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The world needs resilient leaders.

The church is in a season of significant transition; no one knows how spiritual
communities will gather a decade from now. As a result, the role of pastor holds
more ambiguity and strain, and leadership requires additional strengths and skills.

Leaders today must be discerning, responsive, and flexible in order to be able to
wisely and creatively face an unknown future. In short: leaders must be resilient.

We set out to make this report to outline what resilience actually is and to begin a
discussion on its theological and practical implications for Christian leaders. Our
big-picture aim is to support leaders who are seeking to be able to care for their
community better through caring for themselves.

Most pastors know themselves to be leaders. Many leaders understand themselves
pastorally, whether they work in churches, nonprofits, businesses, or as artists.
Because of these interactions, we understand the role of pastor broadly, though not
loosely. Throughout this report, we use the terms pastor and leader interchange-
ably, recognizing the leadership of pastors and the pastoral heart of many leaders.

The people we hope read this report include:

e Pastoral leaders who desire to have a sense of good life while doing good work.

e Supervisors and mentors: the bishops, presbyters, managers who cultivate and
support leaders.

e Institutions and helpers who are hoping to aid leaders.

This report includes individual leaders’ stories, findings of our recent Resilience
for Sustainable Leadership survey, and a theology of resilience — all situated in
the context of this moment in the development of the church. As we continue to
develop and implement the Resilient Leaders Project, The Seattle School will utilize
these findings to inform the project’s vision, goals, and strategy.

We look forward to continuing the conversation with you!

Warmly,
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Kate Rae Davis Andrea Sielaff ). Derek McNeil



The Current
Moment

Churches no longer occupy the center of community life.

That’s not really news to us at The Seattle School of Theology
& Psychology; it’s a familiar reality. In 2016, Barna Group
identified our home city of Seattle as among the least
churched cities in the United States. This decline in partic-
ipation of communal forms of Christianity is a national
trend: only 31% of Americans attend church at least once a
month and indicate that their faith is very important to them?



We see pastoral
well-being on a scale
from dying to thriving.

Leaders who pastor outside the church sometimes feel
their faith is suspect and must remain hidden. Many
work to find ways to do good for their communities
on the fringes of our society’s structures, bending
expectations of faith communities, nonprofits, and
business models in order to creatively respond to their
community's needs.

Leaders minister in this complex context with little
security that their expression of faith will exist for
another generation. The role of pastor, particularly, holds
ambiguity in a context that has ambivalent feelings about
spirituality. The role is strained in places that don’t know or
trust the role of the church in their community. Many pastors
lack skills in the concrete matters of running a church—a
staggering 90% feel they are inadequately trained to cope
with ministry demands.?

These realities have a cumulative effect. The Barna Group
found that 30% of pastors are at risk of burnout. For a point
of contrast: while 1in 3 pastors is at risk, only 1in 5 business
leaders is at risk.

We see pastoral well-being on a scale from dying to thriving.
Too many pastors live on the surviving end of that scale. But
small shifts in their daily practices could help them move
toward resilience.

In the midst of fragmentation, we see opportunity. The shift-
ing spiritual landscape invites a new imagination for faith
communities, ministries, and pastoral identity. It calls for
a formation process that goes beyond traditional seminary
training in order to cultivate resilience in leaders.

While robust intellectual education is needed, leaders are
also in need of relational training. Leadership is an interper-
sonal process, and traditional education — including semi-
nary education — has neglected whole-person formation.
The struggles pastors face come from relating to self and to
others, to communities and to systems.

“A comprehensive research project, Pew and Pulpit, revealed

that many American pastors struggle with the feelings of lone-
liness, having difficulty establishing deep relationships, and
often neglect their physical, spiritual and emotional needs.”3
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Some of the struggles that leaders
name include:

Isolation or loneliness
Lack of conflict management skills
Tiredness or exhaustion

Making sense of the suffering and disappointment
experienced in their work

Lack of denominational or structural support,
especially for innovation

Funding and finances (organizational and personal), and
the necessity of bi- or tri-vocational work



Listening to Leaders

We started with a question: What are the biggest challenges Christian leaders
are facing today, and what would help? Then we sat down to listen.

We listened to the alumni of theology programs at The
Seattle School, many of whom understand their work as
pastoral even if the word isn’t in their job title. We listened
to pastors of mainline and evangelical churches and their
regional leaders. We listened to pastors who work as
non-profit leaders and “not just for profit” mental health
centers. We listened to writers, dancers, photographers, and
visual artists. We listened to pastors who start breweries that
hold meaningful discussion and open yarn stores with vibrant
knitting circles.

Regardless of whether they work in churches, non-profits, or
businesses, we repeatedly heard that leaders are concerned
with isolation, exhaustion, and the challenges of responsive
innovation amidst shifting structures and culture.

While we were listening to leaders, we were also listening to
research focused on thriving leaders. We recognized that the
problem of traditional psychology is overly pathologizing
and doesn’t foster an imagination for thriving. We also recog-
nized that positive psychology tends to disconnect traits that
lead to thriving from the very real challenges and hardships
that people face. It can be unintegrated — a resilience that
is soulless at best. Meanwhile, exemplars of resilience were
telling us that their hardships, sufferings, and failures were
just as formative in developing resilience as their strengths
and positive practices.

The concerns that leaders named point to a lack of one or
more components of resilience.



We decided to lean into the tension between positive
psychology frameworks and what our exemplars told us. We
set out to develop an authentic understanding of resilience
that explores the intimate connection between suffering and
strength, backed by positive psychology, trauma-informed
psychology, and Christian theology.

Since then, we sent out the Resilience for Sustainable
Leadership survey, collecting information about felt needs

from 100 Christian leaders in a variety of fields and contexts.

We formally interviewed 22 exemplars of resilience in ministry
fields to learn how people move beyond surviving towards
thriving. We conversed with half a dozen regional leaders to

hear what they see coming in the next decade of their church.

WE'VE RESPONDED IN TWO WAYS

This report, and the ones to follow, share
what we’ve learned about resilience — in all
its messy suffering and glorious thriving.

We launched the Resilient Leaders Project, a
one-year program in which we’ll hear more
deeply about leaders’ experiences and work
with them to restore and deepen resilience.

Listening to leaders

and research gave

us a direction: resilience
strategies, integrated into
the holy mundane of
leaders’ daily lives.



