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1.0 Summary 
The aim of this study was to understand how clergy wellbeing can be improved. In particular what 
the major stresses are and how these can be ameliorated. Currently there is interest in this area as 
the Covenant for Clergy Care and Wellbeing has been passed by General Synod. Also, in recent years 
there has been much research in the psychological community about wellbeing. If the wellbeing of 
all clergy could be improved then the church as a whole would surely be affected and function 
better. To this end I chose to interview those who have a good understanding and training in 
psychology and who also meet a lot of clergy and have a good understanding of the stressors, 
namely the diocesan counsellors. This study reports the results of conversations with diocesan 
counsellors or other representatives in ten dioceses in the Church of England. Their responses have 
largely been anonymised, although in some cases it is worth pointing to dioceses who have done 
good work in particular areas. 

Each counsellor was asked what the major stresses are for clergy and what the best solutions may 
be. The greatest stressors were seen as isolation; the huge work load and being part of the caring 
profession with no pastoral supervision and no line management. Other stressors are the impacts on 
the family of living in the public sphere; society becoming increasingly anti-church; clergy feeling 
inadequate and indeed in some cases being adequate due either to lack of training or poor selection; 
financial stress; the stresses of living in tied accommodation with poor responses from the property 
departments; the stress of the Clergy Discipline Measure and Safeguarding; the huge amount of 
conflict and bullying that clergy deal with and pressures from the diocese in an environment when 
the church is extremely anxious.  

As a result of these conversations I wanted to hear from the clergy themselves about these issues 
and I designed a questionnaire that was answered by 134 clergy. I also spoke to three people who 
were involved in the work behind the General Synod paper on Clergy Wellbeing. 

Taking into account these sources of information, the recommendations to improve clergy wellbeing 
are as follows: 

1. Senior staff to encourage and model a self-care culture 
2. Each Diocese to have a wellbeing team 
3. Ensure a counselling service is available for clergy and families 
4. Provide pastoral supervision for all clergy 
5. Offer Reflective Practice Groups (or Balint Groups) for all clergy 
6. Offer mentors/mission accompaniers for all clergy 
7. Encourage clergy self-care through a booklet, website and CMD days 
8. Encourage clergy to review their amount of time off 
9. Diocesan Human Resources Departments to help resolve clergy bullying 
10. Clarify the rights and responsibilities of clergy 
11. Give parishes tools to help clergy wellbeing 
12. Encourage parishes to have competent administrative assistance 
13. Property department to be responsive and pastoral towards clergy, reducing the stress of 

living in tied accommodation. 
14. Review Ministerial Development Reviews (MDRs) 
15. Reform Chapter meetings to be places of openness and support (this will need careful 

selection and training of Area Deans) 
16. Give clergy good training courses that help with growing their churches 
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17. Encourage more realistic recruitment to roles by working with parishes to ensure the 
expectations of the parish and those of the incoming priest will align 

18. Improve the selection for training process by introducing more rigorous psychological 
assessments 

19. Change diocesan culture away from encroaching management and fear to one of trust and 
support of clergy 

20. Rethink diocesan mission statements – do they feel like another thing to do for clergy and 
laity or are they supportive? 

21. Train most ordinands on local schemes, ensuring they say close to family and friends 
throughout the training and curacy period and then preferably stay in the diocese for 
incumbency. 

22. Dioceses actively help parishes with creative ideas for buildings – using them for Wi-Fi, 
preschools or other community resources. 

23. Review the model of bishops as pastors, preferably make all suffragen bishops area bishops 
so that there is more opportunity for clergy to see their bishops as pastors. 

24. Review the Clergy Discipline Measure and benchmark safeguarding procedures and 
implementation against other agencies. 

25. Look at the possibility of a five-day working week or something approaching this 
26. Rethink training content and method of delivery in curacies, in particular give more 

psychological training and look at ways to resolve the power problems between the Training 
Incumbent and the curate as well as removing the stress of trying to find a job at the end of 
the curacy. 

27. Review clergy renumeration, in particular the worry about not having a house on retirement. 
28. Review the impacts on clergy of the sexual abuse scandals and stance of the church on gay 

people 
29. Review impacts of ministry on clergy families 

Some of these recommendations have only a small financial impact – training could be provided 
within the current budgets, some dioceses have already done work on material that could be shared 
with others, a culture change is free of charge and it can be seen that when senior clergy embrace 
this clergy self-care improves. Pastoral Supervision for all clergy is recommended in the Covenant for 
Clergy Care and Wellbeing, there are debates about how expensive this would be as a pastoral 
breakdown in parish is very costly both financially and in many other ways. If supervision prevents 
this then perhaps it has more than paid for itself. 

In the course of looking at wellbeing I feel I have neglected Self-Supporting Ministers. There is a 
great deal of frustration that their gifts are not being used, they are treated as second class – not 
being included in Chapters, training, information newsletters etc. There is also a concern that some 
SSMs who are long term in parishes are able to make the lives of incumbents hellish. Further work 
needs to be done in this area.  
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2.0 Terms 
For the purposes of this report I have used the following terms: 

Balint Groups started as groups for GPs to discuss their cases, but now are used in a variety of 
settings. The group members and the leader sit round in a circle and the leader asks ‘who has a 
case?’  Someone volunteers to talk about a patient who has been on their mind. The group listens to 
the story without interrupting. When the presenter has finished, the leader invites the group to 
respond to what they have heard. The group leader will gently discourage too much interrogation of 
the presenter, as the aim is to get the group members themselves to work on the case. 

A BAP stands for Bishop’s Advisory Panel and is the final stage of the selection process for applying 
to train for the priesthood in the Church of England. It is a two-and-a-half day residential ‘selection 
conference’ including interviews and group work. 

Blue Files are clergy personal files held by the Bishops (traditionally held in the form of blue card 
folders, hence the widely accepted use of the term ‘blue files’). In the past clergy had no idea what 
was in these files and what was being said about them that might prevent them changing jobs. 
Hence a desire to keep quiet any personal problems they may be having so as not to have anything 
written in the blue files. 

Clergy Discipline Measure (CDM) is the process for dealing with formal complaints of serious 
misconduct against members of the clergy. It applies to all deacons, priests and bishops in the 
Church of England, even if they are not in active ministry. 

Diocesan Counsellor is the term I have used to refer to those people who I spoke to in the dioceses 
about clergy wellbeing, some did have that title, others had other roles, and I also spoke to some 
who were involved in the central church reports, but for simplicity I have used this term. 

House for Duty (HFD) is when a clergyperson can live in a parsonage in a parish in return for giving 3 
or 4 days of ministry per week. 

Reflective Practice Groups (RPGs) are small groups of clergy who meet regularly for a period of time 
in complete confidence. They are run by a professional facilitator. The clergy develop skills which 
improve their emotional wellbeing and reduce stress, enabling them to minister more effectively. 

Pastoral Supervision is not line management but describes a disciplined, work-focused approach to 
reflecting upon the relationships that are key to ministry. Best practice indicates that a structured 
process with a frequency and regularity, where clergy take time out to reflect upon their experiences 
and pay attention to their feelings, is required to enable them to remain congruent in their ministry. 
This reflection cannot only be done in isolation; nor can it be done effectively on an occasional, 
informal, basis; we all need others to help us develop self-awareness, insight and skills in pastoral 
relationships (Butler, 2019). Proctor’s model is often used in supervision, which includes the 
following elements: 

1. Formative (Educative) relates to supervisee’s learning, skills development and 
professional identity development. 

2. Normative (Managerial) refers to accountability, developing best practice principles, 
ethical and legal considerations, compliance with agency and organisational procedures 
and professional standards for the wellbeing of clients. 

3. Restorative (Supportive) considers the impact of the work on the supervisee and the 
necessary psychological support and scaffolding required to offer professional support 
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to the supervisee. This function can help mitigate the stresses and impacts of the work 
and promote practitioner wellbeing. 

A Parish Profile is a written description of a parish, compiled by the parish appointments committee. 
The Profile outlines the parish's resources of human talent and commitment, its programs of 
worship, outreach, education and fellowship, and its vision and hopes for the future. 

Permission to Officiate (PTO), is a concessionary ministry licence granted by an Anglican bishop. It 
allows the person to continue to perform the duties of their calling within the diocese (or part 
thereof, as may be specified in the license) for a limited period of time. Often retired clergy have 
PTO. 

Self-Supporting Ministry (SSM) is when a clergyperson works for the church on a voluntary basis 
and is supported financially by other means. 

3.0 Introduction 
Since being ordained and especially since being an incumbent I have been interested in the factors 
that contribute to clergy wellbeing. Whilst there are some similarities with other professions, it 
seems to me that there are stresses that we experience as clergy that are unique to the role and can 
be insidious. In my careers prior to ordination people being off work with stress was a rare 
occurrence, but I have known very many priests who have experienced this, and this has concerned 
me.  

I wanted to speak to people who would understand this better from a psychological perspective and 
who have the experience of speaking to many clergy. Consequently, I have interviewed ten people 
who work in dioceses across the Church of England in roles where clergy wellbeing is their focus, ie 
the diocesan counsellors, or equivalent. My questions were about what helps and hinders clergy 
wellbeing and what can be done to improve things. I also spoke to three of the members of the 
General Synod working group looking at Clergy Wellbeing and put together a survey that has 134 
respondents. I know the survey isn’t very scientific, with the people who answer it being self-
selecting, but I wanted to ask some specific questions about issues that the counsellors raised and so 
reached out to the online clergy community. The responses are in an appendix at the end of this 
document. 

This is obviously a topic that is being widely discussed at the moment, and so I have highlighted the 
recent reports and papers about clergy wellbeing, particularly in section 6.0, but throughout the 
document. I have also looked at the definitions of wellbeing, resilience and burnout in sections 4.0 
and 5.0. I have focussed on the particular issue of isolation in section 7.0. The recommendations for 
dioceses and the wider church are in sections 8.0 and 9.0 and there are a huge number – 29 in total. 
It was not my intention to have such a wide ranging and lengthy set of recommendations, but there 
is so much that can be done to address clergy wellbeing. I was privileged to speak to many people 
who had copious amounts of experience and consequently many thoughts and ideas that really need 
taking notice of. 

I am very grateful to the Diocesan Councillors who gave their time generously to speak to me about 
this subject. I was amazed at how passionate they are about clergy wellbeing and sometimes they 
were very angry about how clergy are treated, the words ‘scandalous’ and ‘shocking’ were used 
quite a number of times. In this document I have often used the words and phrases of the Diocesan 
Counsellors, sometimes in quotes but mostly just as part of the text. 
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For me, this work has opened my eyes and I feel this needs to be the beginning of a conversation 
where clergy are less scared to speak and more willing to take responsibility for their own wellbeing. 
The Sheldon Hub is a great place for clergy to speak anonymously and get support. But we also need 
to be brave enough to discuss this openly. Consequently, I have started a blog on the subject called 
‘Clergy Wellbeing’ - https://clergy.home.blog/ - I will welcome any suggestions or guest posts so we 
can understand the subject better. 

4.0 Defining Wellbeing 
Firstly, we need to understand what we mean by ‘wellbeing’. It is more than happiness or life 
satisfaction and is actually very difficult to define. Dodge et al (2012) write: 

In essence, stable wellbeing is when individuals have the psychological, social and 
physical resources they need to meet a particular psychological, social and/or 

physical challenge. When individuals have more challenges than resources, the 
see-saw dips, along with their wellbeing, and vice-versa. 

This is represented by a see-saw with our resources on one side and the challenges on the other: 

 

Figure 1-Representation of Wellbeing (Dodge et al, 2012) 

The idea is that to have a good level of wellbeing we need resources or support but we also need 
challenge. The problem with clergy is often the challenges outweigh the resources. Also, times of 
transition are particularly difficult because the challenges increase and the support reduces. For 
example, at the end of curacy a priest may move to a new area, losing many of the relationships that 
have been built and at the same time finding they are shouldering more responsibility and 
encountering unfamiliar situations. 

Martin Seligman, developed a model of psychological wellbeing in his book Flourish (Seligman, 
2011). He believes that the below five elements can help people work towards a life of fulfilment, 
happiness, and meaning. The elements are: 

P – Positive Emotion 
This is the pleasant life – warmth, good food, comforts, luxury items, travel. They make you happy 
while you are experiencing them but don’t have any long-term impact on happiness. 

E – Engagement 
This is when we are absorbed in something and time disappears or ‘flies by’. Athletes refer to this as 
‘being in the zone’ others talk about ‘flow’. It occurs when our highest strengths are matched with 

https://clergy.home.blog/
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highest challenges in that moment. Consequently, it is really important that we find our greatest 
strengths and use them. When we are experiencing ‘flow’ we are so in the moment that only 
afterwards do we say ‘that was fun’ or ‘that was wonderful’.  

R – Relationships 
Relationships and social connections are crucial to meaningful lives. It is not very often that we value 
things alone – we want to share a sunset with someone else. We long for intimacy and love, we feel 
pain when we experience isolation. Strong relationships provide support in difficult times that 
require resilience. 

M – Meaning 
Belonging to and serving something that is bigger than ourselves gives us meaning. Religion and 
spirituality provide many people with meaning, as can working for a good company, raising children, 
volunteering for a greater cause, and expressing ourselves creatively.  

A – Accomplishments 
Having goals and ambition in life can help us to achieve things that can give us a sense of 
accomplishment. Having accomplishments in life is important to push ourselves to thrive and 
flourish. 

5.0 Resilience and Burnout 
There are many reasons why clergy can experience burn out, some of them are driven by 
personality, for example: inability to set boundaries, workaholism, low self-esteem. Others are 
driven by the environment, such as: high workload, lack of positive outcomes, emotionally 
exhausting challenges. Figure 2 shows how either one or the other can cause burnout if it is extreme, 
or a combination of the two. 

 

Figure 2 - The development of burnout is dependent on internal and external factors (Kaschka et al, 2018) 
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Counsellors are finding that clergy are increasingly suffering from PTSD symptoms, not from a single 
event but from the result of cumulative stress and disappointments (similar to environmentalists), 
which makes the PTSD more difficult to treat. Warning signs can be: feeling less connected to 
people, frequent upsetting memories of stressful events and struggling to feel happy. The 
environment for clergy is undoubtedly demanding, one of the counsellors commented: 

Clergy are holding a lot of trauma as a result of their caring role, they meet 
people when they have just lost someone, they hold grief in the congregations 

when a much loved member dies, they are the person that many speak to when 
awful things happen, they hold the grief at a funeral. This may lead to ‘vicarious 

trauma’ which is also known as secondary traumatic stress or compassion 
fatigue. This need to be continuously empathetic can lead to burnout. 

A number of the counsellors felt angry about how difficult the role is and with so little relevant 
training and virtually no support, some used the words ‘shocking’ and ‘scandalous’. One 
commented: 

“Senior staff say that we need to train the clergy in resilience, but the job is 
undoable even the most resilient person would not be able to do the job.” 

I asked the clergy to respond to the statement ‘I feel overwhelmed by the workload’ and below are 
the answers from the incumbents (the most overwhelmed group): 

 

Figure 3 - Incumbent responses to the statement 'I feel overwhelmed by the workload' 

41% said that they always or most of the time felt overwhelmed by the workload. In the survey, I 
also asked the clergy to respond to these comments ‘I feel weary’, ‘I feel inadequate’, ‘I feel close to 
burnout’. Associates and curates fared better than clergy with incumbent status, the results for the 
incumbents are shown below, as a percentage of the total. 
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Figure 4 - Feelings of inadequacy, weariness and feeling close to burn out for incumbent status clergy 

There is a huge weariness – 61% of the incumbents said they were weary most of the time or always. 
23% said they felt inadequate most of the time and perhaps most worryingly 24% said they felt close 
to burnout most of the time or always. Interestingly, clergy can simultaneously experience burnout 
and ministry satisfaction (Adams et al, 2016), which may mask the issues. Using the above three 
questions I rated the clergy as poor, average or good in terms of wellbeing and compared their 
answers to other questions in the survey, this is displayed table below: 

 

Figure 5 - Answers to questions compared with clergy wellbeing rating, 1 = never and 5 = Always 

It can be seen that there is a very good correlation between having a good level of wellbeing and 
having enough time off, having various forms of support, having housing needs looked after, having 
a good spiritual life and fulfilling vocation. The only one that did not correlate was taking a retreat. 
There are very low scores for having enough time off to feel refreshed, hence the weariness, 
perhaps, but high scores for feeling that clergy are fulfilling their vocation. More exploration is 
required to understand why clergy do not take all their holidays, it may well be because they can’t 
find cover. 

Clergy need to be encouraged to find seek out ample support and refreshment, if not for their own 
sake then for the sake of their long-term ministry. Amanda Bloor writes (Percy et al, 2019): 
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Having adequate support systems in place, and having strategies to respond to 
questions of authority, power, leadership, relationships, purpose or identity, are 

crucial if clergy are to cope with the stresses and strains of ordained ministry. 
There are formal structures that are supposed to provide just this sort of forum, 

particularly local gatherings of clergy in deanery chapters, but these can be 
dismissed by ministers as irrelevant, unhelpful or divisive. Ministers who are able 

to ask for and receive appropriate support and advice from people they trust 
(family and friends, local networks, ‘cell groups’ of like-minded clergy), and who 

discover ways of sustaining a sense of identity and purpose, are those who 
continue to find their vocations a source of joy and satisfaction. Those who are 
not able to devise such strategies, believing that they have ‘got to endure’, or 

who view God as a demanding (if essentially benevolent) taskmaster, can 
struggle to survive. 

6.0 Church of England Reports on Clergy Wellbeing 
The Church of England has commissioned a ten-year ‘Living Ministry’ research project, directed by 
the Ministry Council and informing the national programme of Renewal and Reform by exploring 
how ordained ministers can flourish in ministry. In June 2017, the first report was published entitled 
‘Living Ministry - Mapping the Wellbeing of Church of England Clergy and Ordinands’ (Graveling, L 
and Cara, O,2017). The overarching question addressed by the research is: ‘What enables ordained 
ministers to flourish in ministry?’. ‘Flourishing in ministry’ is understood to consist of the two 
interrelated aspects of: 

• Wellbeing (flourishing of the person) and 
• Ministerial outcomes (flourishing of ministry). 

The main findings include a finding that living accommodation tied to one’s post or training is 
reported as less adequate and more stressful than non-tied accommodation. Single people reported 
higher levels of isolation than married people. Barriers to vocational fulfilment included expectations 
or demands of others (particularly where gifts and skills were not recognised or utilised), an overload 
of day-to-day ministry tasks and churchmanship differences between the ordained minister and 
their context of ministry. 

In September 2018, the second Living Ministry report was published, entitled ‘Negotiating 
Wellbeing: Experiences of Ordinands and Clergy in the Church of England’ (Graveling, L, 2018). The 
findings include: times of transition are particularly stressful for clergy; clergy struggle to establish 
boundaries around their work in terms of time, space, thought, activity, relationships and finances; it 
is important for clergy to feel valued by the Church, particularly in the context of financial and 
attendance pressures combined with high profile national growth investment.  

In 2017 a General Synod paper on clergy wellbeing - GS2072 (Butler, 2017) highlighted the need for a 
Clergy Covenant for Wellbeing to address some of the issues that clergy are facing. Some of the 
issues that formed the scope of the research include: self-management, preventative education and 
training, supervision, coaching and reflective practice, stress, counselling and mental health, anti-
clericalism and bullying, clergy housing, Ministerial Development Reviews, pensions, the increasing 
perception of “doing more with less, the Clergy Discipline Measure, safeguarding and capability. 

In 2019, the Covenant for Clergy Care and Wellbeing – GS2133 (Butler, 2019), was presented to 
synod and passed, the document recommends including non-managerial pastoral supervision, IME 
training and realistic role descriptions and expectations.  
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7.0 Isolation 
Most of the stressors that the counsellors identified I will cover in the recommendations in sections 
8.0 and 9.0. A number of them are shared with other caring professions, other workplaces that are 
expecting more with less, other fields involving volunteers or other institutions that are shrinking 
and have financial problems. Isolation is less likely to be found in other professions to the extent it is 
found with clergy so I have dedicated a section to it. First, let us define it: 

Isolation refers to the lack of meaningful relationships: There are several types of 
isolation: emotional (the absence of close/intimate attachment); social (the 

absence of a wider circle of friends); geographical (the remoteness of the place of 
residence, perhaps with limited transport links); cultural (where a different culture 

is prevalent); spiritual (a lack of spiritual support – contrasting with voluntary 
solitude); and technological (a perception resulting from a poor broadband or 
mobile telephone signal). Spiritual isolation contrasts with voluntary solitude, 

which in turn draws attention to positive aspects of ‘aloneness’  

(Stuart-White et al, 2018). 

Counsellors noted that wearing a dog collar can have strange impacts on others – when a 
clergyperson walks into a room, cigarettes are extinguished, a whisper goes around the room ‘Don’t 
swear in front of the vicar’, conversation becomes stilted. Mary Anne Coate in her book ‘Clergy 
Stress’ says, ‘The presence of the vicar may trigger unacknowledged hopes, fears or fantasies in 
others’ (Coate 1989). One counsellor noted that, ‘It isn’t who the vicar is, it is who the vicar 
represents that is most tangible. So, the vicar may represent an institution that is cruel to gay 
people, a group of hypocrites harbouring paedophiles, or a God who is judgemental.’ There are 
many projections that will be put upon the clergyperson that they are not aware of and don’t 
understand. In addition, the clergyperson is a leader and therefore will be blamed for everything, as 
leaders often are. All this can feel dehumanising and isolating. 

Clergy at particular risk of isolation are those who are single, those in multi-parish benefices and 
those who are in a diocese away from their families and friends. It can also be more isolating for gay 
clergy or those suffering from mental illnesses. The environment makes a difference – it is very 
difficult to be a priest on a rough estate where you have to face having windows broken or in a 
predominantly UKIP area when the priest is liberal. 

Clergy end up with no one to talk to – their spouse is fed up with hearing all the problems, they can’t 
talk to mates down the pub, their family and friends are a long way away and those relationships 
have lapsed because there has been no time to sustain them, they fear their colleagues will judge 
them, they fear speaking to the archdeacon or the bishop, who do they speak to? And if they speak 
to no one then their ruminations get more and more unhealthy, perhaps paranoid, they may turn to 
drink or their marriage may fail or they have a breakdown and find they can’t get out of bed one 
morning. At that point it is a long process of recovery. 

8.0 Recommendations for Dioceses 
8.1  Senior staff encouraging self-care culture 
One Diocesan Counsellor reported: 

Bishops and archdeacons are not generally models of self-care and boundary 
setting, they may well be ridiculously busy themselves and if they are in a mode of 
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coping when clergy come to them who are struggling they may be told to do 
likewise. 

We have to change the culture from being a competitive culture of overwork, evident throughout 
the Church of England, to a culture of self-care. To resolve this senior staff need to commit to 
modelling healthy rhythms of prayer, work and leisure. They also need to support and encourage 
ministers in self-care through diocesan structures and resources by: 

• challenging the culture of expectation of clergy overworking and limitless availability 
wherever it is encountered 

• encouraging a culture of clergy care at visitations, licensings, in parish profiles and 
during the recruitment process 

• providing training, support, development opportunities and other resources for 
ministers in accessible and timely ways 

• ensuring there is adequate and well-maintained accommodation, and a responsive 
and pastoral property team 

8.2  Create a Wellbeing Team 
Many dioceses have a wellbeing team that meets quarterly and coordinates the care of their clergy. 
The membership includes: 

• A member of the senior clergy (usually an archdeacon) 
• Training (Clergy Ministerial Development) 
• Human Resources 
• Facilitators of Balint or Reflective Practice Groups 
• Spiritual Director Coordinator 
• Diocesan Counsellor 
• Mentor or Mission Accompanier Coordinator 
• Pastoral Supervision Coordinator 

The group can share information about training needs and particular issues facing the clergy. 
Different groups can be trained to help clergy with their wellbeing, for instance the Spiritual 
Directors may benefit from a course in counselling skills. 

8.3  Ensure a Counselling Service is available for clergy and families 
This may sound obvious but there are dioceses without this service and the provision is very varied 
across the Church of England, with some dioceses providing an unlimited number of sessions and 
others offering no provision at all. One diocese also offers a ‘debrief service’ to help clergy after a 
trauma, eg if there is a suicide in the parish. The clergyperson has two or three sessions to offload 
and hopefully this will prevent PTSD, and ensure that priests don’t try coping with the trauma by 
turning to alcohol. Dioceses should ideally give clergy the help and support that they need without 
the worry of how it going to be paid for. 

8.4  Provide Pastoral Supervision 
Overwhelmingly, the Diocesan Counsellors believe that pastoral supervision needs to be part of the 
support for the clergy. This is also the main recommendation of the Covenant for Care and 
Wellbeing of the Clergy (Butler, 2019). The Methodist church has implemented Pastoral Supervision 
after reviewing their safeguarding failures and supervision is to prevent future pastoral problems. 
However, there are concerns about how this will work because it is being delivered by line 
managers. 
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The emphasis of supervision is on being proactive, this is a service alongside counselling which is 
reactive. The quality of supervision depends on the skill of the supervisor and their independence (or 
perceived independence). Ideally, the supervisors should be accredited by The Association for 
Pastoral Supervision and Education (APSE) which is a national supervision body who ensure that 
those accredited have theological competence and are psychologically appropriate. They provide 
benchmarking and accountability. 

There are worries about whether supervision is expensive, but most feel this is a false economy - it is 
better to be proactive and supervision is less expensive than pastoral breakdown, extensive therapy 
and clergy leaving due to burnout. In Truro Diocese the costs of pastoral breakdown was evaluated 
(Stuart-White, B., et al, 2016): 

Face to face interaction (within parish) – 62 hours at £30ph = £1,860 
Counselling for Priest – 20 hours at £35ph = £700 

Total: £2,560. 

These figures do not include payment for preparation time, various relevant 
conversations, mileage, phone calls and any other additional costs. An 

intervention of this kind would easily exceed 150 hours of an individual’s time. 
The figures in this example are also being charged at a discounted rate from the 

professional norm’ and there is no figure for hours of lost work on the part of 
clergy involved in situations of absence as a result of emotional disturbance, 

parochial breakdown or illness. 

This cost is equivalent to all the incumbents in a Deanery having one-to-one pastoral supervision 
every 8 weeks for a year. 

It is suggested that every licensed priest should meet with a pastoral supervisor every 8 weeks, or 4 
weeks in toxic parishes. Many supervisors use Skype to cut down on travel costs. 

Supervision can help develop wisdom in the individual – clergy can’t do everything, and can’t be 
good at everything, it is idolatrous to think otherwise. Supervision can refocus the priest on what 
they are called to, encouraging a fulfilling and grace-filled ministry. Learning and understanding 
about complex issues occurring in the parish such as projection are also best handled in supervision. 

8.5  Create Reflective Practice Groups (or Balint Groups) 
Reflective Practice Groups (RPGs) and Balint groups are similar to group supervision. They are good 
but have a very low take-up in dioceses; there is a culture whereby clergy don’t dare to show that 
they are not fine and they are fearful that if they are found out it will go down in the ‘blue file’. The 
fear is that joining a group facilitated by a psychotherapist implies that they are not doing ok in 
ministry. 

St Luke’s Clergy Heathcare have been helping dioceses to start up RPGs wherby 6-8 clergy meet once 
a month for two hours, preferably with two psychoanalytically trained leaders who are external to 
the diocese. Anything can be discussed. In one diocese the expectation is that everyone is in an RPG, 
and when people are new in the diocese they are told which RPG they are joining. This takes away 
the feeling that the groups are only for the clergy that are struggling. In one diocese clergy can 
choose whether they prefer to have one-to-one pastoral supervision or be in a RPG. The advantages 
of the RPG are it can reduce isolation and is less expensive, but many feel it is also less effective than 
the one-to-one supervision. A study of Balint groups (Travis, 20018) was carried out and concluded: 
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It was found that the aims and objectives of all parties had been more than met 
and that a Balint-Style group is a very useful, adaptable and cost-effective way to 

support the work of up to eight clergy at a time. The group modelled for 
participants a particular way of attending to the unique situational needs of 

individuals. With its emphasis on careful listening and psychologically attuned 
attention, the group provided participants with psychological insights and some 

new skills to take with them into their ministry.  

Peer Support is another possibility. One diocese has used Self-Appraisal Peer Review. Each clergy 
person is given someone else to pair up with in the deanery and they meet every fortnight or when 
necessary in an emergency. The format is: 

• Brag – say something that is going well 
• Complain – say something that is going badly 
• Work out a plan 
• Switch and the other partner has a go 

8.6  Provide Mentors/Mission Accompaniers 
It has been noted that transitions are particularly difficult for clergy, perhaps unsurprisingly if we use 
the definition of wellbeing in section 4.0. In some dioceses, transitions are helped by having mentors 
or mission accompaniers. The transitions where this is particularly important are: 

• supporting clergy as they come into their first experiences of the church as an 
‘employer’ (not really an employer – less support than expected but also more invasive 
in one’s personal life!)  

• the transition to first incumbency (parish profiles are full of wishful thinking)  
• the transition into second incumbency 
• support for clergy in mid-life 

In some dioceses, Ministry Accompaniers are widely available and all clergy are encouraged to have 
one at all times. 

8.7  Encourage Clergy Self Care through a booklet, website and CMD days 
There is much that the clergy can and should do for themselves to maintain their wellbeing. It is not 
easy because the pressures are so great and the culture is currently unfavourable towards clergy 
self-care. In addition, clergy are often people who tend to put others first. Oxford Diocese’s 
Flourishing in Ministry booklet (Oxford Diocese, 2018) is an excellent example of how to encourage 
clergy wellbeing. It is part of a programme of work that is looking to change the culture of 
competitive overwork to one of self-care. A representative of the diocese explained to me: 

The Flourishing in Ministry Booklets and Campaign was launched at the Oxford 
clergy conference. Flourishing in Ministry was the main theme of the conference 
and the Diocesan Bishop opened it, giving permission for clergy to self-care and 

be responsible adults in this sphere. It has had a really big impact. 

Thereafter there have been Flourishing Days which have been well received and 
important for those who came. Senior staff were there and they recognise the 

pastoral importance of this work through the conversations they have been 
having on these days. There is evidence that the culture in the diocese is changing 

and the booklet has been very well received by the clergy. 
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Examples of the CMD Flourishing Days include: 

• Senior staff leading walks and reflections 
• Mindful breadmaking 
• Trip on a canal boat 

Several dioceses have put up good websites with signposting to the different places of support, for 
example Salisbury. 

8.8  Encourage Clergy to review their amount of time off 
Many dioceses (like Oxford) recommend that clergy take: 

• the evening off before the day off, 
• once a month take two consecutive days off, 
• an extra day off once a month as a quiet day and 
• an annual retreat. 

I was interested to see if this was standard practise, so I’ve asked these questions in a quick survey, 
134 clergy responded and the full set of questions and answers are in the Appendix. 

 

Figure 6 - Do you take all your days off? 

 

Figure 7 - Do you take the evening off before your day off? 

https://www.salisbury.anglican.org/ministry/dignity-at-work
https://clergy.home.blog/2019/10/31/a-quick-survey/
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Figure 8 - Do you take any other time off from ministry? Eg Quiet day 

 

Figure 9 - Do you take an annual retreat? 

67% of the 134 clergy who answered my survey usually or always take all their days off, 26% usually 
or always take the evening before, 14% regularly take other days, eg quiet days, and 43% usually or 
always take a retreat. Perhaps the evening before and the quiet days are less frequently taken 
because only some dioceses recommend them, or perhaps it is because of workloads precluding 
them.  

One Diocesan Counsellor said that if clergy are so exhausted on their day off that they lie in bed for 
most of it and just manage to drag themselves downstairs to make some food then that is a 
problem, they are headed for burnout, they need to be able to do something creative and life giving 
on their day off. I asked a question related to this on the survey: 

 

Figure 10 - I have enough time off to feel refreshed 



18 
 

48% of clergy never or rarely have enough time off to feel refreshed. Clergy most probably need 
permission giving from their bishops to encourage then to take more time off to save them from 
themselves. 

8.9  Human Resources Department to help resolve Clergy Bullying 
One Diocesan Counsellor commented: 

A clergyperson can have their lives turned into a living hell by just two or three 
dysfunctional people in the congregations who relentlessly bully them. In years 

gone by these people could have turned their attentions to any number of people 
in authority living in the community – the doctor, the headmaster, the police 
officer, but now it is the vicar who has to cope with their dysfunction alone. 

In the survey I asked clergy to respond to the statement “I experience bullying”, 22% said they never 
experience bullying, and 37% experienced it rarely, which left 41% who experience bullying 
sometimes, most of the time, or always. This is a huge number of clergy who are experiencing 
bullying in their workplace. The chart is below, it is notable how curates and associates suffer less: 

 

Figure 11 - I experience bullying 

In the Scottish Episcopal Church, a similar survey has been conducted, the Church Times (Beckett, 
2019) reports: 

Thirty-nine per cent of respondents to a clergy well-being survey said that they 
had experienced bullying or harassment during the previous 12 months. 

Speaking in the debate, the Provost of St Mary’s Cathedral, Glasgow, the Very 
Revd Kelvin Holdsworth, said: “We must say that this kind of behaviour will not be 

tolerated. The trouble is, it has been. 

I think Kelvin hits the nail on the head, we simply have tolerated our clergy being bullied, the impact 
is huge for the clergy who have suffered and for the church as a whole, it is shocking and needs to 
stop. 

Anecdotally, it is known that women are bullied in the church to a greater extent than men. The 
same data has been analysed below by gender, it is noticeable that 11% of women say they are 
bullied most of the time or always compared with 0% of men, the chart is below. 

https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2019/14-june/news/uk/we-must-tackle-clergy-bullying-says-scots
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Figure 12- Proportion of men and women suffering bullying 

Women priests are regularly treated as being second class by congregations and even if it stops 
short of bullying it is simply exhausting; the church still hasn’t worked out what it feels about women 
and consequently does not adequately support women priests. Emma Percy (2017) describes the 
situation as an ‘ambiguous welcome’. She writes: 

“Careful provision has been made at every stage for those who not only will not 
accept women as priests, but require the service of bishops who have not 

participated in the ordination of women. The path to acceptance for women 
bishops has also been lengthy and subject to the same caveats and provisions. 
[T]here are still profound inequalities in the Church’s treatment of women in 

leadership.” 

This ambiguity and discrimination is bound to cause women to be badly treated in some quarters 
and needs to be addressed.  

In some dioceses the Diocesan Human Resources department work with the clergy through 
protocols to stop the bullying. This important work could be made available in all dioceses. 

8.10  Clarify the rights and responsibilities of clergy 
Many clergy are subconsciously confused about whether they are employees or office-holders. 
Clergy get a lot of mixed messages about this and it is important clergy are not be passive about 
their wellbeing. Many clergy have been employees for many years outside the church, and are used 
to that mode of working. The church can be bewildering and feel like a very unkind and distant 
employer, but the reality is it is not an employer and clergy are not employees, more clarity is 
needed on this. There are benefits of being office holders, clergy have much more autonomy than 
employees and this can help to reduce the stress if they understand it. 

For some, there is also a sense that the church wants to have its cake and eat it. Some dioceses 
seem to want to get clergy to accept aspects of line management and reduce their autonomy, whilst 
at the same time not providing the tools and support that an employer would routinely give. Of 
course, some of this cannot be helped, such as insisting on safeguarding training. 

The introduction of Common Tenure in 2010, when clergy changed from having the Freehold, has 
made all these mixed messages even more mixed. Common Tenure has pushed clergy closer to 
being employees by giving some rights and responsibilities. There is some helpful information 
available from Guildford and Salisbury dioceses, and from this information I have constructed the 
table below. 

https://clergyhome.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/common-tenure-guide-2016.pdf
https://www.salisbury.anglican.org/ministry/clergy-hr/comparison-of-freehold-with-common-tenure
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Figure 13 - Differences between being an employee, having common tenure and holding the freehold 

Employee Common Tenure Freehold
Annual Appraisal Required to participate Required to participate in 

Ministerial Development Review 
(MDR)

No legal requirement to 
participate 

Grievance Procedure Legal entitlement to seek 
redress for grievances 

Legal entitlement to seek redress 
for grievances 

No legal entitlement to make 
use of Grievance Procedure

Contract Contract given to employee Statement of particulars has to 
be provided within one month of 
starting the post

No contract

Termination Employers responsible for 
terminating a contract fairly

Capability procedure can be 
applied

Very difficult to remove an 
office holder

Time Subject to Working Time 
Regulations (maximum 
hours 48 per week) and 5.6 
weeks holiday

36 days’ (6 weeks) annual leave 
and one day off per week

Not stated 

Role Description Written  role description Clergy write their own Not required
Recruitment Fair recruitment practice Attempts to improve 

recruitment practice
No requirement

Renumeration Pay at least minimum wage At least minimum stipend and 
Housing

No minimun stipend

Professional DevelopmResponsibiliy of employer Bishop must ensure 
opportunities are provided and 
clergy must take part if 
recommended after MDR. Yearly 
allowance given

Responsibility of clergy 
although yearly allowance 
given

Retirement Age None 70 70
Unfair dismissal Right to appeal to 

Employment Tribunal if 
removed unfairly

Right to appeal to Employment 
Tribunal only if removed from 
office following capability 
procedure. Clergy are unable to 
bring proceedings for
constructive dismissal or unfair 
dismissal, or for failure to comply 
with
legislative requirements such as 
the Working Time Regulations 
1998 or
health and safety legislation. 

No right of appeal

Equality Equality Act applies to all 
jobs

Equality act does not apply but 
guidance is to act as if it does in 
appointments

No requirements 

Flexible Working Can request for any reason Can request only to look after 
dependants. Offices cannot be 
shared in the way that jobs can

No rights, although the work is 
very flexible

Health and Safety Responsible for the H&S of 
the employee

Clergy look after their own Clergy look after their own

Management Line manage to ensure work 
is done

Clergy have autonomy although 
must abide within the canons

Clergy have autonomy 
although must abide within the 
canons

Redundancy Statutory provisions apply Compensation given Compensation given 
Absense Must report leave No requirement to report annual 

leave but must obtain cover
No requirement to report 
annual leave but must obtain 
cover

Tools Provided with what is 
required - eg computer, 
software, desk, chair

Buy their own although some is 
expensible through the parish

Buy their own although some is 
expensible through the parish

Wellbeing Monitored by employer Monitored by clergy Monitored by clergy
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Some explanation of all this when clergy are curates would be useful. 

8.11  Give parishes tools to help clergy wellbeing 
Oxford diocese is working on a companion booklet to the ‘Flourishing in Ministry’ booklet for 
churchwardens, PCCs and Deanery lay chairs to encourage parishes, benefices and deaneries to 
support clergy flourishing. It would be worth other dioceses looking at this and adapting it for their 
situation. Important aspects of this booklet might be for PCCs to ensure they: 

• Pay for annual retreats 
• Pay to upkeep the parsonage (some aspects fall to the Diocese, others to the Parish) 
• Pay all expenses that are due (it is reported that clergy in parishes that are not paying Parish 

Share are reluctant to claim their expenses) 
• Expect clergy to spend time studying 
• Expect clergy to protect their day off and the evening prior 
• Expect clergy to take quiet days 
• Have policies about clergy care and bullying 
• Have equality and diversity policies 
• Encourage their clergy 
• Pray for their clergy 

8.12  Encourage parishes to have competent administrative assistance 
Something you often hear clergy bewailing is the level of administration that they have to cope with. 
In the Patterns of Priestly Practice report (Clinton and Sturges, 2013) there is a chart that shows how 
much of a sense of calling and how much competence ministers have in different areas of their 
work. About admin it says: 

Administration and organisation appears towards the lower ends of the list on 
both calling and competence. Further analysis showed that days when more time 

was spent engaged in this activity were also those when incumbents reported 
feelings of lower calling fulfilment, less positive mood, greater work-life conflict. 

Sadly, the report also showed that administration and organisation was also the activity that took up 
the greatest amount of time, dominating every morning with the exception of Sunday. I was 
interested in how many clergy have competent administrative help and how many feel 
overwhelmed by administration, and so these are two of the questions I asked in the wellbeing 
survey, of the 134 responses here are the results: 

 

Figure 14 - Do you have competent administrative assistance (paid or unpaid)? 

https://clergyhome.files.wordpress.com/2019/11/patternsofpriestlypractice_june_summaryreport.pdf
https://wordpress.com/block-editor/post/clergy.home.blog/79
https://wordpress.com/block-editor/post/clergy.home.blog/79
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51% of clergy said they did have competent administrators, interesting almost all the people who 
have been in ministry over 30 years said yes to this question. Then below is a question from the 
survey about whether clergy feel overwhelmed by admin, the results have been further divided 
between those who have competent admin support (in red) and those who don’t (in blue). 

 

Figure 15- Do you feel overwhelmed by administration? 

The presence of a competent administrator is obviously having a good impact on the clergy, 
although not completely solving the problem of admin overwhelm. It seems to me that 
administration should be seen as a vital role in all parishes, in the same way as we need treasurers 
and wardens. So why doesn’t every parish have a competent administrator? Perhaps the problem is 
that where the administrator needs to be paid and the parish can’t afford their parish share this 
causes a conflict. An open conversation about this needs to occur.  

8.13  Property department to be responsive and pastoral 
Property is a huge stressor for clergy, leading to a feeling of dependency, powerlessness and in the 
worst cases abuse. It is known that clergy have left parish ministry for sector ministry solely because 
of the stress of being in tied housing. The Living Ministry report (Graveling and Cara 2017) surveyed 
761 priests and this is the information about housing:  

Respondents were asked whether their current living accommodation was 
adequate for their needs, and whether it was a source of stress. 73% of those 

living in untied housing strongly agreed that their accommodation was adequate, 
compared with only 62.7% of those living in tied housing. The second question 

follows a similar but more pronounced pattern, with 62% of those in untied 
accommodation strongly disagreeing that it was a cause of stress, compared with 

only 48% of those living in tied accommodation 

In other words, 52% of clergy in tied accommodation find their housing to be a source of stress 
compared with 38% in untied housing. It seems scandalous that dioceses are allowing this to be the 
case. 

Providing adequate and well-maintained housing with a responsive and kind property team must be 
part of the pastoral care of the clergy. This needs to be monitored to ensure clergy wellbeing, 
quarterly reports could be submitted to the wellbeing team. 
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8.14  Review Ministerial Development Reviews (MDRs) 
Ministerial Development Reviews is a major area of interest and concern and they were highlighted 
in the General Synod Paper GS2072 (Butler, 2017), which says: 

[MDRs] should be delivered across the Church in a way that is fit for purpose, is 
properly resourced in follow-up, and is conducted at a sufficient standard to be of 

use.  

It is widely felt that MDRs are a waste of lots of people’s time, not only the clergy, but also the lay 
people who have to meet and fill in forms to be submitted to the diocese. Some dioceses (such as 
Oxford) have much more informal MDRs annually, they do not require lots of people to fill in forms 
and a big focus is on clergy wellbeing. Then every three years there is a more formal MDR, where the 
priest can choose who the best critical friends might be to fill in the forms. In industry 360° 
appraisals are known to fail to improve performance, Seligman (2011, p73) explains that the reason 
for this is that 360° appraisals often contain negative feedback that paralyses us, we need instead to 
hear more about our strengths:  

“Being in touch with what we do well underpins the readiness to change. To 
enable us to hear criticism non-defensively and to act creatively on it, we need to 

feel secure.” 

To be effective, the MDRs need to be with someone with whom the priest feels secure, who they 
meet with on a regular basis and who knows what is happening in the parish. A pastoral archdeacon 
may be the best placed to encourage the priest. 

Whilst stipendiary clergy regularly have their work reviewed, those who are not receiving a stipend 
do not. It is well known that stipendiary clergy working in parishes with SSM or PTO clergy that are 
unsupportive or outright hostile suffer from stress and burnout. Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
many clergy seek help with this problem, either in Reflective Practice Groups or in therapy. These 
relationships need supporting from both sides and if active SSM or PTO clergy are engaged in 
ministry then they too need MDRs and to receive training so that all the clergy in the parish are 
pulling in the same direction. 

8.15  Reform Chapter Meetings 
Chapters may or may not be supportive and are often riven with defensiveness and a fear that the 
successes of others will increase feelings of inadequacy. Clergy anxieties can be very apparent and 
easily triggered, in addition clergy can carry a lot of perceived failures and so this combination makes 
Chapter meetings less supportive than one might think. There is often little appetite for clergy to 
meet together. 

In the survey I asked clergy to respond to the statement “My Chapter is a place of support”, 40% 
responded rarely or never, compared with 25% who responded always or most of the time. The 
chart can be seen below.  

However, the Chapter could provide support and reduce isolation for clergy, especially if this is 
considered to be the primary role of the Chapter meetings. To make it happen there would need to 
be a careful selection process for the Area Dean and then training with supervision to enable them 
to facilitate meetings that allow clergy to share openly. This probably would not be successful in 
dioceses that are increasing the responsibilities of Area Deans to include more managerial functions. 
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Figure 16 - My Chapter is a place of support 

8.16  Give clergy good training courses that help with growth 
One bishop is reported to have said that the clergy he feels really sorry for are those who are very 
capable, competent and faithful ministers and throughout their entire ministry they have presided 
over decline. The underlying disappointment, depression and frustration of decline does not help 
with clergy wellbeing. In the Experiences of Ministry Project 2011–17 (Clinton and Ling, 2018) which 
involved over 6000 clergy, this was concluded about growth: 

The research discovered that there were four factors that consistently led to 
enhanced growth and around which courses and training should be designed. 

These are: 

1. Maintaining a strong and clear sense of vocation 
2. Innovation in how one goes about one’s role 
3. Seeking/receiving feedback on how well one is doing 
4. Seeking/receiving support from colleagues 

An example of this was given in the report: 

I think I have some excellent people who feedback. My Church Wardens are very 
good with me. They try to make sure I get the feedback which I need to hear. 

Female. Three churches in market town parish 

It would be good if dioceses could act on this recommendation and provided training to clergy in 
these areas. 

8.17  Realistic recruitment to roles  
There is a common saying in the Church of England that parishes are looking to appoint the 
Archangel Gabriel to posts. In other words, the parishes are looking for some incredible super-
human that does not exist. Dioceses are aware of this and archdeacons and other diocesan staff 
work to encourage more realistic parish profiles and job adverts. However, the expectation that the 
incoming clergyperson will be able to fulfil a huge range of often contradictory requirements 
persists. Clergy sometimes collude with this, and the clergyperson who comes closest to promising 
to fulfil all the requirements at interview is appointed, however unrealistic that is. It is also 
commonly reported that parishes are looking to recruit a man with a wife who does not work 
outside the home (or parish) and with young children. This leads to very difficult conversations 
during the recruitment process, and is very stressful for candidates. A doctoral thesis (Blackie, 2014) 
reported on interviews with 31 clergy about preparing to move jobs, it states:  
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“Clergy are at best conditional in their acceptance of the changes and at worst 
resisting them. This is because the decision to adopt secular-style recruitment 

systems has disrupted a process of delegated authority to bishops which is rooted 
in an almost unassailable body of history, tradition, custom and practice by 

shifting the authority for a transition to clergy themselves.” There is a feeling that 
the relationship with the bishop has been weakened through this – leading to 

further isolation, previously the bishop appointed and could be sought for 
guidance and support for the role that the bishop had chosen the cleric to do. The 

whole thing has become a source of cognitive dissonance, one priest says: “So I 
think it’s not what it seems and it’s neither one thing nor the other, it’s neither 

the open recruitment process that it presents itself as being, nor is it the old 
system of, you know, bishop knows best and will tell you where to go. But it 

seems to be somewhere in between but never quite acknowledging all that.” 

This is considered in part in the Covenant for the Care and Wellbeing of Clergy (Butler, 2019):  

“Parish Profiles and Role/Job Descriptions often reveal an over-challenging set of 
expectations, ranging from large numbers of churches to serve, unrealistic and 

competing sets of tasks, and the absence in them of any evidence of commitment 
to clergy care and wellbeing.”  

The recommendations of the Covenant are to: 

• Acknowledge in the licensing service the importance of clergy wellbeing 
• Ensure parish profiles talk about clergy wellbeing 
• Have realistic expectations in the parish profile and in the job description about 

what the clergyperson can do 

This resolves part of the problem and the issues to do with the Bishop as pastor are discussed 
further in section 9.1. However, there is a further issue which is the gulf between what the clergy 
expect of the parish and what the parish expects of the clergy. At theological college (or courses) the 
emphasis can often be on mission and evangelism, whereas in the parish the emphasis can often be 
on keeping the building upright, pastoral visiting and things staying the way they have always been. 
When there is a vacancy in a parish it would be very helpful for the incoming clergy if the 
expectations of the parish were aligned with the expectations of the potential minister. 
Approximately what percentage of the minister’s time will be spent do the following?  

• Praying 
• Liturgical duties 
• Intentional outreach 
• Preaching and Teaching 
• Working with children and young people 
• Studying 
• Using social media 
• Attending various meetings 
• Preparing for and taking Occasional Offices 
• Fixing the building 

• Visiting elderly parishioners 
• Doing work in the local school 
• Setting up new services 
• Working with the community 
• Doing administration 
• Deanery and Diocesan work/events 
• Fundraising 
• Attending social events 
• Training 

 

Obviously, being overly prescriptive would not be helpful, for the incoming priest will need to follow 
the vocation they feel God has given them, but setting some priorities and expectations will inform 
the recruitment process and may make the parish more realistic about what can and cannot be done 
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by the new priest. This process would make adverts much more descriptive such that priests can 
apply for posts where their expectations and those of the parish are aligned. 

8.18  Improve the selection for training process 
There are significant capability issues with some clergy, especially in terms of self-awareness and 
abilities to work cooperatively with others. There is a concern that the drive for more clergy is 
making this problem worse. The selection for training process could be improved and incorporate a 
psychological evaluation. One diocese has extended the process of discernment to 1-2 years and 
includes essays and meetings of groups of potential ordinands, where they have Saturdays together 
doing group work in the large group and in smaller groups. They are given awkward questions on a 
range of subjects similar to those at a BAP. Each potential ordinand spends half a day doing an 
extended psychological interview. With the church having suffered so much with abuse scandals, it 
needs to address issues to do with sexuality and relationships, it may seem invasive but it is better 
than catastrophes later down the line. The discernment process should also enable self-selection - 
through the process people will withdraw, realising it isn’t for them. This happens in selection for 
counselling situations and people see it as personal growth, but with the clergy they see it as failure 
if they don’t get through. This culture needs to change. 

For some, there are psychological reasons for people wishing to become priests that need to be 
explored. In the book “The Cracked Pot” (Warren, 2002), some came into the ministry because of 
difficult relationships with parents, and longed for the church to be a mother figure and the bishop a 
father figure. There needs to be enough formational space during selection and training for people 
to explore their own ‘stuff’ before going into ministry and dealing with other people’s ‘stuff’.  

The Church Times recently reported on some comments from the Archbishop of Canterbury: 

[Justin Welby] said that mental-health well-being should be factored into the way 
people were chosen for ordination, and that it should be “institutionalised” by the 

Church. “No one will take mental health as seriously as the Church has the 
potential to do.” 

I’m not entirely sure what this means but I suspect it is addressing this issue. 

8.19  Change Diocesan Culture to one of Trust 
Dioceses can contribute to the anxiety of the clergy, especially around the dual pressures of mission 
and finances. One counsellor commented: 

Institutions can either work on the basis of trust or fear and sadly very often 
dioceses have a culture of fear rather than trust. It is important that there we 
understand mutual flourishing – if the diocesan clergy are flourishing then the 

diocese will be flourishing.  

In the survey, clergy were asked to respond to two questions, ‘I feel pressurised by the diocese 
about Parish finances’ and ‘I feel pressurised by the diocese about missional initiatives’. The results 
are below. 
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Figure 17 - I feel pressurised by the diocese about Parish Finances/Missional Initiatives 

Renewal and Reform has caused some clergy to feel that the church has become target driven and 
that initiatives simply add a greater sense of burden and greater feelings of inadequacy. There are 
significant pressures about the finances and the missional initiatives. One counsellor said: 

Clergy get held responsible for not paying parish share, and they are by nature 
very responsible people, they would love for their parishes to pay it, it isn’t as if 
they are wilfully withholding it. The diocese gets a hold of them because there is 

no one else to get a hold of and it is stressful. How can the clergy solve these 
things? There is a feeling of immense powerlessness. 

Diocesan staff could instead assume that the clergy want to do the right thing in terms of mission 
and finances and let them get on with it, albeit with support. It is important to change the culture of 
dioceses from fear and encroaching management to trust and support. 

8.20  Rethink Diocesan Mission Statements 
If we accept that parishes and clergy are autonomous then we may need to rethink the Diocesan 
Mission Statements. Most dioceses have mission statements that are about growth (and most 
dioceses are shrinking) but Norwich Diocese has one of engagement with the actual needs of 
parishes. It is: Listen, Celebrate, Imagine, Empower, each section speaks of support for the parishes. 
This mission statement feels life giving rather than being another thing for clergy and laity to do. 
Perhaps it is no wonder that Norwich top of the league of dioceses for the Average Weekly 
Attendance change 2012-2018, see below. 

 

Figure 18 - Average Weekly Attendance change from 2012 to 2017 
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When designing Mission Statements dioceses may wish to consider whether it will give parishes and 
clergy hope and joy or add to a feeling of inadequacy and overwhelm. 

8.21  Train ordinands locally 
I have spoken to a number of Diocesan Counsellors about what causes stress in clergy and normally 
the first thing that they say is a single word “Isolation”. It is similarly cited as the greatest cause of 
psychological health problems for clergy in the literature, connected to the unique demands and 
occupational hazards associated with full time ministry (Francis, Laycock, & Brewster, 2015; Hill et al. 
2003; Warner and Carter 1984; Ellison and Mattila 1983).  

However, I interviewed one Diocesan Counsellor who didn’t mention it at all. She asked me whether 
she had identified the same stressors as the other counsellors and so I asked her about isolation, this 
was her response: 

“Our clergy don’t suffer from isolation in general. We have a very good local 
training scheme that they all seem to go on. They stay in their communities with 
their friends and family, then they all get curacies in the diocese, then they tend 
to stay after that. They have cell groups on the local training scheme and so they 
continue to meet in their cells groups even when they are incumbents, as well as 

being near their families and friends are close by. 

Could this happen in all dioceses? I know there is some anxiety about colleges versus courses. The 
belief has been that there is a better ‘priestly formation’ in colleges because people have to go and 
live with each other for three years and so all the sharp edges get knocked off them. However, I did 
hear of some research that contradicted this, it found that training courses actually gave better 
formation. It is because married clergy at colleges live off campus with their family and don’t have 
much time informally interacting with their fellow students. However, those on courses come from 
all traditions and all have to go away together on residentials throughout the year, where they stay 
up late in the bar debating.  

There are also concerns in some dioceses that clergy need to be exposed to the wider church and 
ideas that come from beyond the Diocese, consequently for some clergy this may not be 
appropriate. However, to help the wellbeing of many clergy it would be best for them to be able to 
train and have their curacies locally and then stay in the diocese, close to their friends and family. 

8.22  Dioceses to actively help parishes with buildings 
In a recent article in the Catholic Herald (Sheppard, 2017) this was said about listed buildings: 

In England as a whole, there are 12,200 listed Anglican churches and 629 listed 
Catholic churches. Compare this to the National Trust, which owns 500 listed 
buildings, and English Heritage, which has 400. The income from the National 

Trust is £650 million a year with five million members. 

How can we possible manage this? Clergy and laity alike are spending too much time and energy 
keep the roof on. It isn’t the reason why most clergy were ordained, very few thrive in this 
environment, some do – they can find creative uses for the buildings, but most find it depressing. 

Clergy hate the idea of closing churches, but in some dioceses, I wonder whether the number of 
listed buildings that take huge amounts of energy needs reviewing? Also, can we do work as 
dioceses that takes some of the burden away? Ideas include selling off the parish rooms and instead 
using a reordered church for events, using the church building for a preschool or nursery, getting Wi-
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Fi masts in the spires. Winchester Diocese have been working on a project getting high quality 
preschools into parishes, and because the work has been done centrally the correct expertise has 
been found and applied. Doing this high-quality work in a small parish would be practically 
impossible. Dioceses could really help by taking the lead. 

9.0 Recommendations for the Church of England 
9.1  Review the model of Bishops as Pastors 
Most priests look to the bishop as their pastor. The bishop ordains and licenses clergy and these 
moments are profoundly meaningful. Each year most bishops ask their clergy to come to the 
Maundy Thursday service and renew their vows together, there is a sense of shared vocation and 
mutual respect. The clergy know that the Bishop sees their work as an extension of his or her work, 
because at the licensing service they are told “Receive this cure of souls, which is both mine and 
yours”. The Bishop has a staff as his symbol of pastoral ministry. The expectations are set up in all 
these highly symbolic moments. 

However, the pastoral care of clergy is delegated to the archdeacons and the diocesan counsellor 
and in some dioceses it is also delegated to the Area Deans. Yvonne Warren, in her paper for general 
synod (Warren, 2018) writes: 

This sense of working in partnership with the Diocesan can then be totally lost. 
There needs to be a real in-depth rethink about whether the primary role of a 

Bishop of a diocese is still to oversee and care for their clergy or whether this role 
is obsolete. If it is then there needs to be real thought as to who within The 

Church has that care and oversight. It is because of this lack of clarity that so 
many clergy feel dislocated and displaced by The Church they seek to serve and 

trust in. 

There is a sense that bishops would like to spend more time working with their clergy but the other 
duties preclude it. Could some of these duties be removed? Could we make all suffragen bishops 
area bishops, so that within that area that bishop does ordain, license and pastor their clergy, 
restoring the sense of pastoring and partnership? The area bishops could be cover the same area as 
the archdeaconries, giving good continuity between archdeacon and bishop. 

9.2  Review Clergy Discipline Measure and Safeguarding Procedures 
In the survey clergy were asked whether they feel stressed by safeguarding and CDM. The chart 
below shows that 10% of clergy feel they are either always or most of the time stressed by CDM and 
15% for Safeguarding. This feels very high.  

The Clergy Discipline Measure (CDM) is misused for relatively minor complaints and is a potential 
vehicle for bullying. The process is slow and cumbersome, not delivering what it was designed for 
and extremely stressful for the clergy. The following issues are problematic: 

• PCCs acting with impunity 
• Priests worrying about losing their home 
• Priest doesn’t know what is happening, suspended from duties, but why? 
• Whilst suspended the children still have to go to the local school 
• Whilst suspended the priest still has to live next door to the church 

This needs a complete overhaul and it is being reviewed. 
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Figure 19 - Stress from CDM and Safeguarding 

Safeguarding has also become a source of stress in some dioceses – clergy worry that the police will 
come knocking on their door for an unwise drunken teenage snog at party sometime in the ‘80s. 
Trivial misdemeanours as teenagers are seen as serious issues in the church, but this would not 
happen in other agencies. Benchmarking with agencies such as the NHS would be advantageous. 

9.3  Five day working week or approach this  
The difficulties of only having one day off a week have been highlighted, meaning it is very difficult 
to visit family and families to reduce isolation. In the survey 55% of clergy said that ministry always 
or most of the time negatively affects their ability to make or see friends and 25% said that it always 
or most of the time negatively impacts their family life. 

 

Figure 20 - impact of ministry on friendships and family life. 

A comment that one of the clergy put on the survey was this: 

A six-day week is brutal. I barely get time to catch up on rest and maybe do 
something creative occasionally. I am very, very tired and just don't catch up with 
just one day a week. That day off often has to move because there is only me who 

is ordained and no admin help. If the diocese puts a training day or a funeral 
comes in on my day off, I move the day off which means I can do 9 or 10 days 

without a break. 

One solution could be to encourage all clergy to put an ‘admin day’ before their day off. It means 
that the evening before the day off is always clear and if a priest needs to move their day off for an 
important funeral or school event then they can switch the two easily, meaning they don’t end up 
working 9 or 10 days without a break.  
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Some dioceses are mandating that the evening before a day off should be taken as part of the day 
off and also once a month two consecutive days should be taken off. This probably does not go far 
enough and we have to take seriously the possibility of having something closer to a five-day 
working week for clergy. 

9.4  Rethink training content and method of delivery in curacies 
There are significant impacts on the families of curates that could be alleviated by them staying close 
to home for training, curacy and incumbency. There are also often power issues between the curate 
and the training incumbent. These power issues are similar to problems in Universities between the 
doctoral student and their supervisor, this has been mitigated by providing two supervisors at 
universities and it seems to work. 

It would be worth exploring ‘thin sandwich’ training schemes that covers the whole period of 
training and curacy and combines it. In this mode of training the ordinand/curate would live in their 
own home, spend some time doing group work and lectures with their peers and do placements in 
various local parishes to learn from several different incumbents in the diocese. They would need to 
be provided with a stipend and housing expenses to facilitate this mode of training. It would be 
much less disruptive for the family and avoid the power dynamic with training incumbents. 

The end of training could be flexible, depending partly of the experience of the curate but also the 
availability of an appropriate post. In the current system the end of curacy is very stressful, with the 
curate worrying about being left with no income and no house and this stress should be removed. 

Most of the counsellors felt that the training clergy receive does not prepare them for the incredibly 
difficult job that they are embarking on. In particular the length of curacy could be an issue for some 
and there are concerns about the drive to reduce the length of curacies. In particular two years may 
not be long enough and there is sometimes an assumption that skills from a precious career can 
easily be transferred when there are marked differences of culture in the church and the 
complexities of managing volunteers. 

In the survey I asked clergy to respond to the statement: “My training has given me the tools I need 
for my role.” 36% responded always or most of the time, 31% responded sometimes and 34% 
responded rarely or never. It seems to me that if we are responsible we need clergy training to have 
a much greater success rate than this. The chart showing the responses is below. 

 

Figure 21- My training has given me the tools I need for my role 

During the curacy, additional training really needs to be provided in the following areas: 

• 10 week basic counselling course with practice, learning how to be attentive, how to be able 
to reflect back, engage with emotions and develop self-awareness. 
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• developing self-care,  
• setting boundaries 
• dealing with conflict 
• understanding groups 
• working with volunteers 
• managing change 
• developing collaborative ministry 
• developing reflective practice 
• managing others 

All of these training areas would then need to be developed and reinforced through the Continuing 
Ministerial Development programme. 

9.5  Review Clergy Renumeration 
For many clergy, being in ministry is a financial sacrifice, the skills and abilities that they have were 
rewarded with higher renumeration in their lives before parish ministry. In general, it is a sacrifice 
the clergy are willing to make. It is known that in parishes that struggle to pay their parish share the 
clergy sacrifice more, worried about submitting expense claims or asking for the parish to pay to 
upkeep their house. Sometimes the sacrifice becomes a strain on the whole family. The Guardian 
recently ran an article about clergy in financial hardship (Murphy and Sherwood, 2019). Jeremy 
Moodey, who is CEO of the Clergy Support Trust is quoted: 

“Clergy are not going to be serving their communities as well as they might if 
they’re worrying about paying bills or getting a holiday,” he said. “They live in a 

goldfish bowl in the vicarage. They need to get away but often they can’t afford it 
if they have got families.” 

He said they often struggled to cover everyday costs, such as fixing a broken 
washing machine or paying for new school uniforms. Many clergy had an “innate 
tendency not to come forward for help”, Moodey added, also expressing concern 

for those who suffered relationship breakdown. 

In the Living Ministry Report (Graveling and Cara, 2017) the financial wellbeing of clergy is 
considered: 

Amongst ordained ministers, 79.8% reported that financially they were doing all 
right or living comfortably, while 6.7% reported finding it very or quite difficult. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/sep/06/clergy-hardship-church-of-england-wealth
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Figure 22 - Living Ministry Report 2017 - "How well would you say you are managing financially these days?" 

A different question was posed in the survey, “Do you worry about personal finances?” and the 
response was quite different, see the chart below. 

 

Figure 23 - Do you worry about personal finances? 

The difference is likely to be that most clergy can manage day to day on a stipend, but the worry is 
what will happen in retirement as the pension is not sufficient to cover rented accommodation. 31% 
of the clergy who answered the survey say they are either always or most of the time worried about 
personal finances. That is an unacceptable level of financial anxiety. 

In 2001 a General Synod Working party produced a review of stipends entitled Generosity and 
Sacrifice (Marsh, 2001). In it is reported: 

In 1997 the Diocese of Guildford set up a working party to review the adequacy of 
stipends in the diocese. A survey of the clergy in the diocese was undertaken 

which revealed worrying levels of debt, widespread use of savings to make ends 
meet, reliance on gifts from a number of sources, anxiety about financial 

circumstances and the pressure on clergy families of unremitting vigilance about 
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money. As a consequence, the Diocese announced in 1998 its decision to increase 
stipends by £1500 over the following five years. This had the effect of putting 
Guildford well outside the amount of flexibility built into the national system. 

Other dioceses regretted that Guildford had gone outside the amount of flexibility 
built into the national system. 

This act of compassion by Guildford Diocese precipitated the report and one of the 
recommendations was that the stipends were increased by 5%. It would be worth reviewing this 
once again. 

9.6 Review the impacts of sexual abuse scandals and stance of the church on 
gay relationships 
The effect of the clergy sexual abuse scandals presents a difficulty for all priests, as people in the 
community see the dog collars and can be abusive, tarring all clergy with the same brush. The 
homosexuality debate has also been tough, again people in the community expect those who wear 
dog collars to be homophobic, a stance that is seen as immoral. Many clergy do not believe that 
being gay is a problem and so there is a dissonance for them. However, even clergy who are 
comfortable with the stance that gay sex is wrong still have the problem of trying to justify it. 
Currently, the church appears to be hypocritical and immoral in the eyes of many - vicars abuse 
children and yet judge gay people who are having consensual sex. 

Work needs to be done to try to restore trust in the church, expert advice should be sought.  

9.7 Review impacts on clergy families 
There is a great deal of stress on the families, the priest has a vocation but did their spouse and 
children sign up to this life? Ministers will in all likeliness have a working spouse in order to make 
ends meet. Juggling becomes a particular issue as their days off are unlikely to align. Resentments 
also arise from the reality that the Church of England is relying on clergy having a working partner so 
that they can have a house once they are retired. 

Clergy inhabit a role – being the ‘vicar’ - and in general people de-role before they get home. 
However, living in the vicarage makes it more difficult to de-role, making clergy marriages difficult. In 
addition, clergy are effectively married both to the church and to their partners, this is complex and 
needs to be managed well. 

In the conservative wing of the church some clergy wives can be desperately depressed – intelligent, 
capable women being told their place is at the kitchen sink. 

Vicar’s children are often casualties and can end up with very serious mental health problems, these 
are some of the causes: 

• They haven’t had their own emotional needs met because the needs of the parish are so 
demanding 

• The parent is absent because the office is at home – quite acceptable for the parent to 
pop back into the office at 7:30pm after dinner and remain there for the rest of the 
evening (it wouldn’t be acceptable if they had a regular job) 

• Teased at school, treated differently to other children, expected to be either very good 
or very bad 

• They don’t feel like they belong 
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• The parent may not have the language to speak to their children about these things and 
the child will not volunteer it, after all it is to do with the parent’s job, their only source 
of income and their home 

• The parent coming to the child’s school to do assemblies is embarrassing 
• They are forced to go to church, the parent is putting up a front of being a perfect 

Christian with a perfect family and the child is used as a pawn. This leads to them feeling 
angry and resentful and feeling they have to perform 

• Moving around (eg theological college, curacy, incumbency) leads to difficulty with 
attachment and friends 

• People in the congregation may be being horrible to the parent and the child knows this 
as it is discussed at the dinner table, leads to a difficult relationship with the church 

• A lot of unacknowledged trauma in the priests gets manifested in the children, the 
children are exhibiting what is not being said 

There is hidden harm being inflicted on clergy children and it seems that no one is talking about it. 
This really needs to be researched, alongside the impacts on clergy marriages. 

10.0 Conclusions 
The role of incumbent is getting tougher and we need clergy to be at their very best to be creative in 
the face of the challenges, and yet so many clergy are suffering. In an organisation where loving one 
another is so key, how can we make sure our clergy are given all they need to thrive? 

Clergy wellbeing is extremely complex, every aspect of the church affects the wellbeing of clergy for 
good or ill. However, if dioceses prioritise clergy wellbeing there is much to be done. In particular 
offering pastoral support, training, looking after properties and changing the culture of dioceses. 
Clergy must be encouraged to embrace self-care, and to do so they will need to have competent 
administration assistance and maintain good boundaries otherwise they will continue to be 
overwhelmed by the workload. Some of this will need significant investment from the dioceses, 
priorities will need to change, but prioritising clergy wellbeing should be a virtuous circle, with 
greater psychological health will come healthier and more missional churches. 

Training, selection and recruitment also need to be reviewed with clergy wellbeing in mind. We need 
to ensure clergy are not being put into situations where they cannot survive, never mind thrive. 

Many wider church issues also need to be investigated and have been outlined. In particular more 
research needs to be focussed on the children of clergy and also clergy marriages. Renumeration 
needs to be considered once again as does the possibility of five-day working weeks. A review of the 
CDM is already underway, benchmarking of Safeguarding processes and implementation also needs 
to occur. Serious consideration of the impacts of the sexual abuse scandals and also the apparent 
anti-gay stance of the church on the clergy is required. Finally, we need to look at whether we still 
wish to have the model of bishop as pastor and clarify that and the other places where the church 
has attempted to employ business models but ended up with a confusing fudge. 

I am hopeful that we have reached the lowest point in terms of clergy wellbeing and that from now 
on things will improve. This gives me hope not only for the flourishing of the clergy and their families 
but for the church as a whole. 
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Appendix – Responses from the Clergy Survey 
Results of the survey available online from 28th October 2019 to 15th November 2019, promoted on 
Facebook, Twitter, two clergy blogs and the Sheldon Hub 

No of responses: 134 

Question 1: Diocese 
Bath & Wells 3 
Birmingham 2 
Blackburn 2 
Bristol  3 
Canterbury 2 
Carlisle  1 
Chelmsford 7 
Chester  2 
Chichester 6 
Coventry 2 
Derby  5 
Durham 1 
Ely  3 

Exeter  2 
Gloucester 6 
Guildford 6 
Hereford 1 
Leeds  4 
Leicester 4 
Lichfield 7 
Lincoln  3 
Liverpool 5 
London  6 
Manchester 4 
Norwich 1 
Oxford  10 

Peterborough 1 
Portsmouth 1 
Rochester 3 
Salisbury 8 
Sheffield 1 
Southwark 3 
South’ll & Notts 1 
St Albans 3 
St Eds & Ips 4 
Winchester 5 
Worcester 2 
York  3 

 

Question 2: Age 

 



39 
 

Question 3: Years Ordained 

 
Question 4: Gender 

 
Question 5: Relationship Status 
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Question 6: Role 

 
Question 7: Hours Ministering 
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Question 8: Renumeration 

 
Question 9: In church housing? 

 

  



42 
 

Question 10: Do you have Competent Administrative Assistance (paid or 
unpaid)? 
Displayed against the number of years ordained: 

 

Question 11: Time Off 
Displayed against the number of years ordained 

a) Do you take all your holiday? 

 

b) Do you take all your days off? 
Displayed against the number of years ordained:
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c) Do you take off the evening before your day off? 
Displayed against the number of years ordained:

 

d) Do you have an annual retreat? 
Displayed against the number of years ordained:

 

Question 12: Do you take other time away from ministry (days off, quiet days)? 
Displayed against the number of years ordained 
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Question 13: Does your Diocese have a Clergy Wellbeing Policy? 
Displayed against Diocese: 

 

Note: Insufficient data, but it looks like Oxford, Salisbury, Gloucester and Bath and Wells have 
policies and are pretty good at publicising them. 

Question 14: Wellbeing 
a) I have someone to confide in when struggling 
Displayed against the number of years ordained:
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b) I feel supported by senior clergy and  
c) I feel supported by the Diocese and  
d) I feel supported by the Parish 

 

e) Ministry negatively impacts my family life and  
f) Ministry negatively impacts ability to make or see friends 

 

g) I have enough time off to feel refreshed 
Displayed against the number of years ordained: 
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h) My spiritual life is enriching and  
i) I am fulfilling my vocation 

 

j) I worry about personal finances 
Displayed against age: 

 

k) I experience bullying 
Displayed against gender: 
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l) I feel overwhelmed by my workload and 
m) I feel overwhelmed by administration 

 

n) My chapter is a place of support 
Displayed against number of years ordained: 

 

o) I feel my training has given me the tools I need for my role 
Displayed against number of years ordained: 
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p) I feel pressurised by the Diocese about parish finances and 
q) I feel pressurised by the Diocese about missional initiatives 

 

r) My housing needs are well looked after well by the Diocese 
Only those in church housing displayed below, and they are displayed by role: 

 

s) I am affected by society's attitude towards the church 
Displayed by number of years ordained: 
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t) I feel stressed by the Clergy Discipline Measure and 
u) I feel stressed by fears about Safeguarding 

 

v) I feel inadequate and 
w) I feel weary and 
x) I feel close to burn out 
Displayed for those in incumbency type roles – Rector/Vicar/Priest in Charge, Team Vicar, House for 
Duty 

 

Displayed for SSMs: 

 

Question 15: Any other comments 
These are all the comments, in five cases there is information redacted as it might make the 
responder identifiable. 
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I don't feel personally threatened by CDM but I am concerned about the damage I have seen it do 
to colleagues 

I have in the past experienced bullying behaviour from a senior priest - very little support and was 
made to feel like I was the problem. That led to anxiety and depression - and even when I 
explained that to a bishop, I was still told that the person bullying me should play a role in my 
ministerial review. I nearly left ministry - and there’s no recourse.  It’s also frustrating that a 
Vicar’s training budget is £150-200 a year - but many thousands are spent on bishops/deans mini-
MBAs and the Learning Community. I love what I’m called to do - and put in self-care re friends, 
retreats and days off. But beyond a clear fortnight in the summer, it’s hard to get cover for 
Sundays. I’ll have than two Sundays off in 7 or 8 months. Financial pressure is real - on a single 
stipend costs are high (insurance, garden & heating); no chance to think of housing in retirement. 
The disparity re colleagues who can afford to choose where they retire to - due to second incomes 
or priority inheritance/investment - and my fear I’d having no options/being isolated/the 
instability of renting is huge.   

Excellent worthwhile project 

I feel more affected by the church’s gloom and despondency about itself, and it’s one size fits all 
solutions, than society’s attitude toward it.  

It is extremely difficult to manage parishioners’ expectations.  Their sense of a glass half empty 
rather than half full is a constant preoccupation.  I frequently feel inadequate to their standards 
and there is little comeback.  I generally prefer non churchgoers.  I now have some exceptional 
people who are turning back the tide of slander and negativism but some minds are very set in 
judgement.  In the midst of this I'm loved by some but it is hard to get the balance. 

At other times in my life as a priest my answers would have been much bleaker. I have 
experienced bullying more than once in my early ministry. I have suffered serious depression. 
Bishops and senior clergy have been, at times, remarkably obtuse. However right now things are 
in a good place. I only wish I was able to take more time off. 

I really enjoy my working life, about 80% of the time and feel it’s a bit of a grind 20%. 

Senior staff - nice people but lacking in skills and awareness in some cases. And are not safe to go 
to.  

Most of my stress is caused by senior clergy deciding, without consultation, to enable a Resource 
Church in my next-door parish that led to a 30% drop in attendance and giving across a year. We 
weren't involved, couldn't plan and the hurt of folk leaving, one after the other was devastating. 
The primary cause of my problem was the secrecy and lack of consultation on something that 
would patently impact. I only got to know from rumours that I had to force my Bishop to confirm. 
We are left to rebuild and cannot 'compete', nor can any other church in the area, with a 
neighbour who now has massive external funding. But if I concentrate on local, take exercise, read 
novels before I go to sleep, I am now moderately OK, just massively disillusioned with the 
structure of the CofE and pastoral failings of Bishop. 

I have been covering a vacancy for 20 months, 18 months as a curate. This has been interesting 
but on the whole enjoyable. The most stressful thing is how to step back when new incumbent 
arrives and the big question of discerning "what/where next" 

A six-day week is brutal. I barely get time to catch up on rest and maybe do something creative 
occasionally. I am very, very tired and just don't catch up with just one day a week. That day off 
often has to move because there is only me who is ordained and no admin help. If the diocese 
puts a training day or a funeral comes in on my day off, I move the day off which means I can do 9 
or 10 days without a break. This is tough. I can't afford to retire before I'm 70 and the outlook 
seems very bleak some days. I love my job and it is only that which keeps me going some days. 
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Diocese counselling sessions have been a life-saver.  12 sessions of CBT which were very practical 
and useful. 

The diocesan wellbeing strategy is being addressed 

My diocese has a very good counselling service for clergy but the day to day support is either non-
existent or even negative. Money and paranoid box ticking seems to be more important than 
pastoral care and chaplains are given a pat in the back and are mostly ignored.  

I am on an interim contract and feel uncertain as to what the future holds 

As in other caring professions, such as counselling, there needs to be regular outside support for 
those dealing with constant issues of trauma - in parish ministry and in the wider ministry of the 
church. There is no such programme in place in the CofE 

I have only been in post a couple of months and am in a much better place than I was when I was 
in Team Ministry and was bullied and unsupported by the Diocese I now feel in a much better 
place. 

The question about Chapter I have put NA simply because I have recently moved and only been to 
one meeting so don't yet know if they are supportive or not. 

Whilst the Diocese might have a 'well-being' policy I don't think that it squares with the pressure 
that is put upon ministers with sole responsibility for rural multi-parish Benefices with Diocesan 
'Vision' statements and initiatives that are more aimed for urban churches/congregations.  A big 
stress for me is caring for four beautiful medieval Churches and the attitude of the DAC regarding 
Faculties etc.   

Thank you for undertaking this research which I hope will be published and taken note of by the 
Church. I hope too that you find practices that help your own ministry. 

Thanks for the interest x 

I am not remunerated or recognised for the work I do (part-time incumbency but in a very difficult 
church). There is a culture of neglect from the diocese for our church and it gets very tiring to 
keep defending it. This leads to low clergy wellbeing. I am also mum to under5s so my off time is 
not really off and means that rest, relaxation is not easily accessed. This is not a problem with the 
job but simply a circumstance that adds to stress and tiredness.  

Because I am "retired", I have much more control over what I do. However, I have a regular 
commitment to a benefice in long term vacancy, so still experience some of the stresses of parish 
life. More of my responses would have been closer to the negative end of the scale when I was 
working full time.  

My situation is not helped by being a large church with no church wardens 

A patriarchal attitude to female clergy and unrealistic expectations of a generation of cradle 
Christians who stopped at Sunday School, a missing generation of 40-50s and many young families 
who are eager to hear the gospel and follow Christ but whose culture is so very different from 
those in power (and not wishing to release it) and church leadership who openly say they don’t 
have suggestions how to support clergy. A very different culture from my previous employment at 
senior board level. Parish opportunities with those unchurched are enormous but our structures / 
patterns and traditions of Sunday worship / church expectations of what a vicar does are crippling 
and demoralising. I trained to show and give the love of God to the people of this parish, not 
support outdated models of ministry that support church goers. Praying for our generation to be 
bold and loving. 

Re CMD - the backlash from this, however well things are or were conducted, seems to be huge 
and largely ignored: little help for those involved or for the ‘victims’ or the parishes. Our family 
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was involved in one in the 70s - a recent case locally alas shows exactly the same lack of help or 
care that we were unfortunate enough to know.  

Although HFD, I still have an incumbent's status that brings with it the challenges and joys of that 
role. 

Last year I was very close to burn out but took some drastic measures after speaking to the 
Archdeacon. This meant a week off a month for 3 months before being reviewed. It helped and 
since then I’ve tried to make a week a month a lighter week.  Doesn’t always happen but I try and 
I now often ignore any demanding letters of new initiatives that we are strongly encouraged to 
try, especially when I know my churches will not welcome them. Their stress can add to mine.  

Chapter is generally supportive but due to the mix of the deanery, all but 2 clergy are either SSM 
or part time paid so meeting days/ times can be difficult. 

I have two large separate suburban parishes and inherited significant governance, building and 
finance issues that swallow up the majority of time and energy.  

Loneliness is what I struggle with most.  

I have had to resign from my part time post (which was supposed to be 3 days/wk and turned out 
to be 6 days/wk) multi parish rural ministry as I was close to burn out - trying to do, in my opinion, 
an untenable job with no clergy/reader support.  I do not think that I am alone, in fact overwork 
and lack of support are regular topics of conversation with clergy colleagues, within this and other 
dioceses.  I do think that the CofE needs a radical and creative re-think on clergy wellbeing and 
hours before a generation of overworked clergy burn out. 

Uncertainty about my future, as a 60-year-old SSM with lots to offer, in a diocesan structure that 
doesn't value the potential of SSM's, does affect my wellbeing, and sense of fulfilment. I 
sometimes question whether it was worth training and giving so much of myself to ministry. 

I am in a good place now. It has not always been so. 

I generally feel over-worked and under-supported. I feel 6-day weeks are too long to work as it is 
tiring and you don't get as much time with family, let alone friends (if you have managed to keep 
many). The role of a vicar has changed but expectations remain the same alongside all the new 
things we have to do now -so nothing from the old way of working has gone, that is still there, 
along with the pressure of having to do the newer things, so we just end up having to do more 
and more (e.g. mission initiatives, address finances, taking social issues, alongside running the 
Church, leading worship, visiting and occasional offices, etc). 

 


	1.0 Summary
	2.0 Terms
	3.0 Introduction
	4.0 Defining Wellbeing
	5.0 Resilience and Burnout
	6.0 Church of England Reports on Clergy Wellbeing
	7.0 Isolation
	8.0 Recommendations for Dioceses
	8.1  Senior staff encouraging self-care culture
	8.2  Create a Wellbeing Team
	8.3  Ensure a Counselling Service is available for clergy and families
	8.4  Provide Pastoral Supervision
	8.5  Create Reflective Practice Groups (or Balint Groups)
	8.6  Provide Mentors/Mission Accompaniers
	8.7  Encourage Clergy Self Care through a booklet, website and CMD days
	8.8  Encourage Clergy to review their amount of time off
	8.9  Human Resources Department to help resolve Clergy Bullying
	8.10  Clarify the rights and responsibilities of clergy
	8.11  Give parishes tools to help clergy wellbeing
	8.12  Encourage parishes to have competent administrative assistance
	8.13  Property department to be responsive and pastoral
	8.14  Review Ministerial Development Reviews (MDRs)
	8.15  Reform Chapter Meetings
	8.16  Give clergy good training courses that help with growth
	8.17  Realistic recruitment to roles
	8.18  Improve the selection for training process
	8.19  Change Diocesan Culture to one of Trust
	8.20  Rethink Diocesan Mission Statements
	8.21  Train ordinands locally
	8.22  Dioceses to actively help parishes with buildings

	9.0 Recommendations for the Church of England
	9.1  Review the model of Bishops as Pastors
	9.2  Review Clergy Discipline Measure and Safeguarding Procedures
	9.3  Five day working week or approach this
	9.4  Rethink training content and method of delivery in curacies
	9.5  Review Clergy Renumeration
	9.6 Review the impacts of sexual abuse scandals and stance of the church on gay relationships
	9.7 Review impacts on clergy families

	10.0 Conclusions
	11.0 References
	Appendix – Responses from the Clergy Survey
	Question 1: Diocese
	Question 2: Age
	Question 3: Years Ordained
	Question 4: Gender
	Question 5: Relationship Status
	Question 6: Role
	Question 7: Hours Ministering
	Question 8: Renumeration
	Question 9: In church housing?
	Question 10: Do you have Competent Administrative Assistance (paid or unpaid)?
	Question 11: Time Off
	a) Do you take all your holiday?
	b) Do you take all your days off?
	c) Do you take off the evening before your day off?
	d) Do you have an annual retreat?

	Question 12: Do you take other time away from ministry (days off, quiet days)?
	Question 13: Does your Diocese have a Clergy Wellbeing Policy?
	Question 14: Wellbeing
	a) I have someone to confide in when struggling
	b) I feel supported by senior clergy and
	c) I feel supported by the Diocese and
	d) I feel supported by the Parish
	e) Ministry negatively impacts my family life and
	f) Ministry negatively impacts ability to make or see friends
	g) I have enough time off to feel refreshed
	h) My spiritual life is enriching and
	i) I am fulfilling my vocation
	j) I worry about personal finances
	k) I experience bullying
	l) I feel overwhelmed by my workload and
	m) I feel overwhelmed by administration
	n) My chapter is a place of support
	o) I feel my training has given me the tools I need for my role
	p) I feel pressurised by the Diocese about parish finances and
	q) I feel pressurised by the Diocese about missional initiatives
	r) My housing needs are well looked after well by the Diocese
	s) I am affected by society's attitude towards the church
	t) I feel stressed by the Clergy Discipline Measure and
	u) I feel stressed by fears about Safeguarding
	v) I feel inadequate and
	w) I feel weary and
	x) I feel close to burn out

	Question 15: Any other comments


