Top 5 Takeaways from Growing Clergy Discontentment Report

In our latest report, we explore several important realities regarding clergy leaders and
their satisfaction with their current role. Using nationally representative survey data from
about 1,700 clergy leaders surveyed in the fall of 2023, we examine what factors contribute
to a clergy leader having thoughts of wanting to leave their current congregation and/or
leaving the ministry profession altogether. Here are five key findings from this analysis.

1. Clergy discontentment is on the rise. Thoughts of leaving their current
congregation or pastoral ministry altogether have both increased over the past two
years. In the fall of 2023, nearly half (44%) of clergy leaders have considered leaving
their congregation at least once and over half (53%) of clergy leaders have
considered leaving the ministry at least once. These are both up from 2021 when
only about a fifth (21%) had ever considered leaving their congregation and about a
third (37%) had ever considered leaving the ministry. Further, the frequency of
having such thoughts has increased as illustrated by the percent of clergy leaders
having these thoughts “fairly often or very often” increasing between 2021 and

2023.
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2. [ltis notthe same group of clergy who are considering both departures. There is
some overlap among leaders who are considering these two different vocational
moves, however they are not entirely the same group of people. About a third (34%)
of leaders have had both thoughts while a fifth (20%) of leaders have considered
only leaving the profession and 11% have considered only leaving their current
congregation. Notably, the remining third (36%) report never having either kind of
departure thought. The fact that it is not all the same people who are thinking of
leaving the ministry indicates that there are varied factors underlying these related
but still distinct thoughts.

3. The major influences on these departure thoughts are contextual. While the
clergy person’s personal health and wellness may contribute to having thoughts of
leaving a congregation or the ministry, our analysis shows that the major influences



on these thoughts are contextual. It does not appear to be the case that large
swaths of clergy have become unwell and therefore want to leave their
congregation and/or profession. Instead, there are several factors external to the
clergy person at play.

4. There are different factors underlying these somewhat related but still distinct
departure thoughts. As discussed in more detail in the report, the few factors that
drive thoughts of leaving their current congregation are contextual—primarily being
in a congregation full of conflict or feeling relationally distant from the congregation.
The desire to leave a particular context seems straightforward—clergy are focused
on the dynamics in one church rather than generalizing their feelings to the entire
vocation of pastoral ministry.

While the dynamics that drive thoughts of leaving the church are also contributing
factors to thoughts about wanting to leave the ministry, there are numerous other
influential factors at play. For example, characteristics of the leader themselves—
such as their age, being a full-time clergy leader, or being a solo clergy leader—and
other congregational dynamics—such as the size, denomination family, openness
to change, and sense of vitality—are also important.

5. Afew factors have a positive impact. Our data is relatively clear about the
congregational dynamics that correlate with clergy discontentment, but itis less
apparent how to address this challenge. A few factors which appeared to have a
positive impact are being in a congregation with less conflict, having good
relationships with church members, and having a positive outlook on the future of
the congregation. These, in addition to the clergy person being personally healthy
and well, are associated with not having thoughts of leaving.

In conclusion, the rise in clergy discontentment is somewhat concerning. While having
occasional thoughts of leaving either a congregation or the ministry does not necessarily
mean we will see large numbers of clergy resignations in the coming months, itis a
potential warning sign. As the percent of clergy who have these thoughts and entertain
them with any regularity increases, it is important to consider what contextual influences
are potentially contributing to this. Navigating conflict in healthy ways, cultivating good
relationships with church members, and remaining optimistic about the future of the
congregation can potentially help mitigate these feelings of discontent.

For a deeper look, see the full “‘I’m Exhausted All the time’—Exploring the Factors
Contributing to Growing Clergy Discontentment” report.

Stay tuned for a forthcoming report from our team which will explore the health and
wellness patterns among clergy leaders due out in March of 2024.
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