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If you want advice about fixing your car, you seek an
experienced mechanic; if you want advice about selling your
home, you seek a successful real estate agent; and if you want
to know more about the weather, you seek the reports of a
trained meteorologist. But if you want to understand something
as deeply personal as your experience with depression, you
would seek not merely a competent therapist, but one whose
mature Christian faith is evident and whose values are similar
to your own. In all the years I have known him (and that goes
back to our college days together), Dr. Gary Lovejoy is just
such a person. His unwavering belief in God’s healing power,
deep love for people, intellectual curiosity, and understanding
of the paradoxical traps others find themselves in makes him
uniquely compassionate about the Christian’s struggle with
depression.
Always a man to thoroughly prepare himself for 

something, Gary is well-educated and trained as a therapist
who systematically explores every dimension of a problem.
After many years of private practice, in which he has counseled
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several thousand depressed people, many of them believers,
Gary has come to some important conclusions about integrat-
ing spiritual and emotional insights that reframe the issues
clients most often struggle with. In Light in the Darkness: Find-
ing Hope in the Shadow of Depression, Gary answers the ques-
tion that is so commonly found on the lips of troubled
Christians about how to relate their depressive experience to
their faith. By identifying how depression, like anger and fear,
is a key emotional alarm system, signaling that something in
life needs our attention, he has removed the stigma so many
people have placed on emotional struggles.
Now, in A Pastor’s Guide for the Shadow of Depression,

Gary addresses the topic of depression in the unique circum-
stances and often unrealistic expectations of pastoral min-
istry. Not only does he help pastors recognize when they
may be depressed, he also gives practical guidance on how
pastors can address issues proactively to minimize the risk
of depression. 
All in all, this short book should be available for refer-

ence in every pastor’s study. Besides being a great read, it is
an invaluable aid in keeping our heads straight about God’s
view of our struggles. I could not recommend it more highly.

Dr. Gary Smalley
author and speaker on family relationships
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Have you ever asked yourself, “Why am I beating my head
against the wall—what does God want from me anyway?”
Have you thought to yourself, “I’m so tired of this; all I wanted
to do was to serve God and teach his Word”? 
If, as a church pastor, you’ve ever had these or similar

thoughts, you’re definitely not alone. 
When you are called to the pastorate, you enter an 

especially demanding and emotionally challenging ministry.
It’s demanding because pastors are too often expected to 
be all things to all people. They are expected to be inspiring
preachers, guiding shepherds, savvy administrators, wise
counselors who are always available, and more generally,
paragons of Solomonic wisdom. They are expected to be
gifted theologians, crisis management experts, models of
emotional stability and spiritual health, and problem-solving
savants in the church community. What’s more, they are
charged with presiding over a wide range of imperfect (and
sometimes contentious) people, some of whom represent
vexing problems to the pastor.

1

UNDERSTANDING 
PASTORS AND DEPRESSION



Yet pastors are themselves flawed and limited human
beings who cannot reasonably be expected to perfectly fulfill
every role the congregation implicitly demands. Since most
pastors are not equally gifted to excel in all things, some
tasks will be more daunting than others. For instance, not all
pastors are especially gifted in counseling, but they are
nonetheless often required to spend a lot of their time doing
it. That’s because many people seek out their pastors first
when they are encountering personal crises they cannot
resolve on their own. 
As a pastor, you usually don’t have the luxury of picking

and choosing the roles you wish to take. Try it and you’ll likely
encounter pushback from the board and grumbling from the
congregation. Generally speaking, pastors walk a fine line
between fulfilling well-established expectations and introducing
new ideas of ministry. One serious misstep and you may very
well find yourself in that dreaded zone of adversarial conflict—
the kind that reminds you just how easy it is to become the
center of a storm.
Leading a church is never the simple, unified task some

think it to be. It sometimes calls for a level of emotional
strength exceeding that which the pastor can provide. Studies
show that a great majority of pastors consider resigning from
the ministry at some point or another during their careers.
Indeed, over 50 percent of them do. Studies also show that
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roughly seven out of ten pastors suffer from depression,
sometimes profound depression.1 Yet most of them suffer in
agonizing silence, fearful that their despair is a sure sign that
they have somehow failed to be the stalwart fortress of
strength they were called to be. What’s more, in their minds,
they have failed to set the example of peace expected from
one presumed to be living the abundant life in Christ. It is
little wonder that they are often ashamed they are depressed. 
So they routinely disguise it, privately pleading with God

to help them control their terrifying implosion, to heal them
from the fatal flaw of despair that threatens their ministry.
They fear being unmasked as a spiritual fraud, a failure to
God . . . and to themselves. They instruct their assistants to
shield them from the flow of those needing something from
them by redirecting church members to others deemed more
capable of handling the load. They talk about physically not
feeling very well and that they just need more rest. Usually,
the congregation is in the dark as to the real reason why the
pastor is missing from the pulpit. Rather, they are told that
the pastor is sick or exhausted and to pray for healing. 
Anytime I speak to a congregation, when I look across the

sea of faces, I know that a high percentage of them are prob-
ably going through difficult times and may be struggling
with some level of depression. And that may be true even
when they reply “Fine” to the ritual inquiry about how things



are going. People in general and Christians in particular are
often experts at pretense. They don’t want others to know
what’s going on . . . unless they can really trust the person
they’re talking to, and even then they’re often reluctant to
disclose their despair. 
The statistics consistently tell us that the majority of hurt-

ing congregation members have not sought help for their
struggle. So there they sit in the pew, in their private world
of pain, looking at the pastor but with their minds fixed on
an internal warfare far from the topic at hand. The pastor’s
familiar challenge is to say something that will bridge to that
world of pain, bring their attention back to God’s desire to
heal their wounds, and let them know they aren’t alone in
the battle. 
But I’m also aware of something equally important.

There are pastors who faithfully lead these congregations of
hurting people. Yet how many think about the burden pastors
must bear? Who addresses how they are doing? Are there
confidants to share their burdens? Are there “Tituses” to
bring encouragement and provide needed perspective? The
pastor is expected to minister to others, but who is there to
minister to the pastor?
This guide is intended to be a step in that direction.
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CONFRONTING THE PREJUDICE 
AGAINST DEPRESSION

Many pastors (and their congregations) believe that it’s pos-
sible they can fall victim to almost any affliction, except depres-
sion. Among Christians, there appears to be a genuine prejudice
with regard to fellow believers who are depressed. As one psy-
chologist put it, it’s the only affliction with physical and emo-
tional characteristics that has spiritual implications as well. It’s
an unwritten rule that people don’t want their pastors spiritually
victimized or weakened. If they view depression as a failure to
live victoriously in the faith, then it’s not hard to see why
depression is the last thing they expect in their spiritual leader.
Unfortunately, most pastors buy into this point of view.

When they become depressed, they are not merely in emo-
tional pain; they’re also in denial. Clearly, they find their
struggle fundamentally unacceptable. To them, it’s not only
incomprehensible that they’re depressed, it’s horrifying and
humiliating, especially if they have always believed that it’s
a sign of spiritual weakness. Yet even though they remain in
searing pain, spiraling ever downward, they still have an
“image” to keep up. They also have church responsibilities
that continue to stare them in the face. 
What usually follows is an elaborate cover-up that only

further isolates the pastor and confuses the congregation.



Under these conditions, the depression grows even darker,
perhaps to a level that is intolerable to keep functioning as a
shepherd to a spiritually needy flock. Pastors who get to this
point usually feel completely defeated. It rarely occurs to
them that God could use them even more powerfully for the
kingdom precisely because they know what it’s like to grapple
with depression. Instead, some—especially those who believe
they have somehow failed God—leave the ministry alto-
gether, never to return. Some are even bitter, thinking God
abandoned them in their hour of greatest need.
It doesn’t have to be this way. Indeed, judging from his

response to his servants in the Bible, God wants something
entirely different for his beloved. He wants his servants to
fully experience his mercy and compassion, to grow through
their pain so as to serve him more knowledgably. He already
knows that those who follow him will, at times, become
emotionally overwhelmed by what life throws at them. To
God, that’s not a sign of failure; it’s a sign of humanity living
in a broken world. 
King David cried out many times in utter despair. But it

was in his despair that he really learned the meaning of God’s
grace, which enabled him to do great things for the kingdom.
After all, he was called a man after God’s own heart—not
because he was a king who conquered his enemies, but
because he allowed himself to be shaped by God through his
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despair over adversity. Taken together, David’s psalms are
an exquisite example of this honing process. 

THE CHALLENGE OF SELF-DISCLOSURE

When pastors feel defeated, it is usually because they
have long held the pain in because of misguided notions
about their positions as church leaders. But on the rare occa-
sions when pastors do open up to their congregations about
struggles with depression, they are often surprised to dis-
cover just how many of the flock are going through a similar
battle. They are also introduced to the reality that they like-
wise have been driven into silence and pretense by feelings
of guilt and shame. When they share their stories, not only
does it create an instant connection with these wounded
souls, but it also forges a bond of relief from the self-loathing
that comes with being depressed in the first place.
Some time ago, a local pastor in my city revealed to his

congregation that he had been, for a considerable period of
time, fighting severe depression. He was shocked by how
many came to him after that church service to offer their 
support and to share their own stories of pain. Many had
kept these stories secret for years out of fear of appearing
spiritually inferior. This moment of pastoral candor began a



remarkable revival of transparency in the church that lifted
them to a new level of fellowship. They subsequently became
a powerful draw to the rest of the community, growing at a
rate they had not witnessed in a very long time.
One of the reasons depression has become the “hidden

disorder” among Christians is because it’s rarely a sermon
topic in the church. Many pastors simply seem reticent to
preach on it. In contacting churches to introduce them to
our (Gregory Knopf, MD, and myself) seminar on depres-
sion (called “Breakthrough: Journey out of Depression”),
we were surprised to find a large number who were cool to
our invitation. Unfortunately, silence on the subject implic-
itly conveys the message that depression is not common
enough in the Christian community, nor a topic that is 
frequent enough in the Bible, to merit much attention. This
message, which can sometimes be a product of the pastor’s
own fears, only deepens the depressed believer’s sense of
isolation. 
Those who enter God’s house burdened with despair are

often convinced that they must be out of touch with the spir-
itual mainstream of the church. This naturally leads them to
believe that their mood disorder must be evidence of sin or
at least insufficient faith. Unfortunately, those who contend
that spiritually mature Christians never have a reason to be
depressed reinforce this view. But their arguments ignore the
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many cases of depression found among God’s servants in
the Bible. They also ignore the record of God’s redemptive
responses to these emotional downturns.
By dismissing—either directly or indirectly—the impor-

tance of discussing depression among believers, we inadver-
tently convey either a profound fear of emotional disorders
or a naïve view of the Christian life as one without struggle.
Ironically, such views are a common source of depression,
because they lead to a persistent sense of hopelessness
about ever pleasing God. This is all the more the case when
adversity strikes, as it sooner or later will.
When pastors embrace a rationale that prohibits admitting

depression or seeking counsel for it, they find that they have
nowhere else to go to find relief. Take this pastor’s story:

Trying to handle depression alone is its own type of
insanity. One of the things I eventually learned is that
recovering from depression requires lots of help from
other people. In fact, my martyr-like approach to the
problem, had I stayed with it, could have been disas-
trous. . . . But I didn’t realize that at the time. Besides,
I was afraid that people would see me as weak if they
discovered that I struggled with it—that the stresses
of planting a church and functioning as a pastor were
too much for me. . . . 



Letting others help was pivotal in my healing. To my
surprise, most people actually felt closer to me, even
energized by the opportunity to help their pastor. . . .
Some pastors struggle with the appropriateness of
receiving help that isn’t exclusively theological or
specifically scriptural in approach. Others are so used
to being the ones giving help that they find it difficult
to receive any. And of course, some question the min-
istry of Christian therapy altogether. I was a member
of the second and third groups—especially the third.
“The Scriptures are my therapist,” I would say, “and
they don’t charge me $100 per hour for the service.”
Certainly, the Bible contributed much to my 

recovery. . . . But being forced by my circumstances to
ask for help from an able counselor changed my entire
outlook. Without that wonderful man’s prayer, honest
questioning, and practical help, I don’t know how long
it would have taken me to heal, or if ever I would have.
I continue to find strength and guidance from the
Word of God. But in it I read about the importance of
Christian community in discerning the deep things of
the Spirit. . . .
While I’m certainly not claiming amazing humility,

I can sure say that I’m a softer, more broken person
than I used to be. That was God’s gift to me and our
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church—one that resulted from being temporarily
defeated by depression.”2

This pastor went on to describe more specifically how
this God-given gift had changed him and consequently lifted
his church. One church member even said to him, “I’ve
noticed that something has changed in you. You’re not
nearly so threatening as you used to be. I think I’m ready to
get more involved in the church now.”3

A REASON FOR HOPE

The reason we more accurately describe depression as an
emotional alarm system signaling the need for change of
some sort is because it helps us to understand its design in
prompting an intervention that will prove to be healing to
our hearts and minds. Rather than fearing or rejecting emo-
tional turmoil, we are invited to use it to discover something
important about ourselves or our circumstances. In the process,
we are given the opportunity to learn more about God’s abid-
ing love for us. Contrary to rejecting depression as a sign of
spiritual failure, we are challenged to address problems that
may well have gone underground and been long hidden from
our awareness. It can be our chance to grow in unanticipated



ways. It can also force us, as it did the pastor above, to rec-
ognize that healing often comes only after we reach out to
others for help. 
How are the seeds of future depression sown? Well, we

don’t help matters by failing to heed the importance of build-
ing a defense against emotional collapse. Pastors, no less
than their congregations, can ill afford to ignore the princi-
ples of cultivating sound mental health. Yet the demands of
the church can so easily drown out the voice of reason. 
It is to these factors that we now turn.

NOTES

1. Richard J. Krejcir, “Statistics on Pastors: What Is Going on with the
Pastors in America?” Francis A. Schaeffer Institute of Church Leadership
Development, 2007, accessed April 8, 2014, http://www.intothy
word.org/apps/articles/ ?articleid=36562. 

2. Art Greco, “The Monster in My Closet:  A Story of Depression,”
The Covenant Companion, September 2004, 8–9, 21.

3. Ibid., 21.

A PASTOR’S GUIDE FOR THE SHADOW OF DEPRESSION

18



“Know thyself” is the axiom defining one of the necessary
conditions for a coherent life. It’s fundamental to a spiritually
prosperous ministry. In one sense, it’s a reflection of how
you’ve been shaped by the hope that is within you. In
another sense, it means having a clear identity—knowing
who you are as a child of God—which includes your strengths
as well as your weaknesses, values and convictions, and
roles as pastor, spouse, parent, and friend. This presumes
that you acknowledge the importance of the emotional
boundaries separating these roles.
It’s important to point out, for example, that you can be

successful in your leadership role as a pastor (as measured
by, say, growth of the church) but deficient in your role as a
spouse or parent. Likewise, you can be a respected biblical
scholar and teacher while at the same time languishing in
your spiritual and emotional life. It is remarkably easy to
descend into this kind of double life—a public one and a 
private one—especially when others have high expectations
of you. 

2

THE IMPORTANCE 
OF KNOWING YOURSELF



I have counseled numerous adult children of pastors and
seminary professors over the years who disliked what they
had seen as the “deceptive” spirituality of their parents. They
often failed to see the deeper internal threats and conflicts
of purpose which their parents were facing at the time.
Instead, they privately saw unrestrained anger, marriage con-
flicts, and obsessions about control and image-making that
ran contrary to everything they heard from their parent in
the pulpit. They were repulsed by the idea that you must live
a duplicitous life in which you present a false image publi-
cally in order to be a successful pastor. As a result, they were
determined to have greater honesty in their own lives, even if
they didn’t really know what that looked like beyond simple
rebellion.

KNOWING YOUR CONCEPT OF SELF

Really knowing and respecting yourself—what psychol-
ogists refer to as “self-esteem”—means, in part, that there
is no need for the double life because you feel the freedom
to live authentically before others. This comes from examin-
ing yourself and truly accepting the person you see because
ultimately you know that you are the unique handiwork
of God. Such acceptance is neither narcissism nor human
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pride, but rather the humble acknowledgement of God’s
goodness poured out in your person. It points to God’s
authorship, not to something of your own creation. When
you understand this reality, you are ready to acknowledge
your shortcomings and the full implications of your sin with-
out rejecting yourself in the process. Self-acceptance, then,
is the precondition for realizing your full potential as God’s
spiritual child. 
Central to this perspective is the distinction between per-

son and behavior. You can fully accept who you are without
always accepting how you behave. In fact, self-respect is
what most prompts your desire to change any behavior that
might be damaging to a spiritually healthy way of living. It
certainly doesn’t mean resigning yourself to normalizing sin
in your life. This is in perfect alignment with the full meaning
of God’s unconditional love: Because he loves you, he not
only calls you to repent, but also immediately forgives you
when you do. That’s because he wants you to be free to live
openly. He knows that a secret life of self-doubt and self-
hatred will merely compromise your every attempt to live
courageously. Such compromise inevitably ends in a full-
scale retreat from a principled witness to God’s goodness. 
The apostle Paul intrinsically understood this principle

when he lamented his persistent sin (the “war within his
members”) despite his fervent desire to live righteously (see



Rom. 7). But rather than concluding his words of frustration
with a proclamation of worthlessness regarding his person,
he broke out in a doxology to God’s marvelous grace in
Christ. He knew that divine love conquered all, even the
spiritual failures of his own human nature. This is the
essence of redemption itself. Life in Christ is meant to evoke
a hymn of celebration not a requiem for self-victimization.
Your sin, therefore, can never be the justification for 
self-hatred.
If you truly want to see yourself through God’s eyes, to

have an accurate concept of who you are, then you must see
your infinite value to him. You may have heard this many
times in seminary or church, but intellectual knowledge is
no substitute for the experiential reality of actually beholding
yourself with the same loving eyes as your Savior. Only then
is the question of your worth a settled issue. It’s never been
about your performance. Instead, it’s about unselfcon-
sciously serving others. As author Kenneth Blanchard put it
in an interview, your life is “not about thinking less of your-
self, but about thinking of yourself less”1 . . . and (I would
add) is what frees you to think of others more. That’s why
the Bible defines humility as an attitude of service to others
based on a sense of personal worth affirmed by Christ’s sac-
rifice and a sense of initiative empowered by the Holy Spirit.
This is the other-centered nature of agape love in action, a
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love which turns us outward toward others, not inward
toward the self.
You have been taught, and no doubt have preached, that

what matters to God should matter to us. We are told in the
opening chapter of Genesis that God values his creation of
humans more highly than any other aspect of the created
order. Indeed, it was only after he created humanity that he
evaluated all he had made as very good. Each one of us, by
virtue of being “made in God’s likeness” (James 3:9), is not
to be cursed, but treated with respect and dignity. So should-
n’t we do the same and value who we are in him?

KNOWING YOUR VULNERABILITY 
TO MORAL TRAPS

Like many congregation members, one of the reasons
pastors sometimes lose their way is that they are already lost
due to a painful past. There are times when family history
has wrapped its poisonous fingers around their hearts, twist-
ing their logic into the warped reasoning of the damaged
child inside. As a result, success becomes to them merely
the temporary prelude to failure, setbacks become the con-
firmation of their incompetence, and invitations to closer
relationships become threats to their vulnerability. 



Performance becomes the all-absorbing focus. They long
to be loved for who they are. But frankly, they don’t expect
it. Instead, they pin their hopes on being loved for what they
do. If that doesn’t work out, there’s little left but despon-
dency, usually with a residue of bitterness as well. Sadly, the
failure to emancipate from a dysfunctional home has
derailed many dedicated pastors with chronic depression and
relational upheaval. 
This includes marriages that cannot withstand the stresses

of ministry and therefore begin to come apart at the seams.
Crumbling marriages become the context for further anger
and guilt, yet another source of despair. It’s during these
times that a pastor can become more vulnerable to the self-
medicating attractions of someone else, often an admirer in
the church. It’s one of the reasons pastors are cautioned not
to counsel or work alone with someone of the opposite sex.
It’s also true that high profile people are often targets for the
affections of others who, for various reasons, feel insignifi-
cant in their own marriages and who therefore project their
feelings onto idealized images of leaders. Especially when
pastors are in emotionally dangerous places, this can spiral
downward into very dark places, all while the public face 
of piety defies the sin and misery within. You have heard 
the stories of such tragedies, each one telling us of the
heartbreak of splintered lives.
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Much the same can be said of the problem of pornography
among Christian leaders. It may seem scandalous to the con-
gregation that anyone on the pastoral staff might be strug-
gling with pornography. Yet, over the years, I have counseled
not only pastors and elders but many other Christians grap-
pling with this issue. Several years ago, a hotel chain reported
that, during an annual conference for church leaders held at
one of their locations, they recorded a spike in X-rated
movies viewed privately in the attendees’ rooms.
Unfortunately, the shame and secrecy of such a struggle

only compounds the addictive nature of this behavior. There
seems to be a critical period for developing this addiction
spanning roughly the ages of six or seven to around fifteen. If
they are exposed to pornographic materials during this period
of childhood, when neural tracts for sexual development are
being laid down in the brain, they will likely become trapped
in this addiction indefinitely. That is, of course, unless they
seek professional help for it. God does not condemn them.
Instead, he desires their liberation—or, as Jesus said to the
adulteress, that they “go and sin no more” (John 8:11 TLB).
Pastors must deal with seductive enticements in their own

lives before they can effectively tackle those in the church.
It’s no accident that even Jesus had to conquer personal
temptation before he took on the challenge of confronting
the sin of all humanity. Without examining the quality of



your own inner life, you cannot have the moral authority to
encourage right living in others. This may mean revisiting
experiences that you had little or no understanding of as a
child, but which you can process differently now. The alter-
native is being stuck in cycles of secret addiction and per-
sistent depression.
When the edifice of self-acceptance has been obliterated

as a result of a person’s painful history, it becomes especially
difficult to embrace a loving, grace-giving God beyond the
cognitive belief in the concept. It’s easier to privately believe
that you’ve been redeemed more out of divine pity (which
is often how grace is mistakenly defined) than because of
how much you mean to him. It’s no surprise that if your
thinking is dominated by lies about yourself, it’s probably
susceptible to lies about God as well. 
While pastors have acquired great knowledge concerning

the nature of God, they can nonetheless underestimate just
how much their own histories have impacted their ability to
internalize it. That’s why knowing a lot about God does not
necessarily translate into change about how they think about
themselves. This can be seen, for instance, in their defen-
siveness or controlling tactics when others happen to dis-
agree with them. It’s one of the ways they unwittingly reveal
their insecurity, rooted in their underlying struggle to accept
their own legitimacy.
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Unattended wounds festering deep under the surface
inevitably wear down the brave façade of peace and reassur-
ance believed necessary for a minister who wishes to portray
the mind of God. Pastors so bedeviled by internal contradic-
tions soon find their emotional resources exhausted. Though
it may be euphemistically called “burnout,” they’re often
troubled by feelings of hypocrisy. 
It’s only when the truth of God’s Word is internalized by

the optimism of redemption that pastors are in a position to see
the progress they’re making in their daily walk with Christ.

KNOWING YOUR PURPOSE

In addition to identity issues and self attitudes, knowing
yourself also means having a distinct understanding of your
goals in life (your sense of mission), your experience of
God’s will, and what you see as God’s desire for the church.
Without clear convictions in these matters, you will become
adrift in a sea of ambiguity and aimlessness. As a conse-
quence, your life and ministry will cease to make much sense,
much less have any identifiable purpose. Your congregation
may feel that something is out of sync, even if they may
assume you have an objective to what you’re doing. The
danger of this disconnect is that, without concrete goals, the



emotional energy of the congregation is likely to turn in a
negative direction—in damaging conflicts with one another
and with you as their pastor.
Goals often arise from the nature of a believer’s call to

the pastorate. Some pastors enter the ministry because others
who took interest in the sincerity of their faith suggested it.
It could have been their youth pastor or some other leader
influential in their lives. Others enter the ministry because
of the excitement of their newfound faith. Still others begin
their seminary education uncertain of their direction, but
later choose the pastorate because it seems like the best
option. While the motivating conditions vary considerably,
usually the commitment is made quite earnestly. That
doesn’t mean, however, all are best suited for the pastorate. 
The seminary has, I believe, a moral obligation to discern

the most capable pastoral candidates early in their education
and training. Students need to be counseled regarding their
aptitude and temperament for pastoral responsibilities. Too
many are passed through their seminary education without
much guidance only to discover later that their work in the
church seems overwhelming to them. They may become dis-
illusioned because the stresses of church administration and
the disturbing malaise of a shrinking, halfhearted congrega-
tion have taken their toll. They often become first puzzled
and then depressed about the apparent ineffectiveness of
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their ministries. Some even resign in defeat, wondering 
bitterly where God was in all of it.
Does this mean that their call to ministry was a false one

or at least a misunderstood one? 
In a few cases, it may be true that they mistook zeal for

an explicit call from God. But many others, including those
whose ministries have floundered, may have been unable to
discern more precisely what God’s call meant. At the time,
there may not have been anyone to give them direction. 
I remember a young man a number of years ago who was

convinced he was called to go to the mission field. He had a
close friend who was particularly gifted in linguistic ability
and who could already speak several languages. This friend
had gone into missions and served with Wycliffe Bible Trans-
lators, working among the Indian tribes in the remote and
mountainous regions of Mexico. After providing these people
for the first time with a written language of their own, whole
tribes converted to Christianity in a powerful display of the
gospel. The young man learned about these exciting results
from his friend and was even more enthused about heading to
the mission field. He continued to pray and seek every oppor-
tunity to apply to various mission boards for acceptance.
After being turned down by numerous boards, he became

increasingly frustrated and depressed that his aspirations
were being blocked and wondered why God was not opening



the doors of opportunity. He remained agitated over this for
many months until one day he had a conversation with his
pastor which led to an entirely new insight. This young man
had an uncanny ability to make money . . . lots of it. He was
often described by others as having “the Midas touch.” But
he didn’t care about wealth; all he wanted to do was go to
the mission field. 
However, his pastor had asked him whether he had consid-

ered the possibility that, perhaps, the call he felt was not to go
to the mission field himself, but instead to financially support
others to go. That was his “Aha!” moment. He concluded that
God had indeed gifted him with the ability to generate great
wealth and was asking him now to use it to spread the gospel
through missions. At last he had peace. Over time, he came to
fully financially support over a dozen missionaries, while he
himself continued to live quite modestly, not wanting to waste
a single penny that otherwise could go to furthering the gospel.
To this story, I could add my own experience. As a grad-

uate student, I felt God wanted me to attend seminary. I was
not sure why, though I had a strong faith and wanted to serve
God. Many thought I was preparing for the pastorate. When
I graduated from seminary, I still didn’t know why God
wanted me there, except that somehow he would use that
training. In any case, I planned to go on to get my doctorate
in psychology, which is what I subsequently did. 
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After completing my education, I taught psychology at the
college level for many years as well as having a private practice
in psychotherapy. Eight years after I began my career, I was
approached by my division chair at the college about teaching
courses in the history of the Old and New Testaments, since a
number of students were requesting them. He selected me to
teach these religion courses because, he said, I was the only
one on the faculty who had training and education in the Bible.
For the next twenty-three years, I had the privilege of teaching
the Bible in a secular institution! That opportunity came only
because God had prepared me years before.
It’s clear that God’s call can mean different things. That’s

why it’s useful, particularly for young pastors questioning
the results of their ministry, to seek a deeper understanding
of this call in light of their profile of strengths and weak-
nesses. In this matter, Christian professionals can be quite
helpful, both in helping them to work through the emotional
fallout of their disheartening experiences and in determining
what God has best gifted them to do. 

KNOWING YOUR GOALS

It may seem surprising that so many pastors are unclear
about their specific goals beyond the broad generalization



of “preaching the Word.” Other than spiritual growth, some
have difficulty articulating the behavioral outcomes they’re
looking for. But it is important to have specific outcomes in
mind in terms of attitudes, values, and behaviors that will be
facilitated by the teaching of the Word and the administration
of the church. Many pastors I’ve counseled have become
quite discouraged by how little their congregations remem-
ber of their sermons, let alone how minimally they internal-
ize the lessons. They wonder out loud whether they’re doing
anything useful at all. 
The outcomes that are sought must carry intrinsic relevance

to the hearers’ concerns and struggles. If not, the message will
simply be tuned out, or perhaps, crowded out by the more dra-
matic claims of life in the trenches. When you consider how
many believers are, for whatever reasons, struggling quietly
with depression, it’s not surprising that sermons often fall on
deaf ears. Nonetheless, one pastor said to me that he didn’t
address emotional issues like that because he believed that
the church was called to address strictly spiritual issues. He
apparently didn’t think that emotional and spiritual issues
comingled, unless, of course, sin was involved.
The point is that you can’t approach strategic planning in

your ministry effectively based on generic assumptions. If
you want to work toward certain outcomes, you must first
freely admit to what you don’t know and then be open to
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what you discover in your own investigation. It’s best when
your goals represent the collective desires to know Scripture,
to be sensitive to the leading of the Holy Spirit, and to truly
connect with the needs of your congregation. (We will dis-
cuss this at greater length in a later chapter.) Suffice it to say,
it is wise to have a carefully considered rationale for every
step you take in your ministry. While the church is a place
for hope, it is also a platform for thoughtful action. 

NOTE

1. Kenneth Blanchard, interview by Laura Ingraham, The Laura
Ingraham Show, January 21, 2003.
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