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Three stonemasons were asked to describe their work.  The first replied, “I cut rocks.”  
The second said, “I build walls.”  The third proclaimed, “I raise cathedrals to the glory of 
God.”  All three may have liked their work and been satisfied with their jobs, but only the 
third could be said to be passionate about it.   
  
Ministry today can be an emotionally draining and stressful experience.  Rewards and 
benefits that once came along with the willingness to devote one’s occupational energy to 
the service of the church are no longer available in the same form.  The workload has 
increased, while the resources available in terms of personnel, money and ecclesial 
support continue to dwindle.    
  
Certainly, many involved in ministerial occupations are being negatively affected.   At 
worst, some may respond to the inordinate, even oppressive demands of their work 
environment with a sense of helplessness and hopeless resignation.  Unable to find any 
reward or meaning in their work, these individuals become apathetic and their work style 
is characterized by chronically low energy levels capable of mustering only enough 
passion to complain listlessly.  Apathy for work may result from a totally oppressive 
work environment, not unlike that experienced by prisoners in concentration camps or in 
drastically exploitative economic systems. However, an apathetic response to work may 
also be an indication of internal oppression due to clinical depression. 
 
A less extreme but still very painful and unsatisfying style of ministerial commitment is 
professional burnout, a psychological state marked by emotional exhaustion, 
depersonalization, and a sense of low personal accomplishment.  Burnout typically 
results when a person’s needs for recognition and reward are insufficiently met over time 
by their ministerial environment.  Typically, individuals who begin their involvement in 
work with high ideals, enthusiasm and commitment are particularly susceptible to 
burnout because of their expectation that work will be its own reward.  In contrast to an 
apathetic style, burnout is characterized by increasing one’s efforts with the expectation 
that working harder will bring the expected rewards.  Not only will this fail, but a 
burning-out minister is likely to experience a diminishment of reinforcement , despite 
greater effort.  Recovery from burnout is painful and difficult, and the likelihood of 
regaining anything close to one’s initial commitment is low.   
  
Work addiction is another maladaptive style of commitment to ministry, even if it 
appears to be marked by very high levels of commitment.  Like all addictions, 
‘workaholism’ is driven by the belief that work will meet all of one’s physical, emotional, 
relational and spiritual needs.  Rather than recognizing the emptiness that results from 
overwork, a person addicted to work seeks to fill the void of emptiness with increasing 
amounts and intensity of work.  All other aspects of one’s life will suffer from neglect 
before the quality of one’s work diminishes.  Hence, interpersonal relationships, 
intellectual growth, fun and relaxation, self-awareness and spiritual development will all 
be relegated to the ranks of the unimportant, in favor of engaging more completely in the 



work of work.  In contrast to burnout, in which one realizes that the gas tank is on E, the 
work addict continues to borrow energy form other important areas of life in order to 
maintain the illusion that work will be ultimately satisfying in itself. 
  
Many ministers and other helping professionals may not find themselves burned-out or 
destructively addicted to their work, but nor do they experience joy and zest from their 
work.  They are satisfied, but not enthused.  Work is tolerable.  They experience more 
success than failure.  They are able to satisfy their material needs as well as maintain 
their self-esteem as positive contributors to society.  However, they may find themselves 
reflexively seeking meaning and fulfillment from aspects of life other than their work.  
While this may sound realistic and healthy, a large  portion of life (30 % or more) 
becomes a means to an end, without adding significantly to the overall quality and 
enjoyment of one’s life.   
  
However, even with all of the pressures, disappointments, obstacles and frustrations that 
characterize ministry today, some ministers continue to engage in their work with a zest 
and energy that seems to renew itself.  Not only does work not detract from the rest of 
their lives, it adds quality to their interpersonal relationships, their ability to relax and 
enjoy leisure, and their continued intellectual growth. As well, it serves as a source of 
personal and spiritual development.   
 
For my doctoral dissertation, I explored the characteristics of what I called the 
“passionately committed” helping professionals.  Through extensive interviews with 
individuals nominated by their professional colleagues, several common themes emerged 
from the stories of these men and women in the helping professions. 
  
The most striking of these themes was that passionate commitment to work is inversely 
related to over-commitment to work.  Those identified as passionate about their work had 
clearly established boundaries between their work and the rest of their lives and zealously 
guarded time for other important activities.  Vacations were carefully planned based on 
their personal rhythms and needs, rather than on convenience.  Many expressed their 
strongest passion in life focused on activities outside of work in which they were able to 
distance themselves thoroughly from their work roles.  Some engaged in leisure activities 
that allowed them to express competitive and aggressive features of their personalities 
that had to be suppressed at work.  Others made it a point to belong to leisure clubs or 
organizations in which no one in the club knew what others did for work.   
  
A second characteristic of passionately committed professionals was their ability to 
respond to obstacles and challenges with adaptability and flexibility.  Rather than 
allow personal or systemic opposition to thwart their efforts, they displayed particular 
skill at finding creative ways to overcome that opposition.  Most indicated that their most 
successful strategy was to use their interpersonal skills to build cooperative alliances, 
rather than engage in oppositional conflict with those who could interfere with their 
efforts.  Passionately committed individuals described themselves as quite skilled at 
extracting positive rewards from work environments that did not spontaneously offer 
such rewards.  For example, they found success and validation for their efforts in small 



changes, rather than dramatic transformations.  Also, they consistently were able to 
acknowledge that being ‘good enough’ did not require perfection. 
  
As well-regarded as these individuals were among their peers, they displayed humility 
about their role in their work.  They located the importance of what they did in a 
larger, more transcendent perspective.  Rather than diminish their stature and importance, 
these individuals articulated a sense of mystery and awe about being involved in an 
enterprise greater than themselves, even when they were unsuccessful.  Furthermore, 
although highly skilled in their professions, each of these individuals described actively 
and regularly seeking feedback from supervisors and peers about their work and the 
manner in which they engaged in it.  They regularly discussed difficulties, personal 
struggles, and feelings of inadequacy and failure with supportive others, both inside and 
outside of their work environments. 
  
Finally, passionately committed individuals expressed openness to the value of all of 
their experiences to contribute to their overall health and well-being.  Rather than 
divide their lives into categories of essential and non-essential tasks, they were able to see 
all of their activities as equally valuable.  Hence, they considered time spent laughing and 
relaxing with colleagues as valuable as time spent producing a work-product.  Seemingly 
annoying interruptions were opportunities for restoration of energy.  To pause and 
contemplate, to play and relax, to laugh, to cry, to appreciate something beautiful and to 
be present to others in relationships were considered to be of equal importance as the 
tasks at hand and vice versa.  Rather than become a debilitating lack of organized 
priorities, this attitude allowed these individuals to engage in an enriching variety of roles 
and tasks within their jobs and outside of work.  Rather than tax their energy further, they 
experienced this multitude of involvement as restorative, since they were open to 
receiving energy as well as willing to expend energy. 
  
Maintaining a high level of commitment and enthusiasm for one’s work does not happen 
by good fortune alone.  Nor will overly simplistic, band-aid type solutions be sufficient to 
restore energy and life to a career or ministry that has become overly demanding or short 
on intrinsic rewards.  Rather, the maintenance of a passionately committed ministerial 
style is possible when one is able to allow both one’s work and the rest of one’s life to 
reciprocally exchange energy and enrich each other.  
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