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Leading through the Covid-19 pandemic changed the very shape of ministry for most pastors.
For some, that precipitated at least a consideration of retiring or resigning from their current
position.

A study by the Wisconsin Council of Churches conducted in July 2020, only a few months into
the crisis, found that 25% of clergy had seriously considered retiring or resigning because of the
stress of doing ministry during the pandemic. A more recent Barna survey in March of 2021
found that 29% of pastors had considered quitting in the past year. William Vanderbloemen,
leader of an executive search firm for churches, predicts that 2021 will be marked by clergy
turnover. While the true rate of turnover will only be known once we are fully past the pandemic,
this level of consideration of a job change seems to be an increase over turnover rates of 1 -
16% reported among clergy across multiple denominations as recently as 2013.

Some of this mirrors the trends we are seeing in the larger working community. Almost 4 million
people quit their jobs in April 2021, the most for any month on record. One study found that 52%
of workers would look for a new job in 2021. Some of this increase is a correction to a reduction
in those leaving jobs in 2020, but the need for workers in many industries is also creating a job
seekers market where people can choose better employment situations for themselves. Early
retirements are also increasing. Economists report a wave of chosen or forced retirements in
2020 that is nearly double that of 2019, leaving over a million fewer people over 55 in the
workforce than expected.  Retirement consultants are finding significant numbers of clients
inquiring about early retirement as young as 54 or 55, compared with an average of around age
62 pre-pandemic.

Another trend that may contribute to increased clergy turnover is the universal mental health
strain of living through a pandemic. Early in the pandemic, multiple studies found significant
increases in reports of depression and mental distress. In many people, these early shifts away
from mental health resolved themselves over the next few months, with distress returning close
to pre-pandemic levels by the summer of 2020. Life satisfaction research conducted by Gallup
in 2020 unexpectedly found that people were as satisfied with their lives as in previous,
non-pandemic, years. This bounce-back indicated strong levels of resilience in the face of life
challenges. However, those who had been previously struggling with mental health challenges
saw continued negative impacts on mental health into late 2020. One study found that even
pre-pandemic, 23% of pastors acknowledged they had personally struggled with mental illness.
For these pastors, worsening distress and depression could instigate a departure.



A third factor that may contribute is the increase in demands of pastoral leadership. Deaths from
Covid-19 and other causes required complex pastoral care and ritual leadership when face to
face encounters or funerals were dangerous or forbidden. The pandemic and national news
events led to elevation of conflict around hot topics in the church, with the very operations of
worship and building use becoming polarized around mask-usage and social distancing
restrictions. Pew Research Center also found that pastors were addressing complicated and
tense topics in their sermons over the past year, with 80% of congregations hearing sermons on
the pandemic, the election, and 44% hearing sermons addressing racism. Beyond the mental
stress of managing such polarizing conflicts, polarization also leads directly to forced pastoral
transitions. The Wisconsin survey found that 10% of clergy had been threatened that they would
be fired because of controversial pandemic-safety decisions. Even now, the return to full
programming and navigating face to face or hybrid worship in 2021 presents an entirely new
challenge after a year of unprecedented challenges. Pastor and author Jenny Smith compares
this phase of pastoral ministry to running a second marathon immediately after the finish line of
a first. All of this contributes to burnout and possible departure on the part of clergy.

What can churches do to support and retain their pastor? While not all causes of pastor
transition are preventable, churches that work to provide excellent working conditions and
compensation for pastors will be better off in retaining and/or attracting pastoral leadership. For
those pastors who might leave to seek better working conditions, increasing salary and benefits
and modifying time demands could make your congregation the better choice. For those pastors
in need of care for mental or physical wellness, congregations that provide mandatory
sabbatical time and financial and time support for access care could make all the difference in
the world. In all churches, lay leaders and members need to take a hard look at how they are
treating the pastor and each other. Congregations must find healthy ways of engaging conflict
so that the next hot topic doesn’t turn into a wildfire that burns out your pastor.

For help with any or all of these areas in your congregation, Convergence offers consulting,
coaching and conflict transformation training.
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