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Preface 

 

This social concern paper is a modified 

version of a business ethics essay I 

wrote for a leadership degree I’m 

completing.  After passing the original 

essay on to a few friends, I was 

encouraged to make my findings and 

thoughts available to the broader 

public. It was felt that those involved in 

paid or volunteer roles in church-life 

would benefit from the moral, ethical 

and corporate governance perspective 

of the essay.  The task given was to 

describe behaviour or norms that I 

found ethically objectionable in a 

workplace. In considering my own 

character strengths and personality 

traits, I was to consider the best 

possible way in which I 

could, realistically, have dealt with the 

situation.  Being an ethics essay, there 

are some terms which may [ go over 

your head ], but I encourage you to 

seek out clarification if necessary. 

 

It's my hope that you, the reader will 

keep in mind that this is both research-

based and personal.  My reflective 

views are simply that, my views – 

based on my experience within the 

churches and organisations I have 

worked with, attended and supported.  

I do not write to paint a dire picture of 
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the Church, because there is so much 

that is wonderful and beautiful about 

her – and I continue to love and serve 

the body of Christ through our ministry 

LeaderHeart. However, there remains 

a growing number of well-intentioned, 

God-loved people who have been 

used, abused, disenfranchised, 

forgotten and dismissed in the wake of 

church governance and culture. This, 

in my opinion, is a tragedy. And it's my 

prayer that if you are one of those that 

have felt sacrificed in the foundations 

of a church or movement, that you will 

gain some hope, language and 

validation from what is written. If you 

are a church pastor or leader, I pray 

that you will take into consideration the 

thoughts and research presented here 

to bring life to those who serve 

alongside you. 

 

Introduction 

 

For the past five years, I have worked 

in a professional pastoral capacity as a 

Prayer Counsellor and Inner Healing 

Specialist (PCIHS) to Christians. The 

majority of my clientele has been 

Christian leaders, also known as 

‘Clergy’. Clergy, in this case, are 

financially supported staff of a local 

church. In addition to providing 

services to clergy, I also offered help 

to volunteers who worked in non-paid 

leadership positions in the local 

churches.  Much of this caregiving to 

leaders was delivered in the workplace 

form of one-on-one private 

appointments which I performed in 

person as I travelled across the 

Australia Pacific region. Specifically, 

this essay will reflect upon a complex 

business practice which I found 

ethically objectionable; that being, the 

utilization of clergy and volunteers in 

certain church and para-church 

organisations.  I will consider the 

workplace situation in light of several 

leading ethical theories and my 

personal convictions, experiences and 

economic situation.   

 

 

The landscape of the Christian 

Church as employers in Western 

developed nations. 

  

It is important that this unique 

workplace environment is considered. 

A growing body of research reveals 
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the emotional and relational toll of 

‘church life’ as it pertains to clergy. 

Today, religious leaders are expected 

to be an administrator, teacher, 

counsellor, business person and 

fundraiser all at once (Trihub, McMinn, 

Buhrow Jr., & Johnson, 2010). Dr 

Steven Sandage reports that many 

religious leaders…deal with being 

underpaid, working long hours, 

counselling their flocks on serious 

personal issues, and being the butt of 

criticism from congregants. A recent 

Danielsen study found post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) in one 

Christian denomination’s clergy that 

“was higher than that of post-

deployment soldiers.” (Barlow, 2017). 

 

In 2014, Australian residents 

volunteered 147.6 million hours to 

religious work. It may be said that 

volunteers are vitally important to the 

nation. The religious sector contains 

one the highest number of voluntary 

hours per volunteer in Australia. A 

large majority of these religious 

volunteers are Christian (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2015). A word 

often used to describe non-ordained 

persons who labour alongside clergy is 

laity (layperson, laypeople).  An 

overarching reason for this high 

number of volunteers lies in the 

religious belief that the collective 

church is the corporeal living body of 

Christ. A body made up of parts which 

all contribute to the great whole. This 

metaphoric notion can be found in the 

Christian Bible (1 Corinthians 12:14-

20) along with many other examples, 

teachings and admonitions on giving of 

one’s life to serving God and others.  

How this service is outworked is 

contingent on the orthodoxy and 

orthopraxy of the individual Christian.  

Suffice to say, the majority of the 

workforce in religious efforts is made 

up of volunteers being directed by paid 

clergy - who are suffering from 

alarming rates of mental health 

challenges.  

 

I have worked in paid clergy positions 

for several years. I have volunteered in 

the wider Christian church for over two 

decades in various roles and 

capacities.  I have also had the 

privilege of working across South East 

Asia on several projects. I believe the 

matter of clergy and volunteer 

utilisation which contributes to mental-

health problems, such as burn-out and 

PTSD, boil down to some fundamental 

ethical and moral issues which I will 

explore in the sections following a 

summary of my situation.  
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A Part-time Dilemma 

 

For clergy and laity who serve part-

time for a church or para-church 

organisation, a common challenge is 

that their well-being is not the 

responsibility of a single workplace, 

and therefore none of them. It may be 

argued that one’s well-being is entirely 

their responsibility and not an 

organisation's; yet, workplace 

legislation in Australasia works to 

provide a safety net for fair treatment 

of employees by ensuring safety at 

work and prohibiting discrimination.  

The moral dilemma with this legislative 

practice lies with the fact that 

Australian workplace and employee 

relationships do ‘not regard the two 

parties as equal partners but rather as 

one party hired to further the other’s 

purposes’ (Shaw et al., 2013, p. 345). 

This inequality and lack of safety 

(which includes psychological safety), 

especially in a religious Christian-base 

workplace, presents an ethical 

dilemma when contrasting it against 

the Golden Rule of ‘treating others as 

you would have them treat you.’ This 

Golden Rule is a non-consequentialist 

principle which Jesus Christ espoused; 

however; many Christ followers may 

not consider extending it into a 

workplace employment relationship.  

Therefore, it may not occur to some 

employers that while there is an 

employment/service expectation that 

one cares, leads and supports others, 

they, in turn, desire and expect care, 

leadership and support from those who 

lead and hire them in the workplace. 

 

[ This kind of moral expectation of 

equality and reciprocity would seem to 

align with Immanuel Kant’s moral 

principle of categorical imperative, 

which was a non-consequential view of 

morality, based mainly upon moral 

obligation (Shaw et al., 2013). In the 

expectation mentioned above, from a 

Kantian perspective, the ethically 

objectionable issue may be that the 

various employers, who hired clergy to 

care for others, failed to apply the 

universal principle of ‘caring for others' 

to the clergy also. For example, if the 

legal directors of a Church state in 

their legal constitution that the 

organisation existed ‘for the care of 

those in need, without discrimination', 

they would be required, from a 

principle of adherence, to extend that 

care to the clergy and laity also. An 

approach like this would seem to 

comply with Kant’s categorical 

imperative which says ‘that we should 

always act in such a way that we can 
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‘will’ the maxim of our actions to 

become a universal law’ (Shaw et al., 

2013, p. 63). Based on the landscape 

of the Christian Church as employers 

in Western developed nations, it might 

be argued that a Kantian approach to 

employing clergy and may mitigate 

some of the before mentioned mental 

health issues among both clergy and 

laity. ] 

 

However, personally speaking, I rarely 

witnessed this kind of deontological 

approach to the workplace 

employment of clergy and laity. Again, 

drawing from Kant’s thoughts on 

human worth, the clergy and laity were 

people to be used as a means to end, 

not the end themselves (Shaw et al., 

2013). From a corporate governance 

perspective, this is where the 

utilisation of clergy and laity, may 

establish norms and behaviours that 

are ethically objectionable. For 

example, for quite some time I didn’t 

consider that I had moral right to 

question the working conditions of the 

organisation to which I had agreed to 

work or volunteer for. Much of this 

seems to be influenced by the 

complexities surrounding loyalty to the 

organisation (in this case, a church) 

and religious duty to ‘sacrificially serve 

God and others’ which many 

Christians are encouraged to do as 

part of their faith. In a paradox of sorts, 

this deontological maxim (duty) of ‘you 

must sacrificially serve God, and 

others' seems to supersede notions of 

service to those serving the most, 

especially employees and volunteers. 

As a result of this norm, I have 

experienced workplace-related stress, 

burn-out and hardship. To answer the 

question of how I dealt with the 

ethically objectionable situation, I 

would have to say ‘poorly’. I was 

complicit in not exercising workplace 

rights in a statistically high burn-out 

industry and therefore subject to costly 

consequences. 

 

Research by Trihub et al. (2010) 

concerning clergy mental health 

indicates: 

1. Six most significant stress 

factors to clergy include: 

financial stress, lack of family 

privacy, frequent moves, 

spouse being on call, spouse is 

busy serving others, and lack of 

ministry to clergy family. 

 

2. Many pastors feel a lack of 

organisational support over 

time, feeling that the primary 

emphasis is on increased 
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church size, rather than on the 

health of the pastor. 

 

3. If support services were made 

available to them, then lack of 

finance, lack of time, and 

confidentiality were the three 

most significant obstacles to 

getting help. 

 

4. Organizational issues that lead 

to burnout include bureaucracy, 

administrative support, 

interpersonal problems and 

workload. 

 

 

When considering the best possible 

way in which I could, realistically, have 

dealt with the situations I faced, I 

believe I could have focused on three 

main areas. Firstly, I could have spent 

more time and effort in exploring the 

working conditions. Secondly, I could 

have held the directors/board (as 

employers) to account for their lack of 

workplace safety. Thirdly, I could have 

examined my company loyalty in light 

of my personal strengths, weaknesses.  

I will now expand on these three 

areas. 

 

 

 

Working Conditions 

 

According to Shaw et al. (2013), 

‘working conditions include the range 

of personnel policies and procedures 

as well as the extent to which an 

organisation respects and promotes 

the legal and moral rights of its 

employees’ (p. 357).  One of the 

aspects that working conditions covers 

is management styles. Depending on 

the functioning structure of the church, 

the senior clergy is either elected and 

directed by a board, or the senior 

clergy elect leaders/board, which they 

direct. Clergy-directors generally 

manage in a classic hierarchical 

manner; that being, they manage 

themselves and those under them 

while not having to give account to 

anyone structured above them.  

Clergy-directors may choose to elect a 

board or ‘elders', however, their board 

management and legal rights are 

subject to the election discretion of the 
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clergy-directors. These elders often 

play a peer support role subjective to 

the clergy-founder's leadership.  

Board-led churches often employ 

senior clergy to serve their 

congregation. Although the board is 

unpaid, they tend to hold collective 

superiority as they represent the 

congregation (Michael J. Anthony, 

2005).   

 

In both the clergy-director and board-

led models the management styles 

may vary, ranging from a  bureaucratic 

Theory X style, through to a softer 

Theory Y style of management. 

Douglas Mcgregor formulated that in 

Theory X the employee is managed 

under the premise that they dislike 

work and therefore need to be coerced 

and bullied to conform to the 

expectations of the leadership. In 

Theory Y the employee is managed 

under the premise that they like work, 

therefore, need to be motivated by a 

desire for self-fulfilment and pride 

(Shaw et al., 2013). My personality 

and passion to work leans towards a 

Theory Y approach to management. 

Times in which I have moved into a 

bureaucratic Theory X environment I 

have found stress increase to 

unhealthy levels. Therefore, exploring 

the management style and leadership 

arrangement before serving in a 

church would be wise for myself and 

my family. 

 

Another aspect of working conditions 

is Leave Entitlement. The research by 

Trihub et al. (2010) indicates that lack 

of time and finances were contributing 

factors to mental health challenges. 

Along with the intruding nature of 

pastoral work and lack of privacy 

clergy and their families experience, 

suitable paid leave should be 

considered before entering a clergy-

based role. From a utilitarian 

perspective, it would make sense to 

allow clergy more paid leave than the 

Australian standard because clergy 

longevity and mental health would 

enhance social welfare. If the role is a 

part-time role, again from a utilitarian 

standpoint, leave loading percentage 

in salary should allow for suitable 

leave opportunities. Upon reflection of 

my career, I often agreed to salaries 

which did not allow enough leave – 

hence led to burn-out. I would 

therefore be sure that future working 

conditions allowed for more leave and 

replenishment. 
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Workplace Safety 
 

If it is true that employers are not 

morally responsible for all workplace 

accidents, employers do have a moral 

obligation not to expose their workers 

to situations that endanger their lives 

and health. The research by Trihub et 

al. (2010) indicates that ongoing 

trauma exposure, lack of support from 

employers and access to mental 

health support services are major 

contributors to mental health issues for 

clergy and their families. According to 

safety experts, accidents don’t just 

happen. Accidents and injury are 

caused by insufficient training, 

inadequate procedures, lack of job 

understanding, improper tools and 

over scheduling. Many companies, 

including churches, often have a 

‘hidden culture’ which contributes to 

poor safety (Shaw et al., 2013, p. 358).  

In the case of churches as a workplace 

and clergy as employers, the ‘hidden 

culture’ may be the religious duty to 

‘sacrificially serve God and others’. 

This maxim gets in the way of some 

consequentialist beliefs; being, ideals 

of workplaces which are designed to 

be consequentially sustainable and not 

hazardous to one's mental health. In 

reflection upon my circumstances, I 

would not remain complicit to the poor 

conditions.  Instead, I would hold 

employers to account for their lack of 

governance in these critical areas and 

insist on reasonable and adequate 

training, support, and a schedule 

which was suitable for the role.  

 

 

 

Company Loyalty 

 

Shaw et al. (2013) explain that an 

organisation’s employer has an 

obligation as an ‘agent’ of the 

organisation to promote the employer’s 

interests. ‘As an agent of your 

employer, the traditional law of agency 

places you under a legal obligation to 

act loyally and in good faith and to 

carry out all lawful instructions.’ (p. 

347) Shaw et al.  go on to explain that 

this loyalty need not be blind loyalty or 

total submission to the organisation, as 

this would be morally objectionable.  

There are extreme views held within 

the company loyalty space, including 

the view that no company loyalty is 

required due to the transactional self-
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interest nature of the business’s profit-

making existence. However, in the 

religious non-for-profit sector, this 

almost capitalist transactional self-

interest view of loyalty is rarely seen. 

Instead, loyalty to the organisation 

often comes from religious beliefs and 

the highly regarded sacrificial maxim 

mentioned early.  In personal 

reflection, the leading moral approach 

of sacrificially serving God and others, 

led to my ‘agency' to the church 

becoming a sort of blind loyalty. 

Therefore, the better approach would 

have been to keep in mind my 

propensity to sacrifice myself in light of 

i) the unhealthy loyal agency which is 

a norm in modern church culture, and 

ii) what it looks like to act loyally and in 

good faith to the employer.  

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The research by Barlow, R. (2017) and 

Trihub et al. (2010) suggests that the 

employment practices of many 

churches are ethically objectionable, 

especially when it comes to the 

utilisation of clergy and the laity.   My 

circumstances attest to the alarming 

rates of mental health issues in what I 

experienced as clergy, but also from 

what I have witnessed in my work as a 

PCIHS. I don't believe my workplace 

experiences are isolated; however, I 

can conclude that a best possible way 

I could have dealt with the situation 

would have been to consider working 

conditions, workplace safety, and 

company loyalty as outlined. 

By David Tensen. June 2018 
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