PRACTICES OF PASTORAL WELL-BEING

Bruce G. Epperly
“I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work among you

will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6)


From the beginning of religious history, spiritual leaders have struggled with the issue of self-care and healthy spiritual and professional practices.  In a passage that mirrors the experience of many of today’s ministers and religious leaders, Moses’ father-in-law Jethro gives Moses some sagely professional advice after observing him working non-stop from dawn to dusk one day: “What you are doing is not good.  You will surely wear yourself out, both you and those people with you.  For the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone.” (Exodus 18:17-18)  In words that describe the best wellness practices of today’s pastors, church leaders, and secular professionals, Jethro counsels Moses to find several good partners in ministry and delegate the more routine tasks of leadership to them so that Moses can concentrate on his true vocation, the spiritual, theological, and visionary leadership of the pilgrim people. (Exodus 18:13-23)

For the past several years, I have explored the practical implications of process-relational theology by conceiving and leading programs, under the sponsorship of the Office of Continuing Education at Lancaster Theological Seminary, aimed at nurturing pastoral excellence among ordained ministers who are at the beginning, middle, and culminating stages of their full-time ministerial careers. Two years ago, the seminary initiated a program, funded by a grant from the Lilly Endowment, whose goal is to promote holistic professional excellence among new pastors during the transition from seminary to congregational ministry.
  This program, “Wholeness in Ministry,” supports professional wellness and excellence among new pastors through nurturing life-long learning, creative theological reflection, spiritual practices, visionary thinking, personal and relational well-being, and professional excellence and growth.  Motivated by the affirmation that the primary tool of ministry is the quality of the pastor’s own personal, spiritual, and relational life, this program awakens pastors to the wholeness and holiness of their lives and ministerial encounters.

While ecumenical in spirit and theology, this program is guided by the integration of the insights of process-relational theology, family and congregational systems theory, developmental psychology and spirituality, contemporary physics, spiritual formation, and holistic health.  Beginning with the theological affirmation that God is present and working toward wholeness, beauty, and justice in every aspect of the lives of pastors, their families, and their congregations, the Wholeness in Ministry program helps ministers embody this vision in their everyday personal and professional lives and in their long-term vocational aspirations.  Although our primary goal is to support new pastors, it is clear that, in the intricate ecology of life, healthy, visionary, and vital pastors, practicing healthy boundaries, self-care, and professional growth, contribute to healthy, transformative, and vital congregations.  In contrast, pastors who do not make a commitment to personal, relational, and professional well-being are more likely to commit boundary violations, behave inappropriately, stifle their congregation’s vision and vitality, and experience burnout and compassion fatigue.  Their ministries, congregations, families, and health all suffer as a result of their failure to observe intentional practices of self-care and wellness.  Good ministry, like good health, is enhanced by the ongoing commitment to certain practices of wholeness that radiate from the pastor’s own life to embrace family, friends, congregation, and community.  Healthy pastoral leadership provides models for well-being and self-differentiation that parishioners can embody in their own committed and busy lives.

Healthy ministry is nurtured by supportive and intentional collegial relationships.  No religious leader can succeed apart from a supportive network of committed and caring peers.  Accordingly, the heart of the three-year Wholeness in Ministry program involves the formation of colleague groups that serve as a safe place for spiritual and vocational exploration, prayer, confession, anger, and frustration as well as counsel and challenge. 

Believing that God’s goal for our personal and professional lives is wholeness and beauty, we invite participants to consider making a covenant of wholeness, that is, a commitment to practices and behaviors that encourage well-being in the most essential aspects of their lives.  If God is constantly presenting us with possibilities for growth and transformation, personal covenants not only enable us to experience more fully God’s aim for wholeness in our lives but also embrace and enhance the holy energy necessary to sustain these covenants over the long haul.  Although I do not explicitly teach process-relational thought in these denominationally and theologically diverse colleague groups, the program’s theory and practice reflects process-relational categories such the constant intimacy and inspiration of God, the holiness of embodiment, the dynamic-relational nature of life, the importance of decision-making and intentionality in shaping our lives and the world, the essential nature of community, and interplay of creativity, freedom, and environment.  Indeed, we embody the spirit of process-relational theology at its best by presenting: 1) a vision of God and the professional life, 2) a promise that pastors can experience God’s abundant life in their ministries and personal lives, and 3) spiritual and professional practices that enable pastors to experience that vision of God and wholeness more fully and effectively.  Theology is not primarily abstract, but a vision incarnate in our daily perspectives and practices as we seek to respond to Mary Oliver’s question in the midst of our daily commitments, “What will you do with your one wild and precious life?”

At the outset of this series on pastoral and professional wholeness, I want to outline briefly practices of Wholeness in Ministry, that can be embodied by pastors, professionals, or laypersons.
  Grounded in a whole-person vision of life, in which mind, body, spirit, relationships, environment, and professional life exist in a dynamic synergy, these practices enable us to gain a greater awareness of God’s intimate vision for our lives, our personal vocation, and our calling in community.  Covenants of wholeness to embody these practices in daily life are catalytic in personal, professional, and congregational transformation.  The practices of wholeness that I will describe in the next few issues include:

1. a daily commitment to prayer, meditation, and silence (the contemplative life)

2. a daily commitment to personal healing and wholeness that embraces mind, body, and spirit (healing the healer)
3. intentional cultivation of healthy and supportive  relationships (relational healing)
4. openness to spiritual playfulness (joyful and abundant living)

5. ongoing commitment to discerning the divine vision for your vocation and personal life (living with a vision)

6. openness to a transformed understanding of time and your place in the universe

(Sabbath and perspective)

7. Commitment to partnership with God in healing the world (tikkun ‘olam)
While God’s aim at wholeness is constant, universal, and intimate, our intentional opening to God’s aim through practices of well-being brings greater healing and energy to our professional and personal lives and to the transformation of our faith communities.
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� This is the first in a series of essays in practical theology, exploring the resources of process-relational theology for pastoral and professional well-being.


� The Wholeness in Ministry Program is sponsored by a Lilly Endowment Making Connections grant which supports this program in pastoral excellence as well as a regional lay summer academy, “The Holy Adventure.”  Five years earlier, the Lilly Endowment enabled Lancaster Theological Seminary to initiate the Alliance for the Renewal of Ministry, whose aim was to support pastoral excellence and leadership renewal among ministers and congregations.   This year, we are beginning a third program, Harvesting Wisdom, whose goal is to support pastors considering retirement from full-time ministry. 


� I have presented variations on these practices of wholeness to medical and law students, university professionals, seminarians, nurses, and lay persons in congregational settings.
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