
Reduce the Stress of Dealing with Difficult People, 
Lead More Effectively and Transform Your Ministry
by Developing the Four Essential Skills Typical of 
Emotionally Intelligent Pastors



INTRODUCTION

My name is Dr. Jeannie Miller-Clarkson. I am a Christian 

believer, a Licensed Psychologist, and the author of 

research on the topic of burnout among clergy. After 

conducting my research, and learning so much about 

pastors and their challenges, I felt compelled to share my findings with as 

many pastors as possible. 

I invite you to read this report and then let me know (using the contact 

information at the end of the report) if it rings true for you, as I believe it 

will. My prayer is that you will find this information helpful and a blessing 

to your life and ministry.

By the way, I’ve deliberately written this in a casual, non-academic tone. 

You’re not going to find a lot of citations and references. If you want more 

facts and figures on these topics, please feel free to join me for one of my 

workshops or peruse the research posted on my website.

My goal here is simply to share from my heart a few things I have learned 

that may be helpful to you.
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THE NUMBER ONE CHALLENGE IN PASTORAL MINISTRY TODAY
Recently I was conducting training with a group of 
pastors and asked them the question, “What would 
you say is the number one problem in pastoral 
ministry?” The first clergyman to answer jokingly said, 
“People!” 

Everyone in the room laughed and nodded their heads 
as if to say, “That’s right!”

I think we all know what he meant by saying that. 
It wasn’t that he doesn’t like people at all or that all 
people create problems. In fact, that’s the reason we’re 
in ministry - to minister to people! However, some 
people at times seem to create all kinds of dysfunction, 

uproar, craziness and raw emotional tension. 
Those are the issues – the people problems – to 
which I believe my clergy friend was referring. In 
my view, there are five “people problems”, or more 
properly stated, reactions to people problems, that 
are especially common and potentially destructive to 
pastoral ministry as well as other forms of Christian 
leadership. 

I call them “the five clergy killers”. Collectively, they fall 
under the heading of “people problems” and many 
would say that dealing effectively with them is the 
number one challenge facing pastors today.

THE FIVE CLERGY KILLERS
Let’s be honest: leadership in any organization 
presents obstacles and difficulties. Pastors aren’t the 
only ones who struggle to rise to the challenges of 
setting an example, guiding an organization, inspiring 
followers and leading people. Lots of folks fill those 
kinds of shoes.

However, the reality is that pastoral leadership presents 
a unique set of circumstances that could test the 
resourcefulness, spirituality and leadership acumen of 
any person! If you don’t believe me, just ask Moses 

about his frustrations as he attempted to pastor God’s 
people in their journey from Egypt to the Promised Land!
Other researchers and I have noted some common 
occurrences that help account for the staggering 
statistics so commonly quoted these days about 
clergy burnout and dropout. I’m not going to cite them 
but suffice it to say that many clergy are finding the 
ministerial life overly demanding. Here are five reasons 
– the five “clergy killers” – that are actually harming the 
lives of many pastors and driving some pastors out of 
the ministry altogether!

The first is criticism. Caustic criticism sometimes characterizes 
the feedback given to preachers by their members. Sure, everyone 
experiences a little criticism at some time in their life. What we are 
talking about now, though, is a constant stream of mean-spirited 
and destructive comments. At least, that’s how it can feel. Criticism 
can really zap your energy and hurt deeply, especially if it is of the 
kind that is not constructive. Constant criticism can be a clergy killer.
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THE FIVE CLERGY KILLERS (Cont’d)

The second is conflict. Conflict has been named in research studies as one of the big reasons 
pastors leave ministry. Frankly, a pastor can just get sick and tired (literally) of the constant fighting 
between church members or groups and that’s not to mention divisive conflicts between the pastor 
and church members! So conflict is an energy drain and a big clergy killer. 

The third: unrealistic and conflicting expectations. This is a big one. Everyone expects a lot of 
pastors: the older people in the church may want hospital visitations daily, the younger people want 
more activities that appeal to them, other people are thinking that the pastor should be a more 
efficient administrator. Some want a contemporary service and others want traditional worship. Oh, 
yes, don’t forget that the pastor must be a powerful preacher and a charismatic personality. And 
did we mention various programs that the denominational leadership want implemented? 

One pastor asked his board members to make lists of the things that he should do. He took those, 
compiled them, and then reported back that fulfilling everyone’s expectations would take about 100 
hours a week! Trying to meet all of those unrealistic or conflicting expectations can certainly cause a 
great deal of stress.

 
In addition to criticism, conflict, unrealistic and conflicting expectations, resistance to change 
piles onto the stack of clergy killers. Quite often I’ve heard those in ministry say they were so 
excited about their vision for a group of people and the direction in which God was calling them but 
before long they began to feel disillusioned because even the slightest change brought a great deal 
of upset and consternation from the people. 

Of course, we could again think of Moses as, in obedience to God’s calling, he tried to bring people 
to a place of deliverance. They were so excited and happy to follow him there, right? 

No, they were not! Change was very, very upsetting, as it is for most people. So resistance to 
change can be a clergy killer. 

And last but not least, stress. The constant stress of being “on” all the time, the fact that people 
can reach you around the clock and around the calendar, feeling like you’re on call 24/7, overwork 
– all those things build stress. So many pastors today wear many hats and juggle multiple 
responsibilities. That can lead to a lot of stress and burnout. Not to mention the challenges of bi-
vocational pastors!

Now, I am not advocating any kind of whiny attitude. We are called to endure hardship as good 
soldiers. However, even good soldiers can experience shell-shock! A constant barrage of multiple 
“clergy killers” creates an unhealthy environment for the body, mind and soul.
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LOSING YOUR P.E.P.?
What is it that the five clergy killers actually kill? I like to 
say, “They kill your PEP!”
 
 •  Physical health

 •  Emotional energy

 •  Pastoral effectiveness

Your Physical Health is At Risk
Studies show that stress of the type that clergy often 
endure can cause cardiovascular disease, reduced 
immunity to a lot of things – diabetes, on and on. Many 
Christian ministers are not in good physical condition 
and experience lots of sickness. If this is true of you, 
one or more of the five clergy killers may be attacking 
your physical health!

Your Emotional Well-being is At Risk
Stress can cause you to lose emotional energy and 
if there is one thing most pastors need, it is lots of 
energy! One large study showed that pastors reported 
a loss of emotional energy when they were facing much 
conflict, criticism, or resistance to change. 

Your Pastoral Effectiveness is At Risk 
In my own research study, I asked more than 260 pastors 
to respond to the statement, “I feel greatly satisfied in 
working with people”. Only 2.5% said “Yes”! 97.5% did 
not feel greatly satisfied in working with people.

Doesn’t that seem to correlate with the comment from 
the group of pastors I mentioned earlier who indicated 
the main problem in ministry is dealing with people?  

In my own research study, I asked more than 260 pastors to 
respond to the statement, “I feel greatly satisfied in working with 
people”. Only 2.5% said “Yes”! 97.5% did not feel greatly satisfied 
in working with people. 

HOW TO DISARM THE FIVE CLERGY KILLERS
The five clergy killers seem to roam the church world at 
large and are seen across denominational (and non-
denominational) lines, at least in the United States. 
While I am not saying every pastor is dealing with them 
all the time, fact is that numerous pastors are affected 
by them. Some pastors are simply losing their P.E.P but 
others are leaving the ministry under the pressure. Either 
way, the stress of people problems is a serious issue.

That’s the bad news. There is good news!

The good news is that there is a powerful and effective 
strategy to combat the five clergy killers. They can’t be 

eliminated but they can be “degraded and defeated” 
to use military terminology. Every pastor can employ 
this strategy and lead effectively even in the face of 
criticism, conflict, resistance to change and unrealistic 
or contradictory expectations.

The strategy that I am speaking of has been proven 
effective among business leaders. There is a growing 
body of research demonstrating that it works for 
pastors, clergy and other Christian organizational 
leaders, too.

It is called “emotional intelligence”.
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WHAT IS EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE, WHERE DOES IT COME FROM 
AND WHY DOES IT MATTER?
What is emotional intelligence? If you regularly 
read leadership books and articles, you likely have 
encountered the term emotional intelligence or one of 
its synonyms: EQ, emotional quotient, or the like. In 
simplest layman’s terms, emotional intelligence is one’s 
ability to understand the way people feel and react 
and to use this skill for emotional reasoning; that is, 
to determine how to avoid or solve problems and to 
make good judgments.

Where does it come from? We begin to develop 
our level of emotional intelligence as an infant. Early 
childhood experiences and connections to parents in 
particular make a big difference. As so many things, we 
must attribute the emotional quotient of any particular 
individual to both nature and nurture. Everyone has 
some level of emotional intelligence although not 
everyone has the same measure of it. Emotional 
intelligence can be developed. 

Why does it matter? Research has incontrovertibly 
demonstrated that highly effective business leaders 
and pastors tend to score higher in emotional 
intelligence than those who are not as successful. 
As I mentioned in the introduction of this report, 
loading you up with numbers, statistics and academic 
references isn’t my objective here. There exists plenty 
of readily available scientific information if you are 
inclined to search it out. 

In fact, there is so much knowledge of this reality in the 
business world that corporations invest big money in  
developing emotional intelligence in both key leaders 
and other lower level managers. It is time for the 
church world to embrace the truth that neither church 
leaders nor congregations are as emotionally healthy 
and strong as would be desirable.

We can easily do something about that and if we can, 
why wouldn’t we?

Emotional intelligence is not some kind of 
psychological mumbo-jumbo nor is it in any way a 
foreign concept to the Scripture. Any biblical view of 
man must recognize that God desires for his people to 
be emotionally healthy and whole. Jesus came to bind 
up the broken hearted.

Emotional intelligence is not about counseling or mental 
health, though. It is a set of psychological skills that can 
be learned and developed and that serve an individual’s 
capacity to lead people well. If you are a leader, you 
need to develop your own EQ! After all, influencing 
people for the Gospel is the thing that matters.

Emotional intelligence is one’s ability to understand the way 
people feel and react and to use this skill for emotional reasoning; 
that is, to determine how to avoid or solve problems and to make 
good judgments.
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THE FOUR THINGS HIGHLY EMOTIONALLY INTELLIGENT PASTORS 
DO BETTER THAN THE REST OF US
The skill sets encompassed by the phrase “emotional 
intelligence” can be organized for purposes of analysis 
and discussion in several different ways. Many would 
agree with me, however, that there are four components 

of emotional intelligence. These four components or 
sets of skills can be described as the four things that 
highly emotionally intelligent people do better than the 
rest of us. Here they are as they apply to pastors.

2
1

3
4

Personal Insight: highly emotionally intelligent pastors possess a 
better understanding of their own emotions than do the rest of us.

Personal Mastery: highly emotionally intelligent pastors control and 
regulate their own emotions and reactions better than do the rest of us.
 
Relational Insight: highly emotionally intelligent pastors empathize 
with, read the emotions of, and understand the emotional reactions of 
other people better than the rest of us.

Relational Mastery: highly emotionally intelligent pastors are better 
at emotional reasoning and are more skilled at effective, persuasive 
communication than the rest of us.

Remember, all of us possess the foundational elements in these four areas. We all have some degree of insight, self-
control, and communication skill. However, highly emotionally intelligent people have honed these skills to a much 
higher level of competency. Perhaps they had the advantage of better nurturing in their youth to get a head start.

However, that’s not the important thing. The important thing is that the skills can be learned by any of us. We can 
improve in all four areas and by doing so increase our power to build strong relationships and influence others. These 
four skill sets collectively, depending on how strongly you activate and master them, create in you the characteristic 
known as emotional intelligence and determine your level of effectiveness in your interactions with others.

4 Components of Emotional Intelligence
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THE ONE THING YOU MUST DO NOW

So, here is the conclusion in a nutshell:

 • The number one challenge in pastoral   
  ministry today is the five clergy killers, a collection  
  of interpersonal problems that collectively can 
  drain a pastor or leader of health and enthusiasm.

 • The number one strategy for overcoming the  
  debilitating effects of the five clergy killers is to  
  develop one’s emotional intelligence to the   
  highest degree possible.

 • However, development of emotional intelligence  
  presents the additional benefit of boosting one’s  
  ability to engage, inspire and transform others!

When and how would a person go about this process 
of developing greater emotional intelligence? 

The biggest step of any journey usually is the first one. 
The first step on this journey requires few resources 
but a lot of courage. Here is that first step:

Assess your commitment to emotional growth and 
stronger relational skills.

Simply look into your own heart and ask yourself these 
questions: Will I allow the Holy Spirit to work within 
me to become a more insightful, empathetic and 
effective communicator in every relationship of my life? 
Am I willing to be that leader who positively engages, 
inspires and transforms everyone with whom I interact?
Answer yes to those questions and begin a journey 
of personal transformation. Read and study all you 
can on emotional intelligence. Avail yourself of all the 
training you can get. Embrace the pain that sometimes 
accompanies real personal growth.

Then, get ready to soar, because God will guide and 
accompany you the rest of the way.

Read and study all you can on emotional intelligence. Avail yourself 
of all the training you can get. Embrace the pain that sometimes 
accompanies real personal growth. Then, get ready to soar, because 
God will guide and accompany you the rest of the way.
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