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Abstract: Three Christian Devotion Meditation (CDM) practices—lectio divina, centering prayer, and
the examen—will be offered to aid in coping with ministerial stress and to prevent burnout. CDM or
Christian contemplative practices are uniquely suited to develop the emotional resources pastors
need for coping with burnout. The office of the pastor faces pressures which can cause burnout and
threaten their ministries and personal relationships. The experience of pastoral burnout consists of
acedia. Pastors experience spiritual emptiness due to two unique aspects of pastoral life. First, because
pastors often work alongside with their families in the church while simultaneously serving their
congregants, they experience inter-role conflict due to the high level of boundary ambiguity between
their vocational and family lives. Second, pastors need to rely on their psychological resources to
provide for their church members due to the emotional labor required of their positions. Consequently,
pastors must rely on emotional labor strategies to respond positively to their congregations, which in
turn can lead to emotional exhaustion.

Keywords: lectio divina; centering prayer; examen; Christian Devotion Meditation; pastoral burnout;
emotional labor; work and family balance

1. Introduction

Burnout is becoming an increasing concern for the office of the pastor. Burnout in the
pastorate is derived from inter-role conflict suggesting that pastors are uniquely situated
to increase risk of burnout as they express their vocation in a community alongside their
family. Pastoring means that one lives with one’s congregation, which makes inter-role
conflict a certainty. Second, pastors tend to experience emotional exhaustion as they
support and nurture their congregations. As a result of the emotional investment in the
lives of their congregations, pastors need to rely on their psychological resources in order
to provide for their church members. When the inevitable conflict arises, pastors must rely
on emotional labor strategies, i.e., surface and deep acting, in order to respond positively to
their congregations. Emotional labor strategies consume precious psychological resources
for pastors which results in their experience of emotional exhaustion. Due to these unique
aspects of the pastorate, Christian Devotion Meditation (CDM) or Christian contemplative
practices are uniquely suited to develop the emotional resources pastors need for coping
with burnout. This article presents three CDM practices for pastors to use–lectio divina,
centering prayer, and examen–to stave off and cope with ministerial stress which could
lead to burnout.

This article will describe the ravages and causes of burnout. Then, discussion will
turn to how the pastorate is a crucible for encouraging burnout via work and family
conflict and emotional exhaustion. Finally, the main contribution of this article focuses on
how mindfulness practices and their corresponding Christian contemplative practices (or
what is more generally known as Christian Devotion Meditation (CDM)) allows one to
incorporate Christian accommodative practices with mindfulness, especially for pastors
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experiencing burnout. That is, the unique family and occupation context which pastors
and their families inhabit creates a crucible that facilitates higher levels of burnout. The
three CDM practices of lectio divina, centering prayer, and the daily exam not only directly
address the causes of pastoral burnout, but they also provide Christian spiritual resources
that tailor mindfulness practices for pastors seeking to incorporate this type of spirituality
into treatment.

2. Pastoral Burnout
2.1. Burnout

The construct of burnout was coined and first studied in the 1970s by Herbert Freuden-
berger and Christina Maslach. The current widely accepted definition of burnout is “a pro-
longed response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job, and is defined
by the three dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy” (Maslach et al. 2001, p. 397).
Since its inception, burnout scholarship has moved through three distinct stages: 1. the pi-
oneering phase; 2. the empirical phase; and 3. the expanding phase. The pioneering phase
is the initial phase of the study of burnout as it is now understood and took place in the
1970s and the 1980s. The focus on this initial phase was exploratory in nature and sought
to describe and define the phenomenon of burnout. The empirical phase, which took place
from the 1980s to the 1990s, saw the phenomenon of burnout move to longitudinal studies,
and from qualitative studies to quantitative studies. Additionally, research during this
phase branched out to a multitude of occupations (Maslach et al. 2001). The expanding
phase followed the empirical phase. Researchers in the expanding phase continued to
apply the study of burnout to a wider array of occupations and began to study the effects
of technology (email, texts, tablets, computers, smartphones, and applications) on burnout
(Dunbar et al. 2020).

Research indicates that burnout can occur in any industry, organization, position,
or job type. In short, no burnout-proof career or vocation exists. While the majority of
burnout studies are conducted in the medical field (physicians, nurses, intensivists, hospital
departments, nonpatient care, ancillary services, residents, volunteers, students, etc.), areas
of study continue to expand. Recent studies have researched burnout in populations such
as parenting (Roskam et al. 2018), university students (Portoghese et al. 2018), psychiatry
(Schonfeld and Bianchi 2021), teachers (Meredith et al. 2020), and athletes (Gerber et al.
2018). Additionally, the relationships between burnout and various psychological phe-
nomena continues to grow. Examples being studied in conjunction with burnout include
depression, job performance, cognitive performance, stress, self-esteem, personality traits,
job resources, organizational politics, empathy, work overload, supervisor support, and
role ambiguity. For example, role ambiguity has a significant effect on job burnout and
performance (Wu et al. 2019), and job burnout negatively affects job satisfaction and job
performance (Liu et al. 2020). In other words, individuals not understanding their work
roles (duties, expected outcomes, procedures/processes, reporting structure, etc.) can expe-
rience burnout and low levels of job satisfaction. Weigl et al. (2016) found that emotional
exhaustion is related to work overload and low supervisor support. This translates to emo-
tional exhaustion occurring when an individual experiences demands that are perceived to
be unreasonable and/or he or she does not receive support from his or her supervisors.
Consequences of burnout affect both the organization and the individual experiencing
burnout. Burnout can result in employee turnover, neglect, depression, unhappiness,
isolation, health problems, attempted suicide, diminished satisfaction and achievement,
poor work performance, and substance abuse (Atalayin et al. 2015; Basar and Basim 2016;
Taylor and Ayyala 2019; Walburg et al. 2015).

The main instrument for measuring burnout is the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI).
The MBI was developed in the Empirical Phase and is considered to be the gold standard
for measuring burnout (Maslach et al. 2012). To date, five versions of the MBI exist to
distinguish between populations: (a) Medical Personnel (MBI-HSS (MP)); (b) Human Ser-
vice Workers (MBI-HSS); Educators (MBI-ES); (c) General Use (MBI-GS); and (d) Students
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(MBI-S). Each version of the MBI is composed of three scales: (a) Exhaustion or Emotional
Exhaustion; (b) Cynicism or Depersonalization; and (c) Professional Efficacy or Personal
Accomplishment. One or more versions of the MBI has been translated into 47 languages.
When first developed, the authors of the MBI viewed burnout as a process model or phase
model, in which one dimension of burnout led to the next dimension of burnout, which led
to the last dimension of burnout. For example, the initial stage of emotional exhaustion led
to depersonalization, which led to reduced personal accomplishment. However, there has
been a move to view burnout as a one-dimensional construct of exhaustion. It is important
to note that the preeminent scale for measuring burnout is the emotional, or emotional
exhaustion, scale. In fact, the authors of the MBI (Maslach et al. 2018) state, “Exhaustion is
often considered the strongest, primary element of burnout, and thus a suitable proxy for
the entire phenomenon” (p. 72). Maslach, Jackson, and Leiter also state, “For use in applied
settings, a prudent approach when deciding to take action on the basis of burnout scores
is to give the most weight to Emotional Exhaustion scores as they are the most reliable”
(2018, p. 3). The emotional exhaustion component has also been incorporated in burnout
instruments other than the MBI. For example, the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (CBI)
refers to physical and emotional exhaustion.

However, the MBI has received criticism for not adequately reflecting the occupation
of the pastor (Francis et al. 2004; Randall 2013). These are two main concerns regarding
the relationship of the MBI and pastors: (1) the implied theory to emotional exhaustion
drives the other burnout dimensions, and (2) the MBI items themselves do not reflect
pastoral ministry, i.e., refer to clients instead of parishioners or congregants. The evidence
suggests the modified MBI adequately assesses burnout among pastors (Francis et al.
2004; Randall 2013; Rutledge and Francis 2004); however, emerging research suggests that
other theories of pastoral burnout more accurately reflect this unfortunate pastoral concern
(see below).

Two concepts that continue to be applied to the phenomenon of burnout are work–
family balance and inter-role conflict. Grzywacz and Carlson (2007, p. 455) define work-
family balance as, “accomplishment of role-related expectations that are negotiated and
shared between an individual and his or her role-related partners in the work and family
domains”. In short, work roles and family roles affect each other and the individual
performing in both roles. One role can positively enrich or negatively affect the other
role and the individual’s stress level. When work and family are in conflict (work–family
conflict), individuals can experience stress and burnout (Smith et al. 2019). A study
conducted by Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) found that work–family conflict exists due to
time constraints formed when one of the roles makes it difficult to successfully perform the
requirements of the other role, strain from one of the roles makes it difficult to successfully
complete the requirements of the other role, and the specific behaviors of one role make it
difficult to successfully complete the requirements of the other role. Research indicates that
long work hours and weekend schedules are associated with high levels of work-family
conflict (Asiedu et al. 2018). Because pastors routinely work weekends and long hours,
work–family conflict can become an issue and can ultimately lead to burnout.

Work–family balance is often studied in conjunction with inter-role conflict. Inter-role
conflict is defined as “a form of role conflict in which the sets of opposing pressures arise
from participation in different roles” (Greenhaus and Beutell, p. 77). Demands in one role
impact the stress in both roles, as well as the other life areas (Smoktunowicz et al. 2017). In
short, the pressures, demands, and stress in one role bleed over into the other role, causing
conflict. Burnout can be caused by inter-role conflict (Dunbar et al. 2020). Additionally, a
study conducted by Kozak et al. (2013) found that burnout can be predicted by inter-role
conflict. Pastors may experience high levels of inter-role conflict as they feel an obligation
and calling to serve Christ, His church, and their own immediate families. Serving multiple
roles can initiate the causes that lead to work-family conflict (time constraints, strain
between roles, and specific behavior expectations).
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Ultimately, burnout as the experience of exhaustion as a result of inter-role conflict or
work–family balance requires the use of emotional labor as a self-regulation strategy.

2.2. Emotional Labor

Service sector workers are required to exert emotional competency while on the
job. This concept, known as emotional labor, is the act of expressing socially desired
emotions during service transactions. Specifically, it is the management of feelings to
create a publicly observable facial and bodily display, which is then sold for a wage and
therefore has exchange value (Hochschild 1983, p. 9). It involves managing emotions in
order to conform to organizational or professional display rules in order to satisfy job
requirements (Shankar and Kumar 2014). Thus, emotional labor involves actively modify-
ing, creating, and altering the expression of emotions in the context of paid employment
(Choi and Kim 2015).

2.3. Surface and Deep Acting

As individuals attempt to manage their emotions, they can engage in surface acting
or deep acting. Surface acting involves simulating emotions that are not actually felt, by
changing outward appearances (i.e., facial expression, gestures, or voice tone) when exhibit-
ing the required emotions. Deep acting, on the other hand, is when one attempts to actually
experience or feel the emotions that one wishes to display (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993).
Unlike surface acting, deep acting involves changing one’s inner feelings by altering more
than the outward appearance. In surface acting, feelings are changed from the “outside
in”, whereas in deep acting, feelings are changed from the “inside out” (Hochschild 1983).
Utilizing these strategies allows employees to perform the emotional labor that is required
of them on the job (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993; Grandey 2003). Research suggests that
the demands for emotional labor result in negative outcomes including job satisfaction,
memory performance, and depersonalization. It has also been found to be positively
related to job stress, hypertension, and heart disease (Mann 2004). Emotional labor has also
been found to exacerbate emotional exhaustion and burnout (Zapf 2002).

2.4. Emotional Labor and Burnout

Hochschild (1983) argued that there are pernicious effects of both surface acting and
deep acting on the laborer. First, portraying emotions that are not felt (SA) creates a
sense of strain that she terms emotive dissonance. Ultimately, this dissonance could lead
to personal and work-related maladjustment such as poor self-esteem, depression, and
cynicism. Second, it is argued that emotional reactions help one to make sense of situations.
Deep acting, thus, may distort these reactions and impair one’s sense of authentic self
thereby impairing one’s well-being. Deep acting, then, may lead to self-alienation as one
loses touch with his/her authentic self, which could impair one’s ability to recognize or
experience real emotion (Ashforth 1989). The root problem is the discrepancy between
what the service worker is expected to emote and what is actually experienced.

Burnout, viewed from an emotional labor lens, occurs when workers are unable to
maintain sufficient psychological distance between the emotional requirements of their
job and their sense of self (Shankar and Kumar 2014). Burnout is a result of the stress
experienced by the individuals, and anything causing stress and tension is thought to have
an effect upon burnout. Burnout research implies that burnout is not an individual stress
response, but rather it is related to an individual’s relational transactions in the workplace.
Specifically, surface acting was found to be related to stress outcomes (Brotheridge and Lee
1998; Brotheridge 1999; Erickson and Wharton 1997; Pugliesi and Shook 1997), whereas
deep acting has been found to be related to a greater sense of personal efficacy of work
(Brotheridge and Lee 1998). Interaction with people, besides leading to fatigue, requires
the regulation of emotions and is thought to trigger burnout (Rafaeli and Sutton 1989). In
the studies conducted by Zapf (2002), it was reported that there is a positive correlation
between emotional labor and burnout. Brotheridge and Grandey (2002) discovered a
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correlation between emotional exhaustion and the need to prevent the negative feelings. As
such, workers employed in the categories of “high emotional labor” jobs (Hochschild 1983)
and “high burnout jobs” (Cordes and Dougherty 1993) report significantly higher levels
of employee stress than do other workers. Specifically, occupants of health care, social
service, teaching, and other “caring” professions are more likely to experience burnout
(Cherniss 1993; Jackson et al. 1986; Leiter and Maslach 1988; Schaufeli et al. 1993).

3. Causes of Burnout and the Pastorate

Francis has advanced the theory and research on clergy burnout by focusing on the
balanced affect model (Francis et al. 2011; Francis et al. 2017; Robbins and Francis 2010).
The balanced affect model of burnout understands well-being as a combination of positive
and negative affect. That is, negative and positive affect are theorized to be two different
psychological phenomena, not ends of the same continuum. Pastoral burnout, from this
perspective, is the subjective evaluation of the ratio between ministry satisfaction and
emotional exhaustion. Pastors are at greater risk for burnout and other psychological
distress when they experience higher levels of emotional burnout and lower levels of
ministry satisfaction. Two that end, Francis creates two distinct measures—the Scale of
Emotional Exhaustion in Ministry (SEEM) and Satisfaction in Ministry Scale (SIMS)—to
operationalize this approach. Francis’s research has supported this theory with Presbyterian
Clergy (USA) (Francis et al. 2011) and Anglican clergy in England (Francis et al. 2017;
Francis et al. 2019).

The Francis Burnout Inventory and the balanced affect model provide much improve-
ment for understanding the unique sources of pastoral burnout and provide tools to assess
this experience. The main focus is on the experience of burnout and how one’s experience
of ministerial satisfaction may provide a buffer to pastoral burnout. That is, pastors that
experience high levels of emotional exhaustion and low levels of ministerial satisfaction are
most at risk of experiencing burnout. Ministerial satisfaction is associated with ministerial
calling. These are two items that load the highest on the SIMS: “The ministry here gives real
purpose and meaning to my life” and “I gain a lot of personal satisfaction from fulfilling
my functions here” (Francis et al. 2011, p. 16). These items tie directly into calling and
purpose in ministry as described below. Ministry satisfaction provides crucial resources for
coping with emotional exhaustion.

Work and family conflict is perhaps one of the main challenges of the pastorate. In ap-
proaching this inter-role conflict, it is helpful to understand how boundary ambiguity (BA)
describes a fluid boundary between the pastor’s family and the congregation (Lee 1995; Lee
and Iverson-Gilbert 2003). Because there are many overlapping social interactions where
both the pastor and his or her family are embedded in the congregation’s life, stress and
conflict arises as demands are made on the pastor from both the family and the congrega-
tion. These demands may be intrusive as when congregants interrupt family life with their
needs. Lee (1999) describes these intrusive demands as violating the boundary between
the congregation and the pastor’s family. For example, boundary ambiguity (BA) on the
ministry demands inventory (MDI) consists of items like “congregant came by the pastor’s
home unannounced” or “family time interrupted by a phone call” (Lee 1999, p. 482). These
experiences create conflict with the pastor’s family. Additionally, these intrusions may
be experienced negatively, especially as they increase in frequency and intensity. Self-
regulation strategies may aid the pastor in negotiating BA (Dunbar et al. 2020). Emotional
labor provides a heuristic in understanding the psychological challenges pastors face and
how these challenges may contribute to burnout. A recent study adopted a dyadic level
of analysis to understand the interpersonal effects of ministry demands (Kim et al. 2016).
Both pastors and their spouses responded to the Ministry Demands Inventory (Lee 1999).
The primary factor for ministry couples’ well-being is associated with their perceptions of
ministry demands and not the severity of those demands.

Pastors experience the working conditions associated with emotional labor (Hochschild
1983) as they have repeated interpersonal contact with the public and are expected
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to manage their own emotions in addition to the emotions of those under their care
(Kinman et al. 2011). Evidence demonstrates that parishioners more frequently approach
pastors for help and support during times of psychological distress or trauma compared to
other counselors or mental health professionals (Chalfant et al. 1990; Stanford and McAl-
ister 2008). However, many members of the clergy report lacking the skills and support
needed to effectively manage the emotional demands of their work (O’Kane and Millar
2001). In their study, Kinman et al. (2011) found significant associations between emotional
labor, greater psychological distress, and lowered job satisfaction in a sample of UK-based
clergy. Specifically, results of their study demonstrated that members of the clergy who
perform emotional labor more frequently and intensely, and who perceive dissonance
between emotions that are genuinely felt compared to those that are required for the job
role, tend to report greater psychological distress and reduced intrinsic job satisfaction.

Burnout as Lack of Calling and Acedia

Pastoral burnout is better described along the lines of questioning one’s experience of
calling and acedia (Frederick et al. 2018b) similar to the balanced affect model. Due to the
high levels of stress resulting from BA as well as the emotional labor required to minister
to one’s congregation, pastors may necessarily begin to question God’s call on their life.
That is, their identity as a pastor may be questioned. Wilson (2021, p. 23) reminds us
that “the role of pastor is inextricably connected to a particular people for whom and to
whom the pastor is covenantally responsible”. This covenantal responsibility is reflected
in the call of God through the congregation to the pastor. Intense conflict between the
pastor’s family and congregation (or the pastor and the congregation) creates stress and
potentially burnout. As a result of this conflict, as described in BA above, pastors may
begin to question their call—their identity as a pastor (Dunbar et al. 2020; Frederick and
Dunbar 2019). This is one dimension of burnout unique to pastors.

Next, acedia describes the emotional emptiness, uncaring attitude, and lethargy asso-
ciated with the psychological experience of burnout (Frederick et al. 2018b). Care is the
virtue used to describe productive, meaningful, and prosocial work associated with being
an adult (Capps [1987] 2000). Acedia, on the other hand, reflects an absence of care. Acedia
entails a fundamental apathy that is reflected in unconcern and lack of energy. For pastors,
apathy is expressed “in a loss or emptying of the motivational and compassionate aspects
of the individual engaged in helping others” (Frederick et al. 2018a, p. 270). Compassionate
shepherding of one’s congregation is crucial to the pastor, and apathy reflects the psycho-
logical depletion of the necessary resources to provide that shepherding. Apathy connotes
a self-depletion of psychological resources. These resources aid the pastor in caring for the
congregation and for his or her family (See Capps 1993).

Finally, acedia as indifference describes how care is proffered (Frederick et al. 2018b).
“Indifference entails lack of care regarding distressing situations and individual suffering”
(Frederick et al. 2018a, p. 270). Under the effects of indifference, the pastor addresses the
needs of congregants and family members out of a sense of obligation without demon-
strating emotional connection and concern for the actual needs of those being cared for.
Indifference describes how pastors go through the motions of providing care while main-
taining emotional distance from those in need. This indifference objectifies both the congre-
gation and the pastor’s family by removing the emotional and psychological connection in
humanizing the care being offered.

Apathy and indifference not only reflect depleted psychological resources, but they
also reflect spiritual dryness. At its most devastating and depleting level, acedia means lack
of care and connection for God (Capps [1987] 2000). That is, the spiritual lethargy whereby
pastors become apathetic and indifferent to the needs of others also results in alienation
and isolation from God, the maker of those in need. God’s divine revelation is an act of
ministry. Therefore, ministry and ministers always reveal something (positive or negative)
regarding God’s character (Anderson 1997) as ministry is given on God’s behalf. When the
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pastor is apathetic and indifferent to others, it reflects apathy and indifference toward God.
This makes burnout a spiritual phenomenon at least as much as a psychological one.

Burnout as resulting from BA is best described as questioning one’s calling as a pastor
as well as experiencing acedia. Both calling and acedia describe the psychological and
spiritual effects on the self of the pastor which further impact the congregation and the
pastor’s family. Additionally, calling and acedia reflect the two dimensions associated with
the balanced affect model (Francis et al. 2011; Francis et al. 2017; Francis et al. 2019; Robbins
and Francis 2010). Ministry satisfaction is derived from the Lord who calls and ordains
ministry as well as provides the ultimate purpose of that ministry. Acedia as emotional
exhaustion reflects the negative emotional experiences of apathy and indifference (The
treatment of acedia as a spiritual condition is the use of Christian spiritual disciplines in
order to enliven the pastor’s spirit).

4. Treatments for Burnout Tailored for the Pastorate

Research suggests that individuals practicing mindfulness have lower levels of burnout
and that mindfulness can be a protective factor against individuals becoming burned-out.
In short, the ability of an individual to be consciously aware of the current moment may
reduce burnout and provide a buffer against burnout (Braun et al. 2017; Sox et al. 2018).
Further, lower levels of mindfulness have been associated with higher levels of burnout
(Frederick et al. 2018b). One concern is the appropriateness of mindfulness approaches
for Christians due to the Buddhist influence and worldview behind these practices. Bud-
dhist psychology is foundational for mindfulness practices and interventions developed
for psychotherapy (Grabovac et al. 2011). Additionally, increasing spirituality has been
demonstrated as an outcome of MBSR programs, despite model developers specifically
trying to distance from Buddhist spirituality while incorporating mindfulness into inter-
ventions (Labelle et al. 2015). In other words, clients have increased spirituality despite the
intentional efforts of model developers to remove the explicit Buddhist background and
context of mindfulness practices.

The three Christian contemplative practices of the lectio divina, centering prayer, and
the examen, provide the spiritual disciplines needed to address burnout in the pastorate.
We are approaching these contemplative practices from an Ignatian spiritual perspective (
Frederick and Muldoon 2020). The rationale for using Ignatian spiritual practices involves
its focus on deepening intimacy with God, its focus on work, especially on call, and empha-
sis on love. Ignatian spiritual practices encourage deeper intimacy with God via engaging
with life and the world, making this a communal or relationship focused approach. Next,
Ignatian spiritual practices foster a sense of calling which is connected to one’s identity as
an envoy of the God. Engagement with the world expresses one’s calling. Finally, this type
of spiritual practice encourages the deepening love of God based on intimacy and calling.

4.1. Lectio Divina

Lectio divina is an intentional contemplative practice designed to allow the practitioner
to imaginatively engage in scripture reading. Further, lectio divina allows one to actively
discern God’s active involvement in one’s experience, especially as the participant engages
the imagination while reading the scripture. A specific approach to imaginative Bible
reading will enhance how pastors understand and live out their calling. In other words,
the lectio divina offered below is intended to address pastors’ concerns with calling which
arises from burnout.

Lectio divina is a scriptural drama meditation (CDM) type of spiritual intervention
as defined by Garzon (2013). This type of CDM encourages the individual to engage the
imagination to visualize being part of a specific scriptural scene. Knabb and Frederick
(2017); see also (Knabb et al. 2017) incorporated lectio divina into a multiweek intervention
for Christians that worry. This intervention demonstrated promising results.

Lectio divina is a spiritual practice of developing a life lived in response to God’s
revelation in Jesus Christ. This is reflected in the spirituality encouraged in the gospel of
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Mark (Barton 1992). Mark’s gospel opens with the declaration of the word of prophecy
from Isaiah announcing that Jesus Christ is the one described in the prophecy. Throughout
Jesus’ ministry, from demonic encounters to healing to teaching, he embodies and fulfills
the word of God. Jesus typifies life under God’s word, and he teaches others through his
words and deeds to do likewise. Barton eloquently writes of spirituality in the Gospel of
Mark focusing on “life under God,” meaning that it is “a response to the revelation of the
divine” (1992, p. 43). Lectio divina allows pastors an imaginative experience of life under
the divine revelation of God and the Bible.

A lectio divina practice takes around twenty minutes. Pastors should begin by sitting
comfortably in a chair, positioned in an upright yet relaxed position. Pastors should say
a brief prayer welcoming God’s active, loving presence during the reading. Time should
be given so that the pastor enters a relaxed state where the breath is slowed (perhaps five
to ten minutes on deep breathing). The passage the pastors should read focus on Jesus’
baptism. The passage to read is Matthew 3: 13–17:

Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. But
John tried to stop Him, saying, “I need to be baptized by You, and yet You come
to me?”

Jesus answered him, “Allow it for now, because this is the way for us to fulfill all
righteousness”. Then he allowed Him to be baptized.

After Jesus was baptized, He went up immediately from the water. The heavens
suddenly opened for Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove
and coming down on Him. And there came a voice from heaven:

This is My beloved Son.

I take delight in Him!

As the pastor slowly reads this passage, he or she should engage the imagination and
enter the story. Some questions to aid the imagination: (1) What do you see and hear as
you witness the interaction between John the Baptist and Jesus? (2) How does the sun and
sand feel on your body? (3) Are there many people present? (4) What surprises you about
John the Baptist saying he needs to be baptized by Jesus? (5) Did you hear the words and
see the spirit descending on Jesus? What was that like? How did it make you feel? (6)
Imagine Jesus speaking these words over you during your baptism. How does hearing
Jesus say these words over you make you feel? After sitting with the imagination in this
story and contemplating these questions, the pastor should say a prayer of thanksgiving
over the entire experience.

The baptismal story and ritual provide important insights into the nature of the
pastor’s call first as a disciple, then as a shepherd of God’s flock. The insights developed
from the lectio divina allow the pastor to remember God’s embrace as well as empowerment
to fulfill the call to the pastorate. This spiritual exercise speaks directly to the brokenness
of the pastor’s experience of burnout that challenges God’s calling.

4.2. Centering Prayer

Centering prayer is a four-step process that encourages pastors to surrender to God’s
active, loving presence in all experience, both positive and negative. Gregg Blanton (2011,
2019) has contributed significantly to Evangelicals wanting to incorporate centering prayer
into their spiritual practices by describing the benefits and process for using this spiritual
discipline. Practitioners utilize Keating (2014) four guidelines to foster an interior silence
that is crucial to move through the four moments of centering prayer. This inner silence
facilitates surrendering to God’s active, loving presence in the inner life of the Christian.
First, pastors should identify a sacred word. This word represents the pastor’s desire and
intent to engage with God, especially within inner experience. Next, one experiences rest
and inner peace as the sacred word allows movement regarding one’s usual awareness.
That is, pastors begin to repeat the sacred word as they attend to their inner experiences.
As their minds wander and more experiences arise, the sacred word becomes a focal point
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for God’s active, loving presence. As practitioners gain more and more experience with
the sacred word and experience more rest, more negative experiences should surface. The
term for this is “unloading” (Keating 2014), which is the third moment. Finally, evacuation
happens due to releasing and accepting one’s experiences, positive and negative, in God’s
loving presence. Practitioners usually spend twenty minutes in focused attention on one’s
thoughts and the sacred word (Blanton 2011, 2019). Blanton’s work on centering prayer is
a useful resource for Christians. There is also a workbook that provides guidance on using
centering prayer with chronic worry (Knabb and Frederick 2017).

Centering prayer is one spiritual practice that fosters a sense of the divine presence.
Experiencing the presence of the divine is a central theme of the spirituality of Matthew
(Barton 1992). In Matthew, the emphasis is on “God is with us” or Immanuel. Immanuel
is emphasized in the genealogy of Jesus presented in Matthew one. The title of Matthew
literally means book of genesis–biblos geneseos in Greek (Barton 1992). The spirituality
Jesus teaches in Matthew views God as fatherly which ties into God’s providential care
for his people; it also emphasizes God the Father’s ultimate and final authority over the
cosmos, and it fosters the spiritual relationship with God the father as mediated through
Jesus Christ. Centering prayer fosters these same experiences as pastors use it to develop
increasing awareness of God’s active and loving presence in all of experience.

Christ-centered present moment awareness is another type of Christian devotion
mediation as described by Garzon (2013). Centering prayer and the examen are examples
of this type of spiritual intervention. Knabb and Vazquez (2018) developed a Christ-
centered intervention for daily stress using the Jesus Prayer (See also Vazquez and Jensen
2020). This approach incorporated a 20-minute daily practice of saying the Jesus Prayer
(“Lord, Jesus Christ, Son of God, Have Mercy on me, a sinner,”; Talbot 2013). Results
suggested that this approach provides relief for daily stress.

Centering prayer provides the spiritual invigoration needed to redress acedia expressed
as apathy. “In Centering Prayer, you put yourself at God’s disposal. The person is only in-
terested in being open to God so the results are up to God” (Blanton 2011, p. 136). Centering
prayer facilitates pastors surrendering to God’s loving, active presence in their lives as God
leads, guides, directs, and walks along with pastors through their struggles with burnout.
Further, centering prayer infuses daily life with God’s living, active, loving presence.
Ferguson et al. (2010) describe how centering prayer increased Christians’ collaborative
relationship with God, (b) decreased a deferring religious coping style, and (c) decreased
religious coping self-directed style while reducing stress and worry. This suggests that
centering prayer fosters the building of relationships with God, and these relationships
have positive psychological benefits (See Frederick and White 2015; Johnson et al. 2009).
Centering prayer is not solely about ameliorating negative experiences, it is about con-
nection with God at deep levels. Spiritual intimacy revitalizes the soul ravaged by acedia
(Capps [1987] 2000), and centering prayer is a spiritual discipline useful to accomplish
this goal.

4.3. The Daily Examen

The examen focuses on the individual’s intentions, motivations, and attitudes in the
present and how these subjective experiences align with God’s intentions (Frederick and
Muldoon 2020). In other words, the examen as a spiritual discipline allows Christians to
see God’s activity in daily life. Further, reflecting on how one responds to God’s activity
illuminates one’s inner motivations. “Reflecting on one’s actions and motives in God’s
loving presence allows one to deepen intimacy and freedom to live out one’s purpose”
(Frederick and Muldoon 2020, p. 16). This focus on motivation, action, and purpose is
crucial to connecting the calling of being a pastor with shepherding the congregation,
which speaks to acedia as indifference.

The examen reflects Jesus’ spiritual practices for seeing God’s active presence in the
moment. A telling example of this is Jesus’ teaching on anxiety (Matthew 6: 25–27):
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Don’t worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink; or about
your body, what you will wear. Isn’t life more than food and the body more than
clothing? Consider the birds of the sky: They don’t sow or reap or gather into
barns, yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Aren’t you worth more than they?

This passage follows the famous Lord’s Prayer and the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew
5). The focus here is following Jesus’ teaching and orienting one’s heart to seeing God’s
providential care, and humbly submitting to God’s will orients one to God’s intended
purpose for the cosmos. Further, once this orientation occurs, anxiety is ameliorated
because Christians understand Father God’s providential presence and care—God is with
us—in the midst of daily life and experience.

A useful process for practicing the examen comes from Ignatian Spirituality (https:
//www.ignatianspirituality.com/ignatian-prayer/the-examen/, accessed on 15 March
2021):

1. Become aware of God’s presence.
2. Review the day with gratitude.
3. Pay attention to your emotions.
4. Choose one feature of the day and pray from it.
5. Look toward tomorrow.

This process is best utilized with daily journaling so patterns may be identified.
These patterns reflect one’s inner motivation and how that motivation is reflected in one’s
emotional experience as well as action.

The metaphor of a compass may aid here (Frederick and Muldoon 2020). The emo-
tions, in Ignatian spirituality, allow pastors to see where their hearts or inner experiences
are oriented—towards or away from God. Moments of consolation express times when
pastors live out their calling and express God’s beliefs, attitudes, and actions to others.
Moments of desolation describe those times pastors express attitudes, beliefs, or actions away
from God’s desires. Notice that consolation and desolation are not positive and negative
feelings, respectively. Sometimes a pastor may have a negative feeling that is actually
expressing God’s attitude, belief, and action (moment of consolation) during a challenging
ministry experience.

The examen is a useful spiritual discipline to address acedia as indifference. With the
examen’s focus on purposeful action and call, it directly addresses both the motivational
and action aspects of indifference. The examen fosters a deep reflection on the pastor’s inner
life, and how this life reflects God’s call. The examen also orients one’s inner motivations
to be authentically expressed in one’s action.

5. Conclusions

This paper described how pastors experience burnout due to work and family conflict.
Work and family conflict is most aptly described as boundary ambiguity, which takes an
emotional toll on the pastor. Boundary ambiguity and conflict leads the pastor to question
the call to be a pastor. This emotional experience is described as acedia which contains
two dimensions—apathy and indifference. Apathy describes the emotional depletion and
emptiness pastors experience as a result of burnout. Indifference describes the depersonal-
ized provision of care to others as a result of burnout. Lectio divina, centering prayer, and
the examen are offered as ways in which pastors may experience spiritual reinvigoration
after burnout.
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