising power within the congregation.

n	 Introduce a congregation-wide practice of starting meetings by praying a prayer such as the Prayer of Saint 

Francis or engaging in 5-10 minutes of Loving Kindness Meditation to center your gathering. 

n	 Adopt a relational covenant that establishes group norms for conversation. Conversation #1 of Keeping the 
Faith has a guide for this activity to help you get started. 

n	 Utilize resources from the Purple Church Initiative from the Western North Carolina Conference. Resources 

such as the Conversations Across the Aisles sermon series and discussion cards can be incorporated as part of 

your church’s formation ministry.  These resources are available for download from wnccumc.org. 

n	 Consider offering congregational training in non-violent communication with the P/SPRC leading the way. 

Non-violent communication is a set of specific communication skills aimed at improving interpersonal 

relationships across differences and reducing conflict in everyday interactions. 

 Addressing  Congregational Challenges…



 Addressing  Personal Challenges…
n	 Respect and protect the privacy of your pastor’s family. Honor your pastor’s privacy as well. The reasons why your 

pastor does not have children, or is not married, the actions of their family members, or the challenges of their 

marriage are not appropriate topics of congregational conversation any more than they would be in a secular work 

environment, unless the pastor chooses to share these things and asks for support.  

n	 Allow adequate time for clergy to address family matters when they arise, particularly situations related to 

caregiving, major life transitions, or periods of grief and loss. As a P/SPRC, work with your pastor to identify creative 

and flexible ways for them to complete their work that also allow them to be present with their families when 

necessary.

n	 Recognize the stress of living in church-provided housing on the pastor’s family. Find ways to make the parsonage 

feel like home for their family by allowing them to paint bedrooms or plant items in garden beds. Likewise, even 

though it is the church’s house, it is the pastor’s home. Clarify expectations for communication with the pastor’s 

family to congregation members before showing up at their home unannounced.  For helpful guidance on these 

conversations, each Annual Conference has parsonage guidelines available to Trustees and P/SPRCs.

n	 Honor the time it takes to transition to a new community when your pastor and, possibly, their family arrive. Extend 

invitations to the pastor’s family to participate in church and community groups. Show understanding if it takes 

them time to find their place in your community. If needed, remind congregation members that the pastor may have 

been called to ministry, but that does not mean their spouse or children have that same calling. 

n	 Support your pastor in connecting to Conference debt relief initiatives or Public Service Loan Forgiveness. 

n	 Beware of the lifestyle expectations of your community and your pastor’s ability to meet those expectations. 

Encourage proactive and open discussion to address these disparities where necessary. 

Clergy enter ministry joyfully, to be part of their congregants’ lives, knowing there will be stress. As clergy persist in their 

vocation, sources of stress are sure to persist, too. While navigating relationships may be one of the most stressful parts of 

being a pastor, people are the very heart of learning to be a body, together. Together, to use Jesus’s metaphor, is how our 

yokes become easier and burdens lighter.

May God bless you with wisdom, compassion, and discernment
as you take up the holy task of caring for your pastor.

May your work be guided by grace, rooted in love,
and shaped by a deep sense of justice and mercy.

May you be attentive to the burdens your pastor carries,
and generous in offering the support they need to flourish.

And may your commitment be a source of strength,
not only for your pastor, but for the whole body of Christ. 

Amen.

These resources are available to you and your congregation free of 
charge thanks to the generous time of our clergy and seminarian 
research partners and generous funding from The Duke Endowment.


