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Loved and Cared For:
A Handy Guide for P/SPRCs Who 
Want to Support Their Pastor Well

Research on clergy well-being conducted by the Duke 

Clergy Health Initiative in 2023 identified five profiles of 

clergy mental health, using combinations of positive mental 

health and mental distress. Ever on the hunt for actions that 

may improve clergy well-being, we discovered that feeling 

“very loved and cared for” by their congregants is strongly 

associated with better clergy mental health, as you can see 

in the figure. Even in the face of a sometimes distressing 

world, lay leaders can make a difference for a key person in 

the lives of so many – their pastor.

This guide is intended to help P/SPRCs engage in practices 

which support their pastor feeling loved and cared for. 

The ideas in this guide can be explored in more detail 

as a committee through the resource Keeping the Faith: 
Conversations to Strengthen the Bond Between Pastors and 
Church Leaders, and individually through the resource, 

Fully Alive: A Resource to Guide Clergy to the Four Behaviors 
of Flourishing. You can find a QR code to download these 

complete resources below. 
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Clergy Mental Health Profiles

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



■	 Encourage and support your pastor to have time away 

from work, including a regular day for Sabbath. Have 

an honest conversation as a committee about what 

constitutes an emergency that might be worthy of 

disrupting the pastor’s time away. Communicate this 

clearly to the congregation on the pastor’s behalf.  

■	 Encourage and support your pastor in taking their 

full vacation time annually.  If your pastor has not 

historically done this, engage in a conversation about 

the barriers to taking their vacation and then work 

collaboratively to overcome them.  Don’t leave it all to 

the pastor to figure out how to leave town!

■	 Pray for your pastor and their family (and let them know 

you’re doing it!)  Ask them how you can pray. 

■	 Create a culture of affirmation.  Have members of 

your committee sign up to send your pastor a note of 

encouragement on a regular basis.  Be sure it includes 

concrete affirmations of where you see God at work 

in and through them.  Affirm the effort that the pastor 

puts into their work, even when the outcomes don’t look 

visibly “successful”.

■	 Encourage your pastor to have multiple and diverse 

sources of social support including professional support 

from a therapist, spiritual director, or coach. Ensure that 

the pastor has time to engage in these services.  

■	 Support your pastor in a conversation about meeting 

schedules and create a structure in which the pastor is 

not expected to be away from home more than two 

nights a week.  

■	 Advocate for your pastor and their family in the face 

of criticism or unrealistic expectations.  Advocate 

for and support your pastor when congregation 

or community members challenge their faith or 

commitment to ministry.  

■	 If you need to meet with your pastor, invite them to a 

walking meeting if that’s an accessible option.  Clergy 

spend a lot of time in their heads and in their chairs.  

Make it easier for them to engage in a healthy physical 

practice such as walking, even during the work day.  

■	 Feed them! (But make sure it’s healthy).  On a 

particularly stressful week when there has been 

more activity than usual (think: Advent, Lent, Holy 

Week, Charge Conference season, following a mid-

week funeral, or during a season where pastoral care 

demands have been high), ease their burden by offering 

in advance to provide a meal to your pastor and their 

family. 

■	 Maintain the church office and parsonage.  Fix things 

when they’re broken.  Don’t ask or expect your pastor to 

live or work in spaces where you would not also want to 

work.  

■	 Encourage and support the pastor in cultivating hobbies 

and interests outside of their work at church.  You’ll 

find the sermons they preach will be more creative and 

energized as a result.  

■	 Practice grace! (We’re Methodists, after all).  If your 

pastor makes a mistake or endures a hard season of 

life, find ways to extend forgiveness and communicate 

acceptance of the beloved child of God who has been 

called to be your pastor.

Ideas and Conversation Starters



Around congregants, pastors most often find themselves providing support. Providing emotional support for your pastor is 

about taking the time to get to know your pastor and genuinely receiving what is going on in their life—whether it be a sick 

family member or concern about their child in school. Here are tips for conversation starters and ways to make your pastor 

feel heard and valued as a person.  Try these out in 1-1 conversation–maybe over lunch or a walk with your pastor!

How to Create Safe Space for Disclosure and Support

	

	 1.	 What are you reading lately? What vacation plans do you have? How 

is your family? 

2.	 What’s been going well lately? Where are you finding joy in 

ministry? 

2.	 What’s been particularly challenging lately?  

3.	 Are there concrete ways that we (the congregation) can support 

you?  

4.	 How can I pray for you?   

“If one member suffers, 
all suffer together; if one 
member is honored, all 

rejoice together. Now you 
are the body of Christ and 

individually members of it.”
—1 Corinthians 12:26-27

		

Ask: 

1.	 Create a safe space to talk.  Be sure you’re in a 

space where your pastor can trust that what they 

share with you will remain safe and confidential.  

This is as much about the place where you are as 

it is the tone that you set and the trust you build 

over time.  

2.	 Listen actively without interruption or 

distraction. Turn off your phone and be fully 

present.  Make eye contact.  Pay attention to 

verbal and non-verbal cues. Nodding and smiling 

can be helpful.  Crossed arms can indicate a 

defensive posture, so be aware of your own body 

language. 

3.	 Ask open-ended questions.  Restate what you 

hear them saying as a means of clarification. A 

non-judgmental, empathetic listener does not 

pass judgment, even if they don’t agree with 

what’s being shared. It’s easy to unintentionally 

sneak in unsolicited advice or judgment with 

closed-ended questions such as “Have you 

thought about…?” 

4.	 Validate their emotions and experiences. 

Remember, your pastor is allowed to feel what 

they are feeling. It is not your job to talk them out 

of feeling what they are feeling. Simple and brief 

statements create safety.

	 “That’s a lot to deal with.” “I’m sorry that this is 
happening.” “It sounds like that really hurt you.”  
“That would make me angry, too.” 

5.	 If it is appropriate, brainstorm an action step 

or show support in a tangible way. If a person is 

experiencing grief, there may not be a specific 

action. Allowing them to share their experience 

is important. An action step could be something 

they commit to doing or something you commit 

to doing on their behalf. Being present is 

important, but leading the congregation to show 

your care and support in tangible ways is also 

important.

6.	 Encourage and pray for your pastor! When 

criticism flies and results are slow to appear, it 

can be easy to be discouraged.  Share stories of 

the concrete ways you see your pastor’s work 

making an impact in your church and community.

		

Do: 



	

	

1.	 Violate your pastor’s trust. If your pastor shares 

about a difficult situation they are facing, allow 

them to share that experience without judgment 

or fear that you will spread this information 

through the congregation.  

2.	 Try to fix every problem. Some days your pastor 

simply needs to be heard. At other times, you may 

brainstorm together a way to navigate a next step 

to resolve an issue. Resist reaching out to other 

congregants on behalf of your pastor without 

their consent.

3.	 Use statements such as “I told you so,” “It’s really 
not that big of a deal,” “It can’t be that bad,” “You’re 
blowing it out of proportion” or other critical 

or minimizing comments. Your job is to show 

support and empathy. 

4.	 Give unsolicited advice.  

5.	 Make assumptions about your pastor. 

Remember that there are no two-dimensional 

people. Everyone is a complex combination of 

experiences that have formed them into the 

person they are. Always assume best intentions. 

Seek clarity when there is something you do not 

understand.

		

Don’t: 

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


