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Helping Ministry Thrive: Pastoral Supervision in the Methodist Church 
 
 

Abstract 
 
 
This thesis develops a model of pastoral supervision to help clergy in the 
Methodist Church in Ireland thrive in their ministry. I argue that clergy 
experience difficulties such as lack of support, conflict, loneliness, stress and 
burnout, and the demands of unrealistic expectations from themselves or 
others.  
 
In 2006 a report was presented to the Methodist Church in Ireland Conference 
identifying many of these issues, maintaining that some form of 
accompaniment for clergy would be beneficial. As a supervisor who supervises 
clergy, I argue that supervision is the most effective way of providing support 
and accountability combined with other elements that can help clergy thrive in 
their ministry. As someone who has experienced difficulties in my ministry and 
the benefits of supervision, I set out to discover whether a more holistic model 
of supervision incorporating spirituality could help address these issues.  
 
First, I introduce and critique the model of supervision I have been working 
with for several years to construct an improved model for clergy. Second, I 
evidence through literature that clergy face many challenges in their ministry, 
such as those listed above. 
 
Through qualitative research and semi-structured interviews, my research 
explores clergy’s stories of ministry, revealing the full extent of the problems 
they have experienced. Considering these clergy narratives, this thesis argues 
that spirituality is essential to a minister’s life and wellbeing. The research 
argues that clergy are more likely to thrive in ministry if they have a strong 
sense of the transcendence of God and that any new model of supervision 
needs to be deeply embedded in spirituality to keep them connected to their 
relationship with God.  
 
 
I then explore the early modern roots of Methodism to identify some criteria for 
a more holistic model of supervision, which encourages and challenges 
ministers to consider how their relationship with God is developing, growing 
and transforming them. I draw on the writings and practices of John Wesley to 
indicate how this has always been an essential part of a Methodist 
understanding of ministry. My new model contains within it the elements that 
are part of all well-established models of supervision for clergy, but it also 
recognises the importance of the spiritual element that nourishes and 
maintains their relationship with the God who called them to this vocation. 
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Summary Portfolio 
 
 

 
I was eight years in Methodist ministry before discovering the practice of 
pastoral supervision. This experience was transformational and led to me 
questioning why I had not experienced this sooner. As a minister, I found that 
supervision equipped me with skills to continue in my ministry and impacted 
me to the extent that I subsequently trained in Cross Professional Supervision. 
Three determining factors led to me undertaking this Professional Doctorate in 
Practical Theology. The first was a personal experience of supervision. The 
second was recognising that my model of supervision was not sufficiently 
helping clergy thrive in their ministry. The third was wanting to create a model 
that the Methodist Church in Ireland could implement for their clergy if they 
chose to do so. 
 
My literature review, while initially pointing me towards examining the subject 
of clergy and burnout, progressed to exploring what a holistic model of pastoral 
supervision to allow clergy to survive burnout and thrive in their ministry would 
look like. Examining the literature reinforced my initial thinking and revealed 
that many clergy experience various difficulties, including lack of support, lack 
of training, conflict, ill-health, stress, burnout and loss of identity or vocation. 
 
In my publishable article, I argued that John Wesley was a supervisor of his 
age. I examined his work with classes, bands and select societies. I saw many 
examples of how he supervised and held a safe space while enabling those in 
the various groups to share their faith and hold each other accountable. Many 
Methodists think supervision is something new, yet it appears that many of 
Wesley's elements are seen in pastoral supervision today.   
 
Having identified through the literature that clergy struggle, my research 
proposal developed a method of semi-structured interviews. Through 
qualitative narrative research, I sought to investigate if Methodist clergy, like 
many others, experienced the same difficulties mentioned above. 
 
This dissertation picks up on these threads to argue that good pastoral 
supervision could help clergy avoid these struggles and help Methodist clergy 
thrive in the ministry to which they have been called. I critique my original 
working model to discover how it can be improved and considering early 
Methodist structures seek to construct a good quality holistic model of pastoral 
supervision. 
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Introduction 
 

 

The origins of this research are to be found in three interrelated concerns: 

personal, professional and organisational. Supervision impacted me 

personally as a Methodist minister struggling to cope with various aspects of 

ministry. My experience of pastoral supervision led me to train as a supervisor 

to help clergy in similar situations. As a supervisor, I developed a working 

model of supervision. It is now over ten years from when I initially trained as a 

supervisor, and while elements of this model have been adapted over the 

years, I now question the efficacy of this model. From a professional 

perspective, I want to critique this and construct an improved model of pastoral 

supervision. 

 

This thesis argues that many clergy experience crises at some stage of their 

ministry. They can encounter illness, stress and burnout, as well as feelings of 

isolation, loneliness, lack of support and even a sense of being disconnected 

from the Divine.  

 

This research argues that pastoral supervision can provide the necessary tools 

for clergy to thrive. Therefore, I develop a blended model of pastoral 

supervision incorporating the three functions of supervision: the formative, the 

normative and the restorative. However, the restorative function seeks to move 

beyond supervision to help clergy remain faithful to the spiritual disciplines that 

connect them to God. Wesleyan disciplines such as contemplation, prayer, 

theological reflection, transformational learning and self-care or compassion 

help clergy connect with their vocation and with God. Having conducted this 

research, I evidence that clergy struggle and highlight how pastoral 

supervision could support and help them develop the necessary skills to 

enhance their wellbeing, ensuring that they have the resources needed to 

meet the challenges they face in ministry.  
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While studying for an MA in Supervisory Practice, I developed a supervision 

model for my ongoing practice.  I assess that original model, recognise its 

inadequacy and considering my participants’ voices and the practices 

implemented by Wesley in early Methodism, I propose my blended model of 

pastoral supervision. First, however, I begin by specifying the origins of this 

research which is rooted in my personal, professional and organisational 

experience of supervision and explain how each relates to this research.  

 

 

Personal Experience  

 
In July 1997 I was commissioned as a probationer minister in the Methodist 

Church in Ireland (MCI) after three years of training in Edgehill Theological 

College (ETC) and immediately struggled to fit into this new role. Looking back, 

I can see that it was a challenging transition from student to probationer 

minister and then into ordination. During my second appointment, I undertook 

a Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) programme, which included a compulsory 

element of pastoral supervision. Through pastoral supervision, I learned to ask 

myself hard questions about my approach to ministry and my identity as an 

ordained minister. Pastoral supervision helped me reflect theologically on who 

I was as a minister and introduced me to journaling as a way of thinking things 

through. In 2009 I wrote these words in a learning journal: 

 

As I reflected on that conversation, I tried to work out where the pain 

had come from. I had not been treated that badly, yet the pain came 

quite early on in my ministry but then my first year had not been a 

good start. I could write about the pain of having a prolonged illness 

in my first year, or the bomb across the road at the Police Station that 

had caused us to move into an inappropriate house for six months 

where neither I nor my family were very happy. As a result of my 

illness my ordination was postponed for a year, but this was probably 

just as well because it took me the first year of my ministry to realise 

that I was, in fact, the minister. I had explored the possibility of feeling 
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abandoned by God and the church and whilst I still think that I could 

have had more support from the church, I have to own the fact that I 

did not ask for it, nor did I wish to admit that I needed it. I cannot say 

that God abandoned me as I know I could not have survived in 

ministry if He had not been present with me. Then, quite recently, I 

read these words: 

 

Many people who outwardly appear to be happy and 

successful are, in reality, living with deep inner pain. This 

pain is induced by trying to do too much - trying to be all 

things to all people (Jones 2001, p. 1). 

 

It was as if a light had come on in my head. That was where the pain 

had come from, it was ten years of trying to be all things to all people. 

Trying to be the good little girl and do what was expected of me.  As 

I read on, Jones’ personal story resonated with me (2nd April 2009). 

 

I was amazed that someone else struggled in ministry and had written a book 

candidly documenting it. I was also struck by how closely Jones’ story 

resonated with mine. I had lost myself amid the many roles I had to fill as a 

minister. Literature reveals this is not unusual (Benefiel 2008, Hendron 2013, 

Proeschold-Bell and Byassee 2018, McAlinden 2019), as has my subsequent 

research.  

 

My personal experience has taught me that pastoral supervision can provide 

me with professional accompaniment along with time and space to discern 

how I could survive ministry and remain undamaged by it (Benefiel 2008, p. 

15). This encounter with guided supervision ignited a desire within me to learn 

more about it. What was it about pastoral supervision that was so helpful for 

me, and could it help others who struggled in ministry? This experience of 

supervision led me to undertake an MA in Cross Professional Supervisory 

Practice, where the supervisor is trained to supervise professionals from 

different disciplines such as social work or psychotherapy. As a trained 
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supervisor I have always sought to provide a model of pastoral supervision 

that is beneficial for those in ministry, which leads to my professional 

experience.  

 

 

Professional Experience 

 
Ministry is changing. During the last thirteen years, the number of Methodist 

ministers in active work in Ireland has decreased from 112 to 92. This is true 

across all mainstream Christian denominations in the West. As Moloney, 

writing in the context of the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland notes, many 

busy parishes that would have functioned with three priests fifteen years ago 

now have to cope with one, leaving more stress and pressure on the remaining 

priests (Moloney 2013, p. 11). Many denominations have fewer congregational 

members, resulting in depleted finances (Fallon, Rice and Howie 2013, p. 28). 

Clergy have multiple conflicting ambiguous roles (Randall 2011, p. 123)1 and 

can struggle to set appropriate boundaries due to lack of training, social media 

demands and emails. Clergy do not prioritise self-care resources for many 

different reasons. This can be due to limited funds available for counselling or 

concern that confidentiality will be broken (Trihub, Mcminn, Buhrow and 

Johnson 2010). It can also be due to a lack of awareness with clergy not 

realising they need help or the stigma that comes from admitting their need, 

as well as apprehension about the professionalism of those they have been 

referred to (Isacco, Sahker, Hamilton, Mannarino, Sim and St Jean 2014). 

Pastoral supervision can support clergy by providing a safe, confidential space 

to reflect on various aspects of their ministry. A space where they can be open 

and honest about how things are going, where they can be encouraged but 

also challenged and held to account if necessary.  

 

 
1 Randall lists twenty different role priorities: Leader of public worship, visitor, pastor, minister of sacraments, 

preacher, fellowship builder, person of prayer, leader in local community, mentor, teacher, administrator, fundraiser, 

evangelist, counsellor, theologian, pioneer, social worker, spiritual director, apostle and prophet. 
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In my professional capacity as a supervisor, I want to provide a model of 

supervision that will enable clergy to avoid burnout and enhance their 

wellbeing by ensuring they have the resources necessary to meet the 

challenges they face. Considering the problems that clergy struggle with and 

having trained in Cross Professional Supervision (CPS) which advocates 

supervision from differing disciplines, it is evident that the model I have been 

using is no longer adequate. I need to recognise that I am a Methodist minister 

supervising Methodist clergy who work under the discipline of the MCI which 

leads to the third strand and final strand of my experience. 

 

 
Organisational Experience 

 
This research acknowledges that clergy need to be kept healthy, spiritually, 

physically and emotionally. While clergy have a personal responsibility to care 

for themselves, this does not mean that the Methodist Church in Ireland should 

negate their responsibility. Currently, the MCI has no official recommendation 

for the supervision of clergy. However, in 2013 ETC began providing ‘off-line’ 

pastoral supervision.2 Those providing the supervision were Methodist 

ministers trained using The Handbook on Pastoral Supervision (Leach and 

Paterson 2010). However, while undertaking this research, the primary lead 

on the pastoral supervision training programme retired, and the Director of 

Ministry changed hands, which resulted in a loss of interest in pastoral 

supervision within the structures of the MCI.  

 

The ‘Health of Ministers Report’ (HMR) published in 2006 (MCI 2006) by the 

MCI reveals that clergy struggle. This document details the results of a 

questionnaire sent to all ministers in active ministry; respondents reported 

finding certain aspects of their role challenging, such as managing conflict 

and/or confrontation, time management and administration. Clergy were asked 

if they had experienced ill-health during their time in ministry and if they could 

 
2 Off-line pastoral supervision was a term used by ETC for supervision that was given to probationer ministers by 

someone other than their superintendent minister. 
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identify the causes. The replies ranged from factors such as overwork, lack of 

support, competing demands, relationship problems, doubts about their 

calling, and a crisis of faith (MCI 2006, p. 33). When asked to suggest at least 

one action that could be taken to better support and equip ministers, 48% of 

respondents suggested confidential pastoral care/counselling, with some 

suggesting counselling for spouses too. Organisations need to address the 

‘bigger questions of how we support individuals, teams and organisations in a 

time when more is demanded, at a higher quality, with less resources’ 

(Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 10). The HMR reveals the struggles that clergy 

face and the MCI should bear some responsibility for supporting and helping 

ministers.  

 

Pastoral supervision is a means of implementing the appropriate structures to 

support clergy, continuing to educate them and helping them develop in their 

ministry. It also provides a safe space for reflection and a facilitator to attend 

to boundaries and good professional conduct. Personal and professional self-

understanding requires reflection and evaluation on actions and thoughts as 

they integrate to enable a deeper understanding of self and others. This 

convergence of personal and professional is at the heart of the professional 

doctorate (Bennett, Graham, Pattison and Walton 2018). Therefore, this 

research will impact the academy, my continuing professional development 

(CPD) and my denomination by providing a model of supervision that 

addresses the above issues and challenges the MCI to take seriously the 

difficulties their clergy are experiencing. Having identified these three 

interconnected research threads, I now detail the development of my new 

model. 

 

 

A New Model of Pastoral Supervision 

 
Effective pastoral supervision focuses on ‘self-encounter, pastoral identity, 

personal limitations and one’s image of God’ (Steere 1989, p. 131). This 

research concerns me as a supervisor, examining my current supervision 
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model and seeking to improve it. Through an analysis of my own practice 

alongside my qualitative research, I establish a robust, unique model of 

blended pastoral supervision that will enable clergy to thrive in all aspects of 

their ministry. This thesis will examine relevant functions of supervision that 

are essential in any model and other elements that should be instrumental in 

effective pastoral supervision, such as contemplation, prayer and theological 

reflection as disciplines to help maintain a relationship with God. I identify ways 

clergy struggle with issues such as stress, burnout and loneliness. I also 

demonstrate how through monitoring daily wellbeing and building resilience, 

clergy can thrive in their ministry. Considering these things, along with my 

participants' voices, I construct my new blended model of pastoral supervision. 

 

As I will demonstrate in chapter one, person-centred disciplines use various 

types of supervision. I move away from CPS to focus on pastoral supervision 

as defined by the Association of Pastoral Supervision and Education (APSE) 

which reads: 

                  

• A regular, planned, intentional and boundaried space in which 

a practitioner skilled in supervision (the supervisor) meets with 

one or more other practitioners (the supervisees) to look 

together at the supervisees’ practice. 

 

• A relationship characterised by trust, respect, confidentiality, 

support and openness that gives the supervisee freedom and 

safety to explore the issues arising in their work. 

 

• Spiritually/theologically informed – works within a framework 

of spiritual/theological understanding in dialogue with the 

supervisee’s worldview and role. 
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• Psychologically informed – draws on relevant psychological 

theory and insight to illuminate intra-personal and inter-

personal dynamics. 

 

• Contextually sensitive – pays attention to the particularities of 

setting, culture and worldview. 

 

• Praxis based – focuses on a report of work and /or issues that 

arise in and from the supervisee’s practice. 

 

• A way of growing in vocational identity, role competence, self-

awareness, spiritual/theological reflection, quality of 

presence, accountability, response to challenge, mutual 

learning. 

 

• Attentive to issues of fitness to practice, skill development, 

management of boundaries, professional identity and the 

impact of the work upon all concerned parties (APSE 2021). 

 

Chapter one introduces the original model, which began when I trained in CPS 

in 2010. While there have been a few alterations to this model, it continued to 

be the one I worked with before this research. Considering my work with 

Methodist ministers and others in pastoral ministry, I question its proficiency 

and seek to adapt a model better suited to those I supervise.  

 

Chapter two identifies how clergy struggle due to a lack of accountability, 

support, training and conflict, all of which can lead to stress and burnout, a loss 

of identity or vocation, or even spiritual dryness and malaise. Having 

established how clergy struggle, I then develop a methodology that enabled 

me to explore clergy’s experiences of pastoral supervision in conjunction with 

the concerns and challenges they encountered in their ministry. 
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Chapter three details my qualitative research design incorporating Action 

Research (AR). To hear my participants’ stories, I used a narrative 

methodology to capture their experiences. I set out my positionality as a 

researcher, explain my sampling process, discuss the ethical issues that arose 

and introduce my preliminary findings, which identified that clergy struggle with 

problems similar to those evidenced in the literature. 

 

Chapter four reveals that my participants acknowledge that they had 

experienced difficulties such as lack of support and training, conflict, ill-health, 

stress, and burnout, together with a sense of losing their identity and purpose 

in their vocation.  

 

Chapter five introduces wellbeing and defines it as a balancing point between 

someone’s resources and the challenges they face (Dodge, Daly, Huyton and 

Sanders 2012, p. 230). There is also a recognition that authenticity, daily 

wellbeing, resilience and thriving all contribute to overall wellbeing. I identify 

that clergy perceive their work as a calling and, therefore, cannot separate 

themselves from that work and the sacrifice it entails. I argue that specific 

spiritual components like contemplation and prayer are necessary for clergy to 

thrive.  

 

In chapter six, I return to early Methodism and the practices that John Wesley 

implemented and argue that these are beneficial to a model of pastoral 

supervision for Methodist clergy today. Wesley was a practical theologian 

(Collins 2007, Maddox 1994) who, through the structures of the class meeting, 

bands and select societies, sought to keep each other responsible to one 

another and God. He promoted accountability and confidentiality within these 

groups to allow for a deep, intimate sharing of how it was with their soul. He 

encouraged clergy to practice spiritual disciplines such as prayer, theological 

reflection, and openly sharing their faith to develop and grow spiritually and to 

encourage one another to ‘do good, do no harm and to love God’ (Wesley 

1811c).  
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This thesis positions pastoral supervision within the DNA of Methodism and 

practical theology. Wesley’s theology was contextual, reflective, 

transformative, holistic and recognised the primacy of praxis (Maddox 1988, 

p. 134). Pastoral supervision should also be grounded in contextual, reflective, 

transformative and holistic theology. Wesley used some attributes in his 

classes, bands and select societies that remain helpful for pastoral 

supervision. His structures predominantly focused on small groups. While 

group supervision has benefits (Proctor 2008, Gubi, Korris and West 2020), 

this research and my model of pastoral supervision concentrates on one-on-

one supervision. My practice as a supervisor focuses mainly on individual 

supervision, but also, due to many clergy’s experiences of broken 

confidentiality (Hoge and Wenger 2005, p. 199) and reticence to share 

(Hendron 2013, p. 391), I want to create as safe a space as possible for them 

to be open and forthright about their experiences.   

 

This chapter examines various elements that Wesley applied, such as 

accountability, confidentiality and the practice of the means of grace. This 

practice included spiritual disciplines such as prayer, reflective practice, 

theological reflection, transformational learning and a form of self-care that 

provides for spiritual wellbeing, locating him as a pastoral supervisor of the 

people called Methodists long before the term ‘pastoral supervision’ had been 

perceived. Accountability and confidentiality are paramount in any model, 

however, for pastoral supervision, these spiritual disciplines all contribute to a 

holistic model for clergy. 

 

There is a distinction between supervision and spiritual direction.  Leach and 

Paterson define spiritual direction as a  ‘supportive relationship’  in which one 

or more people are accompanied by a guide or companion who helps them 

focus on their lives as disciples and their relationships with God (Leach and 

Paterson 2015, p. 267). While recognising that spiritual and personal issues 

arise in supervision, it is maintained that they are ‘respectfully and reverently 

handled in so far as they impinge on the supervisor's ability to work effectively’ 

(Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 46). They define spiritual accompaniment as 
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being ‘for the sole or primary purpose of exploring the spiritual life and 

development of the supervisory aspect of this may arise in pastoral supervision 

but are not the main focus’ (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 270). This thesis 

argues that it is difficult to distinguish what clergy do from who they are and 

that a blended model of pastoral supervision could legitimately incorporate 

essential elements of spiritual direction, thereby removing the necessity for 

clergy to have both pastoral supervision and spiritual direction. 

 

Chapter seven sets out my blended process model, which includes the 

normative, formative and restorative functions of supervision. I expand on the 

restorative function to incorporate spirituality with a Methodist emphasis on 

spirituality, contemplation, prayer and theological reflection. By doing this, I 

construct a model of pastoral supervision to deal with the main issues of the 

work while also keeping an eye on how clergy continue to grow in the love of 

God and experience His presence through spiritual disciplines. This allows the 

supervisee to have one resource for pastoral supervision and spiritual 

direction. The final part of my model is the space in which the supervision 

occurs. APSE define it as a ‘regular, planned, intentional and boundaried 

space’ (APSE 2021). This is a holding space, a safe space, a space where 

attentiveness is critical. It is also a liminal space, and most importantly, it is a 

space for the presence of God to be experienced, enabling clergy to feel 

secure and comfortable enough to share their struggles, doubts and concerns, 

together with the supervisor's skills to implement this model. 

 

This research is for me to improve my practice. It is also for Methodist clergy 

as I seek to develop a model that will be of use to them: and it is for the MCI 

as an organisation that perhaps needs to acknowledge that when my 

participants were asked if they thought pastoral supervision should be 

compulsory, many of them suggested that it should. 
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Chapter One: Introduction and Evaluation of my Working 
Model 

 
 
This chapter introduces the supervision model that I practised before 

undertaking this research. I give examples of disciplines that engage with 

supervision, define Cross Professional Supervision and clarify the purpose of 

a process model of supervision. I describe the model I developed when 

studying for an MA in Supervisory Practice and list the various components 

based on Michael Carroll’s seven generic tasks: monitoring administrative 

aspects, setting up a learning relationship, teaching, evaluating, monitoring 

professional and ethical issues, counselling, and consulting. These seven 

tasks cover various topics that can arise in a supervisory session (Carroll 1996, 

pp. 52-87). I also in corporate elements of Conroy’s contemplative model of 

supervision to help acknowledge that God’s presence is with us during the 

supervisory session (Conroy 1995).  

 

Having detailed my original model, I identify its limitations, acknowledging that 

conversations about clergy’s spiritual life and their relationship with God 

seldom come into a supervisory session. I recognise that spirituality is implicit 

within this model when it should be explicit. I also realise that supervision 

functions are not as prevalent as they should be, considering these formative, 

normative and restorative functions distinguish supervision from any other 

form of accompaniment. As these weaknesses in my model are identified, I 

can then consider how to improve my practice by constructing a model of 

pastoral supervision that will benefit clergy.  

 

 
The Practice of Supervision 

 
Supervision is practised in a variety of people-centred care disciplines, 

including social work (Kadushin and Harkness 2013), psychology (Ladany and 
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Bradley 2010, Rowan 2006), psychotherapy (Bienenfeld and Yager 2007, 

Harris and Brockbank 2011), nursing (Rowe 2011), CPE (Tartaglia 2015), 

spiritual direction (Conroy 1995, Bumpus and Langer 2005, Ruffing 2010, 

Neafsey 2005, McDonnell 2013) and pastoral ministry (Leach and Paterson 

2015, Steere 1989, Cameron 2018, Pohly 1993, Paterson 2020). 

 

My initial training was in Cross Professional Supervision (CPS), also known as 

Interprofessional Supervision (IPS) (Townend 2005, Beddoe and Howard 

2012, Holton 2010, Moore 2016). In CPS, cooperation and collaboration 

between professionals are central to teamwork and interprofessionality 

(Townend 2005). It is the process where professionals reflect and cultivate 

ways of integrating practice that better help clients (D’amour and Oandasan 

2005) and service users (Bogo, Paterson, Tufford and King 2011). The goal of 

CPS is to ‘extend beyond those typical of professional supervision, to 

encompass a philosophy of practice whereby the professionals involved all 

ascribe to interprofessional ways of working’ (Beddoe and Howard 2012, p. 

183). This ‘philosophy’ was part of my training, maintaining that the supervisee 

should have a strong enough understanding of their discipline to be supervised 

by a supervisor from a different discipline.  

 

There is a recognition that a range of approaches to supervision during 

different stages of a supervisee’s development is relevant. For example, new 

inexperienced clinicians may require more profession-specific supervision 

than those with more experience (Bogo et al. 2011, p. 132). CPS requires the 

supervisor to trust the supervisee to have the essential knowledge particular 

to that discipline which the supervisor will not have. One major issue with CPS 

is that from an ethical point of view, it is not always appropriate to supervise 

someone from a clinical discipline without having a complete understanding of 

their policies and procedures, particularly someone new to their profession 

(Bogo et al. 2011, p. 132). Having described CPS, I now detail process 

supervision, critique my original working model and identify its limitations to 

construct a more robust model of pastoral supervision.  
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Process Models of Supervision 

 
For this thesis, I am applying Leach’s definition of process supervision: 

 

A means of professional accompaniment that watches over the 

welfare of those the carer works with; the development of the carer 

themselves; and the health of the profession in which the carer is 

engaged. In process supervision, the sessions are structured to 

enable an exploratory process in which issues arising in the carers 

work can be named and reflected on in the service of the three aims 

above. The norms of practice are guided by the ethical standards of 

the organisation in which the carer's practice takes place, but the 

character of supervision is primarily driven by processes that support 

exploration and person centred learning (Leach 2020, p. 84). 

 

Process models concentrate on the supervisory process and what occurs 

during the supervisory session. There are many different process models of 

supervision. Hawkins and Shohet advocate the seven-eyed model of 

supervision (Hawkins and Shohet 2007, pp. 80-103), Page and Wosket have 

a cyclical model (Page and Wosket 1994), Conroy works from a contemplative 

model (Conroy 1995), Carroll’s process model consists of the seven tasks 

(Carroll 1996), and there are others (Bernard 1997, Ladany, Friedlander and 

Nelson 2005, Holloway 1995).  

 

As a supervisor across various disciplines, Harborne maintains that ‘there is 

more similar than different, regardless of the context or setting’ (Harborne 

2015, p. 125). Developing this further, Leach maintains that process models 

have five things in common. First, they support the practitioner’s wellbeing and 

development together with ensuring the safety of those they work with and the 

reputation of the organisation in which they work. Second, process models are 

always relational, focusing on the work and practice of the supervisee within 

the context of trust, confidentiality, support and openness, which facilitates a 
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freedom to share and explore issues safely. Third, process models focus on 

the work and/or problems arising from the supervisor’s practice. Fourth, 

supervisees reflect on their work to improve their practice through some form 

of action, a change in perspective, or some other outcome brought about by 

the time spent in supervision. Fifth, it is a means of understanding 

accountability and safe practice whilst reflecting on their impact on self, others 

and the organisation in which they practice (Leach 2020, pp. 84-85). My 

process model combined Carroll’s tasks with Conroy’s contemplative 

component. Before exploring the contemplative element, I detail Carroll’s 

seven generic tasks. 

 

 

Michael Carroll’s Seven Generic Tasks of Supervision  

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1:1 Michael Carroll’s Seven Generic Tasks of Supervision 
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Process models are methods implemented by supervisors to help them attend 

to what is taking place in the supervisory arena. I chose to base my model on 

Carroll’s because the tasks were helpful for monitoring and keeping an eye on 

the various aspects required for supervision. It demonstrates the ‘good 

housekeeping’ of supervision and enables the supervisor to pay attention to 

the behavioural side of what happens in supervision (Carroll 1996, p. 49).  

 

The first task sets up a learning relationship, with transparent contracting being 

essential. This includes establishing boundaries along with identifying any dual 

relationships that might occur between supervisor and supervisee. This 

enables the supervisee to feel that they are in a confidential, safe space that 

fosters learning, which is one of the primary objectives of supervision (Jacobs, 

David and Meyer 1995, p. 232). If the supervisor demonstrates and models 

good contracting and boundaries, the supervisee will learn to implement these 

into their practice. Clergy need to cultivate firm boundaries, or they will 

experience difficulties, as evidenced later in the thesis. 

 

Next is the teaching task, where the supervisor models good practice and 

addresses frameworks of understanding. The supervisor needs to know and 

be able to adapt to the learning style of their supervisee. However, a minister 

entering pastoral supervision may never have any training regarding their 

learning style. This is a good place for clergy to think through their own learning 

styles, to help them realise that others in their congregations will have different 

ways of learning. If clergy are unaware of this, it can lead to misunderstanding 

and conflict.  

 

For Carroll, the counselling task is not therapy or personal counselling but an 

opportunity for supervisees to reflect on their thoughts and reactions when 

working with others. This task can offer clergy space to discuss personal 

issues that could impact their work and interaction with others. The fourth task 

is to monitor professional and ethical issues. The supervisor’s role is to alert 

the supervisee to problems as and when they arise. It is not about teaching 

the code of ethics but reviewing and implementing it so that client welfare and 
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supervisee development are constantly being monitored. This task allows the 

minister to be challenged for any behaviour the supervisor does not think 

appropriate, as well as encouraging them to think about what code of conduct 

or ethics they are working from. 

 

Evaluation is the fifth task. This essential task within supervision should be 

ongoing and collaborative, providing a safe environment for the supervisee to 

participate in self-evaluation. The evaluation task can allow clergy to identify 

areas where they feel they need training and provide the accountability to do 

something about it. 

 

Carroll maintains that the consultancy task ‘best describes the whole process 

of supervision’ (Carroll 1996, p. 75). Besides considering client dynamics, it 

includes the various relationships in the system, for example, the relationship 

between the client and the supervisee and the relationship between supervisor 

and supervisee (Carroll 1996, p. 75). This task comes to the fore with 

experienced supervisees where issues such as parallel process, 

countertransference and even the supervisor’s countertransference can be 

raised and examined. This task would help clergy recognise underlying 

problems with certain members of their congregations and give the minister a 

place to discuss such matters. Finally, monitoring is the administrative side of 

the supervisees’ work. This task considers areas such as contracting, record 

keeping, and accountability.  

 

Having detailed Carroll’s tasks, I now move on to the eighth task I incorporated 

into my model. While training in CPS, we were encouraged to be aware of a 

spiritual element to supervision. However, because it was CPS, I felt the 

spiritual part needed to be implicit rather than explicit. The phrase ‘vocatus 

atque non vocatus Deus aderit – Bidden or not bidden, God is present’ (Peirce 

2001, p. xiii) reminded me of the presence of Christ in the room during 

supervision. Even if it was never verbalised, I was aware of Christ’s presence. 

A contemplative supervision style provided the final part of my model (Conroy 

1995). 
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Conroy’s Contemplative Supervision 

 

While Conroy’s contemplative supervision is for use with spiritual directors, it 

works well in a pastoral setting. There are three specific purposes in this 

model. The first is to sift through interior movements in the supervisee to help 

them develop a more profound sense of self-awareness, creating space to 

explore experiences dissonant and consonant. Second, it provides the 

opportunity to identify areas of resistance, psychological and emotional blocks, 

woundedness, and life struggles, all of which can hinder the spiritual director 

from being interiorly free. Third, to help the spiritual director declutter their 

interior space leaving them more open to focus on the experiences of their 

client  (Conroy 1995, p. 9).  

 

This contemplative style reminds us of God being present in the supervisory 

space and gives clergy space to reflect theologically on their ministry. Once 

this contemplative dimension is added to the tasks as spirituality, this 

completes my model of pastoral supervision. Figure 1:2 details my model, 

which incorporates Carroll’s tasks in conjunction with a spiritual task based on 

Conroy’s contemplative supervision. 
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Figure 1:2 An Adaptation of Carroll’s Tasks for Pastoral Supervision 
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not have a clear grasp of vocation specific policies and procedures, this could 

be difficult to achieve and result in ethical and administrative issues.  

 

A second concern about CPS is that I have consistently recognised the need 

for a spiritual element within supervision. In April 2009, I noted in my learning 

portfolio: 

 

Both spirituality and ministry are extremely important to me. Only 

quite recently I have discovered afresh that ministry is not something 

I do but rather part of who I am.  If I am to incorporate supervision 

into my ministry, then this also must become part of who I am rather 

than something that I do. My philosophy of supervision must have 

within it a spiritual dimension (1st April 2009).   

 

When being trained in CPS, what appealed to me was that I could incorporate 

this practice into my ministry.  This was my first introduction to supervision. It 

was not until I had completed this course of study that I was introduced to 

pastoral supervision outside of the CPE setting.  Supervising clergy has made 

me realise that there is much implicit in my working model that should be 

explicit. For example, the spiritual element was implied with a session 

beginning with both me and the supervisee acknowledging God’s presence in 

the room with us, but their relationship with God was rarely discussed. Having 

worked with clergy using this model, I realise it is lacking. So I want to construct 

a model of pastoral supervision that provides a spiritually, theologically and 

psychologically informed structure, contextually sensitive and praxis-based 

(APSE 2021). CPS remains a secular form of supervision even when I apply a 

spiritual element to it. In contrast, Pastoral supervision is located within a 

theological framework distinguishing it from other forms of supervision (Leach 

2020, p. 91).  
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Supervision as Oversight 

 

In Exodus 18:17-26, Moses chose elders from the community of Israel to 

supervise the resolution of disputes concerning issues of practical justice and 

fairness (O'Connor 1998, p. 13). The biblical roots of supervision are seen in 

the practice of priestly and prophetic oversight in the Hebrew and Christian 

traditions within the context of the covenant relationship. Throughout the Old 

Testament, these leaders challenged the Israelite people when they were not 

fulfilling their side of the covenant and remaining faithful to God. The 

supervisory task was to make them accountable to the covenant and their 

relationship with God (Pohly 1993, pp. 12-13).  

 

 

Supervision in the Church 

 

From the beginning of its formation, the early church identified a set of 

functions to oversee the new covenant community. The word oversight 

suggests authority and experience, qualities used within supervision in many 

disciplines (Pohly 1993, p. 13).  Within the New Testament, images of 

overseer, deacon and shepherd are found in 1 Peter, emphasising the role of 

oversight in connection to church structures (O'Connor 1998, p. 15). An 

overseer is ‘one who watches over and directs the work of others’ (Cameron 

2018, p. 36). Within Methodism, we are charged with ‘watching over one 

another with love’ (Purushotham 2007) to hold each other accountable and for 

transformation. At the heart of all supervision, there is a ‘theology of grace’, 

and this quality can help supervisees discover the potential within them which 

may not otherwise be realised (Lyall 2009, p. 322). Pastoral supervision 

enables clergy to explore their vocation and vision with the hope of bringing 

what is in the foreground to ‘be seen in the perspective of the broader vision’ 

(Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 11). 

 

Having differentiated pastoral supervision from CPS, I now locate my 

supervision within the context of pastoral supervision. At the beginning of this 



 

 

 

 

34 

research, I identified two significant areas of concern. First, there was no 

implementation of the functions of supervision within my model. Second, the 

spiritual element was implicit when it needed to be explicit. The functions 

provide the purpose and framework for supervision. In this section, I want to 

detail what the supervision functions are, discuss some differing opinions on 

their number and list the classifications I use for each function for this thesis.  

 

 

The Functions of Supervision 

 
There are multiple interpretations of the ‘functions of supervision’. Social work 

list three which are educational, supportive and managerial (Kadushin and 

Harkness 2002, pp. 47,223); in counselling, they are named formative, 

normative and restorative (Proctor 2008, p. 68). Having worked in both the 

social work and counselling field for many years, Hawkins and Shohet 

introduce words they maintain are more flexible for any of the helping 

professions, which are developmental, resourcing and qualitative (Hawkins 

and Shohet 2012, pp. 62-65).  

 

There is some discrepancy around the number of functions. Some reduce 

them to two (Payne 1994, p. 20), but this is achieved by keeping the normative 

function distinct whilst amalgamating the restorative and formative functions 

into one (Davys and Beddoe 2010, p. 25, Rich 1993). Others argue for more, 

adding mediation which engages ‘the individual with the organisation’ 

(Morrison 2001, p. 29). Holloway refers to five functions: monitoring/evaluating, 

instructing/advising, modelling, consulting, supporting/sharing (Holloway 

1995); however, when assessing her functions, I would argue that the three 

functions listed above include these elements. The normative function 

addresses the monitoring/evaluating and consulting aspect, the formative 

function attends to the instructing/advising and modelling elements, and the 

restorative function includes the supporting/sharing component (Hawkins and 

Shohet 2012, p. 65). 
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While incongruities exist, there is a consensus that three main functions define 

supervision (Hawkins and Shohet 2012, Carroll 1996, Leach and Paterson 

2015, pp. 26-27). They can be described as a ‘three-legged stool’ (Inskipp and 

Proctor 1993, p. 6) in that all three are required for supervision. If one leg of a 

stool is missing, the stool will tumble. Awareness of these three functions also 

reminds the supervisor to keep an eye on each one and not neglect their least 

favourite (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 20). As seen above, these functions 

are given different names by different disciplines. Other pastoral supervisors 

promote Proctor’s definitions (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 21). The word 

formation is often used when training clergy, and the word restorative has 

strong biblical connotations, so this is the definition I will use within my model. 

I now detail the purpose of each function. 

 

 

Supervision as Quality Control – The Normative Function 

 
The normative function of supervision raises awareness of areas of 

vulnerability resulting from having been hurt or wounded.  It deals with 

managerial issues, areas of prejudice, boundaries, and ethical issues. It offers 

the quality control function that has someone look at the work and deals with 

ethical, managerial and boundary problems. This function primarily addresses 

the contracting of the supervisory relationship, structuring the administrative 

elements such as the establishment of expectations, reviewing the contract 

regularly and clarifying the extent of confidentiality. For example, if the 

supervisor is obliged to write a report on the supervisee, this needs to be 

acknowledged at the beginning of the relationship.  

 

Once this initial element is established, the other work of this function is to 

ensure that the supervisee is safe to work with others by examining 

competency issues and asking relevant questions. Do they have a strong 

awareness of boundaries, dual relationships etc.? Are there boundaries that 

are being breached? Does the supervisee work from any policies and 

procedures? 
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Supervision as Teaching – The Formative Function 

 
Teaching is an essential element of supervision particularly for those who are 

just starting and new to the work but should never be didactic (Leach and 

Paterson 2015, p. 24). This function helps the supervisee develop skills along 

with their self-awareness, to enable growth and transformation by introducing 

new areas of knowledge (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 21). The supervisor 

can question why the supervisee responds in a particular way and examine 

the consequences of their actions, thereby helping them investigate other 

responses that could lead to a more constructive reaction. This can help them 

focus on the affirming aspects of their work, putting things back into 

perspective and renewing their purpose and vocation (Hawkins and Shohet 

2012, p. 63).  

 

 
Supervision as Supportive – The Restorative Function 

 
The restorative function allows the supervisee to see how they are being 

affected by the distress and pain of those they are working with, allowing them 

to recognise how they have been affected along with time and space to work 

through their reactions. Workers should ‘not become over full of emotions’ 

(Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 63). This can be caused by empathy with or a 

reaction to a member of the congregation which, if not dealt with, can result in 

a ministry that is not as effective. This can result in over-identifying with those 

they are working with and perhaps becoming too emotionally involved. Or it 

could have the opposite effect where they protect themselves against further 

pain, which could eventually lead to a couldn’t-care-less attitude (Hawkins and 

Shohet 2012, p. 63). Neither of these reactions is beneficial and can lead to 

stress and burnout. Hawkins and Shohet illustrate the British miners in the 

1920s who fought for ‘pit-head’ time which was the right to wash off the dirt 

and grime accumulated in the mines during work time rather than having to 

take it home with them. They maintain that ‘supervision is the equivalent for 
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those that work at the coal-face of personal distress, disease and 

fragmentation’ (Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 63).   

 

Having outlined the importance of the functions along with the recognition that 

these are what provide a solid foundational base, I now identify another 

element that was not effective. In my original model, while I worked from a 

contemplative place, it was a struggle to get those I supervised to discuss 

spiritual things, something I found strange given that I was supervising clergy.  

 

 

The Importance of Spirituality within a Holistic Model 

 
Holistic health can be defined as ‘a state of complete physical, mental and 

social wellbeing’ (De Vos, Malaise, Ceukelaire, Perez, LeFevre and Van der 

Stuyft 2009, p. 121). It has been suggested that ‘such a holistic health 

perspective might be advanced by good supervision’ (Dungan 2016, p. 140) 

by addressing:  

 

Issues of meaning, such as those regarding social identity and 

relationships: workplace issues including support, development, 

advocacy and justice; and health issues, such as self and other care 

(Dungan 2016, p. 140). 

 

There has been a perspectival shift in spiritual care in health settings. For 

instance, in palliative care, spirituality was initially ‘understood largely in 

religious terms’ but more recently ‘has come to be understood more broadly 

as a search for meaning’ (Rumbold 2003, p. 14). To see people holistically is 

to not only focus on the transcendent but to seek to understand where they 

are coming from and what matters to them on a day to day basis. Both are 

necessary for good health (Gardner 2011, p. 77). While spirituality is becoming 

more significant in healthcare settings to provide a holistic type of care, so too 

are spiritual issues becoming more evident in a CPS setting (Benefiel and 

Holton 2010, Bienenfeld 2007, Gilham 2012), and there is much that can be 
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taken from spiritual direction supervision (Bumpus and Langer 2005). If other 

forms of supervision recognise the importance of spirituality, then it should be 

identified as a vital element within pastoral supervision for clergy.3 

 

In this chapter, I have outlined my original working model, which included 

Carroll’s seven tasks along with an additional task of spirituality. I identified the 

distinctions between CPS and pastoral supervision. I acknowledged that 

supervision functions were not evident in my model and that the concept of 

spirituality was not an integral part of that model. Having assessed what was 

lacking, my next chapter identifies how clergy can and do struggle in ministry 

through literature. Greater detail will be given to the issues and difficulties that 

clergy can experience that can cause them harm, generating a need for an 

effective supervision system. 

 

  

 
3 See chapter 6 
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Chapter Two: Clergy in Crisis 
 

 

This thesis focuses on researching the challenges clergy experience to 

construct a model of pastoral supervision that will help them flourish in their 

ministry. Having detailed my original model and evaluated it, this chapter 

focuses on the different issues that present difficulties for clergy in the MCI. 

These include lack of support, conflict, stress, burnout, loss of identity, and 

spiritual dryness/malaise. 

 

 

Difficulties Clergy Encounter 

 
Many clergy experience some form of crisis during their ministry (Davey 1995, 

p. 37, Webb and Chase 2019). There have been many studies which identify 

these problems. They range across geography (Fairlie, Smith and Fagan 

2006, Han and Lee 2004, Miner, Dowson and Sterling 2009, Randall 2007, 

Dewe 1987), denomination (Kay 2000, Hoge and Wenger 2005, Charlton, 

Rolph, Francis, Rolph and Robbins 2009, Francis, Louden and Rutledge 

2004b, Turton and Francis 2007), age (Randall 2007, Miner 2007a, Miner 

2007b) and marital status (Gleason 1977, Noller 1984, Francis et al. 2004b). 

In 2006 it was reported that Canadian clergy were spiritually exhausted and 

stressed out (Cameron 2006) and in 2010, Vitello wrote: 

  

Members of the clergy now suffer from obesity, hypertension and 

depression at rates higher than most Americans.  In the last decade, 

their use of anti-depressants has risen, while their life expectancy 

has fallen (Vitello 2010).  

 

The article lists a variety of problems clergy have, which can be grouped into 

four categories: 
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… Relationship issues, health issues including stress and burnout, 

failure to meet unrealistic expectations and having been fired, asked 

to resign or desire to leave if something else became available. 

(Vitello 2010).   

 

The article also states that many clergy would change their jobs if they could. 

In America, more than 1500 clergy from Protestant evangelical churches leave 

their position every month, with half of them leaving within their first five years 

(Foss 2000). While this material is over 20 years old, more recent literature 

confirms this continues to be the case. Clergy face unreasonable time 

demands and expectations, isolation and loneliness, conflict with 

congregations and superiors, health issues and burnout (Hoge and Wenger 

2005, Proeschold-Bell and Byassee 2018). 

 

 In Ireland, clergy are also in crisis and experience high levels of physical, 

emotional and psychological ill-health as research conducted in the Church of 

Ireland (COI) (Hendron 2013, Hendron, Irving and Taylor 2012, Tanner 2013) 

and the Catholic Church (Nwobe 2012, Conway 2013, p. 393, McAlinden 2019, 

p. 36) confirm. Maloney identified specific pressures endemic amongst clergy 

experience which contribute to high levels of stress and poor health. These 

include increased workload and role ambiguity, isolation and loneliness, 

dealing with the consequences of the sex abuse scandals, difficulty in making 

prayer a priority or sustaining it, lack of support structures and the impact of 

secularisation (Maloney 2013). Ministry is not getting any easier. Clergy across 

denominations are becoming more isolated and appear unable to share 

thoughts or feelings with colleagues. These feelings of isolation, loneliness and 

lack of support are evident in all four of the main denominations in Ireland. The 

Presbyterian Church in Ireland also recognises that: 

 

The growing culture of individualism rolls over into church life 

manifesting itself in ministers and congregations becoming more 

congregational than Presbyterian – removing themselves from the 

support they need to maintain a healthy and fruitful ministry. Ministers 
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do not always feel safe enough to be open about how they are feeling 

or to be cared for by other Presbyters (Farquhar 2017, p. 284). 

 

A report by the COI in 2013 focusing on the negative aspects of ordained 

ministry acknowledged similarities in their clergy (Tanner 2013). Poor work/life 

balance and unrealistic expectations were raised, and the report 

recommended training to help achieve and maintain a healthy work/life 

balance. It acknowledged the need to educate clergy on how to set up and 

maintain healthy boundaries to enable them to care for their own needs and 

their families. The changing roles and attitudes regarding clergy were 

acknowledged with the recommendation of regular in-house training to help 

clergy relate to a secularised society that no longer understands the church's 

language or tradition. The report also claimed that clergy needed to support 

one another, dispelling the idea that they were in competition with each other 

(Tanner 2013). Other recommendations included an independent helpline, 

clergy support teams and spiritual direction and/or supervision, with a 

recognition of the benefit of having supervisors outside of their denomination, 

thus creating as safe a space as possible. The report also highlighted the lack 

of training and the need for continuing professional development (Tanner 

2013). 

 

Within Methodism, the ‘Health of Ministers Report’ was the result of a memorial 

to the 2004 Conference that a Working Group should be set up to examine the 

issue of the health of ministers. The report was based on a questionnaire sent 

to 124 ministers in active ministry, with 75 (60%) ministers returning the 

completed questionnaire.  Three aspects of the role that ministers found most 

challenging were conflict and/or confrontation (57%), time management (47%) 

and administration (43%). 

 

Some of these findings begin to indicate the severity of the pressures clergy 

face, with ministers claiming that the level of personal abuse was sometimes 

appalling. They shared how they experienced difficult leaders, especially in 

church meetings where arguments would arise over petty issues. Clergy 
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shared that church members could be childish, sometimes finding themselves 

in the middle of silly arguments and having to confront difficult people. Some 

struggled to cope with members who bullied and manipulated to get their way. 

There was a sense of never being able to do enough for people and feeling 

pressure from congregations to follow their agenda along with unrealistic 

demands of congregations expecting clergy to ‘be good at everything’ (MCI 

2006, pp. 32-33). 

 

Ministers were asked if they had experienced ill-health and what they felt were 

the primary causes. There was more than one response, but the percentage 

broke down as below (MCI 2006, p. 33): 

 

• 43% Overwork 

• 36% Medical condition 

• 31% Competing demands 

• 23% Circuit problems 

• 16% Family circumstances 

• 15% Lack of support 

• 13% Spiritual attack 

• 12% Relationship problems 

• 11% Financial concerns 

• 9% Lack of regular routine 

• 9% Guilt 

• 8% Doubt about personal sense of call/crisis of faith 

 

Another question  asked ‘If you have had a health problem, to what extent do 

you feel that stress has contributed to this?’(MCI 2006, p. 33) 84% of those 

who replied stated that it was likely or very likely (56% of total).    

 

The report identified matters such as lack of support, conflict, ill-health and 

burnout. This research reveals there continue to be ongoing problematic 

difficulties with clergy in the Methodist Church in Ireland who continue to 
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experience stress and ill-health. When the HMR report was undertaken, there 

were 124 ministers in active work; in 2016, there were 112; at the 2019 

Conference, there were 92 clergy in active work. That is a decline of 32 

ministers in just 13 years, and while congregations are also diminishing, the 

number of church buildings is not decreasing at the same rate, nor are the 

demands being made on clergy. Congregations are generally getting smaller 

and older; therefore, more pastoral work is required, along with the pressure 

of trying to fill the pews (Maloney 2013). The problems identified in the 

literature that are detrimental to the health and welfare of clergy will now be 

considered further.  

 

 

Lack of Support 

 
Support for ministers can be complicated for several reasons. Clergy find it 

challenging to share their weakness with other clergy. They may feel in 

competition with their colleagues, there can be a lack of trust in confidentiality 

and there is always the recognition that those they share their problems with 

may well be their superintendent sometime in the future (Hoge and Wenger 

2005, p. 199). Clergy can also give a good impression of being perfectly in 

control (Doolittle 2007). Many helping professions find it difficult to receive help 

as it evokes feelings of vulnerability and exposes their needs (Hawkins and 

Shohet 2012, p. 41). Clergy are no different; Hillman recognises that ‘We have 

been brought up to deny our needs…To need is to be dependent, weak; 

needing implies submission to another’ (Hillman 1979, p. 17). It can be 

challenging to talk to ‘someone who may hold greater experience, or perceived 

status than yourself, and freely talk about possible mistakes you have made in 

your work’ (Weld 2012, p. 35). Clergy also need to know that their 

denominational officials support them, and this is especially relevant when 

conflict occurs (Hoge and Wenger 2005, p. 96) since this poses serious 

problems for clergy and can have devastating effects, especially if they do not 

experience support and understanding during those times (Hoge and Wenger 

2005, p. 96).  
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Lack of Training 

 
Lack of training impacts both clergy and congregations with varying degrees 

of seriousness, hence the need for continuing ministerial development (CMD) 

to provide appropriate help for congregational members’ care. Ongoing 

training is of the utmost importance, especially when having to minister to 

people with emotional distress, mental health problems and bereavement by 

suicide, to name just a few (Mason 2002). Clergy who do not feel appropriately 

trained can find it difficult to confide in their colleagues because they do not 

want to appear incompetent. The developmental function of supervision 

provides a safe space for them to explore and identify areas of training which 

can then be addressed through CMD.  

 

 

Conflict 

 
Clergy struggle with various forms of conflict, which can lead to them leaving 

the ministry. These include lack of support and/or conflict with denominational 

officials; conflicting demands that lead to burnout; conflict between church 

demands and those of family and children; and conflict with church members, 

senior pastors or church staff (Hoge and Wenger 2005, p. 236, Carlson 2010). 

The cause of this is role conflict when there are opposing expectations by 

different congregation members. Older adults, for example, expect the minister 

to be available 24 hours a day, whereas younger people want them to fall into 

the category of friend (Forward 2000, pp. 168-169). Other tensions arise when 

there are different thoughts regarding the vision and mission of the church or 

what should be preached on Sunday mornings. This can cause further 

tensions when these differ from the goals of the minister (Charlton et al. 2009, 

p. 142).  

 

Role conflict can also happen when the actual priorities of the minister differ 

from various groups within the congregation who have their thoughts about 

what those priorities ought to be (Kay 2000, Roozen 2008), Forward asserts 
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that relational metaphors and the impact of these conceptualisations can 

produce and reproduce ‘toxic role expectations and behavioural norms’ 

(Forward 2000, p. 159). Psychological contracts with the congregation can 

also be another cause for conflict. The term psychological contract is a way to 

describe the implicit agreements between an employee and employer and is 

built on reciprocity (Rousseau 1989, p. 123). When a pastor takes up a new 

appointment, a psychological contract occurs between the minister and the 

congregation and between the minister and individual members of the 

congregation, which can be interpreted quite differently by each. It exists in the 

minds of all involved and is likely based on the experience of the 

congregation’s previous minister and vice versa. The problems occur 

whenever either party maintains that the other has not fulfilled the contract. 

This can lead to anger, resentment, a sense of injustice and wrongful harm 

(Rousseau 1989, pp. 128-129). Role conflict can occur as a perceived breach 

of the psychological contract on the part of the congregation who have different 

expectations regarding the minister's role, while the minister can be utterly 

oblivious to their expectations (Miller-Clarkson 2013, p. 62).  

 

 

Ill-Health, Stress and Burnout 

 
Stress is something clergy struggle with for several reasons. Linked with role 

conflict is the fact that the most frequently mentioned characteristic of stress is 

the general feeling of inadequacy or inability to cope (Berry, Francis, Rolph 

and Rolph 2012, p. 169). The intrusive demands of the job can be detrimental 

to the health and wellbeing of clergy (Han and Lee 2004, p. 477, Lee 1999, p. 

478), leading to emotional stress, which in turn leads to pastoral stress (Morris 

and Blanton 1994a, p. 714). Stress can negatively influence the health and 

behaviours of clergy, putting some of them at greater risk for high blood 

pressure, diabetes, depression, and anxiety (Webb and Chase 2019, p. 341, 

Davey 1995, pp. 7-8). Stress and burnout, whilst similar, are separate 

phenomena. Stress can be defined as ‘any force that puts a psychological or 

physical function beyond its range of stability, producing a strain’ that triggers 
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a ‘fight or flight’ response (Cartwright and Cooper 1997, p. 5). Burnout is 

brought about by chronic stress and manifests through loss of energy, fatigue, 

negative feelings about others and a low sense of personal accomplishment 

(Maslach and Leiter 1997, pp. 99-101). While there is evidence of clergy 

having high levels of satisfaction in their ministry, it is also recognised that they 

can suffer from high levels of negative affect and that this should not be ignored 

or played down because of the ‘job satisfaction’ (Charlton, 2009, p. 148). 

Burnout often occurs in extremely motivated, highly competent people who 

tend to associate their value with their work to the detriment of their own self-

care. They gradually become exhausted and cynical, experiencing little or no 

work satisfaction and questioning their self-worth. They try remedying this by 

working longer hours to feel better or striving for more job satisfaction 

inevitably leads to burnout (Muse 2007, p. 184). 

 

In the past, it has been argued that clergy burnout is nothing more than 

propaganda and is not anything to be concerned about. Fichter wrote in 1984:  

 

Dr. Hans Selye, the father of stress research, once wrote "We hear 

a great deal these days about the dangers of overwork and excessive 

striving, and of being the so-called Type A personality. But I think in 

many ways this is exaggerated and arouses unnecessary anxiety." 

Even though much of the propaganda about clergy burnout can be 

dismissed for lack of evidence or for conceptual confusion, we should 

deal seriously with it for two reasons. The first is that Bishops and 

religious superiors are disturbed by this phenomenon and think it is 

a cause for alarm. We owe them some reassurance. The second 

reason is the need to deflate the pop-psychologists and human 

relations experts who spread worrisome rumours. Every fad has to 

run its course, but we may be able to dampen some of this 

overheated enthusiasm. (Fichter 1984, p. 373). 

 

However, burnout syndrome had already been identified in 1974 by 

Freudenberger, ten years before when he acknowledged: 
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The dictionary defines the verb “burn-out” as “to fail, wear out, or 

become exhausted by making excessive demands on energy, 

strength or resources.”  And that is exactly what happens when a 

staff member in an alternative institution burns out for whatever 

reason and becomes inoperative to all intents and purposes 

(Freudenberger 1974, pp. 159-160). 

 

Freudenberger observed that, in the course of approximately a year, young 

volunteers who helped in a care centre seemed to lose energy, motivation and 

commitment as well as developing a variety of adverse physical and 

psychosomatic symptoms (Freudenberger 1974, pp. 160-161). In 1981 the 

Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach and Johnson 1986, pp. 99-101) 

claimed that ‘burnout syndrome’ was comprised of three distinct but 

interconnected characteristics that could happen to those working in the caring 

professions. The first is emotional exhaustion when their emotional resources 

become so depleted that they have nothing left to give. The second element 

is depersonalisation. The work begins to take its toll to the extent that carers 

start to have negative and cynical thoughts and feelings about their clients.   

This can lead to them believing that their clients deserve the problems they 

are having, even thinking that they have brought it on themselves. The third 

characteristic of burnout syndrome is the loss of a sense of personal 

accomplishment and dissatisfaction with their job. Maslach and Jackson’s 

work categorised high mean scores of the first two elements and low mean 

scores on the third to determine the scale of the problem (Maslach and 

Johnson 1986, pp. 99-101). This scale has been adapted and employed when 

researching burnout, providing evidence of how clergy are affected (Francis, 

Hills and Rutledge 2004a, Francis et al. 2004b, Francis, Robbins and Wulff 

2013, Muse 2007, Doolittle 2007, Miner 2007b, Miner et al. 2009, Chandler 

2009, Adams, Hough, Proeschold-bell, Yao and Kolkin 2017). 

 

Burnout is now a globally-recognised medical condition, having been added to 

the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) International Classification of 

https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en#/http://id.who.int/icd/entity/129180281
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Diseases. Burnout is defined as ‘chronic workplace stress that has not been 

successfully managed’ and is characterised by feelings of energy depletion or 

exhaustion, increased mental distance from one’s job or feelings of negativism 

or cynicism related to one’s job and energy depletion or exhaustion, increased 

mental distance from one’s job or feelings of negativism or cynicism related to 

one’s job reduced professional efficacy (WHO 2019).  

 

For clergy, ‘keeping going’ can relate to self-worth, personal value and a 

feeling of indispensability that the church cannot function without them (Irvine 

2003, p. 13). This can be referred to as functioning atheism where:  

 

The unconscious unexamined conviction that if anything decent is 

going to happen here, we are the ones who must make it happen - a 

conviction held even by people who talk a good game about God 

(Palmer 2000, p. 88).  

 

This functioning atheism leads to ‘co-opting’ the work of ministers to make and 

protect the individual ego (Muse 2007, p. 188). By attempting to protect the 

created image, the legitimate human needs and authentic self can be ignored 

or lost: 

 

It is a pattern of many variations in which compulsive activity of one 

sort or another gradually replaces authentic life in a negative 

feedback loop that intensifies in direct proportion to the person’s 

growing awareness of his\her inauthenticity, placing the clergy, their 

families and their congregations in jeopardy (Muse 2007, p. 189). 

 

The loss of authenticity can eventually lead to an identity crisis (Irvine 2003, p. 

17). As far back as 1965, there had been indications that clergy ‘were the one 

career group who could never step outside their professional definition and 

identity’ (McAllister 1965, p. 334), mainly because their identity is closely 

bound up with their public ministry (Packer 2003, p. 2). As a minister, I can 

identify with this in that ministry is not something I ‘do’ but intermingled with 

https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en#/http://id.who.int/icd/entity/129180281
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who I ‘am’. Clergy can get so caught up in their work that they forget who they 

are and why they do what they do (Miller-McLemore 2011, pp. 116-117). 

 
 

Loss of identity 

 
It was as if the business of ministry had taken me away from my true 

self, from my core identity, from my reason for being a priest 

(McAlinden 2019, p. 11). 

 

Leaders in the 21st century are ‘rewarded for their drive, decisiveness, 

productivity, and long work hours’ (Benefiel 2008, p. 15), but all too often, it 

can lead to the soul of the leader shrivelling and dying, ‘resulting in harm to the 

leader and to the organization the leader serves’ (Benefiel 2008, p. 15). In 

research conducted with clergy from the COI, Hendron writes of a participant 

who became so overwhelmed:  

 

That they stayed in bed for days only getting up to go and preach 

their Sunday sermon and then coming home again and getting back 

into bed. Yet this episode took place under a veil of secrecy with no 

one other that their immediate family aware of the situation (Hendron 

2013, p. 275). 

 

It seems that work had stripped away ‘the very fibre of their heart and soul and 

the remaining shell was unrecognisable’ (Hendron 2013, p. 275). They shared 

how they ‘didn’t want to wake up…couldn’t see any point. I used to pray that I 

would die…I disappeared’ (Hendron 2013, p. 275). One of Thomas Kuhn’s 

memorable quotations maintains that you ‘do not see something until you 

have the right metaphor to let you perceive it’ (Kuhn 1962, p. 112). Those 

words described my experience when, during my period of burnout, I read the 

following by Jones: 
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Through years of meaningful wear and tear and toll-taking service, 

someone very important to me was going dry from the inside out.  

Someone was being ignored and neglected. The someone was me.  

Not the husband-father-preacher-pastor-student me, but the me who 

was apart from the roles I was fulfilling...The me who was a child of 

God, the person whom God loved unconditionally...The me who 

needed to rest and play...The me who needed more empty spaces 

to be still and silent...This me was on the critical list (Jones 2001, p. 

10). 

 

Jones continues along these lines, recognising that many called to vocational 

ministry lose themselves – it happens gradually, over time and eventually ‘the 

work loses its lustre; the requests of people begin to feel like pinches on our 

skin. Resentment builds up inside, the body becomes tired...and we want out’ 

(Jones 2001, p. 95).  I was so struck by what Jones had said that I recorded 

these words in my journal: 

 

I became aware that I needed to be looking after myself, 

reacquainting myself with who I was outside of all these roles that I 

fulfilled. These words spoke deeply to my soul. I began to realise that 

I had become so dried up inside that the very nature of my calling 

had lost its meaning.  The call which I initially answered because of 

a love for God had begun to damage my relationship with God (2nd 

April 2009).  

 

It was around this time that I began to consider leaving ministry. I am not an 

isolated case. One minister shared, “It was as though God had dropped her in 

her parish with a curt ‘See you in forty years’” (Irvine 2003, p. 6). She 

expressed her confusion by asking:  

 

Why if He had called me to ministry would He desert me when I need 

Him? Who am I, now that all I expected to happen has not (Irvine 

2003, p. 20)? 
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During times of loss of identity and confusion, clergy often ask the question 

‘Who am I?’ and ‘What does God want me to do?’ (Proeschold-Bell and 

Byassee 2018, p. 130), yet by the time many come to this place, they do not 

have a strong relationship with God or others to help them work through those 

questions. People who are burnt out tend to withdraw from others ‘in a 

psychological protective posture to insulate against further emotional and 

social demands’ (Chandler 2009, p. 275). The Bishop of Down and Connor 

expressed this, claiming: 

 

There have been times when I have found myself emotionally and 

spiritually exhausted. I have felt numb, angry, confused and not 

wanting to be with people (Abernethy 2002, p. 42). 

 

Stress, ill-health and burnout are difficulties experienced by clergy but so too 

is spiritual dryness, which is a primary predictor of emotional exhaustion that 

is the stress dimension of burnout (Chandler 2009, p. 273). As a result of 

burnout, clergy can experience further stress, frustration, isolation, loneliness 

and spiritual dryness (Chandler 2010). 

 
Spiritual Dryness/Malaise 

 
Clergy can be so busy ministering to others that there is a danger that they 

neglect their own personal spiritual development (Sandford 1992) and, with 

daily demands, can forget the reason for their calling and purpose (Meek, 

McMinn, Brower, Burnett and et al. 2003, p. 343). It would appear that spiritual 

matters are not as high on the list of people’s priorities as one would think, with 

the church appearing to value the roles of administrators or chief executive 

officers above that of spiritual leadership (Irvine 2003, p. 3). This can be 

detrimental to those doing what they do precisely because they believe God 

has called them to it, even when it becomes painful to do so (Bloor 2013, p. 

23, Irvine 2003, p. 6). The busyness of ‘doing’ ministry overshadows ‘the 

importance of self-care, the need for renewal and time spent in personal 
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spiritual nurture’ (Irvine 2003, p. 3). When studying acedia or spiritual malaise 

because of his own personal experience, McAlinden wrote: 

 

My work was consuming me, I was too busy. Self-care and time off 

were not priorities. It felt like my vocation and belief in God were 

beginning to erode (McAlinden 2019, p. 8). 

 

This spiritual dryness can happen at any time in ministry. While some would 

argue that ‘the dark night of the soul’ draws us into a deeper relationship with 

God (Wilson 2016), a lot depends on how that spiritual dryness is recognised 

and addressed. It can be difficult for clergy, who are meant to be the spiritual 

leaders and shepherds, to find a safe space to share their difficulties, 

especially if it is to do with problems in their relationship with God. When 

exploring secondary trauma4 of COI clergy, Hendron asked why ministers 

chose not to seek help after a traumatic experience. Their responses proved 

to be ‘one of the most insightful and somewhat disturbing of the entire study’ 

(Hendron 2013, p. 391). The three main reasons clergy are reluctant to ask for 

help were organisational fear, stigma, and judgement or mistrust (Hendron 

2013, p. 391). Clergy often are concerned about who they share with as they 

do not want to appear inadequate (Hillman 1979, p. 17). When participating in 

research, a minister wrote: 

 

Emotionally, I don’t feel as if I can completely trust persons in the 

church with real feelings—and I include my clergy colleagues—who 

often try to give the impression that everything is perfect (Doolittle 

2007, p. 37). 

 

By creating a safe, non-judgmental space, I argue that my pastoral supervision 

model is a means to encourage positivity in ministry and whilst allowing space 

for the negative aspects, clergy can be encouraged to reassess their ministry 

 
4 Secondary trauma is trauma that can be experienced by clergy when caring for those who have undergone 

trauma and crisis. 
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through theological reflection. This will enable them to explore more positive 

coping strategies of acceptance, active coping, planning, and actively 

reframing the areas of struggle in their ministry. Fostering ‘healthy, adaptive 

coping strategies and facilitating the spiritual lives of ministers is vital for the 

health of the profession and, by extension, the health of the wider church 

(Doolittle 2007, p. 37). In the following chapter, I describe my research design, 

which incorporates narrative and action research. 
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Chapter Three: Unearthing the Stories of Struggle 
 

 

This chapter outlines my research design, a qualitative project investigating 

clergy’s experiences of pastoral supervision and how it addressed the 

concerns and challenges they face in their ministry. 

 
 
 
Research Design 

 
The focus of my ‘research puzzle’ (Mason 2002, p. 121) is ultimately about 

developing and constructing a model of pastoral supervision that serves the 

needs of Methodist clergy. For my research design to be authentic, there must 

be congruence through my ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods 

undertaken in this research (Mockler 2011, pp. 159-160).  I locate myself in 

this research as an ordained minister who practices pastoral supervision within 

the MCI. This research seeks to discover if my model of pastoral supervision 

could benefit clergy, so my research design seeks ‘to discover and understand 

a phenomenon, a process, or the perspectives and worldviews of the people 

involved’ (Merriam 1998, p. 11). I, therefore, explore the lived experience of 

clergy, which emphasises ‘the texture and weave of everyday life, the 

understandings, experiences and imaginings’ of my research participants in a 

way that acknowledges ‘the significance and meaning that they generate’ 

(Mason 2002, p. 1). Qualitative research enabled me to draw out people’s 

stories as an authentic and significant means of interpreting and recounting 

narrative experiences (Seidman 2006, p. 8).  

 

Through qualitative research methods, connections can be made between 

experience, theology and other sources of knowledge (Swinton and Mowat 

2006, p. 95). I am researching human life to understand the complexity of 

individual clergy, myself as a practitioner and the MCI as an organisation. This 

research seeks to practically transform my practice as a pastoral supervisor, 

which could have a transforming impact on clergy and the MCI. Through this 
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research, I am taking responsibility and control of my personal and 

professional life. The route enabling me to do that is writing, exploring and 

discussing both mine and other clergy’s ‘essential narratives’ (Bolton 2006, p. 

205).  

 

 

Narrative Research 

 

To develop a methodology that suited my professional situation, it was 

important for my voice to be heard, as well as allowing clergy to have the 

opportunity to ‘become the autobiographical narrative by which they tell about 

their lives’ (Riessman 1993, p. 2). Coming from an educational background, 

Bold believes that narrative as a research method can translate into ‘other 

academic disciplines and professional practices…where the emphasis is on 

researching social activity of any kind’ (Bold 2012, p. 8). A  narrative approach 

‘is one that ought to lead to more inspired reading and writing about social 

contexts which include a range of caring, educational and other organisational 

setting’ (Czarniawska 2004, p. 125). The notion that transformation is linked 

with human agency or with the capacity to make choices is claimed by Bold as 

she maintains that: 

 

Storytelling may increase the storyteller's capacity to make important 

life changing choices through representing a past event and 

speculating about future developments. If the storytelling process 

has an impact on the teller, then it seems safe to assume that there 

will be an impact on the listener, albeit a different one. All participants 

may have their lives changed in some way by the shared experience 

(Bold 2012, p. 24). 

 

Human experience can be researched and transformed by engaging with 

hermeneutics and narrative for that experience to be interpreted, understood 

and become meaningful (Bold 2012, pp. 22-23).  
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Through qualitative narrative research, I can ‘celebrate richness, depth, 

nuance, context, multi dimensionality and complexity’ in a way that 

acknowledges ‘the significance and meaning that they generate’ (Mason 2002, 

p. 1). For my research design to facilitate the valuable unearthing of the 

experiences of Methodist clergy, I developed a methodology that established 

the validity of those experiences. I need to understand myself both as an 

instrument of research and the ‘fit’ or position of self within my chosen area 

(Mockler 2011, p. 160). I position myself as a minister and a pastoral 

supervisor, someone who already works with ‘living human documents and 

with actual social conditions in all their complexity’ (Boison 1936, p. 185).  

 

The self can be a means of interpreting our own life story, which can embody 

‘in often highly nuanced ways the force/meaning dynamics that make up the 

dialectics of the self’s hermeneutics through the course of all levels of past, 

present and future time’ (Gerkin 1984, p. 112). The interpretation of my 

narrative and that of my participants enables my research to be authentic in 

giving a genuine voice to the description of our life and world views. 

Perspective and understanding are important to the narrative and a recognition 

that truth and certainty must be rooted in subjectivity and context along with 

reflexivity (Bold 2012, p. 13). I do not come to this research as an innocent 

enquirer but rather ‘creatively enabled and critically constrained’ by the 

methodologies I utilise (Bennett et al. 2018). Constructing narrative accounts 

demands a ‘high level of reflexivity by the researcher’ to ensure that the criteria 

of reliable, credible and appropriate conclusions are observed (Graham and 

Llewellyn 2018, p. 52).  

 

The use of narrative does not mean losing any rigour in the approach to 

research but rather a meticulous gathering, collating and synthesis of the 

appropriate data together with critical analysis and reflection. This approach 

can open doors to different alternative ways of carrying out and disseminating 

research that is ‘illuminative, novel and accessible to readers’, as well as: 
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A means of developing and nurturing the skills of critical reflection 

and reflexivity for anyone conducting research in their own practice 

and therefore very useful for action research projects (Bold 2012, p. 

3). 

 

To ensure rigour in my research along with faithful practice (Swinton and 

Mowat 2006, pp. 7-9), my methodology includes a form of action research (AR) 

which enables me to reflect critically, ask questions, challenge accepted claims 

and consider alternative ways of interpreting and analysing situations.  

 

 

Action Research 

 
AR denotes the use of valid descriptions of actions, which ‘can be factual, 

subjective or fictionalised accounts...action research also presumes the 

existence of a question' (Pereira 1999, p. 340). My research question was ‘how 

could I improve my model of pastoral supervision to help clergy thrive in their 

ministry?’ AR is a self-reflective process involving constant evaluation of what 

I am doing, evaluation of solutions and self, to improve practice through 

reflection and change. Reflection plays a fundamental role in professional 

development. It is also the most critical component and lies at the heart of AR 

(Somekh 1995, p. 357). AR, therefore, is not purely about producing 

knowledge but is: 

 

a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing 

practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes. . .. It 

seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in 

participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues 

of pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of 

individual persons and their communities (Reason and Bradbury 

2001, p. 1). 
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This research is conducted within the discipline of practical theology, so I want 

to use the best model for reflective practice together with theological reflection.  

 

The action-reflection cycle can be defined as professional reflective practice 

through a form of enquiry for individuals to evaluate their professional practice 

and development (McNiff and Whitehead 2011, p. 7). It is about producing 

accounts of practice to show: 

 

(1) How they are trying to improve what they are doing, which 

involves first thinking about and learning how to do it better and (2) 

how they try to influence others to do the same thing (McNiff and 

Whitehead 2011, p. 7). 

 

This cycle comprises observing, reflecting, acting, evaluating and modifying. 

Like other cycles, this is not a ‘one-off’ action but rather a spiral that continues 

to enable change and movement in a new direction, as seen below (McNiff 

and Whitehead 2009, p. 5). 

 

 

 

Figure 3:1 Action-Reflection Cycle (McNiff and Whitehead 2009, p. 5) 

 

 

This ‘constant repeating and refashioning of life stories is an essential part of 

living with their complexity and fluidity, but it can be uncritical’ (Bolton 2006, p. 
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206). I agree but would further argue that it can move beyond being uncritical 

to becoming transfixed and oblivious to any need for changed behaviour 

therefore strong levels of self-awareness and reflective skills are needed to 

critically question my assumption (Coghlan and Brannick 2010, p. 115). 

 

Theological reflection is an important element within my research. I also 

include elements of Cameron’s Theological Action Research (TAR) as, unlike 

other models where theological reflection is just one step in the process, TAR 

considers all material as potential theology, as ‘faith seeking understanding’ 

meaning that ‘the practices participated in and observed are themselves 

bearers of theology’ (Cameron, Bhatti, Duce, Sweeney and Watkins 2016, p. 

51) and that: 

 

Theological Action Research is a partnership between an insider and 

an outsider team to undertake research and conversations 

answering theological questions about faithful practice in order to 

renew both theology and practice in the service of God’s mission 

(Cameron et al. 2016, p. 63). 

 

TAR is practical theological learning from action research, but, more than that, 

it is a response to the theological conviction of God’s self-revealing nature in 

the world. If theology is ‘faith seeking understanding’, whose authority comes 

from paying attention to the way God communicates, then there is a need to 

be attentive not only to traditional academic theology but also to what God is 

saying and doing in the here and now of faith-full practices (Bennett et al. 2018, 

p. 93). Elements of TAR resonate with my research as it is about answering 

theological questions regarding faithful practice to renew theology and practice 

in serving God’s mission. However, TAR operates within communities 

(Cameron et al. 2016, p. 64). In contrast, my research consists of my thoughts 

and reflections, interviews, and a focus group of the Institute of Pastoral 

Supervision and Reflective Practice5 (IPSRP). I felt it was important to have 

 
5 http://www.ipsrp.org.uk 
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some outside collaborators to get a different perspective so that while there is 

an element of community participation, other voices need to be heard. My 

research incorporates my voice, the voices of the individuals and that of the 

focus group. This enabled me to determine my various participants' role in 

configuring the narrative (Holley and Colyar 2009, p. 690). 

 

 

First Person Research 

 
This section will detail first person research and the reasoning behind my use 

of this approach. The first voice or first-person inquiry is my own as I inquire 

into practice ensuring I acted purposefully and out of awareness, along with 

inquiring into my behaviour and how I relate to and act in the world. The role 

of the first-person researcher is to foster a spirit of inquiry so that new insights 

can come from situations which are so familiar that things can be taken for 

granted.  

 

My research is that of an ‘individual engaged in the reflective study of 

professional practice’ (Coghlan and Brannick 2010, p. 103). Still, it goes 

beyond that to speak into the MCI concerning the wellbeing of clergy. AR is a 

means to participate in my own practice to modify or improve what I am doing 

(Whitehead 1989). The purpose of this research is first to work on my practice, 

to learn and build on that knowledge; then, I can share my learning with others. 

Initially, I do not enquire into other people’s situations to suggest how they do 

things differently; instead, I look at my situation and myself. Action research 

entails an examination of self, personal situation and practice, which then 

justifies communicating to others how my process of self-improvement was 

undertaken so that others can adapt my ideas if they choose (McNiff 1992, p. 

3).  

 

Reflection is a way of addressing problems of practice by focusing on the 

experience, exploring new possibilities to acknowledge responses and 

implement solutions. Reflection-on-action (Schon 1991) is a backward-looking 
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reflection that occurs after the event and is an integral part of processing and 

formulating new action. Reflection-on-action worked on three levels within my 

research. First, reflecting on my actions enabled me, the minister-researcher, 

to revisit what I expect from my supervisor during pastoral supervision. 

Second, I was able to reflect on how I am as a supervisor-researcher and if I 

respond to the needs of my clients. Third, I was able to reflect at an 

organisational level to see how supervision could benefit the MCI.  

 

This research allows me to contribute to my own setting and can empower me 

both personally and professionally to bring about organisational change (Herr 

and Anderson 2005, p. 29). Reflection-in-action enables me to turn ‘thought 

back on itself to think in new ways about phenomena and about how we think 

about these phenomena’ (Schon 1987, p. 3), maintaining ‘not only that we can 

think about doing something but that we can think about something while doing 

it’ (Schon 1991, p. 54). Reflection-on-action helps to reflect on actions whilst 

‘reflection-ON-reflection-in-action’ (Schon 1987, p. 4) brings together the doing 

and thinking, the practice and theory. Action research is transformative in that 

the reflective:  

 

Practitioner is interested in transforming the situation from what it is to 

something better. He also has an interest in understanding the situation, 

but it is in the interest of understanding the change (Schon 1991, p. 

147).  

 

This way of theorising, integrating theory and practice form a ‘theory which is 

embodied in real lives and show the process of reflecting on reflection-in-

action’ that can be shared with others who are studying their own practice 

(McNiff and Whitehead 2000, p. 2) which then impacts the organisation since: 

 

Organisations are not seen as abstract entities, but as contexts in 

which people, whose values include independence and freedom of 

mind and action come together in free association and on equal 
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footing with the intention of achieving common goals (McNiff and 

Whitehead 2000, p. 4). 

 

Through this research, I can impact the MCI as a pastoral supervisor by 

providing a quality holistic model of pastoral supervision, which could influence 

how clergy perceive pastoral supervision. It could also have broader 

implications for all Methodist clergy to engage with pastoral supervision if the 

organisation is open to the findings of this research. Having discussed first 

person research and the importance of reflective practice, I now turn to where 

I am located within the context of my research. I am situated within the 

organisation of the MCI, but my positionality is not clear cut and needs to be 

considered. 

 

 

Positionality 

 
My position concerning this research is complex since I occupy multiple 

intersecting positions and can lead to ‘conflicting allegiances or alliances’ 

within my research site (Herr and Anderson 2005, p. 44). I am an insider within 

the MCI researching my practice as a pastoral supervisor in collaboration with 

other Methodist ministers with supervision experience. I also locate myself as 

an insider who collaborates with a group of outsiders in the form of a focus 

group. While this research is not officially on behalf of the MCI, I am working 

‘toward influencing organisational change’ and seek to ‘offer opportunities for 

personal, professional, and institutional transformation’ (Herr and Anderson 

2005, p. 37). As a result, I recognise myself as an ‘outsider-within’ where I can 

observe ‘the contradictions between the dominant group’s actions and 

ideologies’ (Collins 1990, p. 44). Being an outsider-within can construct 

different lenses of reality as I bring ‘specialized, subjugated knowledge’ and a 

particular marginality that can provide a distinct standpoint on self and the 

organisation. This specialised knowledge can be viewed as a threat to the 

culture of the organisation, or it can foster an attitude of organisational learning 

(Herr and Anderson 2005, p. 44). I hope that the latter would be the case. 
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Acknowledging my positionality is essential to be aware of the tensions that 

can be experienced due to my varying roles, especially when sharing 

positionality with participants but also to help avoid blind spots that come from 

unexamined beliefs (Herr and Anderson 2005, p. 45). I now detail the rationale 

for selecting my research participants. 

 

 

Sampling 

 
Supervision is still relatively new within the MCI, and not every minister has 

experience of it. I therefore used purposive sampling since those sampled had 

to be relevant to my research questions (Bryman 2016, p. 408). I chose those 

who had the experience of giving and receiving supervision and those who had 

been in ministry long enough to appreciate the struggles that can occur 

because of that vocation.  

 

At the 2016 Methodist Conference, there were 112 active ministers in the 

Methodist Church in Ireland, with 22 trained in pastoral supervision from 2012.  

I tried to ensure that my sample included a mixture of those who had been 

through several different programmes of training or supervision. The MCI is a 

relatively small organisation, so I knew all my participants and was aware of 

some who had been trained in different programmes because of my 

participation in supervisory training in ETC. All participants were ordained. I 

did not consider interviewing probationers for several reasons. While these are 

the only group where pastoral supervision is mandatory and provided by the 

MCI, I was concerned that they might feel obliged to say what they supposed 

I wanted them to. Probationer ministers are vulnerable since they are not yet 

ordained. This may have led to them not feeling free to voice their genuine 

opinion, therefore, putting them in a difficult or compromising position (Mason 

2002, p. 143). 

 

Given this diminutive grouping from within the organisation, I gathered as 

broad a range as possible (Bryman 2016, p. 408). My sample consisted of 
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someone being in ministry for five years to another who was retired, as well as 

a male-female ratio that reflected the fact that more female clergy have trained 

in pastoral supervision than males. I also interviewed someone who was 

single. In total, I interviewed eight clergy, one of whom was myself. I also 

interviewed someone outside of my denomination who has supervised many 

Methodist ministers and is familiar with the working of the Methodist Church. 

The names and a short synopsis of each participant are given in Appendix E. 

Later, in my research, I decided to conduct a focus group with a few selected 

members of the IPSRP. Once my participants were established, I then 

considered what ethical issues there might be. 

 

 

Ethics 

 
Ethical research underpins professional doctorate study (Lee 2009) and is 

characterised by openness and wholeness on the researcher's part. It is ‘the 

responsibility of researchers to do no harm, to gain consent from participants 

and represent respondents views as accurately as possible’ (Watts 2008). 

However, ethical research should not only be an assessment of not having 

done harm but also whether I have modelled best practice (Graham and 

Llewellyn 2018, p. 45). Ethical issues should be considered from the beginning 

of the process until the final writing up of the research, allowing concerns to be 

addressed at any stage of the process (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p. 62).   

 

I carefully analysed ethical issues to avoid tensions and problems for both the 

researcher and the research. Throughout the project's planning and 

development, the care of participants and the authenticity of the generated 

data are crucial in AR, so ethical issues were intentionally studied throughout 

the project (McNiff and Whitehead 2009, p. 73). I received approval from 

Chester University’s research and ethics committee in 2014, allowing me to 

proceed with the interviews between February 2015 and January 2016. 

Recognising the importance of ‘the asymmetry of the power relation in the 

research interviewer’ (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p. 34), I wanted to give the 
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interviewee as much control as possible, so I agreed to meet wherever they 

chose. This was mainly in their workplace, a coffee shop or ETC, although one 

came to my home.  

 

My research was undertaken within my own denomination and among 

colleagues known to me and potentially to one another. This might have 

presented difficulties concerning the guarantee of complete anonymity and 

confidentiality (Williamson and Prosser 2002, pp. 589-590). The MCI is a 

relatively small organisation with 112 ministers in active ministry in 2016 when 

I completed the interviews. This presented important considerations about 

confidentiality and anonymity since ‘the issue of being responsible must not be 

trivialized’ and the ‘research must protect the participants' anonymity and 

confidentiality’ (Sánchez-Jankowski 2002, p. 153). While none of my 

participants raised the issue of confidentiality or anonymity, I made them aware 

of it in advance within the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix A). In such 

a small organisation, with everyone knowing everyone else, it can be 

challenging to assure complete anonymity, so my participants needed to know 

I would do everything I could to ensure this without guaranteeing complete 

anonymity and confidentiality, taking the appropriate guidelines provided by 

the British Sociological Association6 I have used pseudonyms in transcripts 

and carefully stored participants audio and transcript material. When I 

transcribed the interviews, I altered specific details that could make a 

participant identifiable such as locations, conversations and interactions with 

other ministers, while ensuring that any change in these details did not alter 

the meaning of my participants’ stories.  

 

 

Informed Consent 

 
To ensure that my research could withstand critical scrutiny and did not infringe 

any confidentiality issues, I needed to consider the principles of informed 

 
6 British Sociological Association, Statement of Ethical Practice, paragraph 31. 
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consent. Informed consent is established on acknowledging ‘respect, dignity 

and the individual human right to exercise autonomy’ (Graham and Llewellyn 

2018, p. 47). I wanted my participants to be fully aware of this research. 

Informed consent ensures that participants enter the process with all the 

necessary information. I, therefore, ensured that each person was given a 

standard Participation Information Sheet that detailed the purpose of the study 

and why they had been chosen. This sheet also made them aware that the 

material was always theirs, and they could withdraw their participation at any 

stage.  

 

There are limits to informed consent, however. Mason recognises that even 

though participants have signed a consent form, this does not grant the 

researcher absolute freedom to do whatever they want with the data and the 

analysis and she calls the researcher to ‘have a greater, not a lesser, duty to 

engage in a reflexive and sensitive moral research practice’. She calls the 

researcher to the utmost rigour (Mason 2002, p. 82). The complexity of how 

informed consent might operate as action research evolves through 

'participation, reflection and purposeful action'. However, it is acknowledged 

that ‘informed consent’ cannot be as meaningful in AR as in other research 

approaches since neither the researcher nor participants can fully know what 

they are consenting to when they do not know where the journey will, in fact, 

take them (Williamson and Prosser 2002, p. 589). The responsibility of the 

researcher does not end with ‘ensuring the soundness of one’s work’ but rather 

‘extends to deliberate choices related to writing the text as an informed 

reflection of the participants’ reality’ (Holley and Colyar 2009, p. 680) I, 

therefore, gave the participants opportunity to discuss all aspects of the 

research at any stage of the project. In that way, I could remain accountable 

to participants in the ongoing presentation of information gathered and in 

guaranteeing the confidentiality relating to the disclosure of incidents or 

information relating to others. Participants were given transcripts and asked 

for feedback to ensure that any mistakes or misquotes were corrected. This 

also allowed participants to know their views were being recorded accurately.  
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Semi-structured Interviews 

 

The ministers were interviewed using loosely focused, semi-structured 

interviews, which gave me a certain amount of flexibility to probe further the 

responses of the interviewee (Roulston 2010, pp. 14-15). It also enabled me 

to have a reflexive role in the research process to obtain data in ‘a reflexive 

manner’ (Mason 2002, pp. 78-79) while also addressing specific topics relating 

to the phenomenon of study but allowing space for the participants to offer new 

meanings to the study focus (Galletta and Cross 2013, p. 24).  The idea of 

Bryman’s ‘interview guide’ helped acknowledge that as long as the questions 

on the list were answered, it allowed for the development of other helpful 

questions (Bryman 2016, p. 469). 

 

Initially, three rounds of interviews were conducted. The first round of 

interviews consisted of a Methodist minister who had been ordained for five 

years, supervised by their superintendent minister and who later participated 

in the Pastoral Supervision Course held in ETC. The second was a Methodist 

minister who had been ordained for over twenty years and was involved in 

supervision for most of their ministry. The third person I interviewed in this 

round was a supervisor from a different denomination who has trained 

Methodist ministers within the context of CPE and supervised Methodist clergy 

individually.  

 

I transcribed the interviews but was disappointed with the results. I felt that I 

had not got the depth I wanted. As I reflected on this, I realised two things. 

First, I had not given as much preparation and thought to the questions I 

included in the interviews, thereby not accomplishing as much as I could have 

(Galletta and Cross 2013, p. 24). Second, I better understood Kvale’s insight 

that ‘the craft of research interviewing is learned by the practice of interviewing’ 

(Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p. 89) and that I needed to find ways to  ‘get wiser’ 

about interview technique (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p. 112). As I reflected 

on this, I decided to interview myself, as this allowed me to include my story in 
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the same way as my other participants. This benefited my research by 

enabling me to reflect on the interview questions and make amendments. I 

also realised that I needed to allow those I interviewed time to settle and 

become more relaxed and allow them to provide a broader context to my 

questions, to enable them to tell me their story as and how they wanted. I 

began by asking them about their ministry, what brought them energy, what 

tired them and if they had ever experienced burnout. After allowing them to 

share in this way, I moved on to supervision. So my first question became what 

Flick terms a ‘generative narrative question’ (Flick 2002, p. 102) that focused 

on drawing out more of the ministers’ background story (Bold 2012, pp. 97-

98).   

 

Having made these adjustments, I then conducted another round of interviews 

which allowed the interviewees to share more of their stories of ministry, the 

ups as well as the downs. This second group consisted of a Methodist minister 

who was ordained for twenty years, another ordained minister of nineteen 

years who had completed a unit of CPE, and a retired minister who was also 

trained in supervision. 

 

While it was not always my intention to have a focus group, the opportunity 

presented itself when I asked if some of the associates of the IPSRP would be 

prepared to participate. A group member facilitated this interview process, and 

I recorded it with the consent of all present.  Focus groups are a ‘carefully 

planned series of discussions, designed to obtain perceptions on a defined 

area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening environment’ (Krueger 1994, 

p. 5). The purpose of a focus group is to discuss one or more topics of interest 

(Barrows 2000, p. 193) to generate information ‘on a specific topic from a 

selected population’ (Ward 1991, p. 267).  

 

The timing of the meeting with the focus group was constrained as it was held 

when the IPSRP were meeting. This was not as helpful as I had hoped since I 

had not conducted much data analysis. At that stage, one emerging theme 

was regarding supervision being compulsory and, if so, how it could be 
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promoted as something helpful for clergy and not another thing they had to do. 

This was one of the topics we discussed. However, It was only when all my 

interviews were completed, and I began in-depth analysis that I realised this 

theme was not as relevant as I had first thought.  

 

The purpose of the focus group is twofold  (Bryman 2016, p. 501). One is 

where several people consider a variety of topics. The second is a focused 

interview where the participants are selected because they ‘are known to have 

been involved in a particular situation’ (Merton, Fiske and Kendall 1956, p. 3). 

I now realise that it would have been better to have had more time to reflect 

on my data and have a more precise overview of my emerging themes before 

availing of the group's expertise. However, they did discuss various topics and 

some data was generated.  

 

Finally, I interviewed two more Methodist ministers; the first was ordained for 

eighteen years and had a sound understanding of supervision. The last 

interviewee was ordained eighteen years ago and trained in the Pastoral 

Supervision Course at ETC.  The following section details my data analysis 

and synthesis of thematic possibilities. 

 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Qualitative research is not just about telling stories but research that, according 

to The Encyclopedia of Case Study Research, is carried out methodically and 

thoroughly to create a ‘thick description’ that can make a ‘thick interpretation’ 

possible (2010, p. 943). This requires the researcher to understand their role 

in the inquiry and produce explanations and arguments that should have some 

‘demonstrable wider resonance’ (Mason 2002, pp. 7-8).  

 

The metaphor of the researcher as ‘traveller’ by Kvale and Brinkmann best 

describes my approach to interviewing and interpretation of data. This concept 

‘leads to interviewing and analysis as intertwined phases of knowledge 
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construction, with an emphasis on the narrative to be told to an audience’ 

(Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p. 49). It is not just the journey that can lead to 

new knowledge, but through a process of reflection, the researcher-traveller 

can discover ‘new ways of self-understanding’ as well as unearthing previously 

assumed customs and values (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p. 49). As a 

researcher-traveller, I did not journey unaccompanied. My travelling 

companions were my participants, and as co-researchers, we gained an 

understanding of our interpretations to co-construct narrative data for analysis 

and interpretation (Mason 2002, p. 149).  

 

The interviews were read in both an interpretive and reflexive manner. They 

were read interpretively to gain insight into my participants' understanding of 

their ministry experience. I wanted to read ‘through or beyond the data'. Nicola 

Slee writes of a ‘free-flowing dialogue’ characterised by a: 

 

Constant backwards and forwards movement between the data on 

the one hand, and my own pre-commitments, hunches, questions 

and insights on the other, which, themselves had been shaped by 

my own reading of the literature, as well as by my own experience. 

(Slee 2004, p. 58). 

 

In reading reflexively, I was aware that I was ‘inextricably implicated in the data 

generation and interpretation processes’ (Mason 2002, p. 149), and so I 

sought to explore my role and perspective in the process. In the interest of 

transparency, there was a strong emphasis on reflexivity throughout this 

research project. This was essential since I had experienced many of the 

issues discussed by others, so it was important that I continuously examined 

my actions, values, perceptions and assumptions and how these could impact 

my research while ‘accurately portraying the meaning made by participants’ 

(Lambert, Jomeen and McSherry 2010, p. 322).  

 

Qualitative data analysis aims to uncover emerging themes, patterns, 

concepts, insights, and understandings; however, making sense of qualitative 
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data requires creativity to discover the emerging patterns and themes. Patton 

helpfully proposes being open to numerous possibilities or ways of thinking 

about a problem, engaging in ‘mental excursions’ and using multiple stimuli. 

He also suggests ‘side-tracking’ or ‘zigzagging’ changing patterns of thinking, 

making connections between what seems to be unconnected and ‘playing at 

it, all with the intention of opening the world to us in some way’ (Patton 2002, 

p. 544). Qualitative data analysis is less prescribed and linear than quantitative 

analysis but more iterative and back and forth (Miles, Huberman and Saldana 

2013, p. 352). I took a narrative approach to thematic analysis and coding 

since this structure focused on the story's content as depicting the events 

which hold ‘meaning as well as facts’ (Earthy and Cronin 2008, p. 423).  

 

Initially, all the concepts are drawn from my data, my experience as a 

researcher, my autobiographical roots and the literature were considered 

(Galletta and Cross 2013). My qualitative analysis involved repeatedly reading 

my data and locating experiences and incidents related to my research 

question. This required segmenting my data into thematic codes and colour 

coding the ‘data bits’ (Dye, Schatz, Rosenberg and Coleman 2000, p. 6). When 

the interviewing process was over and the initial coding had been completed, 

I left the analysis for a while before going back over the data.  

 

I drew the thematic codes into categories that shared common dimensions 

during the subsequent analysis phase. This further breaking down into coded 

material drew on analytical and synthetic activities, allowing meaning making 

and interpretation (Galletta and Cross 2013, p. 150). I then loaded my 

interviews onto the software computer programme Atlas ti. where I once again 

began the process of coding. Finally, I compared my initial data with the 

computer-generated coding to distinguish the emerging themes, which are 

categorised below with a further breakdown of these themes found in Appendix 

F. This process of ‘looping back through data collection and analysis’ (Galletta 

and Cross 2013, p. 149) enabled the various themes to secure their place.    
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Categorisation of Themes 

 

Below details the grouping of the different themes. 

 

Difficulties in Ministry 

 

 
                
 
These themes were identified in the literature in chapter two and relate directly 

to the struggles that clergy can experience in ministry. These findings are 

discussed further in chapter four. The one category that is not expanded on in 

any depth is the risk to self and others. This is an essential focus of pastoral 

supervision and was initially included in chapter two. However, on reflection, I 

realised that while this category is important, it is also extensive and was 

detracting from the purpose of this thesis which is to improve my model of 

pastoral supervision. Therefore, I decided not to include this material but 

recognised it as an important topic for further study.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Difficulties in 
Ministry

Lack of Training

Need for Support

Crisis and Conflict

Ill Health/Burnout

Risk to Self and 
Others
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Ongoing Training 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The themes above are directly related to helping sustain clergy in their ministry 

by identifying ways they could be supported and trained.  

 
 
Implementation 
 
 

 
 
 
The topics categorised under the implementation theme are discussed in 

varying degrees throughout this thesis. However, this research intends to 

improve my model of pastoral supervision. It should be acknowledged that 

much of the data obtained and incorporated into these themes are relevant to 

Ongoing Training

Accountability

Ongoing Professional 
Development

Mutual Learning

Implementation

Affect of Supervision

Compulsory/Expected

/Normal

Implementation/Working it 
out

Supervison as Intentional
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the MCI and its understanding of the importance of pastoral supervision for 

their clergy. 

 

 

Spirituality/My Model 

 

 
 

These themes provided information that was important in improving my model 

of pastoral supervision and are addressed in chapters five through to seven. 

 

 

 

Reflection 

 
Transparency in the research process has much to do with reflexivity in how 

the research is conducted and written up. Part of that is bringing to light the 

researcher's commitment and how that knowledge is constructed. The 

Spirituality/My model

Reflective Practice

Transformation

Self-care

Spirituality/Contempation

Value

Safe Space

My Model
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researcher needs to be ‘honest about all aspects of research traditionally 

rendered invisible such as mistakes, ‘errors’ or dead-ends, and building them 

into the research’ (Slee 2004, p. 52). 

 

As I reflect on this qualitative research, there were some errors and dead ends 

throughout this study. There was data that was generated that I would have 

liked to incorporate into this research. However, the subject of clergy causing 

harm to others is vast and went far beyond the remit of this thesis. The other 

themes that could be developed further are those under the heading 

‘implementation of supervision’. This is another critical area of study but lends 

itself to the organisation of the MCI. This means that while I allude to some of 

those topics, my main concern was how I might improve my model, so the 

emphasis is placed on the themes listed under difficulties in ministry, ongoing 

training, spirituality and my model. 

 

As I consider how I conducted this research, I now know that even though I 

began transcribing my interviews immediately and gained insight into some of 

the themes, I should have started my data analysis earlier. Had I done so, I 

would have been better placed to avail of the collective wisdom of the focus 

group. The engagement of these critical friends would have assisted me better 

in drawing meaning from the thematic patterns that had emerged. After 

conducting this research, I realised more fully the importance of the interview 

questions. I should have initially given more consideration to these, as this 

would have impacted my ongoing research and produced even richer data.  

 

This chapter has outlined my methodology and my use of narrative and action 

research. Using semi-structured interviews, data confirmed that Methodist 

clergy continue to struggle. My participants will now evidence this reality by 

sharing their own experiences. 
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Chapter Four: How do you know you’re sick? 
 

 

In this chapter, I turn to participants’ experiences of lack of support and 

training, conflict and the absence of boundaries. I explore the impact of stress 

and burnout on clergy and other areas of concern, such as loss of identity and 

purpose and spiritual malaise or dryness. 

 

 

Lack of Support 

 
Informal support structures are available through family or friends, but there 

are also professional support structures such as congregational support, 

collegial groups and denominational support (Sturtevant 2001). However, 

clergy struggle to share their faults and failings for several reasons. They can 

feel they are competing with their colleagues, and there is always the 

recognition that those they share their problems with may well be their 

superintendent sometime in the future (Hoge and Wenger 2005). Many clergy 

give a good impression of being perfectly in control, not wanting to appear 

weak when everyone else seems to be coping well (Doolittle 2007). Whatever 

the reasons, lack of support is an issue for clergy (Gilbert and Oswald 1987). 

While this can be due to clergy being reluctant to share in certain places, they 

also need to recognise the importance of finding somewhere safe to seek that 

support. Deidre, a Methodist minister trained in pastoral supervision and 

supervised clergy, maintained that ‘a lot of ministers are in crisis a lot of the 

time because they don’t have the support that they need’.   

 

In the Methodist denomination, superintendent ministers and district 

superintendents can be called on for support or help if problems arise in their 

ministry. Yet this relationship is complicated because a minister struggling with 

their position or duties may not necessarily wish to go to their superintendent 

minister as a first resort. This may be the case if they are a probationer minister 

still finding their feet and do not want their superintendent to think they cannot 
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do their job. Francis, a minister I interviewed, was supervised by her 

superintendent minister as a probationer but was sometimes hesitant to share 

openly:  

 

I certainly was happy to bring case studies and things, but I was also 

aware that my superintendent was the one who would write reports 

on me as a probationer and would also have a big impact as to 

whether I was up for ordination and for each year of probation, so I 

didn’t think that was a very good system to be honest. It was ok 

though, bringing case studies to it but I probably chose very carefully 

the case studies I would have brought and would have sought advice 

elsewhere. In fact, I probably used it more as an advice place and 

went for supervision in the way that maybe like a boss would 

supervise you looking for information as to how my circuit 

superintendent would have done it differently, what advice he had 

given me for the future, whereas to me that’s not pastoral 

supervision. So I guess I boxed it into well that’s what that will work 

for here but I didn’t feel it was a place for me to process things 

because I felt there was an authority figure there, and just by the 

basis of him being the circuit superintendent you can’t really get away 

from that and it certainly wasn’t the person, the person who was 

doing it was lovely and I don’t think there would have been 

boundaries crossed but it just to me felt inappropriate. 

 

Superintendent ministers can be  actively supportive in places by providing a 

listening ear, sharing their own experiences and providing opportunities for 

development and training (Proeschold-Bell and Byassee 2018, p. 71). Yet, 

many of my interviewees spoke of being guarded in what they said to their 

District Superintendent and kept the conversation focused on professional 

matters (Proeschold-Bell and Byassee 2018, p. 72). Not long after Francis was 

ordained, the MCI put in place ‘off-line’ pastoral supervision, which provided 

probationers with a supervisor who was not their superintendent minister to 

rectify the above situation and create a safer space for them to share their 
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concerns. However, the training of probationers has since changed, and the 

role of supervision has once more returned to the superintendent minister. No 

official internal support is available for ordained clergy other than their Circuit 

or District Superintendent. If they feel they need further help, they must avail 

themselves of that through friends or colleagues or contact an organisation 

commissioned by MCI to provide an independent, confidential and 

professional counselling service, although this would be for a particular crisis. 

Clergy need a confidential listening ear, someone who can give them regular 

boundaried space where they can address the varying aspects of their 

ministry. My research has shown that supervision provides this safe, 

boundaried supportive space. 

 

Doug, a Methodist minister who was trained in pastoral supervision, discussed 

the informal networks he had in place: 

 

I guess I had networks of informal support at that point in time, both, 

you know, from my wife, you know, from my superintendent, from 

other ministers who I had particularly close relationships with…from 

my friend, even my best friend who’s a GP at that particular point in 

time, and those were the networks that kept me on the straight and 

narrow really and from doing some really foolish things. 

 

Anne, a Methodist minister involved in the training of clergy for over ten years, 

shared something of the support she received from others in ministry, her 

superintendent and others, but acknowledged that her experience was not the 

same as others: 

 

…But to know they [colleagues] were in my corner and to know that 

they were saying you need to get back to that kind of routine, so I 

have, I had for a number of years and I’m now edging back to it, a 

very good pattern of, in terms of support and balance. I let that go 

over that time of transition and I think what happened around 
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November/December was the crisis thing. But I know that’s not 

typical because I think so many people don’t have those people. 

 

Sadly, this was Evelyn’s experience, a retired Methodist minister, who talked 

quite candidly about a difficult time in her ministry and, with tears in her eyes, 

said: 

 

Well, the main crisis was when I fell out with the Methodist Church. 

In ……. I had a really, really rough time in …. and at that point, all my 

friends were saying, ‘why are you staying in ministry?’ And I ended 

up with a reactive depression. Got absolutely no support from the 

church. I was totally ignored. 

 

The kind of support clergy need is ‘multi-faceted and requires the effort on the 

parties involved’ with a recognition that different types of support are required 

depending on the need. Moore differentiates between ‘usual needs’, which 

refers to developmental skills and the self-understanding needed to lead a 

congregation and ‘special needs’ identify ‘the kind of things that happen which 

transcend the competence of those on the scene (Moore 2001, pp. 394-395). 

Both these usual and special needs involve clergy being suitably trained to do 

their job. I now explore how lack of training impacts clergy. 

 

 

Lack of Training 

 

When asked about her training, Anne said: 

 

The reason I did further study was because I felt so inadequate in 

terms of pastoral care and that drove me to do further study in the 

area of what became practical theology. So, my training was 

academic…I carried a sense of not being prepared. 

 

James also reiterated that he felt his training for ministry was: 
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Low level academic. So, it was not so much training, it was classical, 

biblical and ministerial education rather than training per se. But even 

that if I’m being rude about it wasn’t terribly taxing so it was neither 

high level academic nor was it particularly practical. I would say that 

we weren’t really trained at all. 

 

Graham, a minister involved in supervising clergy, maintained that his training 

was ‘good but maybe didn’t overly prepare you for your first year’. Doug also 

recognised it as a: 

 

Straight forward robust academic Bachelor of theology degree, 

taught in your traditional lectured, seminar examination style. The 

placement opportunities that we had were reasonably limited at that 

particular point of time which is very different from today. There was 

a sense of you go out and get on with it and you learn – you almost 

learn on the job after you’d finished your initial academic training. 

 

Some fared better than others however, Anne, James and Doug all praised 

their superintendent ministers, with Anne saying that on circuit she had ‘superb 

supervision’ from her superintendent minister. James said that he was 

‘fortunate’ in terms of his placement while training, saying that he learned a lot 

from his supervisor in terms of the practical side of things and Doug claimed 

that his superintendent minister was ‘a very good influence’ while training ‘on 

the job’. However, not all clergy were so fortunate. When Roberta, trained in 

pastoral supervision and CPE, was asked about her training, she shared this 

experience: 

 

Training for ministry involved studying for a theological degree yet 

very little practical training for circuit ministry. I wasn’t prepared for 

ministry. My superintendent minister just told me what to do and left 

me to get on with it. I remember my first summer on circuit going into 

a mental health residential hospital to cover for my superintendent 
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minister who was on holiday. He’d brought me up the week before 

and showed me around, but we didn’t do any visits that day. When I 

went up the next week the first person I visited was a young boy who 

couldn’t speak to me, he only communicated through Makaton sign 

language. I felt completely useless. The next person I went to see 

was an older man with Down’s Syndrome sitting in a wheelchair. He 

was a double amputee and whilst he could understand me, he 

couldn’t speak, he just nodded or shook his head. I left feeling totally 

inadequate.  

 

I also had to do some prison work while I was in that appointment. I 

didn’t mind the women’s wing so much, although one Sunday I went 

up to do a service and we couldn’t get into the chapel because the 

catholic service had taken place before mine and a fight had broken 

out, it must have been bad enough because we couldn’t use the room 

as they were cleaning up the blood. But one day, again probably in 

my first year as a probationer, my superintendent brought me up to 

the male wing and I visited a couple of prisoners with him. I 

remember saying to him afterwards that I was uncomfortable and 

wouldn’t want to be visiting them alone as I felt very vulnerable 

especially if there was a lock down and I was in visiting someone. I’ll 

never forget him saying that he felt the same and someone had once 

threatened him with a needle. I remember going home and talking to 

my husband about it who basically said he wasn’t happy with me 

doing that and helpfully commented ‘What’s a rape charge when 

you’re in jail for murder?!’ I still think back to that time and think the 

church neglected their duty of care. The only reason I was doing 

those jobs was because they were linked with my church circuit. I 

had no training whatsoever to help me cope with either of those types 

of ministries. 

 

Roberta was aware that she needed further training. If she had been in 

supervision, her supervisor could have helped her find the training she needed 
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or at least given her support as she sought to navigate these roles. A 

supervisor can also recommend further training when necessary (Leach and 

Paterson 2015, pp. 21-22) which can be especially beneficial to probationer 

ministers as they begin to practise ministry. Lack of training can result in clergy 

not knowing how to react to certain situations or having no awareness of 

boundary issues. Deidre maintained that: 

 

Most of the difficult situations that we discover in the church have 

happened because boundaries are breached, and people have no 

idea sometimes what they are doing or the potential consequences 

of what they are doing. 

 

Francis recognised a boundary issue that impacted her family when she talked 

about how it is important not to share difficulties with church members at home. 

She said: 

 

In my first couple of years in ministry I would have very much off 

loaded at home and that is so unhelpful and bringing it home to your 

spouse is damaging to them in that they then see the congregation 

in a different way. If it’s a congregational matter and I suppose it 

would have been and so I know within my context once I was re-

stationed, we both sat down and I said I’m telling you nothing 

anymore unless its good… I don’t want him to see people in the light 

that I see people in at times … I guess that’s the difference really 

maybe for ministers is that it’s not just a job it is your whole life and it 

affects your family as well and so there may be others who can bring 

home their job stress, off load at home and then go back into work, 

but our families are in that work place every Sunday or dropping kids 

off at activities and so there isn’t a defined boundary there, so the 

home is not the place. 

 

Frances realised in her first few years of ministry that bringing issues home 

and talking them over with her husband was not the best course of action and 
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was grateful when she discovered supervision, which gave her the safe space 

to discuss things in a confidential, boundaried space. 

 

 

Conflict 

 
Lack of training along with lack of boundaries can also be the reasons clergy 

can find themselves in situations of conflict. Conflict was a theme that came 

up many times in the literature (Hoge and Wenger 2005, Proeschold-Bell and 

Byassee 2018, MCI 2006). It also became a theme that my participants 

acknowledged. When talking about a time of conflict and crisis in his ministry, 

Doug realised: 

 

That I also have this bent for change and in terms of the 

transformation of the gospel on people’s lives but also how church 

then did things too and I realised that that clashed with my 

understanding of always getting on with people so in other words as 

soon as I started talking about change or initiating change processes 

or anything like that, that inevitably led to a conflict. 

 

Role ambiguity occurs whenever either minister or congregation maintain that 

the other has not fulfilled the contract leading to feelings of anger, resentment, 

sense of injustice and wrongful harm (Rousseau 1989, pp. 128-129). This role 

can lead to clergy doubting the validity of their call and questioning their self-

worth (Muse 2007, p. 183). Doug experienced this during a difficult time in his 

ministry:  

 

So, I guess I had a crisis, I had a major, a major dark night of the 

soul, I think, if they come along, but that was the major, and I guess 

at that point in time, you're talking me being seven years as a circuit 

minister, so in my second appointment, things had gone very well 

with my first appointment. Going to the second appointment, I had 

some expectations that was still going to continue to be the trajectory, 
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after couple of years I ran into these particularly difficult scenarios 

within the life of the church and for me to deal with. I was very much 

blaming myself and in that point in time… This is all my fault. So, I 

was kind of vulnerable and emotional. 

 

Conflict can come in all sorts of guises and is mainly due to the conflicting 

expectations mentioned above (Charlton et al. 2009, p. 142, Kay 2000, p. 123). 

Within the Methodist tradition, ministers are stationed year to year, so can be 

moved at any time. Whilst this does not usually happen clergy can be moved 

after about five years, and until recently, the most extended station without 

requesting an extension was eight years7. This does not help address conflict 

situations because clergy can either ask to be moved or the congregation 

request a new minister, so the problem is not dealt with. In my experience as 

a Methodist minister and a pastoral supervisor, this is not always helpful as 

congregational members have a sense of ‘winning’, thus strengthening their 

resolve to hold their position and making it more difficult for the incoming 

minister.  

 

All of this impacts the health of ministers. In the HMR, we see that 31% felt 

that competing demands had an adverse effect on their health, 15% 

maintained a lack of support was to blame, and 12% said that relationships 

were the problem. Ministry can be detrimental to the health of clergy in a variety 

of ways through stress, ill- health and burnout. 

 

 

Ill-Health, Stress and Burnout 

 
This is another area that impacts. When interviewing Roberta about her health, 

she said: 

 
7 The 2019 Conference of the Methodist Church in Ireland agreed that the 8-year limit for 
Stationing should be lifted and in its place Conference agreed that each Station would be 
reviewed every five years. 
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During that time in my second appointment, I tend to think that it was 

burnout rather than an under active thyroid that was the problem 

because they didn't find anything wrong with my bloods for about six 

months, during that time I had no energy, was tired all the time and 

felt so down. I think it was probably a combination of both. 

 

When pressed further about her comment on burnout, her response was that: 

 

I would certainly say that is what happened…and I sometimes 

wonder if burnout contributed to this more recent illness. I used to 

ignore the fact that my body was physically exhausted, pop a couple 

of pain killers and just carry on. But I just couldn't keep doing that, 

eventually my body gave in. 

 

Anne talked about a time in her ministry when she felt sick: 

 

I kept going for good or ill but, and for me I know now when I’m at, 

awful isn’t it the lessons you think you know, but when I’m tired I start 

getting internally aggravated with people, short straw, and I don’t, 

well I probably show it more than I think I do, it leaks but, so my 

internal dialogue is about being fed up with people and frustrated, 

that’s when I know I’m past myself. 

 

Yet even though she had an awareness of ‘being past herself’ this still did not 

seem to be enough for her to make the decision to take some time to rest.  I 

explained to her that burnout was comprised of three distinct but 

interconnected characteristics, the first of which was emotional exhaustion, 

that happens when our emotional resources become used up, and we can feel 

like we have nothing left to give. The second element is depersonalisation, 

where the work begins to take its toll to the extent that we can start to have 

negative and cynical thoughts and feelings about certain people, which can 

even lead to us thinking that they have brought their problems on themselves. 
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The third characteristic is that of losing any sense of personal accomplishment, 

feeling dissatisfied with how they are doing their job (Maslach and Leiter 1997). 

Her response to my definition of burnout was as follows: 

 

Interesting. You see as you say those I would, even thinking about 

November time, I sat in D’s office and cried and none of those would 

tick those boxes, right, so there was that, yeah…exhaustion, and 

because we’d been through loads of changes,  had left home, we 

had moved house twice, ___’s work situation was very difficult and 

we were, we are living apart half the time so all of that, I think…So I 

think probably what I needed was a rest.  I genuinely, it was a strange 

situation, it’s just, when do you know you’re sick? 

 

While Anne did not see these categories in herself, I can identify them within 

her story. She admitted that she was exhausted but did not link that with the 

other two categories. In the first quote she talks about ‘getting internally 

aggravated with people and frustrated’ and I question if that is different from 

having cynical and negative thoughts that the MBI describes. She had also just 

started a new appointment and so in trying to navigate the new role she may 

not have had high levels of personal accomplishment. Anne’s words ‘when do 

you know you’re sick’ resonated with me. It seems it was the same for others. 

Graham, when asked about burnout shared: 

 

I think there was an adrenalin that pushed me and kept me going for 

a long time and then when I was in ___ for ten years, definitely, there 

was a lot of adrenalin and I think when you’re a bit of that nature, you 

don’t realise the impact that’s having on your body and yet I was the 

one that was lecturing everybody else to, you know, you have to look 

after yourself but I supposed I just kept going because that was the 

way I was brought up or whatever, you just keep going. 

 

What causes this need to keep going? Is it that clergy are so busy caring for 

others that they have little time to care for themselves (Poppa 2019, p. 6)? A 
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desire not to let anyone down (Barnard and Curry 2012, p. 151) or a difficulty 

saying no (Miller-McLemore 2011, p. 117)? I asked Doug what barriers he 

encountered in ministry that hindered his spiritual life he replied:  

 

My inability to say no. I mean I still want people to like me. So, my 

default is to saying yes to people when I really should be saying no. 

 

Joan, who has supervised clergy for years, when asked about burnout 

maintained:  

 

In some respects, I think it’s not in institutions or hospitals. I think it 

is in the everyday parish congregations that we see the burnout and 

I think at some stage where the person with burnout is suffering badly 

it is almost an honour, it is a medal that I got burnt out in pastoral 

ministry…honour that they have broken their lives in service instead 

of preserving and protecting the wonderful gift of life that they have 

been given. 

 

James when asked about what he found difficult in ministry said: 

 

Guarding my energy and my own mental health. Early on, in my 

ministry, to a point of stupidity, I have literally got out of my sickbed 

to do funerals and I'm not alone in that by any manner or means but 

whilst it made me seem great to those around me, actually, it was 

probably not what they needed and certainly not what I need. And 

so, I've not been good at looking after myself and it's largely been 

that thing about sacrificing myself. And that's not sacrificial in a self-

professing way, either. So, I'm not saying any of that with any sort of 

pride whatsoever. In fact, with a large degree of…yeah, it's not a 

good thing. 

 

All these issues can contribute to clergy questioning or doubting their vocation 

and purpose. 
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Loss of Identity and Purpose 

 
When Doug was going through a difficult time, he found himself questioning 

his sense of call: 

 

Just to go back to the calling thing, the idea of the career calling thing, 

at that stage, my response to that set of circumstances was jeekers, 

I've got this wrong, God has not called me, I cannot do this. So…and 

I was scouring the newspapers, kind of going, okay, what does 

someone with a degree in history and theology do? 

 

Roberta felt a similar thing when she started to lose faith in the church: 

 

It was at that stage that I started to lose faith, not in God but in the 

church who was not addressing the issue of small societies and 

looking at the purpose of their existence and the demands on clergy 

dealing with such small insular societies who just wanted the church 

to service them and not think about the future or Christ’s Kingdom. 

 

She continued: 

 

So, there was a lot of frustration around what was happening within 

the church and so forth. And it was beginning to damage my 

relationship with God and that to me was more important than 

anything else. I was so, so tired. I will always remain grateful to the 

doctor because (unlike the doctor in…) she didn't just prescribe anti-

depressants but gave me some time of work. This was huge for me. 

I took some time out by myself, leaving my family behind and spent 

some time on my own. It was at this stage that I had a conversation 

with God and told him that I couldn't do it anymore. 
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It is during difficult times like these that a good model of pastoral supervision 

can be of immense help in redefining vocation and encouraging clergy to think 

back to their vocation and purpose for doing what they do (Leach and Paterson 

2015, p. 11). It seems that if clergy lose their connection with the Divine, they 

can be in trouble. 

 

 

Spirituality 

 
It appears that spiritual matters and personal formation are not always 

considered as high a priority for many congregations with other roles such as 

administration often holding more value (Irvine 2003, Francis et al. 2004a). 

When James was asked what he found difficult about ministry he said: 

 

The time pressures, the email, mobile phones, the expectation of 

instant response and being accessible…the expectation of that 

instant response means that actually planned response becomes 

more difficult because what is perceived to be urgent too often 

displaces the important. 

 

When I asked Roberta about her relationship with God she said: 

 

I was recently at a quiet day where the minister said that the one 

thing your congregation expect from you is to have a close 

relationship with Christ and yet they will unknowingly do everything 

in their power so that it doesn't happen… Barriers to spiritual life are 

time, getting the time to spend with God, realising its importance and 

not seeing it as wasted time. Sadly, congregations and the pressures 

that they put upon clergy can impact their spiritual development if we 

allow them to dictate how we 'do' ministry. 

 

How can clergy stop being consumed by a business that causes them to feel 

like ‘vocation and belief in God’ are ‘beginning to corrode’ (McAlinden 2019, p. 
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8)? I had already decided it would be important to explore the topic of 

spirituality within a model of pastoral supervision so during my interviews I 

shared my desire to have a more holistic spiritual model. I did this to see what 

my participants’ thoughts were on spirituality and their relationship with God 

being an instrumental part of pastoral supervision. Anne felt she would: 

 

Find it very helpful so, when I think about working with ___ who’s a 

coach, actually my experience is that spirituality impacts. I might be 

bringing in a strategic work issue but actually inevitably relationship 

with God and theology come into that.  When I was working with ___ 

who was a supervisor, again the spiritual direction, coaching all came 

into that so I find your model really helpful because that echoes my 

experience of different disciplines. 

 

James identified with what I was saying in that: 

 

What I find most affirming in terms of my spirituality is a classic 

Methodist spirituality which is that connective spirituality, that 

connection with others and the and the connection of body, mind, 

spirit, that whole connection.  

 

When I shared my thoughts with Frances, she confessed: 

 

I suppose I find it very hard to work out the differences between 

pastoral supervision and spiritual direction and I know there are, but 

I don’t think I have got my head round it yet, so I suppose I certainly 

bring into pastoral supervision when I’m bringing an issue is well, 

what is God saying to me in this. Yea, you can’t really 

compartmentalise cos that’s who you think I guess or that’s how you 

want to think.  You want to be doing things as God would have you 

do them so for me that always comes in. 
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This chapter has outlined the difficulties clergy encounter. Issues such as lack 

of support, lack of training, conflict, ill-health, stress and burnout, a loss of 

identity and purpose together with an acknowledgement that spirituality was 

important although not always a discipline that was easy to maintain.  

Having corroborated the difficulties clergy experience I now move beyond 

these struggles and through literature and my participants voices focus on the 

important positive elements necessary for clergy to thrive in their ministry.  
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Chapter Five:  How to Thrive, not just Survive 
 

 

In response to my participants' voices and literature, this chapter explores how 

a good model of pastoral supervision can enable clergy to thrive in their 

ministry. The concept of wellbeing is central. I draw on Bloom’s four 

dimensions of wellbeing consisting of authenticity, daily wellbeing, resilience 

and thriving, to identify ways to address these elements within the context of 

supervision. A distinction is made between a job and a vocation, recognising 

that thriving at work is imperative for clergy and that spirituality and their 

relationship with God play a significant role in the wellbeing of clergy. 

 

 

The Affect of Supervision and Wellbeing 

 

As one of the three supervision functions, the restorative function aims to 

ensure the wellbeing of the supervisee and to monitor the emotional effect the 

work can have on them. It is maintained that ‘a good supervisor can also help 

us to use our resources better, manage our workload and challenge 

inappropriately patterned ways of coping’ (Hawkins and Shohet 2007, p. 32). 

Even though supervision was not enough to prevent McAlinden’s own spiritual 

crisis, he still maintains that clergy should be in regular supervision or spiritual 

direction (McAlinden 2019, pp. 40-41). If pastoral supervision is not proving to 

be a practical support for clergy, what does it need to include to best support 

them? This thesis develops McAlinden’s proposal that supervision can be a 

source of help but explores what is missing to construct a supervision model 

that will help clergy. Supervision is the established medium for overseeing 

someone’s work (Carroll 1999, Hawkins and Shohet 2012). I argue that this 

should be the same for clergy, but rather than only providing oversight and 

accountability, it can provide a place to help clergy cultivate wellbeing. I 

maintain that pastoral supervision remains the most proficient strategy for 

clergy. An appropriate model can monitor clergy’s ongoing work, wellbeing, 

and relationship to God. This can help clergy to develop and build resilience 
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(Patterson 2020). Wellbeing is essential in avoiding burnout and helping clergy 

to thrive in their ministry.  

 

 

Defining Wellbeing 

 
In 1997 the World Health Organisation defined quality of life as: 

 

An individual’s perception of their position in life in the context of the 

culture and value systems in which they live and in relation to their 

goals, expectations, standards and concerns.  It is a broad ranging 

concept affected in a complex way by the persons physical health, 

psychological state, personal beliefs, social relationships and their 

relationship to salient features of their environment (WHO 1993) 

 

However, the term quality of life has been used interchangeably with wellbeing 

in many different disciplines, which has led to some maintaining that a 

definition of wellbeing was ‘conceptually muddy’ (Morrow and Mayall 2002, p. 

221). Others argue that in using the terminology of ‘wellbeing’, psychologists 

have been able to ‘de-medicalise’ the concept of health (Stratham and Chase 

2010, p. 5, Lowenberg and Davis 1994, Amaral Prata, Meneses Ares, Muniz 

da Costa Vargens, Corrêia dos Reis, de Figueiredo Pereira and Progianti 

2019) thereby making it possible to consider the quality of life independently 

from the idea of illness. James, a minister of over 20 years, talked about a time 

of illness: 

 

My feeling as regards to connection has been…when I lost that 

functionality, when I was ill then I became completely disposable. I 

disappeared off everyone’s dialling list, you know, that suddenly, I 

was no longer useful to the wider connection. 
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According to Herzlich, identifying wellbeing as an ‘absence of illness’ is 

inadequate. He suggests that it is impossible to attempt to treat health as a 

‘single concept’ (Herzlich 1973, p. 55). Forgeard agrees, maintaining that:  

 

Some researchers have preferred to ignore the multifaceted nature 

of wellbeing and equate it with one construct (often life satisfaction), 

leading to the unfortunate omission of other important aspects of 

wellbeing (Forgeard, Jayawickreme, Kern and Seligman 2011, p. 

81). 

 

Quality of life is more than having a sense of satisfaction and happiness but 

about developing as a person, experiencing fulfilment and contributing to the 

community (Shah and Marks 2004, p. 2). 

 

The concept of wellbeing is complex. Dodge et al. promote a model of 

wellbeing focusing on three key areas. First, they identify a set point for 

wellbeing as a balancing point between a person’s resource pool and the 

challenges they face (Dodge et al. 2012, p. 230).  

 

 

 

Figure 5:1 Dodge et al.’s Definition of Wellbeing (2012, p. 230) 
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Stable wellbeing occurs when individuals have the psychological, social and 

physical resources needed to meet a particular psychological, social and/or 

physical challenge. The see-saw dips, along with their wellbeing, when 

individuals have more challenges than resources and vice versa (Dodge et al. 

2012).  

 

When researching clergy wellbeing, The Flourishing in Ministry Project was set 

up in 2009 with almost 1,000 pastors from more than eight different 

denominations. The research was conducted through surveys and in-depth 

interviews (Bloom, Bales, Colbert, Cockburn and Tachman 2013) and 

explored what motivated clergy in their ministry and prevented them from 

experiencing wellbeing. This report maintained that: 

 

Work cannot and must not be defined exclusively by measures of 

performance, such as effectiveness, efficiency, or productivity. 

Certainly performance matters, but we vigorously affirm that to be 

considered truly “good” work must also enhance the well-being of all 

people and all creation that are affected by the work being done 

(Bloom et al. 2013, p. 3). 

 

This study attempted to be as diverse as possible, although most pastors were 

white males, data also included female pastors, pastors of different races and 

ethnic backgrounds, and a vast range of ages and tenures in pastoral ministry. 

Most of the pastors lived in Indiana, thereby limiting the geographical area. 

Bloom further developed this study by categorising wellbeing in terms of four 

different dimensions: authenticity, daily wellbeing, resilience and thriving. Each 

of these play a significant role in overall wellbeing (Bloom 2019, p. 2). These 

important concepts of wellbeing will now be explored within the context of 

clergy and in the construction of my model of pastoral supervision. 
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Authenticity 

 
Authenticity is closely connected to a positive pastoral identity which can be 

defined as: 

 

The internal integration of the ‘pastoral’ dimension into one’s total 

identity and implies [the] ability to articulate core theological values, 

perceptions, and beliefs (Marshall 1984, p. 18) 

 

Clergy can experience identity demands and threats from negative passive-

aggressive behaviour from congregational members (MCI 2006, pp. 32-33) 

that often undermine and weaken their leadership. Sustaining a positive 

pastoral identity through maintaining a theological perspective and receiving 

supportive and honest feedback in a safe place is key to the flourishing of 

clergy (Adams and Bloom 2017, p. 255). Pastoral supervision provides a place 

where clergy can reconnect with their ministerial identity by offering 

accompaniment for theological reflection and evaluation of their ministry. 

Leaders benefit from honest self-awareness and ‘discovering through a 

balanced and reflective process how they may have or will contribute to each 

situation (Puls, Ludden and Freemyer 2014, p. 57). 

 

Clergy can struggle with loneliness (Banakis 2013, Chandler 2010), finding it 

difficult to maintain strong positive relationships within the context of their 

church (Adams and Bloom 2017, p. 256) and require more than just associates 

who they work with but instead friends and mentors (Adams and Bloom 2017, 

p. 22). Those with similar knowledge of ministry are uniquely positioned to 

provide emotional support and empathic understanding because they have in-

depth experiences of similar events (Bloom 2019, p. 86). These relationships 

can also boost self-esteem and self-efficacy by conveying an assurance that 

can restore self-confidence. If someone is struggling with their sense of call 

others in a similar situation can help restore their call to ministry by supporting 

self-integrity, rebuilding and sustaining a positive identity. Bloom maintains 

that ‘similar others’ can be ‘a positive help’ by enabling pastors to: 



 

 

 

 

97 

  

Imagine their best selves; envision a better, brighter future; and 

ultimately flourish. And exemplars can provide personalised advice 

and counsel to other pastors helping them to strive to become better 

pastors and better people (Bloom 2019, p. 87) 

 

Close personal friendships can be encouraged within pastoral supervision, 

providing support for clergy but even when clergy are feeling isolated pastoral 

supervision continues to be the place where they can be encouraged in their 

ministry.  

 

Someone with a positive identity has an internal strength and can outwardly 

exhibit integrity while not hiding any of their flaws (Puls et al. 2014, p. 57). Self-

integrity can be described as balanced self-worth that is: 

 

Grounded in true self-knowledge: knowing our strengths and 

weaknesses, our good sides and bad sides, our more noble 

characteristics and flawed ones. Gaining true self-knowledge 

therefore, requires seeking accurate information and honest 

feedback about who we are and how we show up in the world (Bloom 

2019, p. 31).  

 

Strong knowledge of self enables people to deal better with adversity and 

challenge, being aware of their limitations they are better able to care for 

themselves and are prepared to seek help from others when necessary. Clergy 

need a strong awareness of where their support systems are, both internal and 

external. An exercise that Hawkins and Shohet entitle ‘Mapping your 

resourcing system’ (Hawkins and Shohet 2012), is an excellent way to raise 

awareness with clergy regarding resources that energise them together with 

the things that drain them. If clergy have already established a relationship 

with a pastoral supervisor, they already have at least one good external 

resource to help when necessary. 
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Self-awareness is ‘having conscious knowledge of one’s self, about one’s 

beliefs, assumptions, organizing principles, and structure of feelings’ (Eriksen 

2009, pp. 748-749) Self-integrity and dignity are also elements of authenticity. 

Self-integrity develops with self-knowledge. Dignity develops as we learn not 

to be overly concerned with how others perceive us. Rejection, rudeness, 

offensiveness, and other types of mistreatment challenge and assault our 

dignity. Ostracism can cause an individual to plunge: 

 

Into a temporary state of abject misery, sending signals of pain, 

increasing stress, threatening fundamental needs, and causing 

sadness and anger. It is also clear that exposures to short episodes 

of ostracism, social exclusion, and rejection lead to robust behavioral 

consequences, many of which can be characterized as potentially 

dysfunctional to the individual’s well-being, such as becoming 

socially susceptible to influence and social attention, antisocial and 

hostile, or temporarily catatonic.   (Kipling 2007, p. 444). 

 

 

Low intensity acts such as being intentionally ignored, an unkind look or 

gesture from someone or verbal quips can undermine dignity, more so if it 

continues over a more extended period or carried out by different people 

(Bloom 2019, p. 32). Clergy can be belittled, marginalised, and disrespected 

by church members and this can cause them to feel a lack of dignity. In the 

HMR the findings concluded that the level of personal abuse was appalling at 

times. Difficult leaders causing arguments over petty issues, church members 

being childish and clergy struggling to cope with members who bullied and 

manipulated to get their own way  (Bloom 2019, p. 33, MCI 2006). This 

inevitably harms ministers’ wellbeing.  

 

Being authentic in ministry fosters a desire to grow, learn, develop new skills, 

and acquire new knowledge. The supervisor can not only help clergy to see 

their work in  new ways but also impart new tools for self-supervision (Leach 

2007, p. 19) making them more: 
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Other orientated than self-orientated…better leaders, more capable 

teammates, and more effective agents of positive change…manage 

conflict better…are hardy, more resilient, and cope better with even 

very serious adversity (Bloom 2019, p. 34).  

 

Deidre recognised the necessity of supervision as an opportunity to hone some 

of those skills: 

 

The most important tool I have for ministry is myself, if I were a 

carpenter, I would make sure my tools were in really good condition.  

If I am the major tool, I need to be in really good condition. Everybody 

would value from time reflecting on themselves in whatever way they 

do that. 

 

Through loss of authenticity8, clergy can have an identity crisis. Deception, 

albeit not intentional, can be draining since trying to be someone other than 

ourselves can be stressful. Weakness can appear and it can be stressful living 

two or more lives instead of one (Nelson 2002, p. 35). If ministers have lost a 

sense of who they are it will impact their decision-making and leadership. 

According to Pohly, a supervisee can present a ‘cover story’ designed to make 

the supervisee look better, defend their actions, deceive or hide a mistake 

which can lead to deception. He maintains that part of the supervisor’s role is 

to help them come to terms with their surrounding reality and to move ‘towards 

authenticity (honesty) in their life and work’ (Pohly 1993, p. 161). This is an 

essential aspect of pastoral supervision for clergy to remain faithful to who they 

are because, according to Palmer,  the true self within every human being is 

the seed of authentic vocation (Palmer 2000, p. 9).  Part of being authentic is 

having a strong positive professional identity. Joan, when asked about what 

she valued about supervision, said: 

  

 
8 See Chapter two, p48 
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That confidential space where there is the freedom to look at one’s 

personal identity, pastoral identity and professional identity and that 

can be done under supervision…I have an opportunity to talk about 

the real me.  Who I am as a person, and I have the opportunity to 

express how I am as a real person that leads to my pastoral identity?  

 

Francis also valued how: 

 

It’s important to be able to just go somewhere and speak to 

somebody and be yourself totally and be honest with yourself and 

with them about who you are and how you are struggling with things 

or maybe even how things are going well. 

 

Daniel from the focus group also recognised supervision as a place to be 

honest maintaining that ‘we can be honest about our feelings, our disciplines 

or lack of them and our feelings and reflect on each other’s strengths and 

weaknesses’. Pastoral supervision seeks to identify the honest story as this is 

the story that opens the supervisee to all the possibilities, opportunities for 

learning, and growth through both strengths and weakness (Pohly 1993, p. 

165).  

 

One of the difficulties clergy often experienced and identified in chapter two 

was a loss of identity in themselves and their role as a minister. The evidence 

regarding clergy wellbeing suggests that a solid positive authentic self-

awareness is fundamental in promoting wellbeing. The second dimension 

Bloom addresses is daily wellbeing. 

 

 

Daily Wellbeing 

 
Another element needed to enhance clergy wellbeing is happiness or daily 

wellbeing. Research has been conducted on understanding happiness 

(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000, Seligman 2011, Ricard 2015, Layard 
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2011), and for his research Bloom defines happiness as ‘daily wellbeing’ and 

maintains it consists of three different elements: 

  

(1) experiencing on a day-to-day basis frequent positive emotions 

and (2) infrequent negative emotions and (3) having generally 

positive evaluations about the quality of one’s life (Bloom 2019, p. 4). 

 

There is much empirical evidence to document the value of positive affect, 

such as pleasant subjective feelings, ‘positive emotions, positive moods and 

positive sentiments carry multiple, interrelated benefits’ (Fredrickson and 

Losada 2005, p. 678). Higher daily wellbeing is achieved through having more 

good, happy days than bad, unhappy days and is crucial for long-term health 

and growth (D., Diener and Schwarz 2003, p. 3). These good or bad days 

accumulate over time and ‘affect our health, our capacity to be at our best, our 

ability to adapt and change, and a host of other important life outcomes’ 

(Bloom 2019, p. 5). Happiness research reveals that attention needs to be 

given to how days are building up.  

 

While much research has been undertaken concerning clergy burnout, there 

is a need to learn more about clergy’s day-to-day experiences (Bloom 2019, 

p. 7). Supervision can help foster wellbeing in clergy (Leach 2020, p. 58) by 

identifying weaknesses in ministry and acknowledging what is being done well. 

Deidre recognised this, maintaining that pastoral supervision: 

 

Isn’t about dealing with people who are incompetent or making a 

mess of things, it’s about everybody becoming reflective practitioners 

and yes sometimes you get into a mess and then the resources that 

you have built up from pastoral supervision will be a help but you will 

also have that resource of your pastoral supervisor who you can go 

to and say straight away ‘I have really messed up here, can you help 

me to sort out what I need to do?’ Because you are not afraid of being 

judged, you are not afraid of rejection because you have got that 

relationship so the crisis will still happen but hopefully won’t get as 
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far and will just be part of the messiness of life. Sometimes we just 

have to live in the messiness, but pastoral supervision isn’t only 

about the messiness it’s about the whole of our ministries and 

celebrating the good because there is learning that we get.  

 

Martin, who was a member of the focus group, maintained that as health care 

chaplains they fostered wellbeing: 

 

Well, that's exactly what happens to us as healthcare chaplains. 

They said that this is a health service. We foster wellbeing. That's 

what we do. So how are you keeping us well? How is the system 

keeping us well? And so, the chaplains as a group all asked for 

supervision to be compulsory. You're entitled to know that we're 

keeping ourselves well. They said, "You're NHS government…you're 

entitled to know how we're keeping ourselves well, keep us well 

through supervision. And that's what's happened because we want 

to be accountable for our wellbeing. 

 

If there is recognition that daily wellbeing is of the utmost importance for clergy, 

then the supervisor can help assess how good or bad days are accumulating 

over time, thereby monitoring daily wellbeing. This can be achieved through 

reflective practice in supervision by reviewing self-care and wellbeing by using 

self-care assessment grids (Hewson and Carroll 2016b, pp. 8-9), emotional 

checklists (Burns, Tasha, Chapman and Guthrie 2013, pp. 273-4), journaling 

(Schuck and Wood 2011, p. 140) or highlighting different practices clergy can 

implement to help them thrive (Graveling 2020).  

 

Pastoral alignment is another element that nurtures wellbeing, Bloom breaks 

this down further into competencies-duties, needs-supplies and values 

alignment maintaining this is crucial in daily wellbeing and ministerial 

effectiveness (Bloom 2019, p. 18) or the corresponding match between 

minister and position. A ‘good fit’ between employee and work environment is 

necessary for good performance and job satisfaction. The Flourishing in 
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Ministry Project revealed that one third of all pastors who participated reported 

significant levels of burnout and argued that this was partly due to poor pastor-

church alignment where clergy felt unable to be authentic in their ministry 

(Adams and Bloom 2017, p. 18). There are similarities between getting the 

proper alignment and Dodge et al.’s definition of wellbeing seen above in figure 

3, where both recognise the need for equilibrium within the person and the 

role. Part of the function of supervision is to help clergy develop skills in areas 

where they feel lacking thereby enabling them to readdress the balance and 

become more competent in their abilities, leadership skills and purpose leading 

to a more authentic ministry. Doug recognised that pastoral supervision had 

helped equip him:  

 

I think I'm more equipped in a way than I was previously to deal with 

some of those challenges. 

 

Supervision can help clergy feel better within themselves, which can help with 

their daily wellbeing. Joan recognised that: 

 

What I also find helpful, I suppose I can leave behind, when I am 

leaving supervision, I can say, well that’s that now and I have a set 

of insights or maybe only one insight, that’s what I’m going to work 

towards now, I’m going to risk trying this and yes, so there’s lots I find 

about it but more than anything else it is an opportunity for me to 

offload, to recreate and I certainly go back in lighter to ministry, my 

head is not as full and I’m not as stuffed up, I’m just relieved and 

lightened.  But I suppose that’s when supervision is at its best when 

I am challenged when I am listened to, and I am given the space to 

hear myself in a professional context. 

 

Roberta also appreciated this about supervision as she shared: 

 



 

 

 

 

104 

I feel it is important for me to have somewhere safe where I can 

offload some of what I'm feeling rather than carry it into my ministry 

without realising it. 

 

Deidre also appreciated the space to offload maintaining: 

 

I feel so much lighter, and I also feel somehow fed, affirmed, 

challenged, all sorts of things but I notice the lightness, particularly 

because I can let go of stuff that I don’t need to carry any more. 

 

Positive, proactive characteristics that form a profile for authentic leaders are 

courage, hope optimism and resilience (Puls et al. 2014, p. 58). Resilience is 

also an important dimension of wellbeing and is ‘the core strength you use to 

lift the load of life’ (Sood 2019, p. 2). 

 

 

Resilience 

 
Writing within the context of management training Pulley and Wakefield 

maintain that developing resiliency is critical for leaders. They define resiliency 

as: 

 

The ability to recover quickly from change, hardship or misfortune. It 

is associated with elasticity, buoyancy, and adaptation. Resilient 

people demonstrate flexibility, durability, an attitude of optimism, and 

openness to learning. A lack of resilience is signalled by burnout, 

fatigue, malaise, depression, defensiveness, and cynicism (Pulley 

and Wakefield 2001, p. 7) 

 

According to Masten, resilience is commonplace and ‘usually arises from the 

normative functions of human adaptational systems’ (Masten 2001, p. 227). 

He maintains that resilience is an ordinary phenomenon and if these systems 

are in good working order, development happens even when faced with 
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adversity (Masten 2001, p. 227). Resilience is not only tapped into during times 

of adversity but can be further developed even when all kinds of stressors are 

experienced on a daily basis as long as protective factors can be nurtured 

(Hou, Lai, Hougen, Hall and Hobfoll 2019). While Masten suggests that 

resilience is a normal occurrence in people’s lives, he also acknowledges that: 

 

If these major systems are impaired, antecedent or consequent to 

adversity, then the risk for developmental problems is much greater, 

particularly if the environmental hazards are prolonged (Masten 

2001, p. 227). 

 

I have shown that clergy face many different struggles. Part of their role is 

to accompany others who have experienced suffering, pain and distress, 

this can lead to clergy experiencing secondary trauma regularly (Hendron 

2013, Ehusani 2021). I argue that my model of pastoral supervision can 

assist clergy in further developing the skills needed to protect and build their 

resilience, thereby reducing the effect of secondary trauma. 

 

Three crucial dimensions of resilience are self-awareness, self-reflectivity 

and self-control (Bloom 2019, p. 19), which can be addressed within 

supervision. Self-awareness enables us to take a step back from what is 

happening around us. Doug acknowledged that pastoral supervision was:  

 

A real place of learning…and this is where my self-awareness kicked 

in…that I could have done X, Y and Z better. 

 

He not only recognised the importance of self-reflection but also self-reflectivity 

as he continued: 

 

But that’s been a sometimes painful journey of healthy self-reflection 

and growth and self-awareness that I’ve had to learn in all of that. 
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Self-reflectivity is the ability to think about our thoughts, feelings and 

behaviours and is essential for anyone seeking to foster self-awareness and 

insight (Jacobs et al. 1995, p. 135). The concept of reflective practice in 

ministry is nothing new. In 1998 it was recognised that: 

 

The pastor can no longer follow a straightforward and unambiguous 

course that has been set out for him or her by the church.  There is 

no course, no unambiguousness.  The pastor is buffeted this way 

and that by polyphony of voices in the church, in the parish and even 

in himself (Van der Ven, 1998, p. 6). 

 

Recognising that the pastor was increasingly forced to rely on their initiative, 

judgement and self-guidance he proposed that reflective ministry should not 

just be offered as a method for training clergy but also for equipping clergy to 

continue and maintain this reflective practice throughout their ministry (Van der 

Ven 1998, p. 136). 

 

Joan acknowledged that supervision allowed her to: 

 

Share my skills, and how I’m working, and who am I in this pastoral 

ministry, who am I, what am I learning about myself and in learning 

about myself I suppose I am in a better position, of course if I 

implement my insights, learning and not implementing doesn’t make 

an awful lot of sense really, it’s taking it from the head into the heart 

and into the practice, that’s my understanding of supervision.  It’s a 

time of, a sacred time and it has to be, I couldn’t imagine myself now 

in pastoral ministry without supervision. 

 

The third aspect of resilience is self-control or willpower, which refers to our 

capacity to change things in ourselves and the world around us. This can 

comprise our ability to set and achieve goals in life, together with setting 

appropriate boundaries around work and maintaining those boundaries.  

Deidre recognised that because of being in supervision she had become more 
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reflective and self-aware about what was happening in her and around her. 

She realised that she wanted this: 

 

Space because self-supervision is going to be happening or could be 

happening most of the time because you can’t be with your 

supervisor twenty-four seven and anyway that would build up all sorts 

of dependencies that you don’t want but when do I do my self-

supervision, when do I do the reflection of what’s happening, I create 

that space in myself and in my environment.  

 

This reflection and regular accompanying of a pastoral supervisor can enable 

clergy to spend time addressing the different elements needed to foster 

resilience and build themselves up.  

 

Resilience research hypothesises that when a person's adaptive systems are 

in good working order, their resilience will be robust. However, suppose a 

person does not have the abilities necessary to develop resilience to meet the 

present adverse situation. In that case, they are at an increased risk of burnout, 

fatigue, malaise, depression, defensiveness, and cynicism (Forney 2010, p. 

8). Forney provides a list of sound adaptive systems, all of which can be 

monitored and addressed through the three functions of supervision: 

   

• Positive interpersonal relationships 

• Intelligence and problem-solving skills 

• Perceived efficacy and control 

• Persistence of achievement motivations 

• Self-regulation skills 

• Effective stress management 

• Faith, hope and spirituality (Forney 2010, p. 8) 

 

The importance of the final good adaptive system of faith, hope and spirituality 

should not be underestimated, and how supervision can help with these factors 



 

 

 

 

108 

will be discussed later in greater detail. However, the need to increase levels 

of resilience to help deal with adversity is nothing new. For example, Forney 

details how the apostle Paul writes about the great endurance required by both 

him and his companions for them to thrive whilst serving God. He writes of how 

Paul believed his struggles were opportunities for resilience and uses the 

Greek word hypomonē to express how he endured the hardships that came 

with ministry. Endurance, hypomonē, is not a submissiveness but rather the 

ability to ‘bear all things in such a way that hardship becomes transformative, 

even to the point of becoming a blessing (Forney 2010, p. 4). He refers to John 

Chrysostom, who described hypomonē as: 

 

The root of all goods, the mother of piety, the fruit that never withers, 

a fortress that is never taken, a harbor that knows no storms…the 

queen of virtues, the foundation of right actions, peace in war, calm 

in tempest, security in plots (Forney 2010, p. 4). 

 

Pulley and Wakefield’s definition of resilience fails to address the roots of the 

phenomenon in clergy, which goes beyond the ‘psychological adjustment of 

flexibility, durability, optimism, and openness to learn’ to take into account the 

fact that   clergy who are resilient ‘are those whose ministry comes from God’s 

call and is supported by the gift of hypomonē’ (Forney 2010, p. 6). Another 

dimension of wellbeing linked closely with resilience but distinct is that of 

thriving (Bloom 2019, p. 2).  

 

 

Thriving 

 
The final element important when monitoring wellbeing and linked closely with 

resilience is thriving. Thriving at work can be defined as ‘the psychological 

state in which individuals experience both a sense of vitality and a sense of 

learning (Spreitzer, Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein and Grant 2005, p. 538) and 

that: 

 



 

 

 

 

109 

Thriving registers the joint sense of vitality and learning, which 

communicates a sense of progress or forward movement in one’s 

self-development (Spreitzer et al. 2005, p. 538).  

 

I will use Spreitzer et al.’s definition of thriving at work, which  ‘is important as 

it can enhance the health and personal development of employees’ (Spreitzer 

et al. 2005, p. 545). While a minister's calling is more encompassing than work 

alone, it must be acknowledged that their ‘work’ is instrumental in causing 

issues that are detrimental to their health. Thriving at work is, therefore an area 

that should be examined when wanting to provide a good model of pastoral 

supervision. Building on Spreitzer et al.’s work, Porath et al. produced a 

measurement scale which was used for a variety of studies such as physical 

health (Porath, Spreitzer, Gibson and Garnett 2012), burnout and strain 

(Spreitzer, Porath and Gibson 2012), self-development (Paterson, Luthans 

and Jueng 2014) innovation and creativity (Carmeli and Spreitzer 2009) and 

job performance (Spreitzer et al. 2012, Paterson et al. 2014). The results of 

these studies confirmed Spreitzer et al.’s earlier work that thriving was a 

‘composite of vitality and learning’ (Porath et al. 2012, p. 263) and according, 

to Porath et al. illustrate that: 

 

Thriving is a means to mitigate burnout. Thus, thriving not only has 

the potential to enhance a variety of crucial outcomes for individuals, 

such as a career development initiative and general health but can 

also benefit the organization through increased performance and 

lower health care costs. 

 

This implies that thriving is an important aspect that should be fostered within 

the workplace and in this regard, clergy are no different. A good model of 

supervision can help clergy promote both resilience and enable them to thrive 

in the ministry that God has called them to. Ministers who thrive in ministry can 

be defined as: 
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Those who have obtained success or prosperity over the course of 

their careers through a variety of factors that may include a 

consistent desire to serve God, his people, the ability to reflect upon 

and learn from important experiences in ministry, and a focus on 

maintaining selfcare and adequate support systems (Bledsoe and 

Setterlund 2015, p. 50). 

 

Pastoral supervision can help clergy accomplish the above. Doug saw value 

in pastoral supervision reflecting that: 

 

I always go away, both as a supervisor and a supervisee, feeling I 

actually have learned something about God, about me and about 

ministry. 

 

When he was asked about his understanding of pastoral supervision he 

said: 

 

It's that word journey that springs to mind again because I think that 

what I’ve learned is that you need…as you journey in terms of your 

own spiritual walk, as you journey in terms of your sense of call and 

as you journey in administering leadership you need other people 

around you. 

 

Self-awareness and self-reflection are part of the above definition but have 

already been discussed under the theme of resilience, however, in the above 

definition, self-care and adequate support systems are also important and 

should be addressed within pastoral supervision. Joan saw supervision as 

somewhere to keep her focus on self-care, among other things: 

 

I think it’s about keeping the focus and I could lose my focus and 

where I do self-care.  I think one of the big things is self-care.  I would 

see supervision as the place to be refreshed to be renewed and to 
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recreate, to gain insight and if I am being really honest in supervision 

I’ll be challenged to implement my insights gained. 

 

James also noted how important it was for him that someone monitor his 

self-care: 

 

It reminds me that, you know, someone is looking out for me as well 

which because of my chronic lack of self-care is actually quite 

important. It's not a poor me situation, I'm not going to blame anyone 

else for what is inflicted on me not by my congregation or the 

connection or anyone else. I have to take responsibility for that but a 

part of that is reminding myself that actually, there are…there are 

other people that are keeping an eye in a formal sense, the pastoral 

supervision. 

 

 

Self-care has already been identified as an area that clergy do not attend to 

well and lack of support has also been identified as a difficulty, so there is 

already a recognition that these are elements that need to be held within a 

good supervision model. 

 

When considering vitality and learning, two other important dimensions of 

wellbeing are linked with thriving. These are daily happiness (hedonic which 

has been discussed under daily wellbeing) and flourishing (eudaimonic). While 

some tend to equate thriving and flourishing, seeing the words as 

interchangeable (Bledsoe and Setterlund 2015, p. 50),  Spreitzer et al. 

maintain that flourishing can occur without the experience of learning. They 

also claim that the vitality and learning components locate the construct ‘in 

both hedonic and eudaimonic perspectives on psychological functioning and 

development (Spreitzer et al. 2005, p. 539). Eudaimonic wellbeing finds its 

roots in Aristotle, the traditional translation of the term is happiness: 
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Both the general run of men and people of superior refinement say 

that it [the highest of all goods achievable by action] is happiness and 

identify living well and faring well with being happy; but with regard 

to what happiness is they differ, and the many do not give the same 

account as the wise. For the former think it is some plain and obvious 

thing, like pleasure, wealth, or honor’’ (Aristotle 1925, p. 5) 

 

In eudaimonic philosophies, the primary focus is on actively reflecting virtue 

and excellence, the best within us, and the full development of our potential 

(Huta and Waterman 2014, p. 1427). The essential message of eudaimonia 

is: 

 

If happiness is activity in accordance with virtue, it is reasonable that 

it should be in accordance with the highest virtue; and this will be that 

of the best thing in us (Aristotle 1925, p. 265).  

 

For Aristotle ‘the highest human good involves activities that are goal-directed 

and have purpose’ (Ryff and Singer 2008, p. 17). It is acknowledged that, in 

terms of the work of clergy, many factors are essential when considering long-

term ministry success. These include motivation to serve God and job 

satisfaction on psychological, physical and spiritual wellbeing (Bledsoe and 

Setterlund 2015, p. 50). Clergy need to be aware of the relationship between 

God and their calling, which should inspire and motivate them towards a deep 

sense of purpose and belief in their work. Clergy, who are ‘called’ to ministry, 

derive their meaning through that call, making thriving  ‘particularly important 

for people who experience their work as a calling’ (Adams and Bloom 2017, p. 

254), thereby reaffirming Aristotle’s thinking on eudaimonia as detailed above. 

This sense of purpose is an essential element that needs to be addressed.  

 

Having illustrated that these elements of wellbeing are evident in both literature 

and my data, I now move beyond these and further explore how the sense of 

call makes spirituality an intrinsically important element for clergy to thrive 
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together with the importance of remaining connected with the Divine through 

spiritual practices. 

 

 

Clergy, Calling and Sacrifice 

 
Within the Methodist Church, clergy identify a strong sense of call with their 

work and ministry which can cause them to make whatever sacrifice necessary 

to remain faithful and attentive to the duties accomplished for the glory of God 

(Bunderson and Thompson 2009, p. 33). James admitted ‘that often the 

servant theology is not held properly in balance with the love of self and self-

compassion’. Roberta also saw this as a problem: 

 

And there is something about the Christian faith, you know it’s that 

whole thing take up your cross deny yourself and follow me and yet 

somewhere there has to be that balance because we can’t keep 

pouring ourselves out unless we are receiving ourselves. 

 

A distinction has to be made between those who work and those who claim to 

have a calling when ‘work becomes inseparable from themselves or an integral 

part of their lives’ (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler and Tipton 2007, p. 37). 

Many clergy talk about the deep sense of joy and privilege it is to be in ministry 

even while recognising that ministry often requires a certain amount of sacrifice 

(Barnard and Curry 2012, p. 160). Sacrifice can contribute to thriving when 

clergy remember that they are giving their best to something, yet can also be 

detrimental if the person begins to experience too much fatigue and stress, no 

longer having the capacity or the resources available to cope (Adams and 

Bloom 2017, p. 258).  

 

Ministry related work can be extremely meaningful, but it is also demanding, 

stressful, and exhausting (Lewis, Turton and Francis 2007, p. 3). Clergy can 

enjoy high levels of satisfaction within their ministry yet find themselves 

frustrated as they attempt to accomplish specific tasks. They can feel drained 
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trying to function with fatigue, irritation and an invading sadness that they 

cannot explain (Francis et al. 2004b, p. 7).  They can also feel pessimistic or 

cynical about people with whom they work and become less flexible in dealing 

with members of their congregation (Francis, Kaldor, Robbins and Castle 

2005, pp. 15-16).  

 

Thriving can help clergy keep going and sustain them through difficult times; 

however, certain things need to be practised for this to occur. Pargament et al. 

explore both positive and negative religious coping patterns. They list positive 

religious coping methods as a sense of spirituality, a secure relationship with 

God, a belief that there is meaning to be found in life and a sense of spiritual 

connectedness with others (Pargament, Smith, Koenig and Perez 1998, p. 

712). The negative religious coping patterns tend to express a less secure 

relationship with God, a tenuous and ominous view of the world and a religious 

struggle in the search for significance (Pargament et al. 1998, p. 712). These 

positive and negative religious coping patterns can produce different outcomes 

in the realm of mental health. The positive coping patterns were linked with 

good outcomes. They included fewer symptoms of psychological distress and 

reports of psychological and spiritual growth even with stressors, indicating 

spiritual growth and wellbeing are possible even when stress is present. By 

contrast, the negative religious coping pattern was linked with signs of 

emotional distress such as depression, poor quality of life, psychological 

symptoms and callousness towards others (Pargament et al. 1998, p. 721).  

 

Considering the relationship that clergy ought to have with God, it is 

understandable that positive religious coping patterns should play an important 

role among clergy. This thesis seeks to produce a holistic model of pastoral 

supervision and argues that, along with the other elements detailed above, 

spiritual wellbeing needs to be addressed more fully within pastoral 

supervision. Proeschold-Bell et al. set out to measure spiritual wellbeing for 

clergy. Still, they recognised that this is ‘prone to problems such as ceiling 

effects and conflating religious behaviors with spiritual wellbeing’ (Proeschold-

Bell, Yang, Toth, Rivers and Carder 2014, p. 878). In creating a measure of 
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closeness to God for clergy, they implemented two factors, ‘the Presence and 

Power of God in Daily Life’ and ‘the Presence and Power of God in Ministry.’ 

They entitled this measure ‘the Clergy Spiritual Well-being Scale’ to convey 

the purpose of measuring spiritual wellbeing among clergy. Yet they 

recognised that it could also be called ‘clergy recent experiences of the 

presence and power of God’ or ‘clergy attentiveness to God’s presence.’ Whilst 

it is impossible to separate whether God’s presence is a matter of 

attentiveness or an actual lived experience, they recognise that both indicate 

feeling close to God (Proeschold-Bell et al. 2014, p. 889). Recognising the 

limitations of this study, they maintain that their measure could be considered 

another way to gauge the religious practice of attending to the presence of 

God (Proeschold-Bell et al. 2014, p. 894).  

 

Chapter two identified how spiritual dryness or malaise is one of clergy's 

difficulties. This chapter examines how clergy can thrive in their ministry. One 

area that is not given prominent position within pastoral supervision is the 

supervisee’s relationship with God and positive religious coping patterns. This 

could be an essential missing link contributing to clergy thriving in their work. I 

now want to explore the importance of prayer and spirituality for maintaining 

that connection to God. 

 

 
Spiritual Practices 

 
There is growing evidence of a connection between religion or spirituality and 

enhanced physical and mental wellbeing (Oman and Thoresen 2005, Jones 

2010, Kørup, Søndergaard, Al-Yousefi, Lucchetti, Baumann, Lee, Karimah, 

Ramakrishnan, Frick, Büssing, Schouten, Butcher, Hefti, Wermuth and Hvidt 

2021). It seems that an ‘intrinsic faith may be inherently therapeutic for 

individuals inclined toward a religious interest’ (Genia and Shaw 1991, p. 281). 

Neuroscientists, psychologists and medical doctors recognise that 

contemplative practices, which could range from basic mindfulness meditation 

(Krägeloh, Henning, Medvedev, Feng, Moir, Billington and Siegert 2019) 
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through to explicit theological forms of contemplation (Plante 2010), may help 

identify and manage potentially emotional or disruptive cognitive disturbances 

(Bushlack and Bock 2018, p. 144). These disruptions can include obsessive 

thoughts, anxiety or depression, all of which can disturb the brain’s decision-

making. This includes attentional control, impulse suppression and the ability 

to monitor and direct our thoughts and behaviour. It is recognised that the 

embodied form of self-awareness cultivated within the contemplative traditions 

is likely to help the practitioner manage thoughts and emotions more effectively 

(Bushlack and Bock 2018, p. 144, Plante 2010, p. 108). Considering these 

practices are acknowledged in the secular world as helping identify and 

manage disturbances, how much more should they be implemented within the 

context of those who have a relationship with and connection to God through 

their faith practices?  

 

 

The Importance of Spirituality within Pastoral Supervision 

 
In this thesis, I argue that a holistic blended model of pastoral supervision can 

enable clergy to avoid burnout and move towards wellbeing in their ministry.  

Holistic health  is ‘a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being’ 

(De Vos et al. 2009, p. 121) and it has been suggested that ‘such a holistic 

health perspective might be advanced by good supervision’ (Dungan 2016, p. 

140) by addressing: 

 

Issues of meaning, such as those regarding social identity and 

relationships: workplace issues including support, development, 

advocacy and justice; and health issues, such as self and other care 

(Dungan 2016, p. 140). 

 

There has been a perspectival shift in spiritual care in health settings 

demonstrated in the development of palliative care, with spirituality initially 

being ‘understood largely in religious terms’ but more recently ‘has come to be 

understood more broadly as a search for meaning’ (Rumbold 2003, p. 14, 
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Swinton 2001, Cobb, Rumbold and Puchalski 2012). Seeing people 

holistically,  includes attention to the mind, body and spirit, the whole person 

(McEvoy and Duffy 2008) seeking to understand where they are coming from 

and ‘what matters to them at a fundamental level; the level that is part of 

everyday but also transcends it’ (Gardner 2011, p. 77) is necessary for good 

health. As spirituality becomes more relevant in healthcare settings, so is the 

integration of spirituality within the context of the clinical supervision (Tan 

2007, Tan 2003, Campbell 2007). Spirituality, according to Tan, can be 

incorporated into the actual practice of psychotherapy or counselling by being 

either implicitly or explicitly integrated (Tan 2007, pp. 330-331). Implicit 

integration is what I would have used in my original model, where spiritual or 

religious matters are not initiated or directly discussed, making it a more covert 

approach. Explicit integration usually deals with spiritual or religious issues 

directly and openly. It uses spiritual resources such as prayer, scripture or 

sacred texts and therapy, making it a much more overt approach (Tan 1996, 

pp. 20-21).  

 

Spirituality continues to become more evident in a CPS setting (Benefiel and 

Holton 2010, Bienenfeld 2007, Gilham 2012) and there is much that can be 

taken from spiritual direction supervision (Bumpus and Langer 2005, Conroy 

1995, Ruffing 2010, McDonnell 2013, Neafsey 2005). If other forms of 

supervision recognise the importance of spirituality, then it follows that it should 

be an essential element within pastoral supervision for clergy.  I am advocating 

a blended model of pastoral supervision that includes a solid explicit element 

of spirituality, which could provide the missing link to enable clergy to flourish 

in their ministry. Spirituality is undoubtedly included in pastoral supervision, but 

there seems to be a consensus that it is present only within the context of the 

work being done. Previously mentioned in this chapter is the difficulty in 

differentiating work in the lives of clergy when their whole lives are intertwined 

in their ministry. Spiritual direction is the:  

 

Help given by one believer to another that enables the latter to pay 

attention to God’s personal communication to him or her, to respond 
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to this personally communicating God, to grow in intimacy with this 

God, and to live out the consequences of the relationship (Barry and 

Connolly 1982, p. 8). 

 

Spiritual direction differentiates from pastoral supervision in that it focuses on 

a person’s experience of their relationship with God. The purpose of this 

relationship is to lead the person into deeper faith and more generous service 

(Barry and Connolly 1982, p. 11). The spiritual director asks not just ‘what is 

happening?’ but ‘what is moving forward?’ (Barry and Connolly 1982, p. 53). 

Spiritual direction concentrates on the relationship with God, pastoral 

supervision attends to ‘the work’. Clergy are living out the consequences of the 

relationship with God in all of their work. I therefore argue that spirituality, the 

relationship between God and the minister, must permeate every element of 

pastoral supervision as this is vital for clergy wellbeing. 

 

This chapter has sought to identify specific elements necessary to enable 

clergy’s wellbeing in their ministry. Wellbeing can be enhanced through a good 

balance between a person’s resources and the challenges they face (Dodge 

et al. 2012, p. 230), together with strong authenticity and profound knowledge 

and identity of self. This, coupled with daily wellbeing, a strengthened 

resilience and sound supportive coping systems, including a strong perception 

of the transcendent in everyday life can help clergy wellbeing.  

 

Having presented my findings regarding the difficulties that clergy encounter, 

the importance of wellbeing and the significance of spirituality for wellbeing, I 

now want to respond to those findings whilst exploring some of the practices 

from early Methodism. I stay within the Methodist tradition and identify how my 

model of pastoral supervision could be improved by incorporating some of 

these early Methodist practices.  

 

Accountability and confidentiality are two critical elements within Wesley’s 

structures and are paramount in any supervision model. There are, however, 

other spiritual practices such as prayer, reflective practice, theological 
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reflection, transformational learning and holistic self-care. I argue that these 

practices can be included in my model of pastoral supervision. These and the 

functions of supervision enable good practice, help avoid burnout and facilitate 

the health and wholeness of clergy’s lives and ministry as they safeguard their 

spirituality and relationship with God.   
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Chapter Six: Looking Back to Move Forward 
 

 

Thinking of the church genetically raises fascinating and fruitful 

questions about the nature of the church – the church as a living 

organism with its own genetic structure, its unique DNA (Snyder and 

Runyon 2002, p. 17). 

 

There has been much discussion around the DNA of the church (Carslake 

2014, Milne and Moynagh 2016), including the Methodist Church in Britain 

(Together) and MCI (Good 2012). When writing about DNA, Snyder writes, ‘It 

has been said that theology can be thought of as a kind of genetic typing’ 

(Snyder and Runyon 2002, p. 17). This chapter seeks to explore the ‘genetic 

typing’ of Methodism and, in response to my data, examine some of the 

distinctive family traits rooted in theology and history yet they are still relevant 

for clergy and my supervision model. Wesley’s structures provided oversight 

and support for Methodists, together with strong spiritual disciplines that could 

help clergy thrive in their ministry. 

 

Elements of pastoral supervision are evidenced and prefigured in Wesley’s 

ministry and methods. This chapter, therefore, examines Wesley as a practical 

theologian with strong supervisory qualities who implemented structures that 

provided accountability and confidentiality for those under his care. That 

confidentiality provided a safe space where he and his colleagues could 

examine their relationship with God and others, a place where theological 

reflection, spiritual transformation and a holistic approach to self-care and 

ministry could be nurtured. As these patterns of support and accountability are 

reappropriated, clergy are reconnecting with their Methodist roots and 

resurrecting the discipline of ‘watching over one another with love’ by 

practising the means of grace and walking closely with God to better minister 

to congregations. These structures and practices will be located clearly within 

the three functions of supervision and reframed within my model of pastoral 

supervision. 
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I do not seek to argue that Wesley was a pastoral supervisor as it might be 

understood today and specific aspects of what he implemented are not 

beneficial for my model of pastoral supervision. For example, Wesley’s work 

was conducted mainly within group settings. While there are many benefits of 

group supervision9, my focus is on one-on-one supervision with the desire to 

create as safe a space as possible for clergy to be able to share at as deep a 

level as possible for their wellbeing and the wellbeing of others. 

 

Another example was how Wesley used his position. Some are sceptical 

regarding Wesley’s motives, maintaining that he was a dictator who 

‘brainwashed’ his converts, arranging class groupings to keep them on the 

path he perceived to be the straight and narrow (Sargant 1957, pp. 197-199). 

Others would argue that he was an authoritarian autocrat (Hattersley 2002) 

and put these structures in place to maintain his authority (Burdon 2005). I am 

not advocating the role of a dictator or authoritarian autocrat. Modern forms of 

pastoral supervision acknowledge the power differential and advocate more 

collaborative models (Ward 2010, Broughton 2021, Leach). I would, however, 

argue that much can be learned from Wesley. When his structures and 

practices are examined, he illustrates the importance of accountability and 

confidentiality. His pastoral care included disciplines such as ‘watching over 

one another with love’, prayer, theological reflection, and transformational 

learning. When all these areas are examined, a holistic pattern of care for 

body, mind and spirit can be identified all of which contributes much to a 

renewed, contemporary model of pastoral supervision for ministers today.  

 

 

 

 
9 Group supervision provides a variety of learning opportunities such as feeling supported and less isolated, gaining 

insight and awareness of behaviour that impacts others as well as the importance of self-care. Other advantages 

are negotiating better boundaries, transformational growth as an individual, in relationships with others and 

theologically together with providing a safe space to experience their own vulnerability (Gubi et al. 2000). However, 

these can also be achieved in one-on-one supervision. One of the main advantages of group supervision is that it is  

‘the most effective forum for giving and receiving feedback about skill in communicating’ (Proctor, 2008, p 17).  
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Wesley and Supervision 

 
Supervision was part of John Wesley’s practice, ministry and pastoral 

oversight of colleagues. The structures of classes, bands and select societies 

that Wesley implemented contain components essential for good pastoral 

supervision today. These include accountability, confidentiality, contracting, 

practicing the means of grace, watching over one another with love, prayer, 

reflective practice, theological reflection, transformational learning and self-

care/ compassion. He implemented several groups where people could meet 

and share with one another, to encourage spiritual growth and mutual 

accountability. Wesley had:  

 

A great regard for those who cared enough about him to ask 

searching, probing questions concerning his inner life. Even in his 

later years he happily recalled those deep conversations with Peter 

Bohler, Christian David at Herrnhut, William Law and especially his 

mother Susanna. And, utilitarian that he was, he would not retain a 

method that was not producing worthwhile effects in the lives of his 

hearers (Henderson 1997, p. 121). 

 

Just as Wesley wanted honesty from others, he also desired a place to 

offload and be honest. He found such a place within this small select group 

who were completely committed to each other 'sharing a common goal' and 

willing to ‘speak the truth in love' (Henderson 1997, p. 124f). Wesley did not 

want leadership 'which created its own pedestal' (Henderson 1997, p. 124), 

so he considered this group to be a place where he could be accountable 

to others along with experiencing intimate fellowship with people he trusted. 

While others question his motives, (Sargant 1957, Hattersley 2002, Burdon 

2005) his Rules of the Band Societies, which were drawn up on 25th 

December 1738, clearly detail the purpose of the meeting was to obey the 

command of God and to  ‘Confess your faults one to another, and pray one 

for another, that ye may be healed’ (Wesley 1780). 
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Wesley’s Structures 

 
Wesley encouraged the people called Methodist to maintain their relationship 

with God in an efficient and practical way. He structured small groups 

categorised by the degree of spiritual intimacy along with the level of growth 

and discipleship of the individual (Henderson 1997, p. 83). These groups 

consisted of the class meeting, bands and select societies. They have much 

in common, but each evolved to provide more profound opportunity for spiritual 

growth and transformation. The class meeting focused on three categories of 

behaviour; things that ought to be done, to exhort good or positive behaviour 

and to help maintain the practices known as the ‘means of grace’ (Henderson 

1997, p. 97).  This meeting was used for present and personal growth in a 

similar way to that of CPE, a form of pastoral supervision, where human beings 

and their actions became the document that was studied (Boison 1951) for 

learning and change.  

 

Bands were the next group Wesley established, and this further developed 

from the class group with a deeper desire to build their relationship with God 

and each other. This illustrates a more intimate level of sharing and 

accountability, leading to a deeper level of trust and confidentiality. This is the 

aim of pastoral supervision. As confidentiality and trust builds, the deep work 

of supervision can take place enabling the transformation of self and practice. 

The final group Wesley implemented was select societies. He was a member 

of one of these groups and held himself accountable by fully participating in 

their meetings. Wesley saw select societies as ‘a select company to whom I 

might unbosom myself on all occasions, without reserve’ (Watson 1985, p. 

120).  

 

This peer group encouraged everyone to speak freely and openly. The 

purpose of this gathering was to model how the other groups should operate 

by being open and honest, committed to each other with a genuine concern 

for each other’s welfare. This was a democratic group where Wesley 
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welcomed open discussion and did not consider himself or his system outside 

the scope of criticism. In this way, Wesley held himself accountable to others, 

so it is with supervision. Anyone who has the responsibility of supervising 

ought to be supervised. Accountability is one of the elements within Wesley’s 

structures and is essential in supervision (Proctor 1994, Beddoe and Howard 

2012, Cameron 2018, Leach 2020). 

 

 
Accountability 

 

Wesley recognised that accountability was essential. Every leader was 

interviewed individually, allowing Wesley and his colleagues to see how 

classes were operating and carrying out their role. Whether supervision is 

conducted one-to-one or in a group, the supervisor is always in supervision 

themselves, ensuring that they lead the groups in appropriately.  

 

The accountability was two-fold in that it was corporate and personal. As 

members of a group, they were accountable for helping and supporting each 

other, but they were also personally responsible for their growth and 

development in Christ. Today accountability is an important component of 

pastoral supervision. When I asked James what was important about 

supervision, he talked about accountability, maintaining that if it was: 

 

Simply about patting someone on the back, I don’t need that, and I 

don’t need that because, you know, I could pull the wool over, you 

know, if I succeeded in fooling myself, I can actually succeed in 

fooling most other people. What I need are people who can gently or 

not so gently call me to book. 

 

 

Evelyn maintained that supervision was important because it ‘kept her 

accountable to someone other than the Methodist Church’. James recognised 

that because of unaccountability, he was left: 
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Trying to unravel a mess where one colleague has been left 

completely unaccountable for the whole of his ministry and has left a 

trail of disaster through it.  

 

Accountability is a key element in any supervision (Proctor 1994, Fernandez 

and Ware 2017), with social workers, psychotherapists and others who work 

in the helping professions being required to participate in regular supervision. 

Supervisors have an ethical responsibility for the supervisee and the 

supervisees’ clients (Davenport 2005, p. 258). Clergy also have a 

responsibility, particularly as there is a uniqueness to clergy misconduct in that 

a religious leader is a representative of God and their denomination and 

therefore: 

 

It is impossible to overstate the power that the cleric role exerts on 

the psyches of many people. Though often irrational and 

unconscious, the dynamics of projection and transference seem to 

be every bit as prevalent as with any of the other helping professions. 

The additional ingredient which drives the other two with so much 

intensity is embodiment of The Divine in the person of the ordained 

(Hopkins 1991, p. 249).  

 

A document entitled The Past Case Review (PCR) report was accepted at the 

2015 Conference of the Methodist Church in Britain (MCB) (Cameron 2018, p. 

108). This report revealed a lack of accountability structures and further 

evidence of weak accountability, which were identified in specific practice 

areas. It also maintained that these weaknesses needed to be addressed as 

a matter of priority for the church to become a safe and resilient organisation 

(Review 2015, p. 23). The report states: 

 

Secular organisations whose work involves contact with vulnerable 

children/families and or adults would be regarded as unsafe and 

potentially dangerous if they did not have in place robust measures 
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to ensure that policies are followed in practice, and that any training 

undertaken is reflected in subsequent practice (Review 2015, p. 22). 

 

The report acknowledges the importance of other organisations having ‘robust 

measures in place’ and continued by stating that there is evidence to show 

‘that one of the most effective safeguards within organisations or professional 

setting is to provide frequent, open and supportive supervision of staff’ (Review 

2015, p. 24). The normative function of supervision deals with areas around 

accountability. For example, it addresses issues around competency, fitness 

to practice, risk assessment and maintaining good practice, all of which protect 

both the supervisor and the supervisee (Leach 2020, p. 152). As accountability 

is important, so is confidentiality and contracting if people are to feel safe 

enough to share at a deep level (Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 69, Leach and 

Paterson 2015, pp. 26-27) 

 

 
Confidentiality  

 

In Wesley’s time class leaders were encouraged to create an ‘atmosphere of 

trust and understanding’, which was modelled and encouraged by the class 

leader (Henderson 1997, p. 99). Confidentiality was vital in these groups, 

especially as the sharing became deeper and more intimate. It was important 

for several reasons. Those sharing in this group would not be used to 

expressing such deep feelings, so they needed to know they were held in 

esteem and loved. They needed to have confidence that others would not 

judge them in the group and would not be ridiculed or gossiped about on the 

street (Shepherd 2010, p. 97). This was achieved because each band member 

had to be ‘without disguise and without dissimulation but rather transparent 

and truthful’ (Shepherd 2010, p. 97). Part of the legislation for the select 

societies recognised the importance of confidentiality where it states ‘firstly, let 

nothing spoken in this society be spoken again.  (Hereby we had the more full 

confidence in each other)’ (Wesley 1748, p. VIII.1). There are very few 

surviving accounts of class proceedings, which would suggest that any sharing 
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was held in confidence by fellow members, thereby continuing to create that 

spirit of openness and honesty which was the initial success of the class 

(Goodhead 2010, p. xviii).  

 

There was also an attitude of honesty, frankness and openness in the bands. 

This was necessary to help improve outward behaviour, which was what the 

class sought to achieve, but the inner work regarding attitudes, emotions and 

feelings of the bands and select societies. Members were to examine their 

motives and intentions which resulted in 'such a confidence in each other, that 

they poured out their souls into each other’s bosom’ (Watson 1985, p. 117). 

Not surprisingly, some groups appeared to be more effective than others. 

Watson acknowledges this while detailing Samuel Bardsley’s disappointment 

that his band was not as ‘earnest as it should be’ but then turns up only to find 

one other person attending and discovering how helpful the meeting was with 

just one other person present (Watson 1985, p. 144). This validates one-on-

one pastoral supervision over group supervision, particularly within the MCI 

since it is such a small church and everyone knows everyone else within some 

context. Confidentiality is vital for any kind of supervision to be effective 

(Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 147). 

 

When my participants were asked what they found helpful and unhelpful about 

supervision, they acknowledged confidentiality was paramount, Francis, for 

example, claimed that: 

 

Confidentiality is key. You have to be able to trust the person you are 

speaking to so things like lack of confidentiality, trust, someone not 

really listening. 

 

Deidre recognised that: 

 

Lack of confidentiality is the essence of what bad supervision would 

be, you know it’s not a place of safety, it’s not a place of 

confidentiality, it’s not a place of trust. 
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Trust was essential for James as he recognised that he could ‘be with them 

without any sense of it rebounding and where I trust the person to maintain 

confidentiality’.  

 

For Wesley, contracting was a way of maintaining that confidentiality, with 

everyone clearly understanding the purpose of their meeting together. For 

those in bands, the rules were as follows: 

 

Rules of the Band Societies – Drawn up 25th December 1738 

 

The design of our meeting is, to obey that command of God, 

“Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that 

ye may be healed.” 

To this end, we intend, —  

1. To meet once a week, at the least.  

2. To come punctually at the hour appointed, without some 

extraordinary reason.  

3. To begin (those of us who are present) exactly at the hour, with 

singing or prayer.  

4. To speak each of us in order, freely and plainly, the true state of 

our souls, with the faults we have committed in thought, word, or 

deed, and the temptations we have felt, since our last meeting.  

5. To end every meeting with prayer, suited to the state of each 

person present.  

 

Opening questions which demanded openness and honesty were asked of 

each person before gaining admittance to the group. After being asked several 

questions regarding the state of their soul, they would be asked: 

 

6. Do you desire to be told of your faults?  

7. Do you desire to be told of all your faults, and that plain and home?  
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8. Do you desire that every one of us should tell you, from time to 

time, whatsoever is in his heart concerning you?  

9. Consider! Do you desire we should tell you whatsoever we think, 

whatsoever we fear, whatsoever we hear, concerning you?  

10. Do you desire that, in doing this, we should come as close as 

possible, that we should cut to the quick, and search your heart to 

the bottom?  

11. Is it your desire and design to be on this, and all other occasions, 

entirely open, so as to speak everything that is in your heart without 

exception, without disguise, and without reserve? (Wesley 1780) 

 

Some maintain that these questions were inappropriate and disapproved of 

Wesley’s methods claiming he was 'reviving popery’ (Henderson 1997, p. 

118).  They saw it as an 'unhealthy procedure' where: 

 

Every incipient feeling, every lighter thought that would have been 

passed over...and been forgotten, is remarked and remembered, that 

it may be renewed and riveted, and burnt in to the heart by the pain 

and shame of confession (Watson 1985, p. 119). 

 

Wesley disagreed, maintaining that mutual sharing which occurred as being 

in: 

No way analogous to the confession made by a single person to a 

priest. Rather than a preoccupation with sin, the emphasis was on a 

growth in grace. Rather than a probing for hidden faults, the 

openness of fellowship was a means of mutual guidance toward a 

perfection of love  (Watson 1985, p. 119).  

 

The above questions are difficult to answer, and to do so honestly would have 

required that the participants felt extremely safe. If there was to be openness 

and honesty, then the confidentiality of these groups was paramount, as this 

was what enabled this deep sharing to occur. I argue that my hybrid model of 

pastoral supervision can legitimately ask those deep questions that challenge 
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clergy to examine themselves, their relationship with others and their 

relationship with God. The accountability and confidentiality seen in these 

groups were to encourage open and frank conversations.  

 

If the above rules are examined, all three supervision functions can be 

identified within them. The normative function is in operation as the contract is 

formed regarding when, where and what the meeting consists of, together with 

promising to be accountable to one another. The formative function can be 

identified as they agree on those areas of their lives which need to be 

transformed. The restorative function can be seen not only through the support 

given and a concern for their wellbeing but ultimately to bring them into a 

deeper relationship with God. Wesley cared about their spiritual formation first 

and foremost, knowing that this would impact their lives and ministry. I argue 

that the ministers' spiritual life and formation remain essential and that my 

model can encapsulate this by adapting Wesley’s practices within the vital 

function of pastoral supervision.  

 

I now detail Wesley’s means of grace, examine the disciplines that promote it, 

and argue that these can be implemented within a good holistic model of 

pastoral supervision to enhance the wellbeing of clergy. 

 

 

Means of Grace 

 
The minutes of the 1744 Conference recommended Methodist preachers use 

all the means of grace, the ‘instituted’ and the ‘prudential’ (Wesley 1744, p. 

549) and enforced the use of them on all people (Watson 1985, p. 56). Wesley 

genuinely desired to see people grow in their faith and knew that the bedrock 

of that was experiencing a living faith, reading God’s word and hearing it 

preached, and administering and receiving the sacraments. These were some 

of the instituted means of grace, along with all manner of prayer, fasting and 

Christian conversation (Wesley 1744, pp. 552, 679). The prudential means 

were the various personal disciplines that ‘promote real holiness in heart and 
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life’ (Heitzenrater 1995, p. 30) and included disciplines such as fasting, prayer, 

self-examination, meditation, attending the class meetings, observing the rules 

to do good and avoid harm along with the watching over one another (Wesley 

1744, pp. 31, 551-552). These created a pattern of fellowship necessary for 

an authentic Christian life and was how disciples entered 'the narrow gate’ 

(Knight 1992, pp. 95-103). The purpose of mutual accountability and fellowship 

within these groupings was to help each other ‘keep a ‘single eye’ on God in a 

world full of distraction’ (Knight 1992, p. 104).  

 

I now turn to Wesley’s pastoral oversight and the disciplines watching over one 

another in love, prayer, theological reflection, transformational learning and 

self-care practices, all of which are important for clergy wellbeing within the 

context of pastoral supervision.  

 

 
Watching Over One Another in Love 

 
‘Watching’ as a means of grace was twofold. First, it was to keep the disciples 

on the straight and narrow. They were to watch and be alert, not to be deceived 

or tempted by sin, and to be aware of one’s weaknesses. This is connected to 

mutual accountability and sharing each other’s difficulties in the classes and 

bands (Knight 1992, p. 123), which are elements of both the normative and 

formative functions of supervision. The second component of watching was 

the inward attending to God, to know God’s will to do it and, as a result, to 

grow in grace (Knight 1992, p. 123). This is part of the restorative function and 

can be part of helping clergy connect with God and develop a deeper 

understanding of their vocation (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 21). 

 

Another means of grace was ‘covenanting’, which was also linked to watching 

over one another in love. Covenanting was seen in the various rules of the 

groups. If the questions asked were to be answered and discussed honestly 

to enable change, then there needed to be an extremely high level of trust and 

confidence. The attitude in answering the questions would have determined 
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whether they were prepared to be open and honest enough to belong in a 

band. Contracting or covenanting is vital as it creates a ‘safe space’ in 

supervision which establishes an atmosphere of trust, openness and honesty 

(Pohly 1993, p. 121). Wesley established this long before any formal 

supervisory contract. The rules for each of these groups could be seen as a 

form of contracting/covenanting to watch over one another. Within Methodism, 

the word covenant has deep historical roots and provides a more distinct 

definition of what happens in a pastoral supervisory session. A covenant, 

according to Purushotham, suggests that: 

                 

• The business of ‘being church’ is too important to leave to 

chance. 

• Expresses our intent to care for one another. 

• Holds us mutually accountable for the commitments we make to 

God and to one another. 

• Sets priorities, establishes structures, provides boundaries and 

identifies procedures around which ministry can occur and be 

evaluated. 

• Saves people from the feeling of isolation that can undermine 

support and accountability in ministry. 

• It is a means to assess effectiveness in ministry in a collaborative 

way. 

• Nurtures and enables learning and growth (Purushotham 2007, 

pp. 18-19). 

 

The effectiveness of all supervision has at its heart a clearly construed 

boundaried contract acknowledged and agreed by all parties (Hawkins and 

Shohet 2012, p. 69). It is evident from the above that covenantal renewal was 

necessary for accountability, support, learning growth and development and 

spiritual formation. I would argue that this remains the case. Pastoral 

supervision needs to move beyond the elements addressed in any supervision 

model to attend to the spiritual elements, which will enable clergy to develop 
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and deepen their relationship with God. This is important for clergy wellbeing 

as it seems that for clergy, the most relevant predictor of spiritual crisis is not 

a lack of: 

 

Social support, loneliness or personality variables but lacking 

perception of the transcendent in daily life and low sense of 

coherence on the one hand, and depressive mood and emotional 

exhaustion (which is strongly interconnected) on the other hand 

(Büssing, Baumann, Jacobs and Frick 2017, p. 52). 

 

Pastoral supervision must attend to the recognition of the transcendent in all 

clergy to raise awareness of the Divine in the ‘nitty-gritty of daily inner attitudes 

and feelings’ (Underwood 2006, p. 182). This is one of the most compelling 

reasons why spirituality is imperative within a good holistic supervision model. 

Clergy cannot afford to disconnect from the transcendent as: 

 

It is difficult to decide whether feelings of emotional exhaustion and 

depressive states…precede or go along with phases of spiritual 

dryness, or whether they are the consequence of a spiritual crisis 

due to experiences that God is distant, and thus losing central 

motivation for their way of life (Büssing et al. 2017, p. 53). 

 

Spiritual renewal with God has been recognised as an effective measure of 

not only preventing pastoral burnout (Gemignani 2002, Nelson 2002) but 

enabling clergy to remain connected with God's transcendence, thereby 

helping them to thrive (Underwood 2006, p. 186). Utilising support systems 

and engaging in healthy self-care practices are essential elements for success 

in ministry as it is acknowledged that daily rituals such as prayer and 

devotional times are crucial to many ministers (Bledsoe and Setterlund 2015, 

p. 57).  

 

Research has been undertaken to address clergy work-related psychological 

health (Francis, Emslie and Payne 2019, Village, Payne and Francis 2018, 
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Durkee-Lloyd 2016, Randall 2013). I now want to explore two thought-

provoking perspectives that have been identified. The first is prayer, and the 

second is reflective practice, both of which were components Wesley 

incorporated in his means of grace for transformation and can legitimately be 

included within the restorative function of supervision, given the importance of 

these disciplines for the wellbeing of clergy. 

 

 

Prayer 

 
An aspect of pastoral supervision that is overlooked is the significance of 

prayer in the lives of clergy. Graham acknowledged how the contemplative 

path helped him in his ministry: 

 

I think if our rhythm is more in the rhythm of Christ, like where we 

work from rest, not to rest then we’re working on a more biblical 

Christian pattern that leads to a more rounded life…you’d be more 

confident in who you are in Christ rather than trying to please people. 

Yeah, that’s why I think contemplation is the key because you’re 

doing nothing which challenges the ego crazily in the western world. 

 

The practice of prayer, within the Christian tradition, is thought to contribute to 

a healthy spiritual life and, more recently has been acknowledged in healthcare 

settings (Reimer-Kirkham, Sharma, Calestani and Brown 2020). A study that 

examined the effectiveness of religious practices for improving work-related 

psychological health revealed that a positive attitude towards prayer was 

associated with lower levels of emotional exhaustion, lower levels of 

depersonalisation but higher levels of personal accomplishment (Turton and 

Francis 2007). Researching the relationship between prayer and quality of life, 

Poloma and Pendleton identified a significant positive psychological benefit 

between different forms of prayer: meditative, ritual, colloquial and petitionary. 

Their research concluded that the most effective type of prayer was meditative 

prayer, which related in an affirming way to both existential wellbeing and 
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religious satisfaction. Suppose religiosity and prayer contribute to ‘quality of 

life and perceptions of quality of life’ (Poloma and Pendleton 1989, p. 51). In 

that case, an intimate relationship with God through a meaningful meditative 

prayer life is vital. So the:  

 

‘Relationship with God’ which is established and maintained through 

personal prayer is not just the enthusiastic experience of emotional 

contact with God, it aims more broadly to achieve a biographical 

invention…by using the notion of discipleship (‘follow Jesus’) and the 

search for a ‘godly attitude’ and everyday interactions (Fer 2015, p. 

52). 

 

Those who pray report a ‘greater sense of purpose in life, a higher level of 

satisfaction with life, and better psychological well-being’ (Turton and Francis 

2007, p. 70). Among clergy, it seems that a positive attitude toward prayer and 

good work-related psychological health go hand in hand (Turton and Francis 

2007, p. 71). Prayer is an area which can help counteract burnout and 

contribute to good psychological health by acknowledging and relating to a 

transcendence beyond themselves and positions their whole life into a broader 

context of meaning and purpose (Turton and Francis 2007). Yet there is a 

recognition that the shared prayer life seems less important with the business 

rounds of parish life, making ‘the disciplined pattern of prayer harder to sustain 

in the years after ordination’ (Turton and Francis 2007, p. 71). Along with this 

is the recognition that clergy who have lost touch with the practice of prayer no 

longer have confidence in the theology of prayer. McAlinden writes: 

 

As I reflected it became clear that the business of my life as a pastor 

had led to a loss of taste for prayer. This in turn led to an increasingly 

serious  cascading of symptoms: a neglect of my spiritual life and 

self-care, little reflective practice, a life that was becoming 

unmanageable and meaningless, a questioning of my vocation 

(McAlinden 2019, p. 8). 
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James acknowledged that:  

 

In terms of scripture, prayer, God and that's, you know, that's the 

bedrock…but I probably don’t pay enough attention to, you know, my 

personal prayer life and spiritual life. 

 

If clergy do not pay attention to their prayer and spiritual life, this can become 

problematic as it separates clergy from their vocational roots, which are crucial 

for sustaining the energy needed for ministry. When writing about his 

experience of ‘spiritual sloth’ or ‘acedia’ McAlinden wrote that: 

 

The simple command to pray was the answer I needed. So, I prayed 

the office with the monks, listened to the story of the Exodus recited 

every morning, attended the Eucharist, said the rosary, gave thanks 

for the beauty of creation as I walked in the South Downs, journaled, 

read spiritual books, wrote haiku poetry and spent much time in 

silence. In all this a transformation began to occur. I began to feel 

nourished again by prayer (McAlinden 2019, p. 9). 

 

Wesley maintained that the chief means of grace was prayer (Wesley 1744, p. 

679), and research suggests that ‘prayer may well stand not only theologically 

but also psychologically at the very heart of Christian ministry’ (Turton and 

Francis 2007, p. 71, Propst 1988, Poloma and Pendleton 1989) helping with 

issues such as mental health (Koenig, Cohen, Blazer, Kudler, Krishnan and 

Sibert 1995) stressful life events (Tix and Frazier 1998) and bereavement 

(Thompson and Vardaman 1997, Park and Cohen 1993). A vocation which 

originated in and is rooted in prayer needs to be continually sustained by 

prayer (Poloma and Pendleton 1989, p. 51). This was acknowledged to be 

important even within the 1700s, with Perronet suggesting that each band 

leader inquire into every member's prayer life and share any answered prayers 

(Perronet 1797). This can be one of the roles of a pastoral supervisor who 

should be asking the hard questions about the practice of spiritual disciplines 

that contribute to the overall wellbeing of the clergy. If clergy do not 
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intentionally make it a priority to meet their own spiritual needs, then what inner 

resources will they have to care for others in their professional care, let alone 

themselves (Kelly 2012, p. 155)? A supervisor can be someone who holds 

them accountable and provides space to encourage this in their daily lives 

along with creating space for reflective practices, another important element 

for Wesley. 

 

 

Reflective Practice 

 
Reflective practice continues to take a much more prominent place within the 

context of supervision (Moore 2016, Hewson and Carroll 2016a) and pastoral 

supervision (Gubi et al. 2020), with Leach specifically identifying and defining 

reflective supervision as a type of pastoral supervision (Leach 2020). When 

researching work-related psychological health, Charlton et al. identified that 

clergy who practise reflective ministry by consulting with a professional 

supervisor showed significantly higher levels of personal accomplishment than 

colleagues who did not expect to engage in supervision. Yet, regarding clergy 

who practise reflective ministry, there was no significant difference in levels of 

emotional exhaustion or levels of depersonalisation compared to colleagues 

who did not expect to engage in supervision (Charlton et al. 2009, p. 135). 

Even though clergy can practise reflective practice independently, there is 

more success when reflecting with a supervisor. One reason might be because 

when time is set aside to meet with a supervisor, a space to sit and reflect is 

provided instead of constantly running from one thing to the next. Francis, 

when asked what was important about supervision, acknowledged this, 

maintaining that it was: 

 

Shocking the amount of ministers who are under stress and under 

pressure and it is a high-pressure position to be in and the business 

of it often doesn’t give you the opportunity to process and reflect on 

things as often as you might want to so if there is a date in the diary 

where you are forced to go and take time out is just really useful. 
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She also recognised that this was not a ‘one off’ but became more beneficial 

when it became a regular occurrence: 

 

So yes I do think it is important that it is a continuous thing and not 

just used for those times when you really feel you need it because if 

it is just part of, you send your statistics regularly, you do your 

membership stats regularly, it’s just you do pastoral supervision 

regularly, it becomes part of your ministry journey and maybe you 

won’t know how important it was until you look back and see that. 

 

Reflective practice is essential for clergy wellbeing, and an important element 

of that reflective practice is theological reflection (Leach 2020, p. 135). This is 

of the utmost importance within pastoral supervision (Leach and Paterson 

2015, pp. 10,168, Pohly 1993, pp. 151-176), and once again, we can see that 

Wesley exercised theological reflection throughout his ministry. Outler coined 

the ‘Wesleyan quadrilateral’ to describe a fourfold approach to reflecting 

theologically (Outler 1963, pp. vii, 119).   

 

The Wesleyan Quadrilateral 

 
This phrase is not derived from Wesley himself, and there is no evidence that 

he used the four elements of scripture, tradition, reason and experience 

together. However, Maddox argues that ‘as criteria in his theological 

judgements it is not entirely inappropriate’ (Maddox 1994, p. 36). The first three 

elements were derived from Wesley’s Anglican roots, scripture, tradition and 

reason (Thorson 1989, p. 118), to which Wesley added experience. 
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Figure 6:1 The Wesleyan Quadrilateral 

 

The quadrilateral is 'a useful model for theological reflection if one understands 

that Wesley did not place equal authority in each of the four elements' (Cosby 

2001, p. 72). Wesley saw Scripture as the foundation for the other three 

components. Indeed Outler, who coined the phrase, later expressed regret 

mainly because it was so widely misconstrued (Outler 1985, p. 11). 

Theological reflection should be a way of living and being for clergy. To reflect 

theologically is a recognition that all of life is intertwined, with one facet of the 

story relating to and building on the other. It is to apply a theological 

understanding of our relationship to self, others, and God to any aspect of what 

it means to be a creature created in the image of God. It is also to recognise 

that we: 

 

Become aware of another element beyond ourselves that defines 

who we are and what we are. Reflecting theologically reminds us of 

our unique calling as pastors, chaplains, and spiritual caregivers – a 

claim that is unique to our calling and vocation…reflecting 

theologically can be said to innate our profession and calling (Best 

2010, p. 14). 

 

Wesley recognised that theological reflection is an important component for 

the development of Methodists. My participants also suggest that this was a 
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means to help clergy reflect on their vocation, ministry and life. Anne 

expressed how in training clergy they: 

 

Tried explicitly to integrate theology of practice within reflective 

practice so that we were intentionally increasing the level of 

placements that students did but wanted to make sure that those 

placements were integrated with their theology, so intentionally 

putting in seminars, tutorials where the students were asked to reflect 

on their practice in the light of their theology and vice versa. 

 

She continued by sharing the importance of theological reflection within the 

context of pastoral supervision: 

 

I think, theology is important in so many levels, isn’t it? I care about 

theological reflection and I want somebody, if I’m not voicing that, to 

be asking the questions that are either explicitly theological or will get 

me to the point of thinking theologically about that so I would never 

choose a supervisor who wasn’t a theologian, I wouldn’t. 

 

Theological reflection is another method to help clergy connect to the 

transcendent. The supervisory arena can provide a safe space for clergy to 

explore their relationship with God, their ministry and how they understand the 

world around them.  According to Pohly, theology stands at the heart of 

supervisory practice and should ‘lead to growth in self-awareness, ministering 

competence, theological understanding and Christian commitment’ (Pohly 

1993, p. 151). Pastoral supervision is about transforming the ‘rough places into 

a highway that can be travelled in the fulfilment of ministry’ and ‘to do 

supervision is to do theology in the midst of daily experience’ (Pohly 1993, p. 

175). Supervision can help clergy critically reflect on their theology, revealing 

ways in which they can improve their professional practice however:  

 

The aim of theology is not to work out a system that is enduring so 

much as to meet everyday experiences with faith – and to express 
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that faith in terms of everyday experience. Theology is an ongoing 

process. It is the habitus of praying Christians, of reflective ministers, 

and believing communities (Bevans 2014, p. 49). 

 

It can be difficult, if not impossible, to fully engage in the process of critically 

reflecting without being in conversation with others. Regan claims that new 

perspectives can be tried out as they are discussed with others. She 

recognises their need for a supportive context where hospitality and mutual 

respect are present (Regan 2002, p. 92). Doug also maintained that pastoral 

supervision was about: 

 

Offering the space to people in ministry and to engage with pastoral 

supervision is vital actually because I just think that you can’t do this 

on your own. 

 

The quadrilateral is one means of reflecting theologically. Maddox offers 

another framework for Wesley’s theological reflection using the phrase 

‘honoring conference’ (Maddox 2012, p. 81). This refers to the language of 

conferring ‘where the focus is on theological reflection…its role in seeking the 

most adequate human understandings and appropriations of divine revelation’ 

(Maddox 2012, p. 82). Wesley, perceived as a man of ‘one book’, the Bible, 

engaged with that book while conferring with other books and elements such 

as tradition, nature and other readers (Maddox 2012). Examples of this can be 

seen in his reflecting theologically on whether women should be allowed to 

preach (Chilcote 1991, Brown 1983) and the issue of alcohol, tolerance and 

drunkenness (Maddox 2012). I use these illustrations to demonstrate how 

Wesley reflected on contemporary issues of his day. So, clergy should be 

engaging in theological reflection today. 

 

Supervision can help clergy critically reflect on their theology, revealing ways 

in which their professional practice can be improved.  Miller McLemore 

maintains that:  
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Those who come into the classroom must leave better prepared to 

do something, whether that be to listen, worship, preach, lead, form, 

teach, oversee, convert, transform, or pursue justice. They need 

theological know-how. They need more than just the capacity to 

‘think theologically’ (the focus of plenty of books on reflective practice 

and the heart of many treatises on practical theology), but also the 

capacity to ‘practice theology’ by putting theology into action through 

one’s body on the ground (Miller-McLemore 2008, p. 173).  

 

Theological reflection on practice is an important element for the wellbeing of 

clergy and can lead to transformation. I argue that this should be an 

instrumental element in pastoral supervision as it was within the Wesleyan 

groups. Supervision is recognised as a place where transformation can occur 

since ‘the essential component of effective spiritual care is mastery of one’s 

process for adaptation and meaning-making’ and that to ‘reflect on both 

personal and clinical experiences has become the primary methodology for 

effective supervision today’ (Thorstenson 2010, p. 78). Wesley knew that 

transformation was about promoting both outward and inward transformation, 

and this was the reason he implemented the various groups' (Henderson 1997, 

p. 112) along with accountability to support each other as they participated in 

the transforming work of God’s grace (Maddox 1994, p. 212). 

 

 

Transformational Learning 

 
Transformational learning, according to Snorton, is ‘distinguished from other 

forms of insight-orientated adult learning through its emphasis on changed 

behaviour’ (Snorton 2010, p. 123). Graham shared how, when he supervised, 

he saw how: 

 

People just reach their potential and feel the sense of freedom from 

maybe a problem, whether it is a mental health or spiritual problem 

and to see them work that out themselves. 
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Deidre maintains that contemplative supervision could be: 

 

A transformative influence on the Methodist Church in 

Ireland…Because everything could slow down and we could stop 

dashing after every programme and project and wind of doctrine and 

just learn that the most important tool I have for ministry is myself. 

 

Roberta also saw the benefits of supervision: 

 

I realised I have now more skills, more tools, and actually God was 

calling me back into ministry…so supervision for me is something 

that has actually, it has been a transformative experience. 

 

Wesley’s class meetings were described as ‘the best institutions for training 

converts the world ever saw’ and that ‘It was a triumph, not of any human 

personality, but an ingenious set of instruments designed for behavioural 

change’ (Henderson 1997, p. 93). The bands took the transformation 

experience further since this group was committed to ‘soul searching and 

examinations, not so much of behaviour and ideas, but of motives and heartfelt 

impressions’ (Henderson 1997, p. 113). The select society challenged 

members to strive towards further growth and inward and outward 

transformation.  

 

The purpose of supervision is transformational, with the minister synthesising 

their life experiences with theologies to create new meaning and drawing from 

that a spiritual framework from which to work (Thorstenson 2010, p. 78). 

Wesley’s groups created a safe space and confidentiality that enabled deep 

sharing and transformation. He took what he had learned from his educational 

contemporaries (Henderson 1997, p. 128).  He added a spiritual emphasis to 

their theories which made them suitable for learning within a religious setting. 

He posed questions like: 
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What is the nature of humanity? How do people learn? What is the 

nature of their learning environment? What is the social setting on 

Learning? What factors motivate people to change? (Henderson 

1997, p. 128). 

 

He included spiritual questions such as, ‘What is humanity’s relationship to 

God and what is the nature and function of the Church’ (Henderson 1997, p. 

128)? This gave people space and an opportunity to think through issues in a 

safe, non-threatening environment and enabled transformational learning to 

occur in people’s lives in a similar way that supervision can today. Wesley 

himself said that he had found 'by experience that one learned more from one 

hour's close discourse than ten years public preaching' (Goodell 1902, p. 239). 

It seems that 'as members were asked by the leader each week to articulate 

their religious experience and feelings, they grew in self-assurance and self-

perception' (Watson 1985, p. 129). 

 

Transformational learning results in the transformation of beliefs, attitudes, 

opinions and reactions through the process of critical reflection (Mezirow 2000, 

p. 19). Incorporating the spiritual into this transformational learning, 

Thorstenson maintains that supervision: 

 

Has become the primary process for facilitating personal integration 

among those studying to become practitioners in the field, 

recognising that the essential component of effective spiritual care is 

mastery of one’s own process for adaptation and meaning-making 

(Thorstenson 2010, p. 78). 

 

When distinguishing therapy from pastoral care, McRae claims that the task of 

therapy and pastoral care is much narrower in range than spiritual direction. 

The role of therapy and pastoral care is to work through a problem to return to 

the normal, whereas the role of spiritual direction is to move beyond the normal 

and into ‘our higher potentials and greater wholeness’ (McRae 2010, p. 210). 

Supervision that does not limit the spiritual element purely to ‘the work’ can 
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help clergy reach their full potential and greater wholeness. It is acknowledged 

that supervision is no longer a detached process but rather a: 

 

Deeply engaged and reflective process of looking with the student at 

their own process of becoming, noting the barriers and pitfalls as well 

as the movement and opportunities, generating a deepening desire 

to live with depth of feeling in the realm of the Divine (Thorstenson 

2010, p. 78). 

 

Supervision can be transformational in nature if life experiences have the 

opportunity to synthesise with theologies into a meaningful whole and draws 

from that a spiritual framework from which to work (Thorstenson 2010, p. 78).  

Having acknowledged that Wesley was someone who advocated learning 

through theological reflection for deep spiritual transformation and given the 

evidence of burnout in literature and my participant's voices, I now argue that 

an important component of supervision is self-care and examine how Wesley 

practised a holistic form of self-care for himself and others.  

 

 

Wesley and Holistic Self-Care/ Compassion 

 
Considering clergy experience, self-care is another area that should be 

addressed within pastoral supervision. Wesley recognised the importance of 

self-care, not purely for the person involved, but for ministry and being of use 

to others. Wesley held a holistic soteriology that did not distinguish between 

his followers’ spiritual and overall physical wellbeing. This holistic attitude to 

ministry caused him to be just as concerned with their mental and physical 

health as he was with their spiritual health (Gorman 2016, p. 94).   

 

Today there is much discussion about the self-care of clergy (Stuart 2012, 

Packer 2003, Poppa 2019, Miller-McLemore 2011). Self-care can be 

perceived as something that relates solely to the physical body and attempting 

to maintain boundaries (Miller-McLemore 2011, p. 120); however, like Wesley, 
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I would argue that holistic self-care goes beyond this and could be described 

more fully through the words ‘self-compassion’. These words are derived from 

Eastern philosophical thought and comprise three main components (Barnard 

and Curry 2012, p. 2). The first is to extend kindness and understanding to self 

during times of failure and disappointment rather than harsh judgement and 

self-criticism. The second is to recognise that experiences do not separate or 

isolate but form a connection to one another in the realisation that others go 

through similar experiences. The third is accepting one’s painful thoughts and 

feelings, holding them in a balanced awareness rather than over-identifying 

with them (Neff 2003, p. 224). As previously stated, holistic health can be 

defined as ‘a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing’ (De Vos 

et al. 2009, p. 121). However, Poppa adds a further dimension to this definition 

by claiming self-care as: 

 

An intentional, proactive approach of personal care for the self, 

enacted by an individual that encompasses the physical, mental, 

emotional, spiritual and relational aspects of life (Poppa 2019, p. 51).  

 

The above definition of holistic spiritual self-care recognises the spiritual 

element, something which was very important to Wesley. It may be an 

anachronism to suppose that an eighteenth-century preacher was concerned 

with holistic self-care. Yet, Wesley recognised that the physical and spiritual 

needs could not be separated. When he wrote about the ‘care of our bodily 

health’ (Wesley 1811b, p. XXIII:89), it came from a ‘deeply held theological 

conviction’ (Gorman 2016, p. 90). Good quality pastoral supervision should 

incorporate care of body, mind and spirit. It has been suggested that ‘such a 

holistic health perspective might be advanced by good supervision’ (Dungan 

2016, p. 140) by addressing: 

 

Issues of meaning, such as those regarding social identity and 

relationships: workplace issues including support, development, 

advocacy and justice; and health issues, such as self and other care 

(Dungan 2016, p. 140).  
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A holistic model of supervision cares for all the needs of clergy to enable them 

to care for themselves, their families and their church communities. If ministers 

are healthy in body, mind and emotions, they will be more able to minister 

effectively. Wesley himself maintained that if we did not care for ourselves, we 

would be disabled from helping others (Wesley 1811a, p. 260). Whilst this 

statement was applied to the misuse of wealth it can also be used within the 

context of health as he also advised to ‘do as much today as you can do 

without hurting yourself, or disabling you from doing the same tomorrow’ 

(Wesley 1811d, pp. 102-103). Wesley put in place general rules for living, the 

first of which was ‘do no harm’ and the second being ‘do good’ (Wesley 1811c).  

WHO maintains that good health care in society is: 

 

Health that is created by caring for oneself, and others, by being able 

to take decisions and have control over one’s life circumstances, and 

by ensuring that the society one lives in created conditions that allow 

the attainment of health by all its members (WHO 2009, p. 5). 

 

This is also true in church communities; self-care can often be seen as selfish 

where clergy care only for themselves and may not be easily associated with 

words like self-sacrifice. Yet if clergy are stressed, ill, or burnt out, they inhibit 

themselves from doing good to others. Wesley recognised this and wanted to 

do what was necessary to maintain his own health and that of his colleagues. 

Wesley’s holistic theology extended to the whole person, body, mind and spirit, 

with the concept of health being rooted in the idea of wholeness: 

 

To be healthy is to be whole. The word health belongs to a family of 

words, a listing of which will suggest how far the consideration of 

health must carry us: heal, whole, wholesome, hale, hallow, holy 

(Berry 1977, p. 103).  

 

Wesley studied and contributed to the field of medicine because he recognised 

that holiness did not stop with a concern for people’s souls but was concerned 
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with helping people grow in the image of God. This meant a ministry of 

restoration for body, mind and spirit (Madden 2003). Wesley maintained that 

transformation was possible through happiness and holiness (including moral 

holiness) as the believer engaged with this Divine love and was transformed 

into the Divine image (Miles 2009, p. 209). If there was one thing that motivated 

Wesley it was: 

 

His vision of the moral life, and the Christian life, as a whole, is 

teleological. It is shaped by the goal or telos for which humans were 

made and which they are to be moving – holiness (Miles 2009, p. 

208). 

 

All that Wesley did, he did out of this motivation towards holiness. For him 

salvation was a journey into holiness and righteousness. He expressed this 

ultimate goal in many different ways, such as perfection in love, sanctification 

or the restoration of the image of God, but it was the ultimate goal nonetheless 

and the motivation behind all that he did (Miles 2009, p. 210). This journey into 

holiness and righteousness comes about through spiritual practices seen in 

the small groups. I argue that this should be an instrumental element in 

pastoral supervision as it was within early Methodism. 

 

 

Spirituality 

 

I now explore the spiritual life of clergy and its connection with clergy’s 

wellbeing. The purpose of the class system in early Methodism was to discuss 

personal experience to give help and support to those struggling with their 

faith. The class meeting was described as follows: 

 

When those who are deeply acquainted with spiritual things refer to 

the discouragements they encountered, the struggles they endured, 

the self-denial they had to exercise, the duties they had to perform, 
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and the long dark night of trial they had to pass (Rosser 1855, p. 

162). 

 

Wesley believed that if people participated in these groups, it would lead to 

progressive growth (Henderson 1997, p. 134). The activities conducted in 

these groups were how people got in touch with God’s dynamic and powerful 

grace. Through certain correspondence, there is evidence that Wesley gave 

spiritual guidance and demonstrated characteristics such as affection, 

reciprocal openness, encouragement and accountability to his followers to 

encourage sanctification, enduring suffering and promoting service (Tracy 

1988). Wesley, like a spiritual director, was concerned with the spirituality and 

development of those in his care (Paterson and Rose 2014, p. 217, Knight 

1992, p. 97) but was also concerned with overseeing those with pastoral 

responsibilities who needed a safe space to talk through areas of difficulty.  

 

Spirituality impacts every aspect of a minister’s life, including their personhood, 

and therefore should be the bedrock for any form of pastoral supervision. 

According to Neafsey, the capacity to ‘see beyond’ is central to supervision 

and that the primary focus should be ‘the deep spiritual identity of the director, 

who he or she is in God, rather than correct or incorrect performance at the 

behavioural level’ (Neafsey 2005, p. 19). Of course, the correct or incorrect 

performance at behavioural level is important, but I would argue that if the 

‘deep spiritual identity…who they are in God’ is first and foremost in the 

supervisory arena, then the behavioural level will also be addressed. In light 

of this, I would agree with those who advocate that spiritual renewal should be 

the underpinning of clergy’s personal and professional effectiveness (McNeal 

2000, Sanders 1980) and argue that the spiritual dimension of supervision is 

of the utmost importance.  

 

Pastoral supervision, as defined by APSE, distinguishes pastoral supervision 

from other practices of supervision in it:  
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Presupposes the spiritual or religious orientation of the supervisee 

and declares its interest in the belief system and faith commitment of 

those who come for supervision (Leach and Paterson 2010, p. 10).   

 

Having supervised clergy for several years, I have found it challenging to get 

ministers to discuss serious spiritual matters within pastoral supervision. When 

researching secondary traumatisation experience with COI, Hendron 

acknowledges something similar. She deliberately chose not to mention 

spirituality when she interviewed participants in case they ‘might have felt 

implicit pressure to report positively in relation to this topic’ (Hendron 2013, p. 

358). She is surprised that 'in some interviews the subject of God or faith was 

not mentioned’ (Hendron 2013, p. 358). She provided two possible reasons for 

this. The first was that participants might assume the researcher knew about 

their faith in God and therefore felt no need to mention it. The second was to 

do with the fact that their personal and professional lives were so intertwined 

to their faith and spirituality they may not have wanted to admit that trauma 

affected their faith negatively.  However, she seems unconvinced by this since 

her participants were extremely open and honest throughout the interviews.  

 

Considering this, I question whether clergy expect to bring such things to 

pastoral supervision and whether they were of the impression that the place 

for the things of God lay in spiritual direction and not supervision. I also wonder 

whether something about my working model was hindering this from 

happening. In evaluating and modifying my original model, therefore, it was 

essential to discover from clergy first-hand how vital spirituality was within the 

context of pastoral supervision. Roberta recognised the need for spirituality to 

be a part of supervision at a time in her life when she was struggling in her 

ministry: 

 

I’m not suggesting that supervision is spiritual direction, but I think in 

the sense of whenever it involves the work you’re doing and you’re 

concerned about your own spirituality as part of your being, that 
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needs to be addressed and it can be addressed within the context of 

supervision. 

 

As mentioned previously, Leach and Paterson define spiritual direction as: 

 

A relationship in which one or more people are accompanied by a 

guide or companion who helps them focus on their lives as disciples 

and their relationships with God (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 267). 

 

Distinguishing pastoral supervision from spiritual direction with pastoral 

supervision taking place with the word ‘work’ written above the door (Leach 

and Paterson 2015, p. 46), and spiritual direction as a different ‘supportive 

relationship’ (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 246). I argue that this limits the 

importance of spirituality within pastoral supervision of clergy. For Merton: 

 

The whole purpose of spiritual direction is to penetrate beneath the 

surface of a [person’s] life, to get behind the façade of conventional 

gestures and attitudes that s/he presents to the world, and to bring 

out his/her inner spiritual freedom. His, her inmost truth, which is 

what we call the likeness of Christ in his/her soul (Merton 1960, p. 

16). 

 

He recognises that the spiritual director can help a directee ‘to recognize and 

to follow the inspirations of grace in his/her life, to arrive at that to which God 

is leading’ (Merton 1960, p. 17). Given that authenticity, vocation and identity 

are extremely important for clergy wellbeing, I would argue that what Merton 

defines as spiritual direction is something that clergy need in supervision.  

Another definition of spiritual direction is given by Barry and Connolly, who see 

it as: 

 

Help given by one Christian to another which enables that person to 

pay attention to God’s personal communication to him or her, to 

respond to this personally communication God, to grow in intimacy 
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with this God and, to live out the consequences of the relationship 

(Barry and Connolly 1982, p. 8). 

 

This research has detailed how important it is that clergy remain connected to 

the Divine. The above definition illustrates an element of spiritual direction that 

can be incorporated into pastoral supervision for the good of the minister, 

congregational members, and the church. As previously stated, clergy can 

seem reticent to talk about spiritual things within the pastoral supervision 

arena, yet my research shows how important it is. Promoting a healthy spiritual 

life can positively impact not only their work but their life and being as well. 

When Roberta was asked what was helpful for her to maintain her spiritual life, 

she said: 

 

Mindfulness, centering prayer, good pastoral supervision, these are 

all helpful to me. They allow me to keep my focus on God and also 

enable my stress level to stay down. Pastoral supervision gives me 

a safe space to come and discuss anything that is on my mind, not 

just about the work. I find that important because in ministry it is 

difficult to distinguish from what is work and what isn't. Mainly 

because so much, if not all of our life, is about God and the ministry 

he has called us to. For example, if I am having personal problems 

with my children or am struggling with my relationship with God, or 

whatever, that impacts me which then has the potential to impact my 

ministry. And whilst I know that if these issues keep coming up, I 

need counselling and not supervision I feel it is important for me to 

have somewhere safe where I can offload some of what I'm feeling 

rather than carry it into my ministry without realising it. 

 

Roberta is not on her own in thinking this way. When interviewed about her 

experience of supervision Deidre maintained: 

 

I also have had until recently – this relationship has just come to an 

end – somebody who combined a spiritual direction perspective and 
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a pastoral supervision perspective and we contracted to do both but 

to know, to be clear about when we were doing which because my 

supervision is my ministry and I’m very conscious that the content of 

the supervision has to be in harmony with what ministry is about for 

me so my, the role of this person, that I have specifically contracted 

for was that she would help me to keep my work and my vocation, 

ministry in synchronicity because it would be very easy to go off down 

a more professional route which takes me away from ministry, that’s 

not to say that the work I do in ministry isn’t professional, but one that 

takes out the spiritual theological dimension completely because I 

can’t work in that place, I find it very difficult to be in that place.  

 

Graham also recognised the importance of spirituality: 

 

I think my own personal spiritual life is better now than it ever was 

when I was in the last six to seven years now, I think it’s six, seven 

years. I think the crisis led me, pushed me to God and then my 

spiritual life grew deeper and I think when I became more aware of a 

more contemplative path that seemed to add the balance that I 

needed and that’s part of who I am, it’s not even, I’m not even a 

legalist about it but I’m a regular practice of prayer and actually 

reading scripture to hear God. You know, so I think my own personal 

spiritual life is definitely deeper and richer. 

 

Wesley had a deep desire that clergy under his care guarded their relationship 

with God as well as their relationship with others. He maintained that this was 

possible through the small groups as they shared deeply with one another in 

a confidential space and practised the means of grace, providing a safe space 

through covenanting, theological reflection and contemplation.  

 

My participants’ testimonies reveal a vital dimension of supervision that is 

sometimes overlooked: the significance of prayer, contemplation and 

spirituality. I would argue, therefore, that a more contemplative style of 
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supervision can help encourage clergy to think more about God, their 

relationship with him and how that impacts not only themselves but others. 

Deidre acknowledged the importance of contemplation: 

 

I think if you are using the contemplative model in supervision, it 

slows you right down… I create that space in myself and in my 

environment where I can be with God and with myself and pay 

attention to God and pay attention to myself. 

 

Graham acknowledged how the contemplative path helped him in his ministry: 

 

I think if our rhythm is more in the rhythm of Christ, like where we 

work from rest not to rest then we’re working on a more biblical 

Christian pattern that leads to a more rounded life…you’d be more 

confident in who you are in Christ rather than trying to please people. 

Yeah, that’s why I think contemplation is the key because you’re 

doing nothing which challenges the ego crazily in the western world. 

 

Wesley believed that implementing all these things could be transformative 

and necessary for authentic Christian living (Knight 1992, p. 95). The means 

of grace include practices such as meditation, prayer and self-examination. 

Having detailed Wesley’s methods of encouraging mutual accountability, 

spiritual growth and transformation, I now maintain that these practices 

contribute to a good model of pastoral supervision and can be adhered to 

within supervision functions. 

 

This chapter has recognised Wesley as a practical theologian, and how 

through the structures he set in place many years ago, the people called 

Methodists received support and encouragement and were held accountable 

to each other. It has acknowledged how, through confidentiality, they felt able 

to share at a deeply intimate level and were asked challenging questions about 

how it was with their soul. Wesley was a practical theologian in that he 

recognised the importance of transformational learning coupled with 
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theological reflection and a holistic model of self-care or self-compassion 

encapsulating mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual health. However, it 

must be acknowledged that while Wesley was concerned about all these 

things, it would be incorrect to ascertain that Wesley was a supervisor by 

today’s standards. An examination of who Wesley was and how he worked 

with those in his care provides an illustration that reveals that many of the 

supervision elements can be rooted in Methodism’s DNA. 

 

Having examined my original working model and identified what was lacking 

in it, I will now put forward a holistic model of pastoral supervision with a vital 

spiritual component. This allows spiritual direction to be a part of the process, 

and clergy can participate in my hybrid model of pastoral supervision and 

spiritual direction. This is intended, in line with Wesley’s practice, to challenge 

ministers to reflect on their relationship with God, their Christian formation and 

their journey towards holiness. From Wesley’s example and my research, this 

spiritual dimension is equally important as the need to be accountable for and 

supported in their work. I, therefore, argue that a new blended model may be 

the way forward toward a holistic model of pastoral supervision. The next 

chapter will describe what that model would look like in practice. 
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Chapter Seven: The Construction of my Blended Model of 
Pastoral Supervision 

 

 

This thesis has assessed my initial supervision model, which adhered to 

Carroll’s seven tasks with an additional eighth task of spirituality in the form of 

Conroy’s contemplative style. However, even with the inclusion of this element, 

it did not fully demonstrate the necessity and importance of spirituality within a 

model of pastoral supervision to benefit clergy wellbeing. The voices of my 

participants and the practices within early Methodism taken together enable 

me to begin to construct a more holistic process model of pastoral supervision. 

 
A process model is concerned with the kind of interventions the supervisor 

applies, any critical events in supervision, factors that affect the quality of the 

supervisory relationship, and how the relationship develops. Process models 

support the wellbeing and development of the supervisor, safeguard those 

they work with and the reputation of the organisation they work for. The focus 

is on the work and practice of the supervisee within the context of trust, 

confidentiality, support and openness, which facilitates a freedom to share and 

explore issues safely. Supervisees can reflect on their work to improve their 

practice through some form of action or a shift in perspective due to their 

supervision. They also provide an understanding of accountability and safe 

practice while reflecting on the impact on self, others and the organisation in 

which they practice (Leach 2020, pp. 84-85). A process model can help the 

supervisee feel at ease and know that it is a boundaried space and time with 

a clear purpose and structure (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 39). It also 

enables good housekeeping or ‘helicopter skills’ that Hawkins and Shohet 

define as ‘the skills of being fully present with the client in the session, but 

being able simultaneously to have an overview that can see the present 

content and process’ (Hawkins and Shohet 2007, p. 73). I now detail my 
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blended process model which consists of the functions of supervision with a 

Wesleyan component all held together in the supervisory space. 

 

My New Blended Model of Pastoral Supervision 

 
As I construct my new model, I begin with a theoretical framework from which 

to work. This consists of the normative, formative and restorative functions of 

supervision. These are paramount for any model of pastoral supervision and 

address many of the issues that clergy struggle with and elements needed for 

clergy wellbeing. Next, I detail a guiding structure of what happens in a 

supervisory session. This structure incorporates the familiar aspects of 

supervision with components of spiritual direction, allowing clergy to 

experience a model of pastoral supervision that includes spiritual direction so 

that their spirituality is addressed within the context of supervision rather than 

having to employ two different services.  Lastly is the supervisory space, a 

metaphor used to describe what happens in the space between the supervisor 

and the supervisee through a process of attuning to the other. Within this 

space, trust can develop (Pack 2009, p. 65), enabling supervision to fulfil its 

purpose and allow transformation to occur. However, these three elements do 

not stand alone. As seen in Figure 7, each is intertwined. The functions and 

the Wesleyan influence are both held within the supervisory space. The 

supervisory space holds the model together as the supervisor learns to ‘trust 

the process’, acknowledge the Spirit of God in the room and get out of the way 

allowing the real work to be done. 

 

The Three Functions of Supervision  

 
For a supervision model to be robust, it needs to be located in a theoretical 

framework that recognises the purpose of supervision. This section examines 

supervision's three core normative, formative and restorative functions. 

Considering my data, I confirm the importance of these functions and 

recognise their rationale for supervision. These three supervision functions will 

be examined individually, and the results of this original research provide 
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examples of their effectiveness and necessity in my new model of pastoral 

supervision.  

 

 

Supervision as Quality Control – The Normative Function 

 
The normative function of supervision ensures the quality of work. It offers the 

quality control function that has someone look at our work with us and deals 

with ethical, managerial and boundary issues. The safety of the supervisory 

space is established at the beginning of the relationship through contracting, 

which focuses on the practicalities of clear boundaries and confidentiality. This 

function primarily addresses the contracting of the supervisory relationship, 

structuring the administrative elements, such as the establishment of 

expectations, reviewing the contract regularly and clarifying the extent of 

confidentiality. For example, if the supervisor is obliged to write a report on the 

supervisee, this needs to be acknowledged at the beginning of the relationship. 

Once this initial element is established, the other work of this function is to 

ensure that the supervisee is safe to work with others. For example, are there 

competency issues? Do they have a strong awareness of boundaries, dual 

relationships and so on? Are there boundaries that are being breached? Does 

the supervisee work from any policies and procedures? Do they adhere to a 

particular code of ethics? 

 

Unlike allocated chaplains, Methodist clergy involved in circuit pastoral work 

within the MCI do not have a specific code of ethics to work from10, so 

supervision is essential to keep an eye on ethical issues.  

 

Having established through an examination of the literature and hearing my 

participants’ voices of how clergy struggle, it is evident that this function is vital 

 
10 There are two articles which, in some respects, could be used as a code of conduct. However, one is extremely 

dated, and the other refers mainly to how a minister behaves within the context of the Methodist Connexion.  The 

first is ‘Wesley’s Twelve rules for Helpers’, see 

http://www.irishmethodist.org/cmsfiles/pdf/manualoflaws/appendix01.pdf, the second is ‘The Code of Pastoral 

Practice’ http://www.irishmethodist.org/cmsfiles/pdf/manualoflaws/appendix11.pdf, accessed on 19/3/09. 

http://www.irishmethodist.org/cmsfiles/pdf/manualoflaws/appendix01.pdf
http://www.irishmethodist.org/cmsfiles/pdf/manualoflaws/appendix11.pdf
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within pastoral supervision. Many difficulties that clergy experience can be due 

to their areas of vulnerability that result from having been hurt or wounded in 

some way. This supervision function enables clergy to discover their areas of 

prejudice and help them work through them (Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 63). 

This research has evidenced that clergy can feel unsupported since they often 

believe they cannot share with others due to fear of a breach of confidentiality. 

This is one reason why supervision is essential, as it provides clergy with a 

professional relationship where confidentiality is assured. Another area that 

has been identified is a lack of boundaries. If clergy do not have good 

boundaries in place this can contribute to overwork, stress and ultimately 

burnout. Supervision gives clergy space to reflect on the fact that they do not 

need to respond to every expectation placed upon them.  

 

Accountability has been recognised as necessary for clergy, and the normative 

function ensures it. However, another aspect of accountability is 

acknowledged by Leach when she writes of how ‘value is attached to ministers 

being required to stop as a new norm of ministerial practice’ (Leach 2020, p. 

73). She maintains that a church ‘driven by a decline agenda’ needs to recover 

the ‘wisdom of the sabbath’ if it is to ‘become routinely attentive to God’s 

presence and purpose and allow the Spirit to do the work’ (Leach 2020, p. 73). 

This furthers my argument that spirituality is vital in pastoral supervision and 

ought to be seen as a normal practice for supervisors, clergy and the church. 

Benefits of this function include clergy being held accountable and risk 

assessment being monitored. It also identifies unconscious dynamics, 

challenges unsafe practice, and normalises the practice of stopping and 

reflecting, helping ministers become more spiritually focused (Leach 2020, p. 

76). The inclusion of this function is vital for any supervision of clergy. The 

following function is the formative function which incorporates an educational 

element. 
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Supervision as Teaching – The Formative Function 

 
This function involves teaching, and whilst some suggest that it must never be 

didactic (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 24), it is a vital element, particularly for 

probationer ministers who are beginning their ministerial journey. This function 

is also about the formation of the minister and their work. Given the evidence 

regarding the lack of training seen in chapter two and the need for CMD to 

enable clergy to be more confident in their work, this is also a vital function 

within the pastoral context. This is about helping clergy develop their skills and 

self-awareness to enable growth and transformation by introducing new areas 

of knowledge.  

 

This function examines new strategies or roles (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 

21). Clergy can experience a lack of identity or role conflict, and this function 

can help clergy by giving them a safe space to work through such issues. 

Chapter five revealed evidence that authenticity is an essential factor for 

wellbeing.  Ministers can become more aware of their reactions and responses 

towards church members by reflecting and exploring with a supervisor. 

Conflictual issues can be caused by all manner of things, including clergy’s ill-

thought-out responses during difficult conversations. The supervisor can 

question why the minister responds in a particular way while examining the 

consequences of their response, thereby helping them investigate other 

responses that could lead to better reactions.  This function can also enable 

the minister to understand church members better and raise awareness 

around the dynamics of interacting with others.  

 

In response to burnout as depersonalisation, clergy can lose any sense of 

personal accomplishment and develop a feeling of job dissatisfaction. 

Supervision can help them focus on the positive aspects of their work, putting 

things back into perspective and renewing their purpose and vocation 

(Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 63, Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 11). This can 

lead to authenticity, daily wellbeing, thriving and resilience to promote clergy 

wellbeing. 
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Another element of the formative function is to receive both content and 

process feedback which can be a positive experience if the supervisor does 

so collaboratively and supportively. The formative function provides a safe, 

regular space for supervisees to be vulnerable enough to reflect on this 

(Hawkins and Shohet 2012, p. 64). It allows them to develop understanding 

and skills whilst identifying areas where more training is needed. 

 

This function's benefits include providing more tools for dealing with conflict, 

pastoral conversations and management issues. It also helps identify a clearer 

sense of aims and priorities, the ability to recognise underlying causes of 

particular incidents and how to apply best practice (Leach 2020, p. 76). The 

final function is the restorative function.  

 

 

Supervision as Supportive – The Restorative Function 

 
The restorative function provides support for the minister. Without support, 

clergy can feel isolated and alone, especially during a crisis point in ministry 

when they feel they have nowhere to turn. The restorative function of 

supervision helps clergy recognise they are not on their own and have 

someone in a professional capacity to turn to, knowing that it is a confidential, 

safe space. Role ambiguity can lead clergy to doubt the validity of their sense 

of call whilst questioning their self-worth. This function helps them reconnect 

with their vocation and ‘helps them recover parts of the self that have got lost 

in the work’ (Leach and Paterson 2015, p. 21). It helps them see how they are 

being affected by the distress and pain of ministry and gives them a safe place 

to play out possible alternative reactions.   

 

The lack of authenticity and identity crisis that clergy can experience is linked 

with this. Again, supervision provides a safe space where these issues can be 

worked through without any sense of being judged. A crisis could be avoided 
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if these issues are identified and addressed sooner rather than later. When 

interviewing Doug about his situation, he said: 

 

If someone was in pastoral supervision or that kind of accompanying 

role…does the crisis actually come or is there a possibility that 

because they're in supervision, the crisis may not reach crisis point? 

And how do you work it so the people come on a regular basis and 

not just when they need to go somewhere whenever they are hit with 

a crisis? 

 

He also recognised that: 

 

Church history is littered with people who’ve come through the dark 

night of the soul scenarios for want of a better way of putting it and 

that ultimately has to be part of the journey actually in some sort of 

warped way…I guess what I'm saying is that I don’t think it can ever 

be preventative. But what it can do is enable you to journey through 

it. 

 

If clergy are in regular pastoral supervision, evidence of burnout may be 

identified before it becomes a more serious risk to health and wellbeing. The 

first characteristic of burnout is emotional exhaustion when emotional 

resources become used up, and clergy feel they have nothing left to give. A 

COI minister shared how they, along with a colleague, decided that some of 

their parishioners were ‘…a pack of bastards’ (Hendron 2013, p. 275). These 

reactions, if not addressed, can lead to stress and burnout. A good supervisor 

should see the warning signs before this happens.  

 

As consideration is given to both Dodge et al.’s definition of wellbeing and 

Porath et al.’s composite of vitality and learning, we can see the importance of 

equilibrium between challenge and resource together with vitality and learning. 

These are covered within the functions of supervision, providing the supervisor 

is adequately trained regarding the importance of wellbeing within the 
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supervisory arena. Authenticity, self-knowledge, and dignity can be enhanced 

through pastoral supervision, as can daily wellbeing, resilience and thriving. 

However, the supervision of clergy needs to account for the relationship of the 

supervisee with God, the importance of their calling and the daily walk with 

God. 

 

I have ascertained how clergy are prone to many difficulties because of their 

ministry and what the literature reveals about how clergy can thrive in their 

ministry. I have identified that spirituality must be given greater importance in 

pastoral supervision. If clergy are to thrive in their ministry, certain elements 

need to be included in my revised supervision model. The different functions 

of supervision can be utilised to address the various components necessary 

for thriving. The primary purpose of the normative function is to ensure the 

quality of work. If this function is combined with the restorative function, there 

is space to explore and express personal distress, transference or 

countertransference and other issues that may arise from the work. Working 

together, these two functions enable the supervisor and supervisee to better 

plan and utilise the supervisee’s personal and professional resources and 

encourage them to be proactive instead of reactive (Hawkins and Shohet 

2012, p. 64). The purposes of the restorative function include being validated 

and supported both as a person and a worker and ensuring that the supervisee 

is not alone in carrying difficulties, problems and projections but can find a safe 

space within the supervisory arena. When used together with the formative 

function, the restorative function enables the supervisee to be receptive to 

other information and to look at different perspectives concerning their work. 

Good supervision should create a safe space where the supervisor can assist 

clergy in nurturing and cultivating their wellbeing. Benefits of the restorative 

function include better mental health, improved resilience, feeling less isolated, 

more valued, more emotionally available to others and more connected to self, 

others and God (Leach 2020, p. 76). 
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I have detailed the three supervision functions, and even at this stage, the 

supervisory space is crucial for supervision to accomplish its purpose. Clergy 

need to feel safe if they are to share the things that need to be addressed. 

 

 

 

 

Therefore, the functions of supervision provide the theoretical foundation as a 

new process model begins to be constructed. Having discovered much from 

my participants and Wesley’s early Methodist structures, I contend that 

pastoral supervision is a vital resource which can facilitate the health and 

wholeness of clergy’s lives and ministry. Much of what Wesley implemented 

can be adapted to provide structure to a supervisory session.  

 

 

The Wesleyan Component of the Model 

   
For my model, I use some elements implemented in Wesley’s bands to 

produce a clear but precise structure from which to work. He listed the rules 

as follows: 

 

Rules of the Band Societies – Drawn up 25th December 1738 

The design of our meeting is, to obey that command of God, “Confess 

your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be 

healed.” 

To this end, we intend, —  

1. To meet once a week, at the least.  

The Core Functions 
of Supervision:               

Normative                  
Formative                    

Restorative
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2. To come punctually at the hour appointed, without some extraordinary 

reason.  

3. To begin (those of us who are present) exactly at the hour, with singing 

or prayer.  

4. To speak each of us in order, freely and plainly, the true state of our 

souls, with the faults we have committed in thought, word, or deed, and 

the temptations we have felt, since our last meeting.  

5. To end every meeting with prayer, suited to the state of each person 

present.  

6. To desire some person among us to speak his own state first, and then 

to ask the rest, in order, as many and as searching questions as may be, 

concerning their state, sins, and temptations (Wesley 1780). 

 

Using this loosely as a template I detail the structure of a supervision session. 

 

Just as Wesley detailed the purpose of the meeting, it is essential at the 

beginning of the supervisory relationship to outline the purpose of supervision. 

This is when both parties will establish and agree upon the covenant.  

 

 
1. Welcome – To welcome the supervisee, helping them to readjust to the 

different space, allowing them time to breathe and acknowledge the presence 

of the Spirit of God in the supervisory session.  

 

2. Prayer – Spending a short time in prayer asking the Spirit of God to guide 

the session and for both supervisor and supervisee to be open to God’s 

leading throughout the session. 

 

3. Attending – When the supervisor is entirely present to God, the supervisee 

and their thoughts and responses. This is the mode that attends to the quality 

of the space and the functions; all three of these need to be monitored for it to 

be supervision (Leach 2020, p. 151). The supervisor is responsible for holding 

the space, giving the supervisee time to reflect. 
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4. Enquiring – This mode is specific to points four and six of the band 

meeting, where the aim was to speak freely and plainly, about the true state 

of their soul and then ask searching questions concerning their state. The 

supervisor provides the supervisee with a safe space to share how ‘it is with 

their soul’, checking on their relationship with God, allowing them to discuss 

what spiritual disciplines they observe and inquire into their prayer life. This 

mode distinguishes my supervision model as it expands the restorative 

function by incorporating spiritual direction to maintain the spiritual health of 

clergy. 

 

5. Discerning – Time and space to reflect on what action has been decided 

upon and ensure the supervisee has determined how this will be achieved. 

 

6. Closing and prayer – Checking supervisee is ok, reviewing how things are 

going and closing in prayer before setting up a future appointment.11 

 

This structure can attend to the different elements brought to supervision and 

monitor their wellbeing and relationship with God. While structures help 

oversee a supervisory session, if they become too predictive, the supervisory 

session can become too rigid (Schindler and Talen 1994, p. 196), with the 

supervisor concentrating on the model they are applying rather than being fully 

present with the supervisee. As with many human experiences, there will be 

times when the session will be anything but linear (Gubi 2015, p. 117), so the 

supervisor needs to have the ability to adapt. The final component of my model 

allows for creativity within supervision.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 For a more detailed outline of what happens in a supervisory session see Appendix G 
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The final piece to the model will now be addressed. That is quite simply the 

supervisor's role in holding the space that creates safety, trust, and an 

openness to the Spirit of God so that the space can become a place of 

exploration and creativity. It is, therefore, not just a theoretical framework and 

an awareness of the importance of contemplation, prayer and theological 

reflection but a space open to the Spirit of God.  

 

 

The Supervisory Space 

 
I now address the final element of my model, which is the supervisory space. 

This is a metaphor that alludes not to geographical space but as a: 

 

A playful, imaginative, and exploratory interplay that takes place in a 

trusting, supportive learning alliance characterized by a creative and 

The Wesleyan Component: 
Expanding the restorative 

function to include elements 
of spiritual direction

The Core Functions of 
Supervision:               
Normative                  
Formative                    

Restorative
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dynamic tension that tends towards growth and transformation. It is 

a safe, boundaried space for exploring states, dilemmas, paradoxes, 

practices, theories, incidents, problems difficulties, challenges, 

relationships, suffering, pain, tragedy, joy, surprise and wonder 

(Finnegan 2010, p. 128) 

 

In many respects, it is the work of the supervisor to create a facilitating 

environment in which professional growth and transformational learning can 

take place (Winnicott 1999). Supervision is often about holding the space 

within the supervisory arena (Finnegan 2010, p. 128). If contemplation is an 

important element within the lives of clergy, then this needs to be held and 

modelled by presence in the supervisory space. According to Patterson, there 

is a distinction between mindful awareness and presence, she defines 

mindfulness as complete awareness of what is happening in the moment. She 

argues that it is a ‘precondition for the state of presence’, but not a guarantee 

of presence itself, which she maintains is ‘wider, deeper and more 

encompassing state of bringing the whole self and being – all of who we are – 

to the work’ (Patterson 2011, p. 119). She, therefore, defines presence as: 

 

An alive and freeing state of generous, compassionate and mindful 

awareness in our being – which is felt and experienced – in the here 

and now in the relationship with another; and which opens our hearts, 

minds and bodies to a wider reality and joyful field in the 

connectedness, possibility and potential (Patterson 2011, p. 120). 

 

Supervision in secular disciplines is becoming more aware of the importance 

of presence (Patterson 2011), reflective practice (Hewson and Carroll 2016a), 

reflexivity (Moore 2016) and wisdom (Holton 2010). If other disciplines are 

recognising the importance of these things, so too should pastoral supervisors 

who supervise those who have a deep need to connect to the Divine. In 

modelling this, an intuitive style of supervision can enhance learning by 

identifying and demonstrating ways of thinking and behaving that clergy can 
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emulate  (Jacobs et al. 1995, p. 181). Deidre distinguished pastoral 

supervision from other forms of supervision when she said: 

   

Well, it’s that spiritual theological dimension that makes pastoral 

supervision pastoral and I think there’s also something about the 

model…I think the primary model is contemplative and I look for that 

in my supervision someone who is working out of that model. It’s 

about presence, it’s about attention, it’s about the recognition that 

God is with us in this conversation. 

 

Good pastoral supervision seeks to pay attention to every element of the 

supervisory session and space. This can be done through spiritual listening, 

that is: 

 

Not about listening to God rather that the reality with which we are 

faced, but involves both a physical listening to the person in front of 

us and at the same time, a trusting that God is deeper that the 

deepest pain…Such listening is about waiting to be prompted to act 

by the Holy Spirit rather than rushing into action (Leach 2007, p. 24). 

 

Engaged presence or attention in pastoral supervision is not a passive act, it 

is what Stairs describes as ‘Listening for the Soul’ (Stairs 2000), a process that 

actively engages us in response to what is heard. She recognises that listening 

for the soul involves all the essential active listening skills but also requires 

listening with definite intentionality and spirit as listening involves more than 

what is consciously being said (Leach 2007, p. 153). Rather it listens ‘for the 

very voice, presence, or absence of God in the soul, the core of our lives where 

meaning is created’ (Stairs 2000, p. 17). Presence is not automatic and 

requires practise yet engaged presence will bring about transformation 

because it is an inner disposition that is grounded and authentic. It leads us 

into ever-deepening experiences of depth, width, and height (McRae 2010, p. 

216). 

 



 

 

 

 

170 

The presence and attention of the pastoral supervisor are of the utmost 

importance when creating a transformational space; however, for 

transformation to occur, honesty needs to be prevalent, and honesty will only 

happen if clergy feel they are in a safe space. Most of my participants 

emphasised the importance of a ‘safe space’. One of the ways to create a safe 

space is through a contract or a covenant relationship (Ward 2010, p. 103). 

Generally, within supervision, a contractual agreement is discussed as part of 

the normative function of supervision. Within the context of pastoral 

supervision, the term applied is that of covenant (Leach and Paterson 2015). 

Within the Methodist tradition, Wesley knew the importance of that covenantal 

relationship (Knight 1992), and this has also been acknowledged in ministerial 

assessment (Purushotham 2007) and vision for a new Wesleyan community 

(Heath and Kisker 2010) as well as within pastoral supervision (Pohly 1993, 

Cameron 2018). The emphasis on covenant is strong and implies that the 

relationship is not just between the supervisor and supervisee but also with 

God. However, the reality is that unless the supervisor is committed to keeping 

that covenant and able to nurture trust within that space, there will be very little 

transformative work achieved since one of the fundamental objectives in 

supervision is to promote a safe learning atmosphere (Carroll 1996, p. 52). 

This safe learning atmosphere is one of the components that will help clergy 

to be open and honest. Francis maintained: 

 

I think we all, in some form go behind a closed door and have a good 

rant about something and I see pastoral supervision as the place 

where you can do that safely with guidance as well…I think it is 

important to just go somewhere and speak to somebody and be 

yourself totally and be honest with yourself and with them about who 

you are and how you are struggling with things. 

 

Anne, when asked how she would define pastoral supervision, said: 
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Tight definition? First thing that came to my mind was safe 

space…but not just the space to unburden. That is a safe space to 

reflect, to be pushed. 

 

The ability to reflect and be pushed or challenged is of the utmost importance 

if transformation is to occur. Joan agreed with this, maintaining ‘that’s when 

supervision is at its best when I am challenged when I am listened to, and I am 

given the space to hear myself’. 

 

Pastoral supervision is about more than going through a theoretical framework. 

When organisations have implemented supervision without fully 

understanding what they are doing and not implementing it well, Smythe et al., 

whilst acknowledging that there is a ‘tendency to believe that such a personal 

and potentially risky (or rewarding) venture can be effectively facilitated by 

imposing rigid, hierarchical organisational, administrative structures’, argues 

that these ‘are the antithesis of the safe space’ (Smythe, MacCulloch and 

Charmley 2009, p. 23). Supervisors have to ‘trust the process’ (Van Ooijen 

2003, p. 8), which holds the theory in place but still allows for the process to 

work in a way that will be beneficial to those in ministry; however, perhaps the 

word ‘process’ could be replaced by the word ‘Spirit’ where there is an 

awareness of the Spirit of God at work in the supervisory space. This would 

help clergy to be more interiorly free and allow them to create inner space and 

develop a more profound sense of self-awareness, exposing areas of 

resistance, psychological and emotional blocks and a deeper awareness of 

God’s presence in supervision.  

 

Good supervision needs to hold the space for the supervisee and be open to 

being creative for that transformative work to take place. According to 

Thorstenson, the silent, objective and critical days of supervision are ending 

and being replaced by a new empowering model. He describes supervision as 

‘enlightenment’ or ‘mindful awareness’, integrating universal values along with 

the aims and promises of God. In doing so, the supervisee can authentically 

express those values whilst feeling a sense of harmony and completeness. As 
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the supervisee finds this illumination, ‘the dance of supervision develops 

greater flow and beauty’ (Thorstenson 2010, p. 80). He maintains that 

supervision in the postmodern era is a ‘deeply engaged and reflective process’ 

(Thorstenson 2010, p. 78) where the supervisor and supervisee look at their 

process of becoming, noticing movements and opportunities that create a 

desire to move more deeply in the realm of the Divine (Thorstenson 2010, p. 

80).    This can occur when it is acknowledged that the supervisory space is 

about developing a deeper self-awareness, exposing areas of resistance, 

psychological and emotional blocks, and a deeper awareness of God’s 

presence in supervision. Seeing beyond is central to supervision (Neafsey 

2005, p. 19).  

 

Pohly presents supervision as a movement rather than something concrete, 

claiming that supervision is practised in the space between the action of doing 

ministry and the reflective space of interpretation, maintaining that it is a 

theology involving both action and doing (Pohly 1993, p. 128). Ward writes 

about ‘the interplay of theology,’ maintaining that the ‘space in which learning 

comes from interplay and exploration is precisely what is so important to 

supervision’ (Ward 2005, p. 97). She bases this on a Trinitarian theology, 

quoting Taylor, who writes about one function of the Holy Spirit being the 

‘invisible third party’ standing in between and raising mutual awareness. Ward 

writes of the Trinity in terms of ‘perichoresis’ or ‘dancing around’, using this to 

help explain God’s activity in relationship between the world and the persons 

of the Trinity. Finnegan, similarly, also uses the metaphor of dance when 

writing about the Spirit, maintaining that it is: 

 

On the dancing feet of contemplation we fly to God, we walk softly in 

sacred spaces, full of wonderment and awe. Such dance flows from 

intelligence; it has its own reasons, and voices its own imagination in 

an embrace of transformations in communion (Finnegan 2008, p. 

17). 
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There is always an element of ‘not knowing’, and supervisors need to be aware 

of the ‘unfolding mystery of the directee and the ultimate mystery of God’ 

(Bumpus and Langer 2005, p. 50). These elements of a contemplative, 

spiritual, safe and open space that engages in reflective practice are essential 

for pastoral supervision, which is at the heart of ministry. Through exploration 

and discovery, along with a recognition of the presence of the Spirit of God, 

supervision can be a collaborative and contemplative place of safety and 

learning. If a covenant space of trust and safety is established where clergy 

feel they can share their difficulties, their stresses and struggles, then the real 

work of supervision can begin.  

 

Often clergy are the ones that feel they need to have all the answers. When 

discussing supervision in the focus group, one member recognised that: 

 

Clergy are always the ones that are meant to have the answers, 

they’re meant to be in a certain place, and they don't necessarily 

have a space to go into that uncertainty and to sit and think…but yet 

they feel the need to have the answers and be that positive person 

in the sense that so many people in their churches are struggling with 

uncertainty and so forth. So they need the space where they can 

come especially if they're in that transitional space. 

 

James acknowledged that he ‘certainly never felt that I had all the answers’. 

The supervisory space needs to be a place where clergy feel safe enough to 

bring their uncertainty and confusion and to reflect theologically on such 

issues. Cameron et al. take the biblical passage of the disciples on the road to 

Emmaus (Luke 24) to illustrate that a liminal space is where many of the old 

certainties have gone. This is where the disciples do not clearly understand 

what it all means. It is appropriate that they are on a journey, betwixt and 

between, the place for liminal experiences to occur, a profoundly challenging 

place to be and one which raises questions of meaning and identity (Cameron, 

Reader and Slater 2012, p. 11). This liminality describes the space between 
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the known and the unknown, which can occur when our theory and practice 

do not match up.  Niven writes that 

 

Such reflection is that liminal moment where you are aware of theory 

on the one hand, and you can feel the practice on your memory in 

also a “body” way (for the senses and emotions are all there) yet you 

have suspended judgement because you have not allowed them to 

dance together to form something new – either a reframed theory or 

an amended practice (Niven 2012). 

 

Supervision is where clergy can safely go when they are struggling with 

pastoral issues, loss of identity or when their theory and practice suddenly 

don’t match up. When discussing liminality within the context of church 

leadership, Beaumont maintains that: 

 

The primary work in leading people through the liminal phase is to 

normalize the experience and to frame/define the season as 

acceptable and even desirable (Beaumont 2019, p. 12). 

 

Liminal space can also be a threshold, a time of transitioning from who we 

once were to whom we are becoming (Plett 2020, p. 201). This can be a 

creative and transformative space rather than a place of powerlessness where 

we lack understanding or purpose (Cameron et al. 2012, p. 12). This is 

something pastoral supervision should have at the heart of the practice, along 

with being conscious of God’s presence in the situation. Theological reflection 

is actively turning toward God in a contemplative manner to see the new reality 

that results. It allows us to be open to and faithful to Him in each situation 

(Cameron et al. 2012, p. 12).  

 

This is another reason the presence of God needs to be acknowledged in the 

supervisory space. Indeed, there is preparation involved in the supervision 

session. The supervisor brings their professional qualifications and 

experience, a theoretical framework from which they work, the knowledge and 
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experience that equips them in their role, and the supervisee brings their 

agendas and expectations. Still, the supervisory experience can often become 

‘overshadowed by theories, structures, models, knowledge and standards’ 

(Smythe et al. 2009, p. 17). However, the lived experience of supervision is 

‘one in which the spirit of the engagement calls forth the manner, tone and 

words of all that is said, or not. Neither party can determine how the encounter 

will unfold for each is called by the other’ (Smythe et al. 2009, p. 17).     

 

Ancient terms such as ‘technē’, ‘episteme’ and ‘phronēsis’ promote the ‘living’ 

element of the supervisory encounter. Supervision is the technē that seeks to 

support someone in their practice, whereas episteme is the knowledge itself. 

Technē gives the ‘ability to successfully achieve what others have defined as 

‘professional supervision’ and to give a rational account as to ‘how’ that may 

be done’ (Smythe et al. 2009, p. 19). Yet it can be argued that the question of 

‘how to provide supervision’ has been neglected and that technē by itself is 

inadequate (Gazzola and Theriault 2007, p. 189). Hunter clearly defines 

practical knowledge and wisdom within the discipline of pastoral care: 

 

Wisdom refers to a deep or insightful understanding of life achieved 

through experience; practical knowledge is knowledge about how to 

proceed in certain situations, also achieved through experience 

(Hunter 2005, p. 1325). 

 

Phronēsis relates to practical wisdom, ‘one that varies with situations, is 

receptive to particulars, and has a quality of improvisation’ (Polkinghorne 2005, 

p. 115). Phronēsis goes beyond the foreknowledge of technē in that the 

practitioner is required to do much more than simply apply a method but 

instead needs a: 

 

Knowing in which skill and understanding cooperate; a knowing in 

which experience and critical reflection work in concert; a knowing in 

which the disciplined improvisation, against the backdrop of reflective 
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wisdom, marks the virtuosity of the competent practitioner (Kelly 

2012, p. 36). 

 

It is possible to go through ministry without reaching those parts of ourselves 

that need to be acknowledged and worked through so that we can discover 

deep inner things about ourselves and ‘grow in self-awareness and interior 

freedom’ (Conroy 1995, p. 9). The Centering for Wisdom Assessment 

maintains that every person is gifted with an instinctive centre of wisdom – an 

interior space of freedom, creativity, and compassion from which wise choice 

and action emerge. (Bushlack and Bock 2018, p. 144). They reason that: 

     

The embodied form of self-awareness that is cultivated within 

contemplative traditions is likely to help the practitioner manage 

thoughts and emotions more effectively—that is, in ways that support 

the exercise of practical wisdom (Bushlack and Bock 2018, p. 144).  

 

Phronēsis is a virtue that when personified, enacted and utilised sensitively in 

caring relationships, can help in habitually making good decisions (Kelly 2012, 

p. 152). To cultivate wisdom, hard work is required with a high level of 

reflexivity and a commitment to participate in reflection on practice with others 

(Kelly 2012, p. 36). Supervision can provide a safe space to do this and, 

through ongoing practice, will help clergy reflect more on their choices and 

decision-making. This is the kind of pastoral supervision that needs to be 

available to clergy. 

 

This chapter has constructed a new Wesleyan hybrid model of pastoral 

supervision. I identified a comprehensive and holistic theoretical framework 

which includes the normative, formative and restorative functions of 

supervision. Many of Wesley’s principles were then applied to provide the 

process model from which to work. The principles of contemplation, prayer, 

theological reflection and transformational learning can be incorporated into a 

more holistic model of pastoral supervision that will help clergy connect to the 

transcendent, thereby keeping them spiritually alert and healthy. The elements 
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within this model that help make this possible are the provision of a 

contemplative listening space where both minister and supervisor are 

listening, not just to each other, but to what God is saying in that space. This 

is a safe ‘covenanted’ space which recognises the importance of prayer in the 

life of clergy and the ongoing opportunity to reflect theologically with someone. 

It is a space where they feel safe enough to share any concerns, confusion or 

doubts honestly. It is also a space where the supervisor and the clergy can 

develop an openness to the things of the spirit and practise the virtue of 

phronēsis, which can help them learn the skills of reflecting on practice. All 

these activities work towards the overall goal of keeping clergy physically, 

emotionally and spiritually healthy and equipping them to minister from a 

holistic and authentic place. This completes my new model. 
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Figure 7:1 Craig’s Blended Model of Pastoral Supervision 

  

The Supervisory Space

The Wesleyan Component: 
Expanding the restorative 

function to include elements of 
spiritual direction

The Core Functions of 
Supervision: Normative,                 
Formative, Restorative
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Conclusion 

 

In this thesis, I have argued that clergy need to be supported and held to 

account in their ministry. Clergy encounter difficulties and struggles in their 

ministry. They can experience a sense of isolation and often feel unsupported 

or inadequately trained for the job they have been called to do. Through their 

ongoing ministry, they can experience conflict, ill- health, stress and burnout, 

all of which can contribute to losing their sense of vocation and purpose (Kelly 

2012, p. 101). Taking this into consideration, together with my own experience 

and that of my participants, I sought to improve my working model of 

supervision. With this in mind, I evaluated my original model and found it 

lacking. 

 

Firstly, while it implemented Carroll’s seven tasks, it did not adhere as strongly 

to the supervision functions as I considered it should, those being the 

normative quality control function, the formative teaching function and the 

restorative supportive function. Having identified this failure, I also recognised 

that while my original model had incorporated Conroy’s contemplative style to 

provide an element of spirituality, this was not as effective as it could be. I 

critiqued my model and found it lacking. I then sought to gather the information 

that would enable me to construct a better model for use with clergy. I took a 

qualitative methodological approach which helped me to journey with my 

participants as they shared their stories and experiences of ministry.  

 

This model is for my use as a Methodist minister to use with other clergy, so I 

researched early Methodist practices to discern if there was anything that 

could be gleaned from Methodist DNA. Wesley was a practical theologian of 

his day who sought oversight of his colleagues in a way that not only provided 

accountability and support but also challenged them in their walk with one 

another and with God. It seemed early Methodism had much to say by way of 

providing a model for Methodist clergy. It revealed that Wesley implemented 

elements of spirituality, contemplation, prayer and theological reflection to 
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enable contemporaries to care for themselves holistically. Having established 

a process model for pastoral supervision from early Methodism, I then 

evaluated what the supervisory space needed to contain. 

 

In light of the literature and my participants' experiences, there was a 

realisation that supervision needed to be a place where the supervisor could 

create a safe space where clergy could be confident enough to share their 

doubts or fears. In this liminal space, they could explore and not be judged. 

The supervisor needs to create a space where the presence of God can be 

acknowledged and where the supervisor has an engaging presence and 

attends to the supervisee. As previously stated, this research arose from three 

interconnected strands: my personal experience, my professional experience 

and my experience within the context of the MCI. I now return to these to 

consider the impact of my research on these areas. 

 

 

My Personal Experience 

 

From a personal perspective, this research has enabled me to think about the 

kind of supervision I want to be engaged in as a Methodist minister. My model 

offers a type of supervision which will allow me to come holistically to the 

supervisory space without expecting me to leave aspects of my personhood 

outside the room and somewhere that I can be attentive to what the Spirit of 

God is saying to me as a child of God as well as a minister. 

 

 

My Professional Experience 

 

As a professional pastoral supervisor, this research is first and foremost about 

improving my practice as a pastoral supervisor. It has caused me to reflect 

critically on my practice to construct a good quality model of pastoral 

supervision in which I can have confidence. I know that this model is based on 
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the empirical evidence of literature and my own experience together with the 

experience of my participants and is grounded in the Methodist practice. 

 

 

Organisational Experience 

 

This research speaks to the MCI by evidencing that Methodist ministers should 

be in some form of pastoral supervision. I have evidenced that this model is a 

good holistic model rooted in Methodism. It provides not only the core functions 

of supervision but also provides the opportunity for clergy to have a safe space 

to share in deep and intimate ways about their prayer life and other spiritual 

elements connected to their relationship with God. This is a model that the MCI 

could adapt and implement for the supervision of their clergy if they chose to 

do so. 

 

 

Limitations of this Study 

 

Research over the past decade in Ireland has primarily been addressing the 

issues of clergy struggling in their ministry. If pastoral supervision is 

highlighted, it is generally within this context (McAlinden 2010, Tanner 2013, 

Farquhar 2017, MCI 2006).  As previously mentioned, only a small percentage 

of Methodist clergy engage in pastoral supervision, so it is difficult to get a 

more comprehensive overview of Methodist ministers and the potential 

benefits that pastoral supervision can bring to help clergy thrive in their 

ministry. This has been a question that I have struggled with during my 

research. It was one of the topics I discussed in the focus group. As 

supervisors, we all acknowledged how transformative supervision can be and 

wondered how the gospel or the ‘good news’ of supervision could be shared. 

Issues around uncertainty about supervision, lack of trust and feelings of 

vulnerability came to the fore. We agreed that one way to rectify it would be 

for clergy to experience pastoral supervision for themselves.  
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Implications and Potential for Future Research 

 

There are implications and potential for future research in this area. The MCI 

is currently working on a Past Cases Review similar to that conducted in the 

MCB12. The results of this review caused MCB to reassess the importance of 

pastoral supervision for their clergy. (Review 2015, pp. 38-39). This research 

highlighted the possibility of supervision becoming compulsory. Perhaps the 

findings of the Past Cases Review may highlight the need for clergy to be 

supported but also held to account.  

 

If supervision were to become compulsory, who then becomes the supervisor? 

This research suggests that the superintendent minister may not be the best 

person to undertake this role. The MCI is a small organisation where 

confidentiality is not always what it should be. This could be highly detrimental 

in developing and protecting the essential elements of pastoral supervision 

that can help a minister grow and develop more holistically.  

 

As I consider this research, I hope my new model will be beneficial for me as I 

seek to continue supervising clergy from within the MCI. Further research for 

my model would be to undertake a pilot study where I explore further the 

benefits of this model for use with clergy. I hope that providing a supervision 

model addressing the above issues will challenge the MCI to take seriously 

the difficulties their clergy are experiencing and how supervision could benefit 

their wellbeing. This research is about improving practice, first and foremost 

my own, but my desire is that it will also improve practice for others in 

Methodist ministry, thereby helping them not just to avoid burnout but to thrive 

in their vocation and ministry.  

 
12 The Case Review was accepted at the Methodist Conference of the British Methodist 
Church. This Review details how clergy can cause damage to others due to a lack of both 
accountability and support structures available to clergy. 
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Appendix A 
 

Participant information sheet 

 

Supervision as a resource for Methodist clergy 

 

 

You are being invited to take part in a research study that is exploring how 

beneficial a holistic model of supervision would be for Methodist clergy. This 

study is being conducted by Rev Ruth Craig from the Department of Theology 

and Religious Studies, University of Chester.  Before you decide, it is important 

for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. 

Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with 

others if you wish. Please do not hesitate to ask Rev Ruth Craig if there is 

anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Feel free to take 

as much time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.  

 

Thank you for reading this. 

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The purpose of this study is to explore how, through the use of a holistic model 

of supervision, Methodist clergy could avoid burnout and flourish in the 

ordained role to which they have been called. 

 

The aim of the study is to find out the views of Methodist clergy who have an 

awareness of supervision as they explore their own experience and examine 

this new model.  This project and its findings will contribute to the study and 

practice of pastoral supervision and will be written up in a thesis leading to a 

Professional Doctorate in Theology.  

 

Why have I been chosen? 

You have been chosen to participate in this research because: 
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i) You are an ordained minister in the Methodist Church in Ireland. 

ii) You have experienced some form of supervision in your life (either 

pastoral supervision or supervision in another role – positive or 

negative). 

iii) You are or have been trained in pastoral supervision. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

The choice to participate in this study is up to you.  If you decide to take part 

you will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent 

form.  If you decide to take part you are still free to withdraw at any time and 

without giving a reason.  If you have any concerns please feel free to discuss 

these with me before deciding to take part. 

 

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 

If you decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep and 

asked to sign the consent form. This will give your consent for the Rev Ruth 

Craig, a researcher in the Department of Theology and Religious Studies at 

the University of Chester from the Centre for Public Health Research at the 

University of Chester to contact you to arrange an interview at a time and place 

that is convenient for you. 

 

At the interview, which will last approximately 90 minutes, you will be asked to 

talk about your experiences of supervision both within and outside the 

Methodist Church. You will also be shown a new model of supervision and be 

invited to comment on its usefulness as a model for clergy. The interview will 

be guided by both the interviewer and your personal experiences and views. 

With your permission, the interview will be recorded and transcribed.  You will 

have the opportunity to review the transcript to ensure it is an accurate and 

faithful record of the interview. At a later stage it might be helpful to arrange a 

second meeting with you or to ask you to take part in a focus group. You do 

not have to agree to this now and you are free to withdraw from any further 

involvement at any stage. 
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What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

No disadvantages or risks have been identified if you partake in the study. 

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

As clergy are put under more pressure and stress this research could produce 

a new model of pastoral supervision which, when used by clergy, could give 

them the space and opportunity they need to focus on themselves and on their 

work in a positive holistic transformational manner. 

 

What if something goes wrong? –  

If you wish to complain or have any concerns about any aspect of the way you 

have been approached or treated during the course of this study, please 

contact:  

 

Prof Robert Warner 

Executive Dean of Humanities 

University of Chester 

Chester 

CH1 4BJ 

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

Ruth Craig will be conducting the interviews and, if we think it might be helpful 

for the study after the interviews are completed, a focus group.  At interview, 

Ruth will discuss how you would like to be identified in the transcripts (the 

written version of the interview) and any publications.  You can be completely 

anonymised, or you can decide what information (such as name age etc.) you 

would like anonymised or altered.  Ruth is planning to transcribe the interviews 

on her own and will read the transcripts, which will be anonymised in the way 

you would like.   

 

What will happen to the results of the research study? 
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If you take part in the interview or focus group, we will be using extracts from 

the transcripts when presenting the research at conferences and when the 

research findings are published. 

 

Who is organising and funding the research? 

The project is self-funded as part of a Professional Doctorate with Chester 

University, Department of Theology and Religion. 

 

Who may I contact for further information? 

If you would like more information about the research before you decide 

whether or not you would be willing to take part, please contact: 

 

Rev Ruth Craig 

34 Breckenridge 

Donaghadee 

 

1123582@chester.ac.uk 

 

 

 

Thank you for your interest in this research. 

 

 

  

mailto:Ruth.craig@methodist.org
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Appendix B 
 

Consent Form 

 

Title of Project: Flourishing or Burnout? Towards a holistic and effective 

model of supervision for Methodist clergy  

 

 

 

 

 

Name of Researcher: Rev Ruth Craig  

    Department of Theology and Religious Studies 

    University of Chester, CH1 4BJ 

   1123582@chester.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

Please initial box 

 

1.   I confirm that I have read and understood the 

 participant information sheet, dated …………. 

 for the above study and have had the opportunity  

 to ask questions. 

 

2.   I understand that my participation is voluntary 

 and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without 

 giving any reason and without my care or legal rights 

 being affected. 

 

 

3.  I agree to take part in the above study. 
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Name of Participant:  

 

Date:   

 

Signature: 

 

 

Ruth Craig 

 

Date: 

 

Signature:  
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Appendix C 
 

Research Questions – Round One 

 

What is your understanding of supervision? 

 

What is your personal experience of: 

1) Supervision 

2) Pastoral Supervision 

 

How do they differ? 

 

Do you consider pastoral supervision to be important within the context of 

ministry? 

 

What do you value about pastoral supervision? 

 

What is less helpful? 

 

How would you like to see pastoral supervision evolve? 

 

Is there anything else you want to say that we haven't already covered? 
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Appendix D 
 

Research Questions – Round Two 

 

1. What is your understanding of supervision? 

 

2. What is your personal experience of?  

      a) Supervision 

     b) Pastoral Supervision 

 

3. How do they differ? 

 

4. Do you consider pastoral supervision to be important within the context 

of ministry? 

 

5. What do you value about pastoral supervision? 

 

6. What is less helpful? 

 

7. How would you like to see pastoral supervision evolve? 

 

8. Is there anything else you want to say that we haven't already covered? 

 

Revised research questions as a result of three interviews which revealed my 

questions were addressing supervision but not getting the underlying stories 

of burnout or struggle or what was helpful during difficult times in ministry. 

 

1. I am interested in hearing about your calling and motivation to become 

a Methodist minister.  

a) What was your training like? 

b) How has ministry changed from when you were first ordained? 

 

2. Can you tell me more about your ministry? 
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a) What do you enjoy about ministry? What gives you energy and life? 

b) What difficulties have you experienced throughout your ministry? 

c) In what ways have you dealt with those difficulties and stresses? 

d) How would you describe burnout and can you think of a time in your 

ministry when perhaps that would have been your experience? 

 

3. How would you describe your Spiritual life? 

a)   Are there certain things that you find helpful? 

b)   What are the barriers to developing a spiritual life? 

 

Move on to these questions in order to see what interviewee’s understanding 

of supervision is and if they have or think they may have found it helpful. 

 

4. What is your understanding of supervision? 

 

5. What is your personal experience of?  

      a) Supervision 

     b) Pastoral Supervision 

 

6. How do they differ? 

 

7. Do you consider pastoral supervision is something that is or could be 

important within the context of ministry? 

 

8. What do you value about pastoral supervision? 

 

9. What is less helpful? 

 

10. How would you like to see pastoral supervision evolve? 

 

11. Is there anything else you want to say that we haven't already covered? 
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Appendix E 
 

List of Participants 

 

Francis Methodist minister, ordained for 5 years, an experienced 
pastoral supervision of probationer and trained in ETC course in 
pastoral supervision. 

 
Deidre  Senior Methodist minister, involved in training and experienced  

pastoral supervisor. 
 
Joan  Involved in training and an experienced pastoral supervisor. 
 
Anne  Methodist minister, ordained for 20 years, involved in training  

and supervision of clergy. 
 
James Methodist minister, ordained 19 years, experienced in pastoral 

supervision of Clinical Pastoral Education. 
 
Evelyn Retired Methodist minister, trained in AVEC and pastoral 

supervision. 
 
Graham Methodist minister, ordained for 18 years, involved in training 

Methodist clergy and in supervision. 
 
Doug Methodist minister, ordained 17 years, involved in training 

Methodist clergy and in supervision. 
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Appendix F 
 

Data Analysis 
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Appendix G 
 
 
Details of a Supervisory Session 

 

Before any supervision, the covenant/contract has been established. That 

covenanting includes the purpose for meeting, setting the boundaries for 

confidentiality, dual relationships etc. 

 

 

 

1. Welcoming. 

 

The welcoming includes the preparation for the session. The supervisory 

space creates a place where the supervisee can feel safe and secure, so it is 

up to the supervisor to ensure that this space is as relaxed and welcoming as 

possible. The supervisor must prepare themselves as well as the surrounding 

space. The supervisor should give themselves space to be still before the 

session begins having ‘cleared a space within their own busy heads and 

hearts’ to enable them to be fully present with the supervisee.  

 

The room should be tidy and comfortable, with no distracting features. From a 

practical perspective, a small clock might be appropriate to ensure the 

supervisor can keep an eye on the time without having to check a watch which 

can give the supervisee the impression that they are not being fully listened 

to. The supervisor also needs to ensure that there will be no interruptions such 

as phones ringing etc. Recognising that God is already in the supervisory 

space, it can be helpful for a candle to either already be lit or for the supervisor 

and supervisee to be present when the candle is lit, thereby symbolising God’s 

presence in the room.  

 

 

 

 



 222 

 

2. Prayer 

 

This is a short time at the beginning of this session which is spent in prayer 

where the supervisor can ask God to lead the session, for both supervisor and 

supervisee to be open to the presence and the creativity of the Spirit of God. 

 

 

3. Attending  

 

This is when the supervisor is entirely present to God, the supervisee and their 

thoughts and responses. The supervisor attends to the quality of the space 

and is attentive to whatever the supervisee brings to supervision. They also 

need to attend to all three functions of supervision, all of which need to be 

monitored for it to be supervision (Leach 2020, p. 151). The supervisor is 

responsible for holding the space, giving the supervisee space to bring what 

they want to the session, and exploring and imagining different responses, 

ideas and ways of working.  

 

 

4. Enquiring 

  

Enquiring is where the supervisor can challenge the supervisee about the true 

state of their soul and ask searching questions concerning their spirituality. 

The supervisor provides the supervisee with a safe space to share how ‘it is 

with their soul’, checking on their relationship with God, allowing them to 

discuss what spiritual disciplines they observe and inquire into their prayer life. 

It is also the space where daily wellbeing can be monitored and exploring other 

issues that may be impacting their ministry that are not necessarily connected 

to their work but may be of a more personal or spiritual nature. 
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5. Discerning  

 

Time is given to explore what has been discussed, discern what action needs 

to be taken and ensure how that action will be achieved.  Supervision can 

sometimes be a listening space where the supervisee may share an issue that 

does not have an obvious answer. There are times when the discerning is 

acknowledging where the supervisee is at this moment but also discerning that 

there has been movement of some kind. For example, they may not be in a 

place to change the situation they find themselves in but leave the session 

with a change in their thinking or understanding. 

The key is in discerning what they are taking from the session and what action, 

if any, needs to be carried out. 

 

 

6. Closing and prayer 

 

This allows the supervisor to pray for the supervisee once again, thanking God 

for his presence and guidance and praying for the situation that the supervisee 

brought to the session. They can also pray for any areas that have arisen in 

connection to the supervisee’s relationship with God.  

There is time to check that the supervisee is ok, review and evaluate how 

things are going and end the session by setting up a future appointment. 
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