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John Finkelde here. Welcome to this MasterClass on Building a Sustainable Ministry Life. There's no 
doubt that sustainability is one of the key goals that we should have in our journey as pastors - to 
last the long haul. The attrition rate amongst pastors lets us know that this is a fairly difficult thing to 
do, to sustain a ministry life over the long haul, over 10 / 15 / 20 / 25 and 30 years. At the stage of 
recording this I'm in my 36th year of ministry. 10 years as a team pastor, 20 years as a lead pastor 
and 5.5 years, pushing into the 6th year of being a consultant, coach and travelling itinerant ministry. 

One of the things that has surprised me in the 100 consults that we've done amongst churches is the 
level of poor self-care that pastors have. Pastors, by their very nature are geared towards caring for 
people, loving people and being sacrificial. Sometimes they take the sacrifice to far I think and don't 
look after themselves well enough to ensure that they can sustain their ministry over the long haul. 
The percentage of pastors who last 20 or more years in ministry is under 20% and I think that 
attrition rate is too high. 

I have no problem with a pastor who because of health reasons or because of family scenarios or 
changes of passion and focus decide, you know what I think I'll move out of pastoral ministry and 
follow another career, go another way. I have nothing but hope and love and blessings to you if you 
choose that path. Many times I've wanted to finish being a pastor and have gotten through that 
valley and out the other side but there have been a number of times that I've wanted to say I'm 
done and I'm finished. 

I didn't do that but I only have respect for pastors who come to a point where they say this is no 
longer sustainable for me, I'm going to go and do something else with my life and I think that's a fair 
decision. But I think when I see a pastor stepping out of ministry life because of burn out, because of 
being overwhelmed, because of the complexity of pastoring today then that does leave me 
burdened, worried and concerned for pastors generally. 

We are living in a day where pastoring is complex, it's difficult. It has many different elements to it 
and the landscape keeps shifting. Compliance, in terms of legality keeps shifting, society is definitely 
shifting and church members are shifting. There is a huge amount of consumerism in the church 
today so I really want to talk to pastors, especially pastors but also Christian leaders in how to lead a 
sustainable ministry life. While this is geared primarily to pastors, those in pastoral ministry, this will 
be a help to leaders in the life of the church. Both for their own world but also in terms of them 
thinking about and looking after their pastor. 

So let’s run through a number of aspects, different elements of sustainability.  

Physical 

The first one I want to look at is the physical world of a Christian leader. Their physical wellbeing. 

1. Exercise 

The first point that I think really makes a difference in sustainability is exercise. Over the years of 
being a pastor I've done various points of exercise, sometimes swimming, different times gym, other 
times jogging, other times walking but I've always ensured over the years that I've made myself 
sweat. That I've gotten out and busted stress. At the moment, at this stage of my life, I go to the gym 
once or twice a week and I walk 5 days a week. I endeavour to make that an hour walk. My current 
regime is 5 times a week, 10,000 steps on my fit bit. So that's what I currently do. But it's important 
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to break sweat. To exercise. Whatever works for you but to move your body I think is an important 
way to keep yourself sustained over the long haul in ministry. 

2. Sleep 

Sleep is something that we lose because of worries and concerns over the pastoral lifestyle so it's 
good to establish a rhythm in terms of going to bed, in terms of getting out of bed. A rhythm that 
suits your personality, some people are more night people than morning people. Something that 
suits your family as well but I encourage you to be getting a minimum of 6 - 7 solid hours of sleep a 
night. Some people can survive on less, some people survive on more.  

Work out what your pattern is but I would encourage you to be more of an early to bed person, 
early to get up than getting to bed at midnight and later and clambering out of bed at 7, half past 7. 
But you work that out according to your culture and lifestyle. Of course I know that varies around 
the world. 

3. Diet 

Important to be eating well, a solid protein filled breakfast to get you going in the morning. Not 
eating till late into the night. Looking after your diet, looking after yourself physically there is 
important and probably even one of my biggest battles is learning to just control that eating and not 
medicating through food, I've done that many times over the years, but I think at various times I've 
realised you know what I need to get back into a balanced diet.  

So I find I go in and out of this area, I think I wouldn't be on my own in that respect but it's important 
to be eating well, to be eating healthy. Not just kind of surviving on snacks and fast food. Kind of 
eradicating fast food as a general part of your diet and saving that for the odd occasion when you're 
out with your grandchildren or the kids! 

4. Stand up desk 

Another thing about just looking after your physical wellbeing is something that I've invested in very 
recently is a stand up desk. We do a lot of sitting down as pastors and ministers and you may also be 
a leader who's also in a vocation or job where you sit down a lot and I've found a stand up desk is 
one way to get me moving more. One way to get me not so inactive throughout the day and I think 
it's an excellent investment in terms of your physical wellbeing that again will flow into sustainable 
ministry practices. 

Down Time 

1. Day off 

Another element I want to look at is down time. Again I'm directing this specifically to pastors but I 
think it's also helpful for every Christian leader. It's vital for pastors to have a day off every single 
week. My regime as a pastor generally used to be Monday but over the years I changed it to Friday 
so if I had nothing on on the Saturday I'd get a weekend, a Friday and a Saturday off, which I found 
very helpful as I got older to have a longer recuperation time from the week and give me a chance to 
build energy building into a Sunday. 
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2. Phone off for 36 hours 

Connected with that is a practice that I did for a number of years as a pastor is my phone off for 36 
hours. So on Thursday night when I finished my last meeting, my phone would go off and not come 
back on until Saturday morning.  

When I suggest this to pastors and even recommend it, they're horrified at the thought of their 
phone being off at any time at all and they worry about crisis, how can people reach me, what about 
my children at school, I don't know if I could live without my phone for 36 hours. I say to pastors well 
why don’t you experiment for 30 days with it. If people have got a crisis where they need you 
desperately they will find you. They will come around to your home, they will find you. What about 
for your children - giving them your spouse's phone so they can ring your spouse if there's a problem 
at school during that time. Generally I find these are a bit more in the excuse realm than solid 
reasons.  

How many weeks on a day off is there a crisis a pastor has to attend to, that must be attended to at 
that moment. Very few times I've found over my ministry life. Turning the phone off just gives you a 
chance to switch off and you really go into down time. You really do unwind.  

3. Holidays 

Related to this is holidays, annual vacation time. I am a huge fan of pastors taking a minimum of 3 
week block break from their work, from their vocation every single year. That's 3 weekends, 3 
Sundays, 3 weeks off, really unwinding.  

Recently I heard one of the worst podcasts I've ever heard in my life where pastors were talking 
about gee I hardly need to have a weekend off and I haven't had a weekend off for years and I'm 
good with a week here and a week there. I was just horrified. These are well established ministers on 
a podcast. I think terrible advice is a week here and a week there.  

Frankly, you don't relax within a week from ministry life unless you're a really lazy pastor and you're 
not doing much but most pastors I know are busy, productive, tending towards more workaholicism 
than being lazy.  

Take at least a 3 week block every year of holidays, including 3 weekends. Train people, get people 
in place to look after those Sundays. Your church will be there you get back, trust me. In fact my 
general practice when pastoring was 4 weeks off in a row every single year. You need that break.  

Adrenalin addition can become a real problem for pastors and I find that you don't unwind from 
pastoring ministry until about 10 days into a holiday. If you're going back after 2 weeks you're really 
just winding down to wind up again and you don't go back fresh. 

4. Recreational activity 

A fourth aspect of down time is a recreational activity. Make sure that you have something outside 
of church and ministry that you love to do. It might be going to the movies, going to sporting events, 
it might be going to the theatre, it might be hanging out having coffee and reading a crime fiction 
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novel in a cafe, it might be an activity or hobby, you might like mountain bike riding or bike riding or 
some sort of hobby that you throw yourself into.  

I love to get into photography. It's something that you enjoy that completely separates you from 
church and ministry life. The sense of renewal that you'll have through that will help sustain you 
over the years. 

 

 

Purpose 

Another element that I think helps you sustain ministry and leadership over the years is a sense of 
purpose in what you do. In fact more people probably burn out from a lack of reason, a lack of 
purpose in what they're doing than from working too hard. So a few things about purpose: 

1. Know yourself 

Know yourself well. Discover what your call is, what are your gifts, what are your strengths, what are 
your weaknesses. Do a Myers Briggs profile every now and then to remind yourself of how you're 
wired and how you're not wired. Maybe something from Strength Finders, you can google that and 
check that out. Or even the DISC personality test.  

Anything that gets you to help you understand yourself I think is vital to sustain your sense of 
purpose because then if you go, you know what I'm strong at this, I'm weak at that therefore I'm 
going to shine in that and I'm not going to shine in that so my purpose is built around who I am, 
where I'm gifted, where I'm called, where I'm anointed, my context and my abilities rather than this 
driveness that comes upon us when we don't know ourselves. We keep trying to emulate others, 
copy others, compare ourselves to others and beat ourselves up in the process.  

Get to know yourself over the years of ministry and shine where you are strong. 

2. Reflection time 

Having a regular reflection time. I'll put a separate download PDF on how to do this and I have done 
another teaching around this in the Quick Wins and how to have a reflection time. It's important to 
sit down regularly and reflect on who am I, what am I meant to be doing, what's my call, what am I 
trying to achieve, am I achieving that. 

All those sort of areas of purpose to bring yourself back regularly to your true north as a leader. 
Everyone's true north is slightly different. It's outlined for us in the New Testament, make disciples, I 
understand that but each of us work that in different ways and reflection allows you to reset, 
refocus to kind of push the reset button like you do on an old computer and just reboot it and go ok 
let’s get back to doing what I am called and meant to do. 

Reflection time stops you in your tracks, stops the busyness and makes you focus again on who you 
are and what you're meant to be achieving. 



 

 © Grow a Healthy Church All Rights Reserved 

5 | P a g e  
 

3. Goals 

I'm a huge believer in goals and these goals can be worked out in different ways. You could have 
annual goals you're endeavouring to achieve that you just tick off every month or two to see how 
you're going.  

You can use a well-known management tool, a simple one called 6 x 6. What six goals am I going to 
achieve in six weeks? Or you might want to do four in four, whatever you like. But some sort of short 
term goals that keep you moving towards purpose.  

You may want to use an ap that I use called Trello which gives you to do lists and one of things about 
the to do list is you can have a done list. So as soon as you finish something you throw it in the done 
list and every now and then it's cool to cruise through the done list and go wow I really am ticking 
some goals, I really am ticking off some outcomes and objectives I want to see in my life. One of the 
challenges of Christian ministry and leadership is that sometimes it's hard to go are we winning? Are 
we doing the right thing? When you sit down and go this is what I want to achieve this year or in the 
next six weeks or the next couple of months then you're able to measure yourself against something 
objective. I think a goal regime can help that. 

One thing I'm trying this year is having one major focus each month of the year. Again it's like one 
big goal for the month that I'm endeavouring to achieve that again keeps me on track and enables 
me to measure myself to make sure that I'm on purpose.  

4. Celebrate milestones 

Another thing about purpose that's so important for sustainability is learn to celebrate your 
milestones. The milestones that you have as a leader as so vital to celebrate. Throw a party when 
you achieve something. It might be a sermon series that you really enjoyed doing, it might be leading 
someone to Christ, it might be having some baptisms or fundraising in the church or you went for a 
goal for more volunteers and got it or you kind of lasted another year in ministry!  

Celebrate the milestones. Have little parties, big parties. Have little celebrations, big celebrations. I 
remember I did a significant celebration, I think it was around about 21 years in ministry, I did a 
celebration. Then also around major milestones I've taken time to stop and reflect and done it 
sometimes, had little parties with friends and celebrated various milestones of ministry. It's so 
important to do that. 

Spirituality 

The next area I want to consider in this whole area of sustainability is spirituality. It's vital that you 
have your own spiritual life as a Christian leader.  

1. Devotional Life 

This is essential, especially for pastors, that you have a devotional life. There is a lot of research 
around pastors who have fallen morally, who have tripped up in that area of immorality and 
generally you'll find a repetitive thing in those pastors as they've been interviewed and research has 
been done with them that all of them have stopped their devotional life.  
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They've stopped reading the Bible, they've stopped praying, they've stopped setting aside private 
seeking of the Lord and waiting upon Him and in the Scriptures. They become therefore spiritually 
weak, study the scriptures only for meetings and messages and sermons and their inner world gets 
weaker and weaker and their defences, their ability to deal with temptation, is weakened and they 
will yield to adultery and destroy their life, often destroy their family and their church in that process 
as well. 

Having a fresh, vibrant spiritual life is vital.  

With a devotional I generally 6 days a week will have devotions with the Lord. Sunday morning is 
more around that kind of focus on my sermon as my devotional life but the rest of the week it will 
be around reading scriptures, sometimes about my sermon, but generally not, just around my 
devotional world. Feeding myself.  

On my day off I don't run a devotional where I sit down and have time with the Lord, I might have a 
bit of prayer while I'm out on a walk or whatever but I don't make it a focal point on my day off, I 
just break up my routine and on Saturday's sometimes it will be a bit more easy going as well. So I'm 
not a legalistic every day you have to do an hour or anything like that.  

I worry when pastors tell me they have a devotional life of 3 times a week, 5 minutes each time. I 
just think my goodness that will not sustain you over the long haul. You need to be having times 
where you sit with the Lord for a good half an hour, 45 minutes, an hour, waiting upon Him, seeking 
His face, worshipping Him, studying the scriptures. Filling up your inner world with that sense of 
walking with Jesus Christ. It's so vital. 

2. Prayer Support 

Another aspect of spirituality is prayer support. Who prays for you specifically and intentionally? 

I ask this of many pastors and this has been another surprise to me in 100 consults is that the 
number of pastors who do not ask people to pray intentionally and specifically and then give those 
people feedback on answers to prayer and do that as a regular habitual routine.  

I'm shocked at the number of pastors who don't do what Paul did. You see Paul in the New 
Testament many times when referencing prayer it's in relation to him asking for prayer. I want you 
to pray for me, for this door to open in ministry.  

So I think pastors, Christian leader, gather around you 1, 2, 3 or 4 people and get them praying for 
you. It does not necessarily need to be in your house and with you but get them praying for you 
specifically and intentionally and then also building a feedback loop to them that they know hey our 
prayers are working, let's keep praying for more things for our pastor, for our leader. 

Relational World 

Another element of this sustainable ministry life is your relational world. This consists of a few 
different elements. 

1. Marriage 
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I've found that after 30 years of pastoring, as I moved out of the pastoral life into consulting and 
coaching I found that many relationships that I had that were pastoral in nature dropped off very 
rapidly. I've got some great friends in our church, but there were a number of pastoral connections 
that were there because I was their pastor and they were a member of our church.  

But I tell you what I've discovered in that, that the primary people who will remain in my world 
through to my dying days are my wife Dianne and my children and my grandchildren. So putting a 
big strong emphasis on having your marriage healthy, vibrant and alive is critical not only to sustain 
you in ministry but to sustain you through life.  

So a few tips around that. Give a lot of attention to your spouse. Give a lot of attention to loving 
them, being kind to them, creating security and strength within your relationship. Organise a date 
night, whether it's once a week, fortnight or once a month but organise times when it's just the two 
of you doing things together. Especially before you have the empty nest. When you have a lot of kids 
around the house have time where it's just you two going away together, being together. Getting a 
night away if you can do that but at least some time together alone without children involved in that 
process. It's so important to strengthen that. 

And can I give you a word of warning? Avoid emotional connections with the opposite gender. Now 
you will build pastors while you're pastoring, you'll build emotional connections with the opposite 
gender as you minister to people who are of a different sex to you, you'll feel concern and love and 
care and compassion for them and at times you'll be attracted to people who you're not married to.  

That's normal. It's not like when you get married that the switch of attraction is flicked off, it stays 
on and you'll find yourself attracted to certain people for various reasons and various aspects of 
their personality or their looks or their spirituality or whatever. Learn to recognise when you’re 
getting emotionally connected to someone of the opposite gender and put boundaries around that 
relationship.  

Do not spend time alone with that person, don't go seeking to have coffee with them or long chats 
with them or ringing them up and sharing how you're own struggles are going, your own marriage. 
That is disaster zone. You will hit the iceberg of adultery doing that. Recognise it when you see it, 
learn to put boundaries around it to protect your marriage from that scourge of adultery. 

2. Family 

Also in your relational word is your family, there's your kids. Pour a lot of time into your children in 
their early years, their teenage years and also in their young adult years and when they get married 
and beyond that.  

Build strong family and as years roll on you'll be so thankful that you did. Be involved in different 
aspects of their sport life, their school life, their study life and when they build their own family in 
their own family life. 

I'm a huge believer in the fact that Saturday's for pastors is family day. Get your sermon prep done 
earlier in the week - Saturday is family day. It's hanging out with your spouse and with your children. 
Make sure you've got that day separated. Christian leaders who are working a Monday to Friday job 
use Saturday as a family day as well. Sunday you'll be in church helping out, volunteering and doing 



 

 © Grow a Healthy Church All Rights Reserved 

8 | P a g e  
 

things. Keep Saturday as a family day or if you work Saturday's another day of the week where you 
can get involved with family. It's so important. 

3. Friends 

Sustainability is not only build by strong marriages, healthy families but also wonderful friendships. 
Pastors need to have ministry colleagues that they relate to and connect to. No one understands a 
pastor like another pastor. But it's vital that you have good friends in your life.  

This is especially important I think for men. It can be difficult for men to find good friends, guys that 
they relate to and connect to. When you find a friend like that, sow into that friendship, be generous 
in that friendship, be kind in that friendship. Build that friendship and that friendship will see you 
through many dark hours and many difficult times. It will also give you someone to have parties with 
when things are going well. 

Work Practices 

1. Calendar 

Learn to be a person who uses their calendar well. If you use a calendar well you'll set up areas of 
focus work and purposeful work and strong boundaries and these will save you a lot of frustration 
and a lot of that end of the week feeling of I don’t know what I even accomplished this week. So it's 
important to get ahead of your calendar. I probably need to do another MasterClass on how to 
operate your calendar. Maybe a Quick Win on it as well to give you a few tips. But here's a couple of 
ideas. 

Get into your calendar, set aside Saturday for family day, set aside your day off, set aside a day for 
sermon and message prep, set aside time to develop leaders, contact new people in the church, 
time for reflection. These key elements of focus, purposeful work.  

The most important work that you do as a pastor, get it into your calendar, reoccurring 
appointments and live by that calendar. Leave margin in your calendar for other things but get into 
your calendar block amounts of time of focussed purposeful work.  

This will build boundaries into your world where if someone rings up and says oh pastor I've got to 
see you and you look at your calendar and you go, ok that's my day off alright there's a boundary 
around that I'm not giving up my day off. Sorry I cannot see you on Friday but I could catch up 
Saturday afternoon if you're really keen or Sunday after church but sorry Friday I've got that date 
totally booked out. You don't have to tell them it's your day off. You just tell them you're book for 
that day. Or they want to see you in the middle of your sermon prep day and it's not going to work.  

So you work around your focus purposeful calendar appointments. It will build a sustainable ministry 
life, trust me. 

2. Email 

The handling of email I think is very important for pastors and Christian leaders. The way I corral that 
is get the email aps off your phone and off your iPad and tablets. Get them off there! Unless you're a 



 

 © Grow a Healthy Church All Rights Reserved 

9 | P a g e  
 

travelling person who needs to be on email while you're travelling, get them off there. Save it for 
when you're on your laptop or your desktop. Restrict them into work hours.  

It will prevent you from getting up in the morning, checking your email and oh there's a nasty email. 
Or late at night and I'm just going to check my email before I go to bed and oh there's a complaining 
email you won't go to sleep well.  

Corral your email into your work hours. Look at it a couple of times a day, handle it. Don't worry 
about zero inbox. That really is a dream. Just handle what you need to handle. Let people know if 
they email you, you'll take a couple of days to get back to them. If they really want to get hold you, 
give you a call on the phone or send you text. That will be a lot quicker as well.  

Learn to handle email so you control it, it doesn't control you. 

3. Focus 

And I've kind of talked enough about this already. The importance of focussing your work practices 
to produce the main things that you want to produce. It will make you sustainable in the long run. 

A Great book I'm listening to at the moment, Deep Work by Cal Newport. I'd recommend that book 
to you. I will eventually do a book review on that for the hub members but I'd think about that - 
focussed work in your calendar. And that's what email is all about, the things I've been talking about. 

Financial World 

1. Budget 

Run a budget, have a budget, know what you're spending. I'm talking about your personal financial 
world. What you're spending your money on. Work that out, work a budget, focus your money into a 
budget. Very important to do that 

2. Savings 

Be a saver. Work towards saving 10% of your income.  

Now you might think man there is no way I could get into saving 10%. Ok start with 1%. You think, ok 
1% I think I could handle that. Put it into a separate savings account and just let it build up and only 
use it as a cash reserve emergency but then for special things primarily I think initially family holidays 
or maybe you're saving for some special furniture or something in your house. You can set all your 
targets relating to that.  

Be a saver. Start at 1% and build up to where you're saving 10% of your income regularly going into 
another account. You’ll be amazed how much money you will save if you start small and it's every 
week, every month, every pay day that goes into a separate account. Untouchable, leave it there 
and forget about it. You'll be shocked how much it will build up over a year, or two or three years 
and it will help you manage your finance way better. 

3. Generous  
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Be generous. Have a big spirit, big heart about your possessions and your finances and your assets. 
Be generous towards others. Be noted for being a giver. It will help loosen your heart from all sorts 
of things that want to grab your heart in ministry. It will loose you from the love of money. It will 
loose you from stinginess but will also make you a far more pleasant person to be around and will 
build a sustainable ministry and leadership life in your world. 

 

A whole range of elements I've given you there. Have a look back through the notes, the PowerPoint 
slides or through the worksheet. Rate your two strongest elements. Out of all those different 
elements and the subsections of the elements. Rate your two strongest, celebrate them. Enjoy 
them. Think I'm doing well in this area. It's important to do that. 

And then your two weakest. Think for a little while, strategise how can I improve those weak 
elements? How can I actually move the needle from a 3 out of 10 to a 4 out of 10? Don't try to jump 
3 to 7. Jump 3 to 4. How can I shift that and build that sustainable ministry life that I know you want 
to build. 

Ok, that's this MasterClass. God bless you for checking it out and I hope it helps you sustain over the 
long haul. 

 


