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LIVING

STILLWATER, Minn. – Every morning, the Rev. Karna Moskalik goes through a “grounding” rou-

tine that involves prayer, Bible reading, positive affirmations, and meditations about the best

outcomes for the day’s tasks, as well as lighting a perfumed candle and walking through each

space of her Lutheran church. h “I always feel like work never ends, but at the same time I beefed

up grounding because without it, I feel absolutely ineffective,” said Moskalik, who grew up a

pastor’s daughter and has led the 700-member Our Savior’s congregation for four years in this

small riverside town. h That level of faith-based self-care is just what many clergy should prac-

tice to avoid the burnout and deteriorating mental health symptoms like anxiety and depression

that experts say are affecting religious leaders at a worrisome pace.
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BURNOUT
FAITH LEADERS OFTEN FEEL OVERWHELMED

BY UNRELENTING PRESSURES OF THE JOB 
Giovanna Dell’Orto ASSOCIATED PRESS

CLERGY

See BURNOUT, Page 3C

It was Sunday morning and my wife Carol was pre-
paring to leave for church. In a light moment, we both
began to sing “Onward Christian Soldiers” as she
marched out the door. We both smiled, and cringed,
that we ever sang this in early years. After she left, I
marched to the computer to look up the lyrics to that
old hymn. I learned that it was written in 19th Century
England by a vicar who needed a song for children to
parade into his church together with youth from an-
other village. The pastor wanted the kids to march to-
gether in an organized fashion so he wrote something
easy for little soldiers to step to. Since a cross would be
carried at the front of the procession, the chorus pro-
claims: “With the cross of Jesus, going on before.”

Though the hymnal website says the song has been
misinterpreted as a military piece, it’s hard to believe
all the marchers tromping into the English sanctuary
that day didn’t think of themselves as a Christian

Army ready for battle. After all, the stanzas are quite
clear this is a call to battle in a warfare with the forces
of darkness. “At the sign of triumph Satan’s host doth
flee; 

On, then, Christian soldiers, on to victory! Hell’s
foundations quiver at the shout of praise; Brothers, lift
your voices, loud your anthems raise!” The kids – and
later generations like mine – had to sense they were
marching onto a serious spiritual battleground, not only
against imagined invisible beings, but real triumph over
real people – those who are under the dominion of Sa-
tan, the “foe” waging war against God’s chosen war-
riors.

The third verse of this old hymn is more explicit
about the Good versus Evil message: “Like a mighty
army moves the church of God; Brothers, we are tread-
ing where the saints have trod;

We are not divided; all one body we, One in hope and
doctrine, one in charity.” We’re unified in this fight
alongside the saints of old, with the same hope, tradi-
tions and love exhibited in centuries past. A good
thought about charity there, yet it seems odd to present
this in a battle motif. How does a battling believer,
locked in fierce combat with evil forces, have time to
show love and compassion – to practice the words of
the anti-warrior who said: “Love your enemies”?

After a particularly destructive wave of tornadoes
hit Mississippi, the Governor there made several com-
ments that caught my attention in a whirlwind of
“What?” He called for citizens to “keep praying,” that
“God’s hand is over us,” declaring that people were
“fighting like hell” to recover from the devastation. I
always find it strange when politicians use religious
language in their civil responsibilities. Those of us
with some actual religious education, especially some
of us with ministerial training, hear these calls to pray-
er or claims of divine intervention and wonder what
message is being delivered. 

I completely understand why people turn to faith in
times of personal or corporate suffering. I don’t mini-
mize the importance of having something or someone
to lean on in these times. It can be comforting to seek a
“higher power” when we feel “lower power” or power-
less. It’s probably been true since the dawn of human-
kind that in the face of Nature’s incredible forces we
seek a Face of Credible Force. We long for a kindly, pro-
tective parental countenance we can count on in the
hardest periods of our lives.

Understanding this ancient desire for divine defense
still doesn’t excuse elected leaders, or even clergy, from 

Praying for heaven, while we fight like hell? 

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3C
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“Mental health needs are just overwhelming faith
communities,” said Jamie Aten, a professor at Wheaton
College and the co-founder of Spiritual First Aid. He
helped organize a free one-day, online “church mental
health summit” last week that had about 9,000 regis-
trations from over 100 countries. Participants had ac-
cess to 60 pre-recorded expert talks.

Faith leaders have increasingly stepped into the
frontlines of care for growing mental health distress
across the U.S., from college campuses to the military. 

But being constantly on call to share other people’s
trauma is one of the unique stressors that makes being
a pastor so challenging and can lead to burnout symp-
toms, which some studies estimate affect one-third of
clergy, said the Rev. Chris Adams, who leads the Mental
Health and the Church Initiative at Biola University.

“Pastors attribute spiritual significance to their
work, so it’s a whole-life, whole-self thing,” said Adams,
one of the summit’s speakers and an ordained Church
of the Nazarene minister as well as a clinical psycholo-
gist. “People expect them to be omnipresent, giving
pastoral care in the grocery aisle at 10 p.m.”

And congregants tend to feel entitled to judge what a
faith leader’s family is buying at the grocery store, too,
said Kay Warren, who with her husband, the Rev. Rick
Warren, founded Saddleback, the evangelical mega-
church in California, and has been a vocal mental
health advocate since her youngest son died by suicide.

“We live in a glass house. You’re always on and ev-
erybody is in your business,” said Warren, who started
experiencing such scrutiny in childhood as a pastor’s
daughter.

That leaves many clergy feeling they’re expected
somehow to nail all tasks, from administrative ones like
growing churches at a time of widespread financial and
attendance decline to pastoral care that doesn’t leave
space to process their own response to traumatic
events.

“I’m no longer Alex Lang the person whose job is a
pastor, I’m Alex Lang, the pastor,” said Lang, whose
post about why he quit being a Presbyterian pastor
touched a chord among many burned-out ministers
this summer.

He said therapy helped him find a “safe place to un-
load” and work through unresolved trauma. But many

clergy still feel a stigma in seeking mental health care,
fearing that admitting to struggles means they’re failing
their caregiving mission or they could lose their congre-
gations’ respect – and even their job.

“I thought everybody would hate me,” the Rev. Katie
O’Dunne recalled of the time she told the school where
she worked as chaplain that she had started seeking
treatment for obsessive-compulsive disorder. Instead,
parents asked her advice on how to share similar strug-
gles with their own children’s faith leaders.

A United Church of Christ minister in Atlanta,
O’Dunne has since started a task force on OCD and
faith, whose insights she will share at the summit. She
encourages seeking treatment and well-being strate-
gies as part of a faith mission that can inspire congre-
gants.

“Self-care is strategic, not selfish,” said Mark Dance,
one of the summit’s speakers, who was a Southern Bap-
tist pastor for nearly three decades and struggled with
depression before healing through medication and
therapy. “There’s no challenge that’s greater than God.”

Developing strategies to tackle mental health dis-
tress is essential when research suggests a third of
leaders from Abrahamic faiths suffer from traumatic
stress, a rate even higher than in the military, said Ste-
ven Sandage, a Boston University professor of psychol-
ogy of religion and theology.

Compassion fatigue can develop from the constant
exposure to other people’s trauma without taking time
to process one’s own grief, according to Laura Howe, a
clinical mental health social worker near Toronto who
organized the first summit in 2020. It can lead pastors
to blame themselves for feeling numb, jaded and re-
sentful, she said.

For people of faith, a sense of belonging, hope and
purpose all help overcome these challenges, she added.

Churches can also leverage ongoing clergy formation
and traditional spiritual exercises to present ways to
metabolize that suffering, get grounded and nurture
self-compassion.

“Priests who have a very sound prayer life do well,
that’s their primary love relationship,” said Paul Ruff, a
licensed psychologist and director of counseling ser-
vices at Saint Paul Seminary in Minnesota. He’s been
increasing workshops and retreats for Catholic semi-
narians as well as priests to help overcome the isolation
that many clergy feel, especially as their numbers de-
cline.

In her research about United Methodist ministers,
Rae Jean Proeschold-Bell, who leads Duke University’s
Clergy Health Initiative, also found that making specif-
ic, Scripture-centered daily plans for mental, physical
and spiritual health helps them flourish.

So does what she calls “alignment with God” – or
evaluating criticism based on how relevant it is to the
mission pastors feel God has entrusted to them.

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, many faith leaders
say they have become unwitting lightning rods as they
had to make polarizing and politicized choices, such
when to close and re-open their church. That has sub-
jected them to increasingly aggressive criticism from
their flock.

“That’s the No. 1 thing I hear every day. The vitriol is
abusive in many cases,” said Adams, who has spent
more than a decade studying thousands of pastors.

Left unaddressed, the anxiety and even depression
from these encounters can paradoxically end up hurt-
ing such warring communities even beyond the pews.

“If our religious leaders are better supported, those
congregations are better equipped to serve their com-
munities,” said the Rev. Thad Austin, who started the
Common Table Collaborative to help integrate mental
health resources for mostly Protestant clergy.

One shared take-away from experts, including the
upcoming summit speakers, is that clergy should draw
deep from their calling – nourishing their spirituality,
holding onto the joy of seeing lives transformed – while
also finding healthy ways to be a person, not only a pas-
tor.

“Faith leaders have to accept the responsibility to
care for yourself, because frankly nobody else is going
to do it,” Warren said. “Take control of the controllables
and leave the uncontrollable to God.”

Editor’s note: The national suicide and crisis lifeline
is available by calling or texting 988. There is also an
online chat at 988lifeline.org.
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“Pastors attribute spiritual

significance to their work, 

so it’s a whole-life, whole-self thing.

People expect them to be

omnipresent, giving pastoral care 

in the grocery aisle at 10 p.m.” 
Rev. Chris Adams 
ordained Church of the Nazarene minister and clinical psychologist

responsibility, and accountability, when claiming spe-
cial insight into “higher purposes.” Assuring citizens of
a town, blown away overnight, that “God’s hand is over
them” and that prayer will make it better, ignores the
fact that families, neighbors, have died and others are

injured or homeless. It neglects to address the uncom-
fortable truth that if God was truly watching over them
and heeding their sincere prayers, the destruction and
loss of life would not have happened. Maybe there was a
lack of faith, or people didn’t go to church enough? A
“lesson for the living?” I find that an awful response, a
cruel excuse for everything from poor housing con-
struction to inadequate early warning or delayed re-
sponse. Here again, I understand the urge to say some-
thing, anything, to try to bring comfort, but appeals to

invisible forces for very visible disasters suggests that
Evil is really in charge and Good is always left to mop up.
How is “God’s hand” in that?

When those who pray for heavenly, supernatural in-
tervention believe they are carrying a triumphant
cross to protect them from natural harm, they may
fight like hell, but make no substantial sense of the
most senseless circumstances.

Chris Highland’s books and blogs are presented on
“Friendly Freethinker” at chighland.com.
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for prayer and meditation.
Lutheran Church of the Nativity:

8:30 and 10:30 a.m. services in person
and also on Facebook or YouTube.
www.nativityarden.org. 2425 Hender-
sonville Road, Arden.

Mills River Presbyterian Church: 11
a.m. Enter via side door from parking
lot. 10 Presbyterian Church Road, Mills
River. 828-891-7101 or
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Newbridge Baptist Church: 11 a.m.,
199 Elkwood Ave., Asheville. Service
also livestreamed on church Facebook
page and can be accessed later at 
www.newbridgebaptist.org.

Trinity Baptist Church: 8 and 
10:30 a.m and 5 p.m., 216 
Shelburne Road, Asheville. Visit 
https://tbcasheville.org/ Nursery avail-
able.

Trinity Episcopal Church: 8 a.m.
Rite I Eucharist, Rite II Eucharist with
choir, 5:30 p.m. Celtic Eucharist in per-
son or virtual. 60 Church St., downtown
Asheville. Visit
www.trinityasheville.org.

West Asheville Baptist Church:
10:30 a.m., 926 Haywood Road. Also liv-
estreamed on Facebook and 
www.westashevillebaptist.org. 

West Canton Baptist Church: 11
a.m., 75 Lowe St. (off Old Clyde Road),
Canton. Service also on Facebook.
Nursery available. Visit
www.westcantonbaptist.org.

Oct. 24

Celebrate Recovery: 6 p.m. Tues-
days, Mountain View Church, 2221
North Fork-Right Fork Road, Black
Mountain. Free meal 6 p.m. Worship/
testimony/lessons 7 p.m. Small groups
8 p.m. Dessert fellowship 9 p.m. Contact
Connie at 828-669-1981 or Jeanie at 828-
669-4146.

Puzzle Swap:10 a.m.-1 p.m. Tuesday-
Thursday, Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Free jigsaw puzzles. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Oct. 25

Pickleball: 6 p.m. Wednesdays,
Groce United Methodist Church, 954

Tunnel Road, Asheville. Visit
www.groceumc.org.

Fall Festival: 6 p.m., Mills River Unit-
ed Methodist Church, 137 Old Turnpike
Road, Mills River. Free food truck,
games, candy, music, bounce houses,
slides. 

Trunk or Treat: 5:30-7:30 p.m., First
United Methodist Church, 29 Newfound
St., Canton. Food, bounce houses, hay-
rides in lower parking lot.

Oct. 28

Trunk or treat and Fall Fun Fest: 2-5
p.m., Family Life Center (BCA), 100 Park
St., Canton. Hosted by Bethel Baptist
Church. 

Oct. 29

Trunk or Treat: 4-6 p.m., First Bap-
tist Church, Academy Street, Canton. 

Trunk or Treat: 3-5 p.m., Mills River
Presbyterian Church, 10 Presbyterian
Church Road, Mills River. Trick or treat,
explore fire truck. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Trunk or Treat and Fall Festival:
6-8 p.m., Beulah Baptist Church, 483
Sunset Circle, Canton. 

Nov. 4

Fall and winter bazaar: 8 a.m.-2
p.m., St. Barnabas Catholic Church, 109
Cresent Hill Road, Arden (behind the
bakery outlet). Place advance order of 12
cinnamon rolls for $10 by calling Mary at
828-545-1794. 

Holiday Craft Fair and Bake Sale: 9
a.m.-2 p.m., Etowah United Methodist
Church, 110 Brickyard Road, Etowah.
Visit www.EtowahUMC.org/outreach.

Nov. 11

Festival of Tables: Seatings at 11 a.m.
and 1:30 p.m., Mills River Presbyterian
Church, 10 Presbyterian Church Road,
Mills River. Decorated tables, lunch, en-
tertainment, door prizes, raffles. $20.
Call 828-890-8065 for tickets. Visit
www.millsriverpresbyterian.org.

Veterans Dinner: 5 p.m., Newbridge
Baptist Church, 199 Elkwood Ave.,
Asheville. All veterans and their
spouses are invited to come and enjoy
the evening. Free. Program includes
Posting of the Colors, music, recogni-
tion of all branches of service, guest
speaker. Call 828-254-7262 to register.
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