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The Issue before Us 

We are all aware of the necessity of finding and maintaining a proper balance between the parish 

and the parsonage.  What we are often less aware of is where that balance needs to be as we live 

out the several vocations to which God has called us.  Husband, father, pastor each is of an 

essential component of our Christian life.  It would be wrong to say any of us has perfectly 

balanced our roles as men in God’s kingdom.  There are benefits for us, our families, and our 

ministries that are being lost when a proper balance is not maintained between the demands of 

the ministry and that of marriage.   

As pastors we are all too willing to focus on our calling as a barometer in determining whether 

our life is going smoothly or not.  We may tend to leave others with the impression that the area 

in our life which could cause us the most difficulties is in our ministry when in fact it may be in 

our home.  The truth is that our difficulties at home are often the source of greater personal and 

emotional wounds than those in the congregation.  It is in our home that we are interdependent 

upon our wife who has become “one flesh” with us, and with our children who are the fruit of 

this union.   

You owe it to yourself to first speak openly and lovingly with your wife if you want to find out 

how your balance between ministry and marriage is going.  Why?  Our wives seem to be less 

inhibited in regard to discussing joys and challenges facing our families.  We men are often 

overly involved in the Lord’s ministry and have far more invested.  For although we understand 

that it is the Lord’s work, as men we have a tendency to interweave our own ego around what we 

do and desire to be considered a success amongst our piers.  Therefore, we are content to bury 

our emotions, hurts, and anxieties rather than reveal our problems as a husband, a father and an 

under shepherd of God’s flock. 

When we as pastors fail our parishioners, we certainly feel the regret.  However, when we fail 

our family we experience an even more personal sense of anguish because of the injury given to 

our husband-wife or parent-child relationship, which is the foundation of joy and satisfaction in 

our home.  It is in our homes where we are most vulnerable.   
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Yet, try as we might, no relationship will ever be what we would wish.  As Christians, we seek to 

live the new life of faith to which Christ has called us in our baptism.  Nonetheless, the sinful 

nature remains susceptible to the world’s deadly influence.  It will only be in the blessedness of 

heaven that we will no longer feel this world’s harmful enticement on our life.   

So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right there with me.  For in 

my inner being I delight in God’s law;  but I see another law at work in me, waging 

war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work 

within me.  What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is 

subject to death?  Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

(Romans 7:21-25 NIV). 

Joel Sauer, in his paper entitled “Why Pastors Are Leaving the Ministry” noted that a number of 

pastors stated family problems as their reason for leaving the WELS ministry in recent years. 

(Sauer).  We must recognize that men are leaving the ministry due in part to the stresses which 

affect their home life.   

The stresses affect ministerial families, particularly the wives who emotionally shares in their 

family’s joys and struggles, are increasing in post-modern society.  CNN Money in an article 

titled, “Stressful Jobs that Pay Badly,” lists the public ministry as among the most stressful and 

poorly paid medium income jobs in America. (CNNMoney).  Paul Vitello in an article from 

2010 published in the New York Times writes concerning the effects of stress on clergy.  

The findings have surfaced with ominous regularity over the last few years, and with 

little notice: Members of the clergy now suffer from obesity, hypertension and depression 

at rates higher than most Americans. In the last decade, their use of antidepressants has 

risen, while their life expectancy has fallen. Many would change jobs if they could. 

(Vitello) 

The Journal of Pastoral Care and Counseling noted such issues as excessive demands on time 

and energy, morale and occupational stress that are taking a toll the health and well-being of 

pastors.  This is especially prevalent in Protestant clergy due to a smaller number of support 

groups.  (Weaver) 

Undue stress on ministers is taking its toll on marriages.  An unhappy spouse contributes to the 

dissatisfaction at home and an unhappy wife will have a negative impact on her husband’s 

ministry.  In fact, such disharmony in the parsonage has yielded an alarming increase across all 

denominations in the number of clergy who are facing divorce.   

Guidance from God’s Word 

Scripture has little to say about the pastor’s immediate family.  We are familiar with the 

requirements of a pastor as expressed in St. Paul’s first letter to Timothy.  Here is presented a 

simple declaration concerning family which presumes that pastors may marry.  

He must manage his own family well and see that his children obey him, and he must do 

so in a manner worthy of full respect. (1 Tim. 3:4 NIV) 
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Professors Armin Schuetze and Irwin Habeck make following observation concerning the 

minister’s wife in their book, The Shepherd Under Christ. 

“It is significant that no qualifications or regulations are set up for the pastor’s wife. This 

indicates that essentially she is a private person and not directly involved in the public 

ministry of her husband. It is for that reason that we have been averse to instituting 

special courses for the wives or prospective wives of seminary students lest they receive 

the impression that they will be incumbents of a special office. We consider it the duty of 

their husbands or prospective husbands to acquaint them with the uniqueness of a 

pastor’s position. It will need to be a pastor’s continuing concern to counteract the idea 

that by virtue of her marriage to him his wife has a position of leadership. Her calling lies 

in the area of being wife, homemaker, and mother. In these respects she is to set a good 

example, all the more so since the parsonage is in the public eye.” (Schuetze) 

The pastor and his family are in a unique position.  While the husband is called by the 

congregation to serve them as their pastor, his wife is a private person and not directly involved 

in the public ministry.  As such, her primary responsibility is to her husband and family.  Her 

involvement in the work of the congregation will be determined by her gifts and interests.  Her 

only responsibility is to be her Christian self. 

Perhaps most instructive is a brief examination of St. Paul’s letter to the Colossians, chapter 

three.  The Epistle may be divided into two parts, the first is kerygmatic, emphasizing the unique 

doctrinal significance of Christ (1:1-2:23) and the second paraenesis accentuating practical 

advice for Christian living (3:1-4:18).  It is here that chapter exhorts those who are living by faith 

in Christ to rid themselves of the iniquities of the old way of life and clothe themselves with 

those things having to do with the new nature in Christ.  The chapter concludes with instructions 

for Christian households. 

Addressing Paul and culture, Paul Wendland writes the following. 

Paul saw very clearly that being in Christ by faith decisively altered a person's spiritual 

relationship to everything in this earthly existence: to law, to death, to the created world 

and all its orders—including all elements of culture. Christ has set us free—to live free in 

our spirits (Galatians 5:1).  The new human in Christ stands above all such matters that 

pertain alone to this earthly existence.  By faith my life is really located σὺν τῷ Χριστῷ 

ἔν τῷ θεῷ (Colossians 3:3), not in any empirical reality I find here in this world. 

(Wendland) 

Paul, in his paraenesis concerning the Christian life builds on the previous kerygmatic one for 

godly living will only proceed from faith in Christ and is based firmly upon it.  The Gospel of 

Christ alone affords the ability and willingness to live a God-pleasing life for without 

justification there can be no sanctification.  It is as a result of baptism and saving faith bestowed 

in and through it that believers are empowered to live a life worthy of the Lord (1:10). 

Paul Deterding associates the kerygmatic proclamation concerning the way of salvation in the 

first two chapters with Paul’s instruction of baptism (2:11-13).  
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As a result of our baptism we are already in this life partakers in eternal life.  Eternal life 

is a present reality.  It will be clearly revealed on the Last Day.  For though we possess it 

we do not yet experience it fully for it is hidden and known only by faith but will be 

revealed to sight only in the parousia.  There it will be revealed in glory. (Deterding) 

Putting off the vices of sin is not simply a matter of moral improvement for sin perverts our 

entire existence.  Such idolatry leads to wrongful sexual activity, hurtful violent actions, and is 

irreconcilable with unity and love.  Only God’s unmerited mediation in Christ can remove sin’s 

corruption.  Therefore, by putting on the new man (3:12-15) brought to life in the waters of holy 

baptism and being renewed according to the image of the creator (3:10) the Christian enters into 

a saving relationship with Jesus resulting in a partial restoration of the image of God in this life 

and fully in the life to come.   

Growth in sanctification, of which God’s work of justification in Christ is the foundation, 

includes daily repentance and forgiveness not as a result of individual efforts but as the sole 

result of the indwelling of Christ (1:27-28; 3:11, 15-16).  Thus, Christ enables the Christian to 

live the life to which he is called and motivates him to do so.  It is only through saving faith in 

Christ alone that the Christian is enabled to perform God-pleasing works in which God delights.   

The guidance Paul provides for Christian households is particularly helpful.  It is this that 

particularly holds our interest as he addresses marriage and family relationships. 

In verse 18-19, Paul employs the word ὑποτάσσεσθε to wives and husbands.  As here in the 

passive voice it means to subject oneself, be subjected, or obey.  “Wives, continue to subject 

yourselves…” cannot be accomplished by one’s own will or personal relationships alone.  Such 

loving obedience is bestowed on Christians through the power of the Word.  Easily misconstrued 

in a postmodern context, it does not communicate a sense of inferiority but of role relationships. 

The verb speaks to divine order instituted at creation.  The Christian wife stands in a loving and 

appropriate order in relation to her husband.   

Regarding family, Paul addresses parents and children (3:20-21).  In a similar manner, there is a 

role relationship between children and parents.  Children are to be obedient to their parents as 

part of God’s good order in creation.  Parents are responsible toward their children.  It is a 

relationship founded in love and positive guidance.   

Paul uses the word κληρονομίας to refer to the eternal salvation of which God’s people are heirs.  

It is used of salvation as a gift freely received, it is not earned (3:24).  Even slaves are heirs of 

Christ’s inheritance.  God’s gift of salvation will provide motivation to the entire household as 

the newly redeemed in Christ’s precious blood live in keeping with God’s gracious instruction. 

The Minister’s Vocations 

Luther variously refers to a Christian's Beruf, Stand, or Amt to refer to the station in life which 

God has assigned to each Christian.  Within this station a Christian hold several vocations at the 

same time.  However, our vocation is more than the roles we play throughout the week.  Our 

vocation includes the entire network of personal relationships in which we are enmeshed at any 
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given moment.  Thus a pastor may also be a husband, father, coach, and citizen all at once.  

Since God is at work in the world about us, it is God who provides us with our relationships and 

our roles within them.   

That does not mean that we are puppets dancing according to which string God pulls.  While we 

may have decided to attend the seminary, selected the person to whom we are married, and even 

chosen to accept or return the call we received, it is God who is quietly at work in all things 

according to his good and gracious will for your life (Rom. 8:28).  Therefore it is useful to take 

account of the various roles and relationships that make up the fabric of our lives.   

Since vocation is grounded in the present, nothing we do will influence the past and the future is 

entirely in God's hands.  It is in the present we must live our life under the cross.  It is the context 

of the cross of Christ that that we each bear our own crosses.  They are crosses that come 

unsolicited, within the context of vocation, and bring us along with our sinful human nature to be 

nailed there each day.  God's purpose in sending us our cross of suffering is to empty us of self 

and turn us toward God.  As we bear our cross, God provides the grace and strength to endure 

whatever may come (Rom. 8:28).  Where has God placed you within your vocation and what are 

the needs of those around you?  The gifts which God has bestowed upon us are for our 

neighbor’s welfare, the building up of the body of Christ.  (Cherney) 

The Minister’s Family  

The family is the highest vocation.  It is the family that nurtures our children and within which 

the vocation of husband and father is lived out.  It is where we learn the responsibility of loving 

our neighbor as ourselves.  God established the family when he established the marriage of one 

man and one woman and gave them the command “Be fruitful and multiply…” (Gen. 1:28).   

Martin Luther, in his Small Catechism, includes in his table of duties the importance of husbands 

who are loving, wives who are lovingly submissive, parents who lovingly provide for their 

children’s Christian upbringing, and children who lovingly honor and obey their parents in the 

Lord. (Luther) 

We marvel at the wisdom of God when he created the family and bestowed on us such an 

extraordinary calling for our lives as husbands to our wives and parents to our children. 

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her
 
to 

make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word (Ephesians 

5:25 NIV).   

There is an order in marriage that continues to exist even after the fall into sin. Husbands and 

wives find their calling within the order the Lord has established.  The husband’s vocation in 

marriage is to love his wife as much as Christ loved the church.  Secure in Christ’s love, the 

husband and wife need not be anxious about entrusting themselves entirely, one to the other, and 

selflessly loving each other according to the Lord’s gracious plan.   

Since children who are born into this world afflicted with the guilt of original sin Christian 

parents have the privilege and responsibility of both guiding and instructing their children in the 

Lord.  It is something we dare not take for granted.  Neither should we attempt to shirk the 
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responsibility in favor of another.  If fathers and mothers neglect this calling, and children fail to 

listen to their parents, faith in Christ could be lost in a single generation.  

After that whole generation had been gathered to their fathers, a new generation grew up, 

who knew neither the Lord, nor what he had done for Israel” (Judges 2:10 NIV).   

Therefore we take our vocation as husband and father with earnestness and conscientiously 

nurture those whom God has entrusted to our care.  Christians who see their lives hidden in 

Christ and seated with Christ in the heavenly realms (Col. 3:1-3) learn to treasure their callings 

in a real world of mundane chores, commutes to work, parent teacher conferences, weekly 

laundry, and dirty diapers.  Christians have learned to value such temporal matters as blessings 

from God through which we serve God and one another.   

Similarly, Paul does not hesitate to encourage the Christians at Colossae to set their minds on 

things above and put to death the sins of the flesh.  For in our baptism, we and they have put on 

Christ who is all in all.  

Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, 

humility, meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint 

against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must 

forgive. (Col. 3:12-13 NIV) 

In Christ, we seek to live the life to which we have been called amidst the challenges of the 

world in which we live.  The ministerial family is most often separated from their extended 

family and sometimes from community.  Many emotional demands are made upon the family.  

Like the families of those we serve, time is another critical issue clergy families do suffer from 

over commitment.  Time pressure can slowly destroy family cohesiveness with hectic schedules 

and busy lives.  Husbands and wives are too exhausted to communicate, too worn out to be 

intimate, too weary to converse with the children.   

Yes, we are pastors because Jesus has given us this calling and because our congregations 

extended us a call to preach and teach as under shepherds of Christ’s flock.  David Tezlaff 

reminds us of our obligation to God’s people. 

We have an obligation to preach and teach the Gospel of our Lord in its truth and purity, 

to divide rightly the Word of Truth proclaiming both the Law and the Gospel to them, to 

administer the Sacraments in accordance with the inspired Word of God and the 

Confessions of our Evangelical Lutheran Church as laid down in the Book of Concord of 

1580, and to establish and maintain sound Lutheran practice at all times. We are 

obligated to instruct and train the children diligently and faithfully in the chief truths of 

God’s Word as they are revealed in the Scriptures and set forth particularly in Dr. Martin 

Luther’s Small Catechism and to be diligent in fostering and furthering the educational 

agencies of our congregations. Some of us are obligated to discharge toward all the 

members of our congregations the functions of a pastor, that is, to watch over their souls 

in an evangelical manner, in particular to visit the sick and the dying, to admonish 

indifferent and erring members and to be ever zealous for the winning of souls for 

Christ’s kingdom. (Tezlaff) 
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Yet, does faithfulness to our calling require us to devote so much time to God’s people that we 

become neglectful of the precious souls for whom Christ died that live in our own households?   

Personal Application  

Everyone has wrestled with conscience when deciding how best to balance ministry, family, and 

marriage.  Undoubtedly, there have been times we have far more work to do than we have time 

to do it.  Perhaps we even pride ourselves on the long hours we dedicate to ministry and in our 

minds selfishly believe such an imbalance demonstrates what an excellent pastor we are.  It may 

be that we lose sight of the vocation which God has given us to care for those dearest to us.  

Perhaps your wife even enables you in this, assuring you that your ministry must take priority 

over family.  Or, perhaps you have come to a point in your ministry where you are exhausted 

from your labors and are finding it preferable to sit at home with the family and do only what is 

necessary to keep your congregation functioning.  Perhaps you go back and forth from one to the 

other.   

At one time or another all of the above has marked my ministry.  There is no perfect call, no 

perfect family; there is no perfect way to schedule our lives.  Certainly, keeping our callings in 

healthy balance is a constant effort at negotiating priorities.  Trying to plan ahead and be 

proactive is certainly helpful.  But proactive or reactive, we will always discover that one area is 

currently deficient to the exclusion of another.   

We need to exercise good judgment in the use of our time and work smart.  Establish boundaries 

and priorities.  Take one day entirely for family away from the office.  Spend it together.  Use all 

of your vacation time and use it only for family.  Be assertive and learn how to say no with 

gentle firmness to those who would intrude on family schedules.  Not everything is an 

emergency.  Play with your children every day and learn how to keep romance alive in your 

marriage.  Strong familial relationships are essential and will withstand the challenges that beset 

you when you are able to stand arm in arm with the woman God has blessed you with as one in 

Christ.     

Don’t forget to ask God’s forgiveness for the misuse of time or for periods of workaholism or 

slothfulness.  In this we should pray earnestly each day that our dear Lord, who despite our 

unworthiness, would lead us be the kind of men he would have us to be ad guide us daily that we 

may ever be faithful to our calling.  Humbly confess your sins freely to your wife and children.  

Acknowledge your weaknesses and failings to your parishioners the will respect and love you for 

it. 

No one is of greater help or can be a more trusted ally to support and comfort you than a loving 

wife.  Trust her to help you better understand where your strengths and weaknesses may lie.  

Listen to her counsel.  Recognize her publically for her gifts.  Praise her often.  Her attitude 

toward God’s Word will have a significant impact on her attitude toward your office and 

associated responsibilities.   

As pastors we have a double role and greater obligations to our spouse and children for we are 

both their pastor and their loving husband and father.  Yes, your married life is always on display 

but resist the pressure to become overly demanding or critical toward the ones you love.  Never 



8 
 

attempt to coerce them to conform but encourage them simply to be the dear Christian people 

God intends them to be.  Allow their involvement in the work of the congregation be determined 

by their gifts and interests.  Allow them to be there Christian selves. 

A conflict of our loyalties between church obligations and family obligations is difficult to avoid 

under the very best of circumstances.  The one most affected by this conflict is your wife.  

Gentlemen, take it to heart, a happy wife is a happy household.  An unhappy wife is a wife who 

is feeling neglected.  The congregation may have become a rival for her your time and affection.  

Be gentle with her and work to correct the problem.  If home life becomes uncomfortable resist 

spending more time in ministry, rather taking the necessary time to address your dear wife’s 

concerns.   

 “Husbands, love your wives, and be not be harsh with them.” (Col. 3:19 ESV).   This love we 

bear for one another is not measured by our feelings, or by our actions.  It is measured by the 

willing self-sacrifice that exemplifies Christ and his church (Eph. 5:25-27).  This comes from an 

inner attitude of the heart.  The highest calling of a Christian husband is to care for his wife in 

body, mind, and spirit.  Model the love and compassion of Christ for her.  She deserves her 

husband’s adoration and affection.  Always treat her well. Do not neglect being a husband to her.   

Consider your wife a treasure given to you by a gracious and bountiful God.  Love her, honor 

her, recognize her talents, and appreciate her efforts.  Be considerate of her feelings and express 

your love for her with tenderness and sincerity every day.  Treat her gently and express your 

concerns to her with kindness when you are alone, away from your children, and never in front 

of members or strangers even in a light-hearted manner.  Set aside your busy schedule and lend a 

hand with the household tasks to help lighten her load.  Take the time to listen to her and express 

your love to her by giving her your undivided time. 

Learn to delegate the endless little tasks to others in the congregation who have the gifts and 

abilities to undertake them.  Apart from the occasional emergency, arrange your schedule so that 

you spend both quality of time and quantity of time with your wife.  Make it obvious to her that 

she matters to you.  Rid yourself on any egocentric need to have a. successful marriage and 

family for the sake of your professional reputation.  Love you wife as a woman rather than your 

professional assistant and give her the identity she needs.  Do the same with your children.  Live 

and enjoy your family as valuable in itself. 

Parenthood is a tremendous responsibility. The Fourth Commandment reminds us of our 

God-given calling as parents when it impresses upon us that we are his representatives over our 

children.  Children are also under divine obligation to respect, honor, love, and obey their parents 

as God’s representatives. St. Paul writes, “Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is 

right” (Eph. 6:1). Along with discipline the Lord requires parents to offer their children 

leadership and guidance by word and example.  Religious training is a sacred duty.  Our kind 

wise heavenly Father has given and entrusted children to us that we should train and govern them 

according to his will.  All of this takes place in a family where nurture and love create a safe 

environment for children to blossom as little Christians. 

We minister to the spiritual needs of our members and instruct their children.  How tragic if we 

are not careful to carry out faithfully the calling God gives us to care for the spiritual training of 
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our own children.  We teach our congregational families to have family altars and daily 

devotions in their homes and instruct them carefully in establishing family altars.  Do we always 

put into practice in our own homes what we teach?  Perhaps this is one of the greatest dangers of 

our vocations that while we care for the spiritual needs of others, we become less careful and 

vigilant about the spiritual needs of our own families.  

The temptation is always there to leave the greater burden and responsibility of raising and 

disciplining the children or caring for their many needs to your wife because of the press of our 

duties.  God reminds us that it our responsibility as head of the house.  When the Lord says, 

“Bring up your children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord”, (Ephesians 6:4), it means 

that their upbringing, training and rearing is to be done by both parents. 

Concluding Remarks 

Paul D. Tripp, in his book “Dangerous Calling: Confronting the Unique Challenges of Pastoral 

Ministry,” examines the culture that pastors live in.  Concerning the danger of identity pastors 

face, he writes. 

Human beings are always assigning to themselves some kind of identity.  There are only 

two places to look.  Either you will be getting your identity vertically, from who you are 

in Christ, or you will be shopping for it horizontally in the situations, experiences, and 

relationships of your daily life.  This is true of everyone, but I am convinced that getting 

one’s identity horizontally is a particular temptation for those in ministry.  Part of the 

reason I was so blind to the huge disconnect between what was going on in my public 

ministry life and my private family life was the issue of identity.  Ministry had become 

my identity. (Tripp) 

Tripp explains that pastor defined him and faith became a professional calling.  It shaped his 

relationship with God and other people.  Shaping yourself in a category like this sets you up for 

inappropriate responses such as judgmental attitudes and impatient responses.  In a word 

arrogance takes hold.  Spiritual maturity is replaced with academic mastery of theological 

concepts and biblical literacy.  Yet, the deepest problem still remains – sin.  The old man looks 

for symbols of worldly success in church attendance numbers and effective programs in order to 

build a sense of self-worth and privilege.  However, the success of a ministry is more about who 

God is than about the people he is using to accomplish his purposes. 

We dare not become blinded to the issues that trouble our hearts.  We each need the redeeming 

grace of Christ which we so readily preach.  We need to stand before God each day and admit 

that we are poor miserable sinners unworthy of his goodness and mercy and cast ourselves upon 

that mercy.  Where we have sinned and in the places our weaknesses lay we need to call upon 

him to forgive us and strengthen us.  We need to listen to the marvelous message of the gospel of 

forgiveness that we freely proclaim.  Let us also proclaim it to ourselves.  Then the spiritual 

blindness that darkens our heart will be replaced with the gospel light of our identity as a 

redeemed child of God in Christ Jesus.  The vertical relationship of who we are in Christ is the 

one that truly matters.   



10 
 

When the Lord frees us from all pride and arrogance and ask our God given spouse to help us 

better understand where our weaknesses lie.  No guardedness and no defensiveness.  Listen to 

those closest to you.  Accept their council for if we fail to heed their warnings we may become 

disconnected from the gospel in our lives and our ministries will become burdensome and 

oppressive apart from Christ and his Word.  Therefore, let us not only preach the Word but listen 

to it as well.  Let us strive to maintain a proper and God-pleasing balance between parish and 

parsonage. 

Soli Deo Gloria. 
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