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ABSTRACT

EARLY CAREER ATTRITION OF SEMINARY GRADUATES: EFFECTS OF PERCEIVED
FIT, EARLY CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES, FINANCIAL DEBT, AND MENTORING

By
Michael Duane Kitsko, Jr.

This study explored the early-career attrition of 17 seminary graduates. A high rate of
seminary graduates leave ministry within five years of graduation. Teachers, nurses, lawyers,
mental health workers, student affairs professionals also leave at high rates during the beginning
years of a career. The present study is an attempt to understand some of the influences on
decisions to persist or quit. Using the construct of perceived fit (Kristoff-Brown & Billsberry,
2013), I explored the career trajectories of nine graduates who persisted in ministry and eight
graduates who left ministry. Perceived fit was complex but influenced decisions about whether
or not to accept an initial assignment. Persistence in an assignment was shaped by the
meaningfulness of work.

The goal was to discover how life experiences contributed to the ways seminary
graduates thought about ministry during an at-risk career phase. Key life experiences included
mentoring, seminary faculty relationships, laboratories, self-care strategies, and managing
student loan debt. Other important findings included the role of early church experiences, college
leader interaction, the need for supportive organizational cultures, and a reimagination of the
ministry license process.

There were key differences between graduates who persisted in ministry and graduates
who left ministry. Two key differences were the early clarification of call and personal initiative.

Furthermore, this study provides a context for future discussions related to the cost of a graduate



education, future career decisions available to seminary graduates, and the burden of school debt
on the decision-making processes of ministers.

This study suggests seminaries should consider providing financial literacy training to all
students, include a more realistic picture of potential income as a pastor, and give greater
attention to encouraging personal initiative in ministry training and development. Additionally,
seminaries should consider broadening the scope of theological education to include persons who

are not pursuing pastoral ministry.

Keywords: Early-career, attrition, seminary, graduate education, perceived fit, organizational

fit, persistence, retention, higher education, qualitative, student loan debt, finances, mentoring.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

In the fall of 2015, more than 68,000 students in the United States attended graduate
programs accredited by the Association of Theological Schools (ATS). These institutions are
often called seminaries. An accredited bachelor degree is required for admission into an ATS
accredited institution. Since 2010, accredited seminaries annually awarded 14,000 graduate
degrees to those preparing to work in ministry. During the same time frame, approximately
10,000 Master of Divinity (M.Div.) degrees were annually awarded. The M.Div. degree is a
professional, graduate degree consisting of more than 70 semester hours. The M.Div. is geared
toward preparing women and men to immediately serve as pastors in churches. The M.Div. is
also a standard pre-requisite for admission into ATS accredited doctoral programs, which is a
standard requirement for those who plan to teach future ministers.

One might then imagine these accredited institutions graduating a class of 100 students.
As the graduates left the arena with their diplomas in hand, they posed for pictures with favorite
professors who invested in them and prepared them to serve in local churches. The graduates
scattered across multiple states, each hoping to make an impact and looking for the perfect place
to start a ministry career. Each graduate felt ready to prove to appropriate leaders that they were
the right fit for a church. District superintendents interviewed graduates, decided whether the
graduates were a right fit, and warranted consideration for placement. Ministry positions were
offered to many of the new graduates. Other graduates continued searching, hoping, that they too
would be called to pastor and fulfill their callings.

When they graduated, each individual was passionate about becoming a pastor. They had
completed a minimum of seven years of full-time, academic preparation. Each had grand hopes

and dreams—they wanted to make a difference. However, five years later a quite different reality



emerged for these graduates. Over eighty of the 100 graduates chose to permanently leave the
ministry (Hoge & Wenger, 2005; Meek et al., 2003; Oswald, Heath, & Heath, 2003; Spencer,
Winston, & Bocarnea, 2012; Stewart, 2009). Five years following their graduation from
seminary, only 15 of the 100 graduates were employed in any ministry related field.
Purpose of Research

The reported rates of attrition within the profession of ministry represent a significant
problem for those responsible to prepare clergy, to provide ongoing professional development, or
to facilitate the placement of qualified pastors in local churches. It is also a significant problem
for the individual graduates, churches, denominations, and families. Recent graduates are
choosing to permanently leave the ministry within the first five years at an 85% rate, yet very
little is known about the experiences during those first five years. The purpose of this research is
to better understand the lived experiences of seminary graduates during their first five years of
ministry by looking at their ministry experiences through the construct of perceived
organizational fit (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013).
Background and Rationale

The problem of persistence and attrition in the professions has occupied researchers and
policy-makers for a long time (Cherniss, 1995; DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Margolis, 2008).
Between 50% and 75% of beginning nurses (Crow, Smith, & Hartman, 2005), 64% of beginning
mental health care workers (Kwok, 2013), 43% of beginning lawyers (McDonald, 1998), 50% to
60% of beginning student affairs professionals (Silver & Jakeman, 2014), and 50% of beginning
teachers (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011) permanently depart their chosen careers during the first

few years of beginning their respective careers.



Why do people leave the professions? Human service and public sector workers
research found that differences in organizational culture and conditions influenced attrition and
persistence decisions (Mor Barak, Nissly, & Levin, 2001). Where positive organizational
conditions and culture existed, retention was more likely. Organizational conditions and culture
included both objective factors and perceptions. Again, implicit in the research, workers who left
their careers were influenced by their negative perceptions of the organizational conditions in
which they worked. Workers who persisted were influenced by their positive perceptions of the
organization.

One way that schools addressed the attrition of beginning teachers involved
implementing teacher induction and mentoring programs (Long et al., 2012). Long et al. (2012)
found that mentoring programs, when intentionally designed around the explicit support of both
veteran and beginning teachers, were most successful in addressing attrition. The least successful
mentoring programs focused on supporting either the new teacher or veteran teacher, often at the
expense of the other. The most successful induction programs included supportive school
cultures, which were highly collaborative and valued beginning and veteran teachers’
knowledge. Rippon and Martin (2006) found that mentoring programs helped new teachers feel
like they belonged. When new teachers lacked a sense of belonging, they perceived that they did
not fit in (Rippon & Martin, 2006). The perception of misfit indicated the possibility of leaving
their teaching career. Their perceptions of fit were based on the congruence between their
respective desire to make a difference in a student’s life and the feeling of support they received
from the school.

Higher education attrition. Similar concerns with regard to attrition are manifest in

preparation programs in higher and adult education as well. Student attrition within traditional



and non-traditional higher education programs (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton, 2000; Tinto,
2012), vocational, and adult education programs (Ashar & Skenes, 1993; Donkor, 2012; Lohman
& Dingerson, 2005; Masdonati, Lamamra, & Jordan, 2010) have been research foci for many
years. Roughly half of all undergraduate students do not persist to graduation (Bergman, Gross,
Berry, & Shuck, 2014). Non-traditional, adult students, age 25 and older, experience a higher
attrition rate than traditional undergraduate students (Bergman et al., 2014). While higher
education research is related to the overall attrition focus of the study proposed here, I will focus
primarily on the problem of professional attrition.

Attrition research related to higher education focused on institutional or student
characteristics (Tinto, 2012; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton, 2000). Institutional characteristics,
such as faculty involvement with students and first-year student orientations, have been two
facets of previous higher education attrition research. Student indicators related to attrition have
included such characteristics as GPA and family background. However, Tinto (2006)
distinguished a transitional moment in attrition research. Initial attrition research focused on
individual student attributes, which resulted in a “blame the student” approach. Attrition research
shifted its focus and began accounting for how the organizational environment influenced
student decisions to depart from school. The shift required researchers to understand “patterns of
interaction” (p. 3) between students and organizational environments. Understanding these
patterns required higher education institutions to more sufficiently and intentionally address
attrition problems.

Related to the present study, Willcoxson and Leslie (2010) found a critical issue directly
associated with long-term university retention: when a student made a clear choice of major and

career, the clarity of those choices led to greater persistence and less attrition. The issue is related



to the present study because those who enter ministry have made a clear choice of major and
career. Evidence of clarity is a 7-year commitment to preparation. In spite of this clarity,
however, there is still an 85% attrition rate. While clarity of major and career choice increase
persistence in higher education, clarity of major and career choice do not support greater levels
of persistence in ministry. Missing from the research related to ministry attrition is a description
of how seminary graduates interact with their ministry environment.

Why are ministers leaving the profession? For example, proposed solutions to attrition
used in education, teaching, legal, social work, and health care do not address attrition within
ministry. There are in excess of 217 denominations in the United States (Lindner, 2012). Several
denominations are concerned with the attrition of clergy (Hoge & Wenger, 2005). Carroll and
McMillan (2006) predicted there will be clergy shortage in the future. The profession of ministry
has addressed attrition by emphasizing professional development (Olson, 2009). Denominations
are increasing requirements for clergy reporting of professional development hours (Olson, 2009;
Reber & Roberts, 2014). Opportunities for structured mentoring, which increased persistence
among early-career teachers, have been limited because of ministry isolation and alienation
(Hoge & Wenger, 2005). Meek et al. (2003) focused their research on identifying some of the
stressors that caused decisions to leave the ministry. They found that pastors departed because
they felt alone and needed partnerships.

Previous research posited that 50% of seminary graduates dropped out of the ministry
within the first five years of beginning ministry (Meek et al., 2003; Oswald et al., 2003). More
recent research from Duke University, however, found 85% of individuals who had successfully
completed the rigorous seminary training for the ministry permanently left the ministry within

their first five years. Later studies corroborated these findings (Spencer et al., 2012).



Hoge and Wenger (2005) found ministers were motivated to permanently depart ministry
for complex reasons. The reasons could be grouped around seven main motivations: wanted a
change, conflict in the church, conflict with denominational leaders, family care, burned
out/discouraged, misconduct, and marital problems. Stewart (2009) also identified seven causes
of ministry attrition: ill-preparation, lack of connection with other people, inattention to issues of
self-care, “ministers assigned to congregations that were too dysfunctional to be pastored well”
(p. 114), finances, conflict, and lost their way. Ministry attrition is too complex to reduce to a
single cause. Rather, attrition is usually the accumulation of multiple causes.

Hoge and Wenger (2005) posited the initial placement of a pastor in a specific church,
and the ways a specific church decided whom they wanted as their next pastor, were critical to
the process of establishing longer ministry tenures. They suggested the process of how a pastor
went to a specific church was important and should be studied. They found pastors placed in a
wrong assignment experienced frustration and chose departure. Stewart (2009 described pastoral
misplacement as when pastors were placed in churches where the organizational environments
were not conducive to their respective skills. The misplacement led the new pastor to experience
frustration and eventually that pastor became an attrition statistic.

In Hoge and Wenger’s (2005) research, pastors who left ministry implied a perception of
misfit to their organizational context. For instance, one commented, “The church never accepted
my family or me” which may imply a perceived misfit between the pastor’s family and the
church. The former pastors may have perceived a lack of fit to a particular church in comments
like “the church was too rural for me,” or “I was not a blue-collar kind of pastor that the church

wanted,” or “I never got a plum assignment.”



While previous researchers did not use the specific language of fit, they made explicit
distinctions between desirable and undesirable church assignments, thriving or stagnant church
assignments, or problem and non-problem church assignments (Burns & Cervero, 2004; Hoge &
Wenger, 2005; Meek et al., 2003; Stewart, 2009). Klaas and Klaas (1999) suggested placing a
scholarly type of a pastor in a rural setting may lead to a mismatch between a pastor and
congregation. Stewart (2009) referred to some churches as too dysfunctional to be pastored well.
These types of comments and findings may also imply if seminary graduates perceived a right fit
with the church some may have persisted in ministry.

Hoge and Wenger (2005) found seminary graduates were usually placed in rural/under-
resourced church settings because those were beginning assignments. While these “first”
congregations expected seminary graduates to be innovative, these same churches often resisted
innovation. The resistance between a pastor’s and the church’s espoused and enacted
expectations generated conflict, dissatisfaction, and created a sense of mismatch. Klaas and
Klaas (1999) posited mismatches between a pastor and local church caused both the pastor and
the congregation to become dissatisfied. Previous career attrition research established
dissatisfaction as one of the motivating factors in the decision to leave any career and, more
specifically, to permanently depart ministry (Burns & Cervero, 2004; Hoge & Wenger, 2005;
Klaas & Klaas, 1999; Meek et al., 2003; Stewart, 2009).

While Hoge and Wenger (2005) posited that an enhanced placement process of pastors
might help decrease attrition and increase persistence, the attrition rate of seminary graduates
remains a concern. Furthermore, there has been no research on how seminary graduates

experience the transition from seminary to placement in a ministry assignment.



The leaders responsible for the placement of pastors, usually called Superintendents or
Bishops, often use the language of fit to describe pastoral placements. However, very little is
known about how the notion of fit is constructed. Previous research implies fit is a construct that
may be connected to attrition and persistence decisions. While implied in the research on clergy
attrition, previous studies do not provide a clear sense of how recent seminary graduates
understand fit. In order to promote a better fit, or avoid misfit, between a potential pastor and a
local church, more needs to be understood about the experiences of seminary graduates.
Particularly, more needs to be known about their experiences by examining how they construct
their notion of fit.

Theoretical Framework

While fit is a concept implied in clergy attrition research, it has never been explored.
Organizational fit research suggests the “fit” between a person and her/his organizational
environment influences job or role satisfaction, motivation, performance, and long-term
commitment to an organization or profession (Ostroff & Judge, 2012). However, while the term
“fit” is ill-defined in the literature, it is also one of the most used constructs in industrial and
organizational psychology (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013). A nuanced definition of
perceived fit reflects “something inside a person’s mind that influences that person’s thoughts
and feelings about an organization” (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013, p. 4). Lewin (1935)
suggested behavior, in this case the decision to permanently leave ministry, is a function of both
the person and the organizational environment. There has been a long interest in the role of
organizational fit and its relationship to the retention of workers (Schneider, 1987). However,
more needs to be known about how the notion of fit within the ministry is constructed by persons

who are experiencing “fit.”



This inquiry will be informed by the construct of fit, an admittedly somewhat subjective
term (Cable & Judge, 1996) which also refers to what is sometimes called person-
organization/environment fit (Cable & Judge, 1996; Judge, Bono, Ilies, & Gerhardt, 2002). In
higher education, for example, fit is a word used in such ways as to describe the “right fit”
between a student and campus. In vocational training, fit has been a word used to describe the
relationship between a person’s interests and career choice (Holland, 1985). In business
literature, fit has been variously used to describe the relationship between person-task; person-
group; person-values; and person-environment (Cable & Judge, 1996; Ostroft & Judge, 2012). In
popular literature, the use of the phrase “the power of right fit” describes where and when
persons utilize their specific strengths on a regular basis in their context (Rath, 2010).

I suggest the construct of fit between a seminary graduate and a congregation is one
component in a complex phenomenon that results in 50-85% of clergy attrition. Exploring the
experiences of seminary graduates through the construct of fit helps to address research gaps in
both organizational/industrial psychology and ministry attrition.

Personal Perspective Related to “Fit”

To help convey the salience of this concept of fit, I provide a brief anecdotal summary
from own experience seeking and obtaining a ministry position. I was thrilled to graduate from
seminary. My graduation marked the completion of seven consecutive years of full-time study
post-high school. I spent the first four years at a private, denomination-based, liberal arts
university and the final three years finishing a seminary master’s degree.

The first church I interviewed at after graduating from seminary was in a rural area of
Washington. I grew up in Los Angeles and spent part of my childhood living in Ecuador. The

church where I interviewed was located on a two-lane highway at the midpoint between two



small cities. The cities were nine miles apart and one hour from a major city. The total
population of the area was 5,000 people. The interview went well. The church was ready to hire
me. However, the person most responsible for the decision to place me as that church’s pastor
was the District Superintendent. He told me he did not think the church was a right fit for me so
would not place me there. He explained his perspective, being a city kid, he did not think I was
rural kind of pastor. He did not see me fitting this particular church and culture.

Later in ministry, a District Superintendent contacted me about a church. He told me I
was a “perfect” fit for the church he had in mind. I ended up being hired as that church’s pastor.
It was a miserable experience. The experience left me so dissatisfied I explored permanently
leaving ministry.

Two District Superintendents used the language of fit to describe placing pastors in local
churches. The notion of “fit” seems to be common parlance, but very little is known about what
people mean when they use the term “fit.”

Imagine a school board interviewing prospective superintendents. At the end of the
interview process the board chooses one candidate and releases a statement, “Out of all the
candidates, this one best fits our district.” There is an almost intuitive sense that “fit” is important
and relevant, but little is known about how people construct their notions of fit or what these
various conceptions might imply for effectively addressing professional attrition.

Research Question

The purpose of my study is to develop a better understanding of the experiences of

seminary graduates. Particularly, the study seeks to understand those experiences through the

construct of perceived fit.
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Perceived fit is a psychological-construct primarily in the minds of those seminary
graduates who are making decisions about whether or not to persist in ministry. Exploring the
experiences of seminary graduates, through the construct of perceived fit, requires an in-depth
qualitative study. The goal is to provide a description of seminary graduates’ experiences and
how they construct their notions of fit. The following research question will guide the study:
How do life experiences contribute to the ways seminary graduates think about ministry?
Definitions

The following definitions help contextualize the study and terminology used when
writing about clergy attrition: denominational polity, minister, calling, pastor, and perceived
fit/misfit,

First are the terms denominational polity. Different denominations establish different
procedures by which a person becomes a member of the clergy and receives recognition as a
minister. The requirements necessary to become a minister are part of a denomination’s bylaws
or polity. Each denomination is different. The process generally includes academic preparation,
multiple interviews with denominational officials, and a required number of years of service as a
minister prior to ordination. The levels of educational preparation, length of service time in a
local church, and number of required interviews vary from denomination to denomination.

Second is the term minister. Minister refers to any person who is considered a legal
member of the clergy. A minister may serve in a variety of roles outside of a local church,
including chaplain, professor, or counselor. During the process of receiving ministerial
credentials, clarity of vocation is established. Generally, a person is not granted proper ministry
credentials without articulating an explicit clarity regarding the ministry vocation. Within

ministry, the clarity of vocation is usually referenced by another term: calling.
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Third is the term calling. In ministry, the calling is much more than a person’s clear,
articulate expression of a career choice. For many ministers, the call is a pivotal spiritual moment
(Foster, 2006; Willimon, 2000). Ministers are often asked by denominational officials and local
church or district boards to articulate their call. Applications for ministry credentials often
request a description of a call into ministry. Often times a person enters ministry with the belief
that a call is to a lifelong vocational ministry (Foster, 2006; Hoge & Wenger, 2005). Receiving a
credential to practice ministry usually requires the clear articulation of that lifelong call. Previous
research, within higher education attrition, posits that when clarity of career exists, there is less
attrition (Willcoxson & Wynder, 2010). If accurate, the capacity to clearly articulate a call into
lifelong ministry combined with the commitment to invest time, resources, and energy over a
number of years in academic preparation, there should not be an 85% attrition rate of seminary
graduates.

Fourth is the term pastor. Any minister who serves in the context of a local church with
specific responsibilities within that local church. In the context of my study, a pastor is also a
person who receives some form of compensation from the local church. A pastor’s compensation
may come in forms other than money. A pastor in the context of my study also has graduated
from seminary.

Finally is the phrase perceived fit/misfit. Perceived fit/misfit is one of two specific
paradigms within the broader organizational fit research (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013).
The perceived fit paradigm shifts the study of organizational fit away from quantitative
approaches to assessing fit (paradigm one) and focuses on the person who is experiencing or not
experiencing fit (paradigm two). These two paradigms are explained in the framework section of

chapter two. Perceived fit/misfit is a psychological construct located primarily in the mind of the
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person who decides whether fit exists or not (Billsberry, Ambrosini, Moss-Jones, & Marsh,
2005; Billsberry et al., 2010; Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013).
Significance

First, the study will contribute to a larger scholarly discussion on organizational fit by
describing the ways individuals construct their notion of fit. Second, describing the construct of
fit will contribute and bring some clarity to the definitional battles in the research literature about
the term “fit.”

Third, if the psychological construct of fit is better understood, in light of pastoral
ministry, it may become possible to better prepare and help new pastors in the transition from
seminary into professional work. Many women, men, families, churches, and institutions have
invested money, time, and multiple other resources into pursuing a lifelong career in ministry,
yet a choice to completely walk away is often made. Better understanding the experiences of
seminary graduates and how fit is constructed may help facilitate placing pastors in conditions

and contexts where pastoral ministry can thrive.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review begins with an explanation of the attrition problem. Following the
nature of the problem, the sections include: background of the ministry profession, the nature of
attrition in related professions, study of ministry attrition, theoretical assumption related to
organizational and perceived fit, and revisiting the research question.
The Nature of the Problem

Attrition within the professions is a significant problem in multiple fields. However, in
ministry it is more severe than most, with an 85% attrition rate of seminary graduates during the
first five years of their ministry (Hoge & Wenger, 2005). Related to the present study,
Willcoxson and Leslie (2010) found a critical issue directly associated with long-term university
retention: when a student made a clear choice of major and career, the clarity of those choices led
to greater persistence and less attrition. It is related to the present study because those who enter
ministry have to make a clear choice of major and career. The path to ministry is rigorous.
Evidence of clarity includes minimum 7-year academic commitment to ministry preparation. In
spite of the career clarity, an 85% attrition rate exists (Hoge & Wenger 2005). While clarity of
major and career choice may increase persistence in higher education, a similar clarity does not
support greater levels of persistence in ministry.

Earlier research posited that 50% of seminary graduates dropped out of the ministry
within the first five years of beginning ministry (Meek et al., 2003; Oswald et al., 2003).
Research from Duke University, however, found that 85% of individuals, who had successfully
completed the rigorous seminary training for the ministry, permanently left the ministry within
their first five years (Hoge & Wenger, 2005). A more recent study corroborated the findings

(Spencer et al., 2012).
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Background on the Ministry Profession

In order to situate the literature review within the context of attrition from ministry, it is
important to get an idea of who graduates from Association of Theological Schools (ATS)
seminaries and begins ministry. According to ATS (Aleshire & Graham, n.d.), based on exit
surveys given to the 2015 class of 14,000 seminary graduates, 86% planned to work in a local
church as a pastor, 6% planned a career in some form of institutional chaplaincy/hospice, 6%
planned to work in a specialized ministry not connected to a local church, and 2% were
undecided about their career plans.

Of the approximately 14,000 ATS graduate degrees conferred in 2014, over 9,000 were
granted to males, and over 5,000 were granted to females. Over the last 10 years, there was an
increase in the number of women and minorities and a decrease in the number of White men who
attended and graduated from ATS seminaries. Today, more women and minorities than White
men graduate from seminary and enter local church ministry (Aleshire & Graham, n.d.).

ATS reports new enrolling students are getting older. Earlier research reports a greater
number of seminary students are enrolling to prepare for second careers (Hoge & Wenger, 2005).
Older and second career students entering seminary represents a change to the tradition of going
to seminary immediately following graduation from an undergraduate program. Additionally,
ATS reports minorities and older students are graduating with higher levels of debt than other
students.

There are in excess of 217 denominations in the United States (Lindner, 2012). Many
local churches close each year. Additional new churches start each year making it hard to specify
the exact number of religious congregations; however, some estimate 314,000 protestant

churches (Lindner, 2012). Hoge and Wenger (2005) found seminary graduates were likely to
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start with ministry assignments in rural, under-resourced churches. Several denominations are
concerned with the attrition of clergy (Hoge & Wegner, 2005).
Overview of Seminary Preparation for the Ministry

A seminary degree is a professional, graduate degree. The degree prepares graduates to
work as ministers. Some denominations require a seminary degree before a person can be
ordained (Hoge & Wenger, 2005). Approximately 10,000 Master of Divinity (M.Div.) degrees,
of the 14,000 ATS degrees conferred, are annually awarded. The M.Div. degree is the most
common ATS degree and often includes more than 70 semester hours of credit. The M.Div. is
geared toward preparing women and men to immediately serve as pastors in churches. When
they graduated, they had prepared to become a pastor. They had completed a minimum of seven
years, full-time, academic preparation.

In the context of this study, leaving ministry means leaving the ranks of practicing clergy
with no intention to return to clergy status. The 85% ministry attrition statistic includes all
ministers who leave any ministry role. Therefore, the 85% attrition rate also accounts for those
ministers who left pastoral ministry for other non-church roles. It means 85% of those who were
once considered ministers, having previously articulated a call to lifelong ministry and pursued
advanced levels of academic preparation, are no longer considered ministers. Those who chose
to leave the ministry did not choose to try a different ministry role. They were not moving from a
local church pastoral role to a role outside of the local church such as a chaplain. They
permanently left the clergy with no intention to return.

Nature of attrition: Related professional practices and impact of early experiences

Research within multiple professions established a worker’s experiences during the early

career years were formative and influential when making critical decisions about persisting or
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departing a profession (Crow et al., 2005; DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Gallant & Riley, 2014;
Kwok, 2013; Liebenberg, 2011; Margolis, 2008). The research on teacher and nurse attrition
establish that the early career years are vitally important at sustaining long-term careers
(Crow & Hartman, 2005; DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Kwok, 2013).

Other professions: Attrition rates. Between 50% and 75% of beginning nurses (Crow
et al., 2005), 64% of beginning mental health care workers (Kwok, 2013), 43% of beginning
lawyers (McDonald, 1998), 50% to 60% of beginning student affairs professionals (Silver &
Jakeman, 2014), and 50% of beginning teachers (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011) permanently
depart their chosen careers during the first few years of beginning their respective careers. An
examination of the attrition literature from some of these professions can be informative in
helping to better understand the nature of the attrition phenomenon in the ministry. For example,
considerable work on professional attrition has been done with teachers and nurses.

Attrition in the professions: Causes. Teachers are most likely to leave a teaching career
during the critical first five years (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011). Kelly and Northrop (2015) noted
teachers who left during their first five years self-reported burnout, career dissatisfaction, and
perceived problems in their schools, or the general field of education, as causes that contributed
to decisions about whether to leave or stay. During the early career phase, teachers report their
highest levels of job dissatisfaction, the greatest occurrence of stress, emotional exhaustion,
and eventual burnout (Clandinin et al., 2015; Gallant & Riley, 2014; Le Cornu, 2013; Long
etal., 2012).

Teacher attrition research establishes a link between career satisfaction and higher
salaries: higher salaries result in greater satisfaction and less burnout (Kelly, 2004; Kelly &

Northrop, 2015). Existing research posits that career satisfaction and salary/economic benefits
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contributed to both teacher and nurse departure decisions (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Kwok,
2013; Nooney, Unruh, & Yore, 2010; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Career satisfaction is a
challenge in both teaching and nursing (Crow et al., 2005; Kelly & Northrop, 2015).

Research on nurse attrition concentrated on an “intent to leave” rather than on who
actually left is common in nursing (Nooney et al., 2010). Crow et al. (2005) suggest a long-
term nursing career lasts at least five years. Crow et al. (2005) noted nurses identified an intent
to leave their career because of poor management and supervision. Furthermore, previous
research discovered nurses persisted beyond five-years because of well-trained management
and perceived support structures (Crow et al., 2005; Marom & Koslowsky, 2012; Nooney et
al., 2010).

When there is a high rate of attrition in a profession, the constant turnover impacts the
organizational culture and morale (Gallant & Riley, 2014). A perceived culture of support, or
lack of support, in a school building or in a hospital, contributed to decisions to persist or
leave teaching and nursing (Clandinin et al., 2015; DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Le Cornu,
2013; Marom & Koslowsky, 2012; Nooney et al., 2010).

New teachers who left their careers had encountered working conditions that were not
conducive to career persistence (Gallant & Riley, 2014). New teachers described challenges that
included poor student discipline, no administrative support, and a negative school culture. How
new teachers resolved these challenges influenced new teacher departure and persistence
decisions (Clandinin et al., 2015; Gallant & Riley, 2014).

New teacher attrition research frequently focuses on attrition as a one-time decision,
rather than as a process occurring over time (Clandinin et al., 2015). There is not only a single

challenge teachers identify that contributes to their departure or persistence decisions. Rather
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when new teachers encountered multiple challenges without resolving the challenges in
satisfying ways, it resulted in departure decisions. Where new teachers resolved challenges in
satisfying ways, it contributed to persistence (Clandinin et al., 2015).

New teachers describe a negative school culture as a place where there exists a perpetual
inability to resolve the unique challenges. New teachers often identify the school’s culture as
contributing factor in their perception of not fitting in or matching the school where they teach
(Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; Le Cornu, 2013; Struyven & Vanthournout, 2014). Previous research
implies that the challenges faced by new teachers influence departure and persistence decisions.
These early career challenges influence how new teachers construct and understand their
perceived fit to a specific location within a chosen career.

Attrition in the professions: Interventions. School policy makers, concerned about
the high attrition rate of beginning teachers, responded by implementing and formalizing
induction programs focused on new teachers. Induction programs were viewed as a “bridge”
for new teachers making the transition from being a student of teaching to becoming a
teacher of students (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Induction programs were different than
traditional in-service programs or professional development programs. Induction programs
were initially designed to address two beginning teacher issues that were previously
identified as causative factors in attrition: burnout and career dissatisfaction (Kelly, 2004;
Kelly & Northrop, 2015). Ingersoll and Smith (2004) found induction programs increased
retention of teachers.

Another specific response to teacher attrition during the early career phase was the
implementation of mentoring programs (Long et al., 2012; J. Rippon & Martin, 2006). Long

et al. (2012) in their literature review on induction found that the terms “induction” and
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“mentoring” were interchangeable and often synonymous. Kelly and Northrop (2015) found,
however, that induction and mentoring programs have very little effect on retention when
new teachers perceive a lack of support or perceive school problems. Bleeker et al. (2012)
found that informal mentoring was more helpful to new teachers than assigning formal
mentors to new teachers. Informal mentoring naturally happened in buildings where high
morale and a culture of support existed (Bleeker at al, 2012).

Jones and Young (2008) suggested that increasing support for new teachers who
taught in high-stress environments led to career persistence. Multiple teacher attrition studies
posited that support for both new and experienced teachers was vital and contributed to
teacher decisions to persist or leave during their first five years (Jones & Youngs, 2012;
Kelly & Northrop, 2015; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).

When new teachers perceived organizational support, there was higher persistence.
When teachers perceived a lack of organizational support, there was attrition. The building
principal was identified as the person vital to creating a perception of support or lack of
support (Jones & Youngs, 2012). The presence or absence of emotional support influenced
career decisions to depart or persist (Gallant & Riley, 2014).

Nurse persistence was likely when there was continuous, supportive communication
with supervisors and colleagues. Supportive communication left nurses feeling valued and
respected (Crow et al., 2005). The value and respect perceived by nurses contributed to their
decision to persist. However, when supportive communication did not exist, those nurses
perceived a lack of value and respect and were more likely to depart.

The presence of support continues to be associated, by new teachers and new nurses,

with a perceived sense of belonging, matching, or fitting in with a chosen career (Clandinin
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etal., 2015; Crow et al., 2005; Gallant & Riley, 2014; Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007). The
perceived absence of support contributes to feeling like a misfit within a building and at a
career level (Rippon & Martin, 2006).

Study of Ministry Attrition

Ministers who left reported high levels of career satisfaction (Hoge & Wenger, 2005;
Stewart 2009). Neither career satisfaction nor salary were considered major motivations for those
who left. However, as referenced earlier, ministry has traditionally been considered a very
specific call to a lifetime vocation (Foster, 2006; Hoge & Wenger, 2005; Klaas & Klaas, 1999;
Meek et al., 2003; Oswald et al., 2003; Stewart, 2009). Hoge and Wenger (2005) found many
pastors left “viewed their ministry not as a calling but as a profession, and themselves as
employees” (p. 157).

Neither gender or race have been considered primary motivations for pastors making
decisions to leave ministry (Hoge & Wenger, 2005; Stewart, 2009). While gender is not
considered a motivation for departing, there are several denominations which do not allow
women to serve in ministry (Hoge & Wenger, 2005). While women were placed in ministry
roles, those who left did not identify gender as a primary motivation for their departure (Hoge &
Wenger, 2005).

There is speculation older, second career pastors may be less likely to endure
congregational resistance toward innovation, lower starting salaries, and conflict (Tergesen,
2013). Resistance and lower salaries are common in first church assignments (Hoge & Wenger,
2005; Stewart, 2009). These second career pastors often left more lucrative careers to attend
seminary. They began a second career with a much lower beginning salary (Tergesen, 2013).

The combined level of debt and lack of salary one might think would point toward attrition.
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However, again, earlier research posits salary and economic benefits were not primary
motivations for pastors who made the decision to leave (Hoge & Wenger, 2005).

Stewart’s (2009) research suggested learning interpersonal, conflict resolution skills were
not part of the formal preparation for ministry but were expected professional skills. She noted
that these skills were rarely learned. Inability to utilize those skills resulted in pastors leaving.
However, Burns and Cervero (2002) posited that conflict resolution skills were best learned on
the job not in a training program.

Attrition rates. Previous ministry attrition research focused on those who already left
ministry. Earlier research sample groups were broadly defined as those who shared the common
experience of permanently leaving the ministry. Previous studies did not explicitly focus on
ministry departure related to a particular career phase. Previous study samples did not distinguish
between the pastors at various career stages (Hoge & Wenger, 2005; Meek et al., 2003; Stewart,
2009).

Establishing a firm attrition rate over time is challenging (Parker & Martin, 2011). Meek
et al. (2003) suggest 50% leave within first five years while an additional 75% considered
permanently leaving (Parker & Martin, 2011) at least once. Hoge and Wenger (2005) found that
85% of seminary graduates permanently left within five years. Clergy permanently depart at a
high rate and have done so for several years (Burns & Cervero, 2004; Jud, 1970; Mills & Koval,
1971).

Ministry attrition: Causes. Pastors who permanently left ministry identified feeling
alone, having no one to talk to about their challenges, and alienation from colleagues as
contributing factors in their decisions to leave (Burns & Cervero, 2004; Hoge & Wenger, 2005;

Klaas & Klaas, 1999; Meek et al., 2003; Oswald et al., 2003; Stewart, 2009). Burns and Cervero
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(2002), drawing on previous research, posit the first five years of pastoral ministry include nearly
half of the highest stress moments of pastoral ministry. Stress causes teachers, nurses, and
pastors to permanently depart (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Hoge & Wenger, 2005; Nooney et
al., 2010; Stewart, 2009). Hoge and Wenger (2006) posit that conflict—with people in the church
and with denominational officials—was motivated decisions to permanently depart ministry. The
intensity of a conflict often resulted in higher levels of stress, which in turn contributed to
burnout for many who left (Meek et al., 2003; Oswald et al., 2003).

Oswald (1980) identified several shared conceptual challenges pastors beginning their
first assignments should expect to encounter. The first challenge is translating academic
experiences into a pragmatic and effective pastoral practice. The second challenge is the
presence of conflict which contrasts with an idealized expectation of ministry as conflict-free.
The third challenge is the development of the interpersonal skills necessary to effectively work
with people. Stewart (2009), nearly 30 years after Oswald, also posited pastors are not
adequately resolving conflict and needed better training in interpersonal skills. Conflict
resolution and interpersonal skills are recurrent themes and challenges faced by pastors (Burns &
Cervero, 2004; Hoge & Wenger, 2005; Klaas & Klaas, 1999; Meek et al., 2003; Stewart, 2009).

Burns and Cervero (2004) focus their research on how pastors learn to deal with conflict.
Pastors identify unresolved conflict as a primary motive to abandon their calling. For Burns and
Cervero (2004) learning to resolve conflict is defined as learning the politics of ministry. They
establish conflict is normal and should be expected. Their assumption, based on workplace
learning theory, is pastors learn the politics of ministry on the job. However, they also note
where pastors learn to effectively resolve conflict, it happened during the first five years of

practice. The habits and patterns established in the earliest years of pastoral practice are
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formative for long-term persistence (Burns & Cervero, 2004; Meek et al., 2003; Oswald et al.,
2003).

A high percentage of pastors permanently leave the ministry. Those who left give a
variety of reasons as to why. However, the most common motivations to depart can be grouped
around issues related to unresolved conflict and the absence of support.

Theoretical Assumptions Underlying the Study of Attrition

Previous research on clergy attrition identified multiple motivations for permanently
leaving ministry. These motivations included levels of conflict at congregational and
denominational levels, burnout, stress, family issues, congregational dynamics, career
dissatisfaction, improper placement, and feeling alone-alienation (Hoge & Wenger, 2005; Klaas
& Klaas, 1999; Meek et al., 2003; Stewart, 2009). Teacher attrition research identified similar
motivations to leave such as lack of support, career dissatisfaction, lack of positive building
culture, lack of belonging, and burnout-stress (Clandinin et al., 2015; DeAngelis & Presley,
2011; Jones & Youngs, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Nurse attrition research posited
motivating factors such as a lack of well-trained supervision, burnout, stress, dissatisfaction, and
lack of support (Crow et al., 2005; Kwok, 2013).

Earlier concepts. Burnout, stress (Cherniss, 1995), satisfaction, and salary (Kelly,
2004) were self-reported as factors by teachers who left during their first few years.
Communication and management styles were identified as causes by nurses who left during
their earliest years (Crow & Hartman, 2005). Additionally, the perception of support, or lack
of support, was identified by both new teachers and beginning nurses as contributing factors

in decisions to persist or leave.
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Early attrition research focused on identifying problems inherent to workers who
departed careers. Early research identified causes like stress, burnout, economic benefits, and
satisfaction and how these personal causes motivated departure. More recent attrition
research focused on how workers perceived the organization, how the organization provided
support, and how organizations encouraged cultures where problems were resolved.

Attrition in higher, vocational, adult education: Theories and concepts. Similar
concerns with regard to attrition are manifest in preparation programs in higher and adult
education as well. Student attrition within traditional, non-traditional higher education programs
(Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton, 2000; Tinto, 2012), vocational, and adult education programs
(Ashar & Skenes, 1993; Donkor, 2012; Lohman & Dingerson, 2005; Masdonati et al., 2010)
have been research foci for many years. Roughly half of all undergraduate students do not persist
to graduation (Bergman et al., 2014).

Attrition research related to higher education focuses on institutional or student
characteristics (Tinto, 2012; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Braxton, 2000). Institutional characteristics,
such as faculty involvement with students and first-year student orientations, have been two key
facets of previous higher education attrition research. Student indicators related to attrition have
included such characteristics as GPA and family background.

However, Tinto (2006) distinguished a transitional moment in attrition research. Initial
attrition research focused on individual student attributes, which resulted in a “blame the
student” approach. Attrition research shifted its focus and began accounting for how the
organizational environment influenced student decisions to depart from school. The shift
required researchers to understand “patterns of interaction” (p. 3) between students and

organizational environments. Previous research on graduate students refers to these “patterns of
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interaction” as a socialization process (Weidman, Twale, & Stein, 2001) for a professional role.
Experiencing socialization, students find that “identification with and commitment to
professional roles are complex, continuous, and developmental” (p. 37). Understanding these
interactive patterns in higher education required institutions to more sufficiently and
intentionally address attrition problems.

Ministry attrition: Limitations of earlier studies. Research exploring the beginning
career stage of pastoral ministry is necessary. Multiple clergy-based studies identified the earliest
career years as formative years that could lead to a persistent and thriving ministry practice.
Burns and Cervero (2004) suggest a minister’s first five years are the career stage where the
long-term habits necessary for persistence are developed and practiced. While the first years of
pastoral ministry are recognized as formative, no research exploring pastoral experiences during
the at-risk career stage exists.

A descriptive understanding of early-ministry challenges may yield rich insights into the
nature of pastoral ministry and may provide an understanding of why so many early career
pastors leave while so few remain. Previous research focused on those who left and their self-
reported motivations for leaving. However, there is no research which explored the experiences
of those who persist and how they described their ministry. Their voices are missing. Exploring
ministry experiences, through the construct of perceived fit, will contribute and build upon
existing research on organizational fit, attrition from the professions, and, particularly, to
ministry training and development.

Perceived Fit: An Emerging Theoretical Perspective
One potentially promising concept in the study of ministry attrition is the notion of

perceived fit. The notion of Fit is implied in clergy attrition research but never fully explored.
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Organizational fit research posits the “fit” between a person and her/his organizational
environment influences job/role satisfaction, motivation, performance, and long-term
commitment to an organization or profession (Judge et al., 2002). Therefore, if previous
organizational fit research is accurate about the positive influence of right fit on long-term
commitment to a career and an organization, then, looking at ministry experiences through the
lens of perceived fit may yield rich insights.

Organizational Fit: A Brief Overview

Behavior, in particular decision-making, is the function of how a person interacts with an
environment (Lewin, 1935). The ways the person interacts with the environment shape behavior.
The interactive process is called the theory of interactional psychology.

In a study of why some workers decided on careers within specific organizations and then
later left those same organizations, Schneider (1987) posited individuals were more likely to be
attracted to, selected by, perform better in, and remain in organizations which were compatible
with their personal characteristics. The interactive process of determining compatibility is called
the theory of person-organization fit (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013) and is one of the most
common theories in organizational and industrial psychology. The theory of person-organization
fit 1s often used to explain why workers identify with a specific organization (Anaza, 2015) or
are attracted to particular organizations (Carless, 2005). High levels of organizational fit happen
across cultures and lead to positive outcomes, confirming the salience of the fit phenomena (Oh
etal., 2014).

An interesting aspect within organizational fit research is the finding when person-
organization fit exists at work, the spillover effects include positive home interactions (Merecz &

Andysz, 2014). The connection between fit and home interactions is important. One of the key
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motivations for leaving ministry was how ministry negatively impacted home interactions (Hoge
& Wenger, 2005; Meek et al., 2003; Stewart, 2009).
Organizational Fit: Two Paradigms

Organizational fit research follows two paradigmatic approaches. First, firmly rooted in
interactional psychology, is the belief that organizational fit is based on the measurable
interaction between specific personal and organizational characteristics. It is primarily positivist
in approach. Second is the notion of perceived fit as a psychological construct primarily in the
mind that influences behavior. It is primarily constructivist in approach.

Positivist paradigm. Organizational fit is determined by measuring the correspondence,
match, or similarity between the person and environment or organization. Research in this
paradigm, for instance, measures a person’s values and separately measures an organization’s
values (Cable & Judge, 1996; Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013). Often these measurements are
derived from separate sources: a worker reports her/his values while another source reports an
organization’s values. When a degree of correspondence, match, or similarity exists, it is
considered an organizational fit. One premise of the approach is an employee decides to persist
based on interaction between the areas where there is a higher degree of match, similarity, or
correspondence. A second premise of the approach is an employee decides to depart based on the
interaction between areas where there is a lower degree of match, similarity, or correspondence.
This positivist approach to fit predicts several positive outcomes where person-organization fit
exists: job satisfaction, organizational commitment, personal well-being, and work production
(Anaza, 2015; Cable & Judge, 1996; Carless, 2005; Merecz & Andysz, 2014; Oh et al., 2014).

Schneider (1987) suggests fit includes a process of attraction, selection, and attrition. A

worker is attracted to an organization because of similar goals. The attraction of the worker
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toward the shared goals of an organization is called a fit between a person and organization. An
organization selects the worker because the organization values the workers’ shared goals. The
worker is called a fit. These attraction and selection behaviors are shaped by positive interactions
between the person and the environment.

Organizational fit research within this paradigm sorts is sorted into two categories:
supplemental fit and complementary fit. Supplemental fit is the idea that the worker supplements
the characteristics of the organization. In Schneider’s language (1987), a worker is attracted or
selected based on their similarity to the organization; the worker is a supplemental fit.
Complementary fit is the idea that the worker complements an area of need or weakness within
the organization. The organization needs the worker to have a specific skill set. When the
worker’s skill set matches their need, this is called a complementary fit.

Attrition from an organization happens when the person selected begins to experience a
sense of misfit. The misfits leave. When a misfit leaves, the attraction and selection process
begins again. Over time, because misfits leave, the workers in an organization become more
similar, less adaptable to change, and resistant to keeping people who do not fit (Schneider,
1987).

Constructivist paradigm. The second paradigm is primarily a constructivist approach.
The constructivist approach is used less often in the overall organizational fit research, but
addresses a gap in the overall research on organizational fit (Billsberry et al., 2005, 2010;
Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013). The second paradigm is called perceived fit. Perceived fit is
a psychological construct primarily in the mind that influences behavior. Missing from the first
paradigm, and leading to much of the definitional debate surrounding organizational fit discussed

in chapter one, is an understanding of how a person’s perception of fit is formed and influences
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behavior (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013). Earlier research on fit relied on a person’s self-
reported designation that he/she perceived a fit within an organization (Cable & Judge, 1996)
and assumed all workers operated with the same meaning of fit. However, there is a paucity of
research on what a person means by fit/misfit, how a person’s perception of fit/misfit forms and
changes, and the ways in which a person’s perceived fit influences behavior.
Perceived Fit in the Professions

Gallant and Riley (2014) suggested that teachers departed in part because their
expectations of a teaching career and the actual reality of what happened in a specific building
were different. The culture in the building created a perception of not fitting in with both their
career choice and their particular organization. The primary missing feature researchers
identified in an organizational culture was the absence of emotional support when faced with
unexpected challenges. Le Cornu (2013) posited the misfit between a teacher’s expectations and
the realities of the teaching career caused departure decisions. Teachers left when they perceived
a misfit. Another study posited where fit existed between a new teacher’s expectations and
experiences, that perceived fit influenced their career decisions (Struyven & Vanthournout,
2014). When teachers experienced a lack of support in addressing the misfit between their
expectations and realities, they were at-risk of permanent departure (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007).

Crow (2005) posits to properly address nurse attrition there is a need to fit the nursing
tasks to the personal needs and characteristics of the at-risk nurse. Crow suggests right fit
between a nurse and an environment may create a culture of retention.
Construct of Perceived Fit Applied to the Ministry

Klaas and Klaas (1999) suggested pastor and congregation mismatches contribute to

ministry attrition. Stewart (2009) posited that some churches were too dysfunctional to be
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pastored well. Pastors mismatched to these churches were at-risk of permanently departing.
Meek (2003) suggested when pastors worked in organizational cultures that led to alienation and
feeling alone, they experienced increased stress levels. The increase in stress resulted in pastors
making decisions to permanently depart. Their research found pastors needed support; pastors
also found it hard to find support. Hoge and Wenger (2005), followed by Stewart (2009), posited
the presence of conflict motivated pastors’ decisions to permanently depart. Burns and Cervero
(2004) posited pastors learned how to resolve conflict during their first five years. Furthermore,
in looking at how pastors learned to deal with conflict, their sample of pastors identified the
support from experienced pastors, that they received early in ministry, as a necessary component
to successful ministry, particularly in dealing with challenges.

There is an intuitive sense that fit matters and influences employee decisions. Yet very
little is known about how perceived fit is constructed (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013).
Meanwhile organizational fit research continues to find when and where organizational fit exists,
positive outcomes exist. Positive outcomes include the characteristics of career satisfaction,
better conflict resolution, a long-term organizational commitment, levels of organizational
support, better home-life interactions, and positive organizational morale (Anaza, 2015; Kristof-
Brown & Billsberry, 2013, 2013; Merecz & Andysz, 2014; Oh et al., 2014; Schneider, 1987).
Perceived Fit: The Perspective of Seminary Graduates

The connections between organizational fit and long-term career commitment, job
satisfaction, and support warrant exploring seminary graduates’ experiences of ministry through
the construct of perceived fit. First, there is a gap in organizational fit research. Very little

research describes how perceived fit is constructed. Second, there is a gap in ministry attrition

31



studies. There is no research that explores seminary graduates’ experiences during their early
career when 85% make the decision to permanently depart ministry.

Building upon research from other professions also experiencing high early-career
attrition rates, perceptions of support and the ways new challenges are negotiated are two
experiences worthy of exploration. Studying their experiences should yield rich insights into how
seminary graduates describe the at-risk years of ministry and construct their notion of fit.

The perception of support, across the spectrum of research on professional attrition,
remains a recurring theme. The levels of perceived support influenced decisions to depart or
persist. The theme of support is usually connected to facing unexpected challenges associated
with starting a new career. Furthermore, the descriptive language of fit, misfit, match, or
belonging is used to describe why teachers, nurses, and pastors left.

Knowing more about the kinds and types of experiences that happen during the first five
years may help those entrusted with the placement of pastors to facilitate better matches between
a pastor and a congregation. Additionally, a better understanding the first five years may help
those responsible for providing professional development opportunities offer appropriate
learning experiences focused on the needs of beginning pastors. Finally, descriptions of pastoral
ministry are needed so those entrusted with introducing appropriate interventions can explicitly
address attrition and persistence.

However, more than studying the accumulation of experiences from the first five years, it
is important to distinguish which kinds of experiences to study. Therefore, based on research
from other professions with high attrition rates, there needs to be a focused study at how these

pastors experience ministry through the notion of perceived fit.

32



CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Purpose, Goal, and Research Question

The research purpose was to better understand the experiences of seminary graduates
during their first five years of ministry by looking at their ministry experiences through the
construct of perceived fit/misfit. The research explored how seminary graduates described their
early career experiences. I wanted to describe the types of ministry challenges seminary
graduates faced during their first five years, understand the perceived levels of support they
received while facing challenges, and how those challenges were resolved. Additionally, the
interpretative nature of qualitative research allowed me to describe the nature of interaction
between the seminary graduate and her/his organization. Finally, employing a qualitative
approach allowed me to discover an answer to the following research question: How do life
experiences contribute to the ways seminary graduates think about ministry?
Research Design

Perceived fit/misfit is a psychological construct located primarily in the mind that
influences behavior (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013). Perceived fit is not observable as an
external reality. I approached the research using the perceived fit and misfit as experiences.
Discovering how seminary graduates perceived fit/misfit required a qualitative approach.
Furthermore, the qualitative approach was informed by phenomenological methods. Qualitative
research attempts to explore, understand, and interpret the meanings of its participants. Previous
clergy studies suggested future research should include the study of the early career years (Burns
& Cervero, 2004). Organizational fit research suggested the need to explore how the notion of

perceived fit was constructed (Kristof-Brown & Billsberry, 2013). Employing a qualitative
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approach aligned with the research goals: Exploring, understanding, and interpreting career
experiences of seminary graduates by using the notion of perceived fit/misfit.

Methodological approach. I employed a qualitative approach, which allowed me to
provide a description, an interpretation, and analysis of early career experiences of seminary
graduates. The study employed in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 17 purposefully
selected participants. Purposefully choosing 17 participants to interview is suggested as an
appropriate sample size to explore and understand a phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Seventeen
participants provided rich information to aid the descriptions (Creswell, 2014). Furthermore,
purposefully selecting participants, nine persisters and eight non-persisters, provided variation
around both the decision to leave or the decision to stay in ministry. In order to describe,
interpret, and analyze the career experiences of ministers, it was important to hear stories from
participants who navigated through the first five years and from those who left during their first
five years.

Context and setting. [ interviewed graduates from a single Midwestern seminary. My
research is considered “backyard” because of my affiliation with a particular denomination
(Glesne, 2011). However, the selected seminary, endorsed by multiple denominations, provides
theological education to students pursuing ministry work. The seminary is the only seminary the
denomination has so their graduates were the focus the study.

The seminary is a multi-site facility, with locations in four states and Costa Rica. The
seminary is fully accredited by ATS and has held accreditation since 1970. According to ATS
(2017), over 260 students were enrolled in the fall of 2015. The seminary offers four master
degrees and one professional doctorate. The primary degree is the Master of Divinity (M.Div.).

The M.Div. requires 76 semester credit hours. Their three Master of Arts degrees require
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between 45 and 51 semester credit hours. Doctor of Ministry graduates will not be a part of the
study.

Seminaries offer master degree programs designed to prepare graduates to serve in a
variety of ministry contexts. Some will serve as what are called lead pastors. Lead pastors are
responsible for the total ministry of a local church. Other graduates will serve as what are called
staff pastors. Staff pastors serve within particular local congregations under the direction of a
lead pastor. Staff pastors generally work with specific responsibilities for an area of ministry in
the local church. For instance, a staff ministry may have responsibility for education, children,
youth, or music. Other graduates may pursue further graduate education, serve as chaplains,
work as licensed counselors, or serve in a myriad of other ministry roles.

However, graduation does not guarantee a job, and graduates of the seminary are not
automatically placed in a ministry role. The graduates are responsible to find their own
placement. Therefore, the possibility existed: some graduates never start ministry. The possibility
also existed some graduates would find assignments in other denominations.

Participants and selection. According to the selected seminary’s public graduation lists,
the classes of 2011, 2010, and 2009 represented 167 graduates. Graduates from classes placed
participants within a five to seven-year time in ministry since graduation at the time of their
interview. The class of 2011 had 68 graduates; the class of 2010 had 46 graduates; and the class
of 2009 had 53 graduates.

The published graduation lists also told where the graduate went to work, if a church
assignment existed prior to graduation. The initial work assignment enabled me to find those

who persisted beyond five years.
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The initial assignment is public record and easily accessible via the internet. Using their
initial assignment, [ accessed a separate public record, called a District Journal. District journals
were accessed online. Utilizing journals, I referenced the initial ministry assignment listed on the
public graduation list. For instance, Jane Green graduated in 2011 and her first assignment was at
the Lansing (MI) Church. I looked at the 2016 (MI) District Journal for the listed church in 2011.
In the Journal I would find whether Jane was still there. If she was listed, she met the
requirements of being in ministry for five years. If she was not in her initial assignment, |
searched earlier public journals to discover whether Jane transferred to another ministry
assignment or completely left the ministry. District Journals were easily accessible to anyone and
available on multiple websites.

My intention was to choose 18 participants. However, I only found 8 non-persisters who
were willing to participate in the study. Five non-persisters who were unwilling to participate.
Three refused, one initially agreed and later declined, and one never responded to my request. |
found two additional persons who I thought met the requirements for participation, but after
beginning the interview realized they did not meet the parameters of the study. Therefore, |
chose graduates from the following classes—2011, 2010, and 2009. I chose six graduates from
the classes of 2011 and 2009 and five graduates from the class of 2010 for a total of 17
participants. Of the six selected from the classes of 2009 and 2011, 50% of them will have
persisted at least five years and 50% of them will have started in ministry but left ministry within
a five-year time frame. For the class of 2010, three of them persisted at least five years and 2 of
them left ministry. I ended up with nine graduates who persisted and eight graduates who did not

persist.
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I began by identifying graduates who had initial assignments within 200 miles of my
location. After participants were identified, I contacted potential participants, explained my
research, and scheduled an interview. If the participants were within 200 miles of my location,
the interview was conducted face-to-face. However, because of cost constraints, if the participant
was beyond 200 miles, I conducted a video-based interview, which aligns with established
qualitative interview techniques (Patton, 2015; Merriam, & Tisdell, 2014; Salmons, 2013). I
ended up conducting three face-to-face interviews and 14 video-based interviews.

Data Collection

As required, I submitted an application to the institutional review board. The application
consisted of an overview of the study, a copy of the consent form (Appendix B), and the
interview protocol (Appendix C). I was granted exempt status to conduct research for my study. I
contacted the purposefully selected participants. I explained the research study, my role as both
researcher and minister, and informed consent. If a person was interested in participating, they
signed the informed consent form. After the consent form was signed and received an interview
was scheduled and conducted.

Data collection instrument. Each in-depth interview followed a semi-structured
protocol. Each interview lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. I pilot tested the interview protocol
with two ministers.

Data collection procedures. Each interview was recorded and transcribed. I paid a
company to transcribe the recordings. Audio files will be destroyed after the completion of the
research study. Transcripts were stored digitally and password-protected and will be kept for five
years. Each participant was allowed to choose a pseudonym. A digital file listing the cross-

references between participants and pseudonyms was stored separately and also was password-
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protected. My preference was to conduct the interviews person-to-person, but I realized the cost
of conducting 17 interviews of seminary graduates spread geographically around North America
was prohibitive. Once I determined cost prohibited conducting face-to-face interviews, I conduct
fourteen interviews via video and recorded the audio for transcription.

Trustworthiness of the data.

To ensure qualitative trustworthiness, the findings were checked for consistency. I
employed three strategies.

Strategy 1. I will present a longitudinal description. The stories will illuminate how the
participants constructed and understood their perceived fit/misfit. Presenting the life experiences
of seminary graduates who both left and persisted should provide an informative narrative of
what happens during the early ministry career years.

Strategy 2. I consistently clarified my researcher biases. I have to remain open to what
participants share. I let their stories change my preconceptions about what happened or what
should have happened during their first five years. I also acknowledge where my own biases may
enter into the interpretation. Using a qualitative approach, I recognize I will be active in
constructing an interpretation of the stories and analyzing the findings.

Strategy 3. I used peer debriefing to triangulate my interpretations and enhance the
trustworthiness of the findings. I provided the findings to my peers and utilized their expertise as
a way to check, clarify, and challenge my interpretations. I utilized peer debriefing in an ongoing
manner. The peers I selected were ministers.

Data Analysis
The collected data allowed constant comparative analysis (Charmaz, 2014) of early-

career experiences, perceptions of support, kinds of challenges faced and navigated, and the
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nature of interaction between the seminary graduate and her/his organizational context. Data
analysis was ongoing during the interviews. First, I compared the interview transcripts to the
audio. Second, I kept notes recording my thoughts, questions, and experiences of what was
happening while I conducted the interviews. Third, while immersed in the data, I kept a separate
file noting what I consider compelling and striking observations from the interview transcripts.
Fourth, while reading the transcripts, [ used Dedoose to initially code each transcript. The codes
emerged from the data. [ employed the constant comparative method (Charmaz, 2014) for coding
and analyzing the data. Fifth, using the emerging codes, I identified the categories and
interpreted the themes from the data.
Representation of Data and Findings

In line with the qualitative methods employed, the data and findings are represented by a
longitudinal description of the life experiences of seminary graduates. Furthermore, the emerging
themes and multiple perspectives of the participants are described. Descriptions of participant
settings and utilization of participant quotes are used to support the emerging themes.
Limitations

First, the study is limited to ministers in, or formerly in, a particular denomination. |
chose a denomination with which I was most familiar. The rationale for using one denomination
is each participant ministered during their first five years in a church that functioned with the
same policies/bylaws. Bylaws explain how a pastor is placed in a particular congregation.
Bylaws additionally explain roles, responsibilities, and lines of authority between pastor and

congregation.
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Role of the Researcher

As the researcher I was the primary research instrument. I interacted with participants
with whom I share a common experience of seminary training. I have pastored. However, I am
also well beyond the five-year career mark. The participants and I shared a common experience
of graduating from seminary and entering ministry. While the participants and I shared seminary
graduation in common, the kinds and types of ministry experiences were different. [ wanted to
hear and describe their early-career experiences in their words.

I am a member of the clergy and have been for nearly 30 years. I graduated from two
different seminary programs and earned a Master of Religious Education and a Doctor of
Ministry. My master’s program helped me enter ministry; the doctoral program helped me
persist. [ served in a variety of pastoral roles. Following seminary graduation, I could not find an
initial ministry assignment. [ waited for two years before finding my first assignment.

During my first five years of ministry I considered leaving pastoral ministry. I recognize
my first five years ended more than two decades ago. Both the good and bad memories have
been tempered by time. As the primary research instrument, I recognize leaving or persisting in
ministry is a contextualized and personal decision. My researcher role explored how seminary
graduates experienced ministry. I will describe ministry experiences of those who persisted and
of those who did not persist. The meanings constructed from the latter experiences will be
different from how I experienced the early career years.

I work now in denominational administration rather than in a local church. I help with the
placement of pastors in assignments. [ help train new pastors. The research on clergy attrition
and persistence is important for my career. It will benefit those who work with pastoral training

and placement. It will benefit future pastors and their transition from school to ministry.
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As the primary research instrument, I am embedded in the participants’ lives. [ am
responsible to accurately interpret the participant’s stories. A reader must be able to trust that [
take every necessary precaution to conduct research in an ethical manner. If there are ethical
issues, and those issues are not explicitly addressed, then the whole project may be questioned.

In summary, my qualitative study explored the experiences of seventeen seminary
graduates. Seventeen in-depth, semi-structured interviews with seminary graduates were
conducted. The transcripts were transcribed and coded. The data was analyzed. Their stories are

shared in chapter four.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
The purpose of the study was to explore the life experiences of seminary graduates
through the construct of perceived fit. The goal was a description of seminary graduates’ life
experiences and how they understand their notions of fit. The following question guided the
study: How do life experiences contribute to the ways seminary graduates think about ministry? I
conducted 17 in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The interviews included nine graduates who
persisted in ministry and eight graduates who left ministry.

Seventeen participant voices provide an in-depth, longitudinal description of an at-risk
career phase. I refer to this phase in their career as an at-risk phase for two reasons. First, it is
these the earliest years’ experience where the profession experiences high levels of attrition.
Second, the earliest years are critical years for developing habits necessary for long-term,
sustainable ministry. Their voices narrate the journey. Each voice tells a compelling story.
Participants reflected on their unique personal journey into ministry, and, for some, eventually
out of ministry. They share heartaches, challenges, fears, frustrations, and hopes. They reflect on
their successes and failures. Their stories give a glimpse into the ways decisions about entering,
and in some cases leaving, ministry were made. They share how they prepared to be a minister.
They talk about what happened during their preparation. They share their stories about what it is
like to be a minister today. They share why some persisted and why others left.

The findings are organized around two broad periods in the participants’ lives. Each of
the broad periods includes themes that emerged from the analysis. First, the narrative provides a
description of the early and formative experiences of church and ministry with the following
themes: influences, school-age experiences, and college-related experiences. The second part

describes their seminary and post-seminary experiences with the following themes: laboratory,
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mentoring, faculty relationships, support, barriers, perceived fit, learning from others, transitions,

self-care strategies, and reassessing the call. Table 1 describes the 17 participants.

Name College-Type Field of Age Parent Activity Persist or
Undergraduate Level in Local Non-
Study Church Persist
Ana Denominational Ministry Early | Grandparent=pastor Persist
30s
Barnabas | Denominational Ministry Early Parents=leaders Persist
30s
Bill Denominational Ministry Early Parent=pastor Persist
30s
Catherine Different Medical Late Parents=leaders Non-
country 30s Persist
Charles Private, liberal Ministry Early Uninvolved; Non-
art, Christian 50s divorced Persist
Daniel Flagship State Medicine Early Parent=pastor Persist
30s
David Denominational Ministry Early Parent=pastor Persist
30s
Frank Denominational Ministry Early Parent=pastor Non-
30s Persist
Ken Denominational History Early Parent=pastor Persist
30s
Mary Denominational | English/Ministry | Early Parents=leaders Non-
30s Persist
Nathaniel | Denominational Accounting Late Grandparent=pastor Persist
30s
Otto Private, liberal Ministry Early Uninvolved, Non-
art, Christian 30s divorced Persist
Pepper Denominational Mathematics Early Parents=leaders Non-
30s Persist
Phineas Denominational Ministry Early Parents=leaders Persist
30s
Ron Denominational Ministry Late Parents=leaders Persist
30s
Teresa Denominational Education Early Parent=pastor Non-
30s Persist
Westley Denominational Ministry Early Parent=pastor Non-
30s Persist

Table 1: Participant Descriptive Summaries
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Early and Formative Experiences of Church and Ministry

Sensing a call to ministry began at an early age and early life experiences shaped
vocational decisions. The time frame covers childhood through college graduation. To better
understand this narrative within the lives of the participants in this study, I first provide a brief
demographic description of the participants (Appendix x includes a fuller description of each
participant).

Demographic summary. Of the seventeen participants (See Table 1 for more
information), four were women. All participants were married. They ranged age. One was in his
early 50s. Three were in their late 30s. Thirteen were in their early 30s. One participant was
South American. Sixteen participants were White. All seventeen participants were married.

Three of the four women left ministry. Of the thirteen male participants, five of them
decided to leave ministry. All seventeen served in the same denomination. Nine participants had
at least one pastor-parent or pastor-grandparent who was an ordained minister. One of the nine
had a pastor-parent who permanently left ministry. Two of the nine had both a pastor-parent and
pastor-grandparent who were ordained ministers. Six participants had parents who, while not
ministers, were involved in local church leadership.

While each of the participants graduated from college, thirteen participants graduated
from the eight denominational campuses in the United States. Each of the thirteen were raised in
the same denomination as their college affiliation. Two participants were graduates of non-
religious universities. Two were graduates of private, Christian liberal arts institutions outside
the denomination in which they would eventually serve. Eleven participants earned
undergraduate degrees in a ministry related field. Fourteen participants went directly to seminary

following completion of their undergraduate degree. Two felt called into ministry after
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graduating from college. One took a year off after college graduation to serve as a volunteer in
an international setting. Sixteen participants were raised in North America. One was raised in
South America.

The description of early and formative experiences includes: Family and early childhood
influences during a time when participants began to sense a call into ministry; school-age
experiences; and college related experiences where participants navigated and clarified a sense of
calling.

Influences. Participants recalled experiences within their family and their childhood that
may have shaped their interest in ministry. For example, Nathaniel remembered the impact of his
grandfathers, “My one grandpa gave me bibles for Christmas. My other grandpa gave me ball
gloves.” Mary reflected on a significant moment when she was twelve years old, “I had a seizure
at school. They discovered a brain tumor, and I had surgery a month later...I felt after that |
specifically wanted to help people know more about God.” Powerful moments impacted
participants in profound ways. Charles remembered sensing his call early in life, “I don’t know if
I’d call it a vision, but just an image in my mind of me teaching a small group of people out of
the Bible. I was 16...it something that hung with me.”

Participants experienced the front lines of church life early. “Faith was foundational in
our home...it was very shaping and formational,” Phineas remembered. The experiences
involved parents and, in some cases, grandparents. Otto, whose parents divorced when he was
young, remembered, “When I was a younger kid, my grandma, I don’t want to say ‘strong
armed,’ but she would find ways to get me to go to church...I started to get involved there.”

From early ages, participants were involved in local churches. Phineas recalled, “No

matter what...they made sure that we attended mass on Sunday...we were regulars...at mass, we
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had a pew that was basically the (family name) pew.” Ron remembered the early years as
“formative years of my life.” Attending multiple times per week, Bill recalled, “My friends from
school thought we were in a cult, because we went to church three times a week. Sunday
morning, Sunday night and Wednesday night. They just couldn’t believe that we went to church
so much.” Not everyone attended church three times a week, though Barnabas recalled, “We
went to church every Sunday.” Each participant practiced regular church attendance. Catherine
remembered her childhood as “being a good upbringing” where:

My parents definitely raised me with intention...as I get older, I realize more and more

that my parents were very intentional about everything they did when they raised me...I

was definitely involved in the church and in ministry from as young as I can remember.

Parents were actively involved in church, Nathaniel noted that his dad, a school
superintendent, “Played the piano and served in many capacities.” Regular attendance at weekly
services, plus they attended additional times and meetings because parents served on church
boards, prepared to teach church classes, got music ready for Sunday services, or when parents
were doing whatever was necessary at the church.

Ron remembered “very distinctly” going to high church services at the Russian Orthodox
church. After his parents visited and decided to attend a denominational church, Ron recalled,
“The priest who had married them (parents), as well as had baptized myself and my
sisters...basically excommunicated us from that local parish.” Ron continued to share how he
became part of a denominational church during the “formative years of my life and faith
development” where he observed a “camp meeting style, altar call framework of what church
was all about...ingrained in my mind are camp meeting services, where people were in the

aisles, waving hankies, and raising their hands.” Ana remembered, “My parents were both very
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involved in church...we were always at church, helping out, and participating in whatever was
going on.”

In multiple situations, a parent or grandparent served as a pastor. Ken talked about there
being “no separation between the church and regular life...everybody in town knew who we
were.” After those experiences, Ken stated he had “no intention of being a pastor.” Ken reflected
on that time, “It’s only now that I have a child that I realize...how big a part of my life itis...I’'m
intentionally trying to figure out things I took for granted as a kid.” Ken pastors a non-traditional
church where “nothing shaped up the way that I thought, but it’s been a great process of God’s
guiding and teaching and learning. I feel like everything’s been right, but it wasn’t anything I
expected.” Daniel remembered parents who intentionally “shielded us from a lot of, I guess, the
more difficult parts of ministry.”

Participants began to glimpse an early picture of what ministry might be like. David
noted,

As a pastor's kid, you see both the beautiful and the ugly of the church experience...

There's a struggle...with church and...the brokenness of people...also the beautiful side

of church...the generosity and love and support that comes with it, so we saw all of it.
However, not all participants experienced early positive church experiences. Frank talked about a
formative moment where his father had a bad experience,

Where the church basically chewed him up and spit him out and kicked him out of the

church. He had a rough experience with that, so he was introduced to some other means

of work instead of being in ministry.
After Frank’s dad was forced out of ministry, the family “moved around because of his different

job.” Frank decided to leave the ministry because of lack of opportunity; however, he never
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searched for a ministry role beyond the church he attended because he did not want to move, “I
didn’t feel like I needed to find somewhere else.” Bill remembered, “People act in unholy
ways...or can be very unloving while still paying lip service” when his dad “was killed in a car
accident...it was a fairly sudden thing...that all happened on a Thursday.” Bill described the
unholy and unloving ways related to a church service on the morning of the funeral:

The whole service was pretty much just people giving testimonies about dad, and what he

meant to them. Some of those testimonies were by kids who were maybe older...At that

point most had graduated, and they’d come back to church that week...to tell stories
about how much my dad had meant to them. The fact that some of those kids, where the

parents thought my dad hadn’t been doing enough for their kid, I think was just—well, I

think my mom saw it as somewhat vindicating...You didn’t always treat my husband

very well, but look, he meant a lot to your son or daughter.

Having parents actively involved in churches provided opportunities to see different ways
in which ministry happened or should happen. Frank remembered, “I was on the church board
for a few years in high school” where he was given a glimpse into leadership aspects of a local
church. Pepper recalled:

It felt like a lot of times they (parents) were on staff, even though they were just

committed lay people...dad was leading music from the stage for most of my

childhood...we were shown by my parents the importance of being committed to the
church, and we took that on ourselves.

With one exception, each participant pursued licensing and service in the same

denomination as her/his family. Parents were often graduates of one of the denomination’s
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colleges. When deciding to attend college, and simultaneously talking about sensing a call into
ministry, Barnabas talked about parental influence:

They did not discourage me, but especially my dad was very much, listen, be sure you

think this through very carefully...because if you go and get a degree in ministry, then

there’s only one string in your guitar...if you decide later there’s something else you
want to do...and you don’t want to spend your life in ministry, then you have very few
options.

Pepper reflected on his parents and grandparents, who had all been part of one denomination:

I was always committed to the church and only knew that church and everything about it

so when I went to college I went to the (denominational) college where I got my degree

in math, but I felt called to ministry...I was also taking religion classes.

The parental influence impacted choosing a college major. Nathaniel remembered the
influence, “I went to college knowing I was going to go to seminary. Then during college, my
mom...my grandfather...said, ‘why don’t you do something other than religion if you’re gonna
go to seminary?’ so I ended up doing accounting” because “I became very convicted of the idea
that I should have a kind of tentmaking skill.” Tentmaking is defined as an ability to earn money
without relying on a church salary. He used accounting skills to pay for seminary and to support
his family while pastoring. He is the only participant who still pastors his first church.

Charles described a very different family experience than the other participants, “Mom
was a single parent...worked in downtown...so a lot of times we were latchkey kids.” Through
grade school the family attended church until “something happened in the...(church)

class...mom just said, ‘We’re not going back’...basketball and football and baseball took over
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our weekends.” However, Charles, at age sixteen started attending church again, though not for
spiritual reasons, he went “primarily because of a young lady who was part of the youth group.”

Family and early childhood experiences influenced a sense of call. Active involvement at
church gave opportunities for participants to glimpse church life from an early age. Parents and
grandparents influenced the ways participants began thinking about God, church, and ministry.
Parents, grandparents, and church affiliation influenced choices about where and how the
participants would eventually pursue their ministry preparation.

School-age experiences. Experiences during the elementary, middle, or high school ages
helped shape a sense of call to ministry. Phineas remembered, “I kind of first grabbed on to my
faith for my own during high school. I just kind of launched myself into the scriptures every
chance I could get.” Ron noted, “Going into senior year of high school, God really began to just
speak to me in significant ways.” For some during the school years a willingness to pursue a
ministry calling emerged. David recalled, “I was 15 or 16. I just remember that experience of
giving God everything and being open to whatever He would call in the future... It was
unfolding...feeling called to ministry.” Phineas shared:

I felt a sense of kind of God’s leading, even early in my life. I wondered if that meant

becoming a priest. [ was an altar boy in the catholic church. I just always had a profound

sense of God’s leading in my life. It materialized more I guess I became more concrete in
high school.
Ana recalled that she felt a call to ministry around middle school:

Conversations at school start a lot more seriously, “What are you gonna’ do after

school?” They try and make you start picking a path in life. So I think that I was just

more aware of that idea and thinking about that idea, but it was also a time where I was
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growing a lot spiritually and really in those first stages of making my faith my own and
not just seeing it as something that I did with my family, but what did it mean for me. For
me, [ just remember one night, just praying and thinking about it and just really feeling
like—not the audible voice or anything like that, but the inner voice saying, “Would you
serve me? Would you give your life to ministry and service for me?” For me, that was
what that call looked like and felt like. Not an audible voice, but very much a strong
sense of being asked to do this, to pursue this path.
Sometimes a sense of call happened in the context of faith development. Nathaniel noted:
My faith became personal during my teenage years. I experienced several deaths early
on. My pastor’s son died when I was 12. I had a couple of classmates die when [ was in
high school. Two coaches died, so that was sort of the gateway in many ways for me to
really be introspective about what faith means...That’s really where my calling began.
The school years offered specific opportunities to develop leadership skills that would
later become useful in ministry. During the high school years, school teachers, pastors, or church
leaders recognized leadership abilities. Otto, an “introverted wallflower,” referenced * a teacher
who encouraged me” after a “significant” transfer from a large public high school to a much
smaller private, Christian high school where, “It opened a lot of doors, gave me a lot of
opportunities...for student leadership, and speaking during some chapels... just ways to kind of
engage.”
Phineas remembered how a “pastor took an interest in me and would take me along on
hospital visits. It was during that time that I really began to sense a call.” Other church leaders,
both ministers and non-ministers, affirmed a call to ministry. Church leaders entrusted the

participants, while the participants were young, with opportunities to serve in the church. Otto
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reflected on an interaction, “Our youth pastor just took some time. I think she...recognized
something in me as far as, maybe, potential leadership, or something like that...shortly
thereafter, I think, the following September, I sensed a calling to ministry.” Key pastoral
influences helped shape their sense of call. David recalled, “My youth pastor...confirmed...
leadership potential and what he thought were gifts and graces for ministry.”

I think it is important to note, given the number of participants whose
dad/mom/grandparent was a pastor, the participants talked about non-family member pastors
who affirmed them. Their pastoral influence is different than the parental/pastoral influence.
Those who had parent-pastors often expressed no desire to be in ministry. David, whose dad
pastored, recalled, “I knew I did not want to be a pastor for a long time.” Key pastors, beyond the
parent-pastor, affirmed and recognized leadership abilities.

As teenagers, the participants were involved in leading various ministries at their local
church and beyond their local church in larger jurisdictional settings. Bill was elected to serve on
“district committees” but was forced to resign because “I started to live one life where I was one
person when I was at school, and then I was a very different person if I was at home or at
church...those two worlds collided.” They served on church committees. They preached when
opportunities came. When they talked with other church leaders to clarify and understand their
emerging sense of calling, the participants experienced affirmation, support, and encouragement.
After Mary began sensing her call to ministry, she received “continuing confirmation as a
teenager...I still to this day feel called to help people understand God better.”

School-age experiences influenced a sense of call. These school-age experiences became
times where some participants began to own their faith development, which resulted in a

willingness to pursue a call. During these childhood experiences, some participants were
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mentored, affirmed, and influenced by pastors and church leaders. Some participants found
opportunities to begin developing their leadership skills.

College related experiences. Early church experiences informed college choices. As
mentioned earlier, thirteen graduated from colleges, which represented the same denomination in
which they would eventually become licensed and serve. Eight of the thirteen had a parent or
grandparent pursue ministry training within the same denomination. Twelve had a parent
graduate from a denominational college. The participants early experiences in the denomination
guided their academic preparation, which led to service in the same denomination. They pursued
ministry licenses within the same denomination.

All but one of the persisting ministers attended one of their denomination’s
undergraduate colleges. Daniel, who did not attend a denominational college, had parents who
were pastors in the denomination. Daniel planned to be a doctor and attended a flag-ship state
university, where he was a pre-med student. The nine ministers who persisted had well-
established roots in the denomination. Three of the ministers who left ministry attended a college
outside of their denomination. Fourteen participants sensed a call to ministry before high school
was completed. Thirteen made a denominational college choice in part because they believed it
was the best for them to train in the denomination in which they planned to serve. Catherine,
who felt called into ministry during high school, attended an international university where she
studied health care. She felt her call would involve the medical profession and wanted to pursue
medical imaging credentials prior to ministry training. Charles, Ken, and Daniel sensed a call to
ministry after college graduation. One sensed a call post-high school while serving in the

military.
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While many attended their denomination’s college, it was not always an easy decision.
Phineas planned to study political studies at a state school but recalled, “I changed my mind.
Decided to go to the denominational university and study religious studies, or religion. Sensing
that God was calling me into ministry, but not knowing what that looked like, exactly.”

For those who attended denominational colleges, an early sense of call shaped their
interpersonal interactions with campus leaders and their involvement in campus ministries. Ron
reflected:

I started getting involved in ministry opportunities right away. It was really through the

body of Christ, and some significant professors in my life that affirmed the gifts and

graces that maybe I didn’t yet see, but they saw within me.

Undergraduate preparation for ministry influenced the sense of call. “Affirmation of
professors, mentorship of professors. Internships were a really big thing in our program in
undergrad. Those internships, both the supervisors and then the people that are receiving the
ministry. Peers. Just from a number of different angles,” recalled David.

The influence extended beyond those studying for ministry. Otto knew he was called and
knew he would go to seminary after college. But he went to college to study mathematics. Otto
considered his college years as a training ground for ministry, even without formally majoring in
ministry, he recalled his college experience:

My major was not religion or theology like most of my friends, who were gonna go on to

ministry, were doing. Still felt like...I was learning to preach. I was playing...music...

doing church camps and all of that kind of stuff. So, I always felt like I was on this path

towards ministry and never felt like there was a roadblock in front of me. Always just felt
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like the doors were opening in the right way. They were saying, “Yes, this is what you’re

preparing yourself for.”

Ken graduated from a denominational college with a degree in history. During college he
had no sense of call. In fact, early in life, after experiencing parsonage life as a preacher’s kid, he
knew he did not want to be a minister. But, “It was like two days after I graduated, I had what
was probably a nervous breakdown and I realized that I had not planned to do anything in life
besides graduate from college, and once I did that, I realized I had no plan beyond that.” He was
working in his college’s admission department the summer following his graduation. He arrived
at an event:

The associate pastor met us and said, “Oh, by the way, we’re between pastors right now,

so one of you has to preach in the morning.” The team...said, “Alright, you (Ken) can do

that” ...I prepared my first sermon and the next morning, while I was preaching, I just
felt the call and so I decided to follow that.

In summary, college related experiences influenced the sense of call. Thirteen
participants attended a denominational college. Their time on campuses, where they were
affirmed and provided with a training ground for the practice of ministry, gave them a path
toward expressing their call. They were provided leadership opportunities.

Overall, early child and family influence, school-age experiences, and college related
experiences influenced the participants. They sensed a call to ministry early in life. Other people
encouraged and affirmed them in the process. Many began formal training as part of their
undergraduate degree. They were ready to start graduate school and advanced theological

education.
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Seminary and Post Seminary Experiences

The educational path to ministry for the seventeen participants included seminary. The
seminary experience was a different experience than attending college. Seminaries proved
graduate level theological education. An undergraduate degree is required to attend a seminary.
Generally, a seminary’s admission requirements include previous study in a ministry related
field.

Soon after college graduation, the participants began attending seminary. Four
participants took one year off between college graduation and starting seminary. Catherine
waited to start seminary after graduating from an international medical school. Catherine
“worked in medical imaging for quite a few years” before going to seminary. Charles started
seminary several years after college. He experienced a calling into ministry after high-school
while he was enlisted in the Air Force. His journey to seminary began while he was stationed in
Japan. Charles was being downsized out of the Air Force. In order to potentially remain, he
needed to become a chaplain. Military chaplaincy requires a Master of Divinity degree from an
ATS accredited seminary. He had a Master of Biblical Studies degree. Charles described, “My
commander got involved and said, ‘This is nuts’.” Then a General “pushed some paperwork
through” to transfer him to a reservist status to allow him and pay for him to pursue the correct
seminary degree. The Air Force Chapel Office signed off on the plan and the path was opened
for him to become a chaplain. However, as he neared completion of the degree, the Air Force did
not call him back to active duty as a chaplain. He was phased out of the Air Force before he
completed his seminary degree. Charles ended up pastoring. He left ministry and serves as a

community college dean. Twelve participants went to seminary directly after college graduation.
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As the seminary innovated with new delivery options—online offerings, more evening
classes, and even multi-site options—Ron and Phineas, who had stopped out from seminary,
returned to the seminary to finish their degrees. Ron recalled stopping seminary:

I went to seminary for two years. Our first two kids had come along. Had to find a job

that had a little more employment. Seminary did not have a lot of what I would say are

student-friendly class options, at the time. [ went online and did a master of spiritual
formation from another college.
He later returned to seminary when the seminary began offering innovative delivery options. By
the time Ron completed his seminary degree, he was pastoring full-time in another state. Leaving
seminary to become full-time pastors was not the usual path for most of the participants, but Ron
and Nathaniel moved away from the seminary location, became full-time pastors, and completed
their degrees via the new delivery options.

Phineas, who also left seminary after one year, he reflected on why he left seminary:

During that year at seminary, I just kind of grew tired of studying. I wasn’t sure where I

was going or why I was doing it. [ was just there because it was the next thing to do. I felt

like I was continuing trying to follow God’s call and leading, but not really sure what that
looked like. That year of seminary was difficult. I enjoyed the study. I enjoyed being

around classmates. It was tough not knowing why I was doing it, and what the goal was. I

quit after that year.

Several years after stopping out, Phineas “began really to sense more of a definitive calling and
purpose.” He returned to seminary, “This time it was a much different experience...having a

wife and daughter...I was there, pretty focused...doing what I needed to do in classes.”
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Ana thought seminary “was a very transformational time. It made me think very critically
about my faith and what I believed. It didn’t allow for the easy answers. I resonated with that.”
Ron recalled his seminary experience as far more than class work:

As much as it was preparing me for ministry, it almost was a self-reflective preparing of

myself...my seminary experience...was way more about my spiritual vibrance and

maturation, my theological maturation, than it was about necessarily preparing me for
what happens in church life.
Daniel described seminary as “very formative in my life...especially having gone through a
crisis of faith at the end of college.” David remembered, “Seminary really, I think, taught me
about grace, just because it kicked my butt. It beat the perfectionism out of me. That was good...
I'm glad I went through it.” Westley, who would leave ministry, noted seminary was “very
formative in terms of how I look at ministry, how I look at the church, how I understand myself.”

During their seminary preparation, some participants were very intentional about
maximizing the use of their time. Ron remembered:

Some people would say you don’t learn anything practical in seminary. I think maybe

they’re looking at—again, it all depends on the experience, but I think that maybe they’re

looking at it from the wrong perspective because all my practical stuff, I learned because,
as [ was going to seminary, I was also a lay pastor.”

Participants’ descriptions revealed a sense of their seminary experiences that went
“beyond the curriculum” and the formal curricular requirements for their degree. They reflected
on how the lessons they learned from these experiences emerged during their beginning years of
ministry. Nine participants, each persisting in ministry, took initiative and became more involved

in a local church. Ana reflected, “I loved being a part of that congregation and got opportunities
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to lead in different ways and put different things I was learning into practice.” Whereas Ron
remembered, “You had a lot of people who were hammering through the book knowledge, and
through their theological framework, but not embracing a local church. In fact, I knew a lot of
people that didn’t go anywhere.”

Those who persisted noted their extra-curricular involvement exceeded what the
seminary curriculum required for graduation. The eight participants who left ministry fulfilled
what the seminary required but did not go beyond the curricular requirements. In terms of going
beyond the curricular requirements, there was a difference in how participants who persisted in
ministry and participants who left ministry spent their time while attending seminary. In order to
graduate, each student fulfilled a ministry internship requirement. Each student was required to
serve an internship during their seminary studies. They wrote reflection papers and the seminary
provided supervision from a faculty member. The seminary also trained supervisors at the
internship sites. Westley remembered, “What I really enjoyed about doing the internships was
getting to see how other people did ministry.” Ken was more specific:

They (seminary) had practicum. We had to take three semesters where we designed an

internship in various places. There was a local church and a non-church setting was one

of them. I don’t know that those things were all that super helpful.
Mary recalled her internship, “You had to work in a church while you were there and do a
certain number of hours in a church practicing things, working in a church, and learning from a
pastor.” Ken, Westley, and Mary fulfilled the requirement but did not persist in ministry. David
described the internships with some sarcasm, “They were very regimented. You had to tie all of
your experiences to the outcomes, the denominational outcomes, so they could prove to the

accrediting agency blah blah blah blah, and that was annoying, but the internships were good.”
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Frank reflected on why he could not do more, “I was working 30 hours a week at a job and
attending seminary fulltime.”

However, in each case, those who persisted found a laboratory context for the application
of classroom learning beyond the required internship, initiated and established mentoring
relationships with a pastor, and initiated relationships with faculty mem