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Abstract 
 

Pastoral ministry places a high moral standard on the lives of pastors. Some pastors end up 

failing to meet these expectations. As a result, some voluntarily exit from the pastoral 

ministry, while others get suspended involuntarily because of failing to meet the demands of 

the office. This paper singles the suspension of pastors from ministerial work, for whatever 

reason, as an aspect that can have profound psychological effects on pastors, including 

feelings of guilt, shame, and loss of purpose. It explores how Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy 

(CBT) can support pastors during suspension and provides coping and personal growth 

strategies. CBT principles are relevant in addressing negative thinking patterns, modifying 

unhelpful beliefs, and developing practical coping skills. The paper also presents case studies 

illustrating the application of CBT interventions for suspended pastors, emphasizing the 

importance of cognitive restructuring exercises, behavioural activation strategies, and coping 

skills training. The findings suggest CBT can effectively support pastors during suspension, 

promote their emotional well-being, and facilitate personal growth. 

Keywords: Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Pastoral Ministry, Pastoral Suspension, 

Coping Skills, Behavioral activation 

 

 

Introduction 

Pastoral ministry presents pastors with challenging situations that can easily lead to leaving 

the pastorate. Studies have indicated that two in five pastors in the US have contemplated 

quitting full-time ministry (Barna, 2022). Some of the cited reasons for premature leaving 

church ministry are boredom, stress of the job, high expectations, feeling lonely and isolated, 

conflicts (with colleagues, congregation), lack of support system in the pastorate, spouse or 
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family issues, inappropriate sexual relationships, and health factors (Croucher 1994; Johnson, 

1988). Some voluntarily leave, while others involuntarily exit for various reasons. Leaving a 

ministry that one spent time and resources building with the intention of a life-long vocation 

can be devastating. It is more stressful when the church suspends a pastor from pastoral work. 

Pastoral suspension is a challenging and distressing experience that can have significant 

psychological consequences on pastors. When pastors face suspension, they may grapple with 

feelings of guilt, shame, and a loss of purpose, which can impact their emotional well-being 

and overall functioning. In such circumstances, exploring effective interventions that can 

provide support, promote coping strategies, and facilitate personal growth for these pastors 

becomes crucial. Therefore, the church must provide a pastoral support system to help pastors 

cope with the new realities in such situations. One therapeutic approach that has shown 

promise in various contexts is Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT), developed by Aaron 

Beck, a widely recognized and empirically supported psychotherapeutic approach that centres 

on identifying and altering negative patterns of thinking, beliefs, and behaviours. Its primary 

goal is to provide individuals with tangible tools and techniques to effectively manage 

difficulties, improve emotional control, and foster personal development (Summa et al., 

2023). Given its effectiveness in addressing a wide range of psychological challenges, it is 

worth examining the role of CBT in supporting pastors during suspension. 

The primary goal of this paper is to explore the role of CBT in supporting pastors 

during suspension and to provide strategies for coping and personal growth within this 

context. Furthermore, it reviews relevant studies that have applied CBT interventions to 

individuals experiencing crisis or trauma and the relevance of CBT in pastoral contexts. By 

examining the theoretical framework of CBT and its application in supporting individuals 

facing crises, this paper aims to identify specific CBT strategies that can effectively assist 

pastors during suspension. These strategies may include cognitive restructuring exercises to 

challenge negative thinking patterns, behavioural activation techniques to promote 

engagement and positive coping, and developing coping skills and problem-solving 

strategies. 

Case studies will illustrate the application of CBT strategies in supporting pastors 

during suspension. It will shed light on suspended pastors' difficulties and demonstrate how 

CBT interventions can effectively address their distinctive requirements, promoting recovery 
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and personal development. In essence, this paper seeks to expand the existing knowledge base 

on supporting pastors during suspension by investigating the potential application of CBT. By 

identifying efficacious coping mechanisms and strategies for personal growth, this study aims 

to offer valuable insights for clinicians, pastoral caregivers, and researchers involved in this 

study area. 

Literature Review 

Overview of Pastoral Suspension and its Psychological Impact 

The ministerial profession is deemed as a life-long calling. However, some ministry dynamics 

and personal issues challenge this commitment. As indicated earlier, a large number of pastors 

voluntarily or involuntarily quit Christian ministry for diverse reasons ranging from 

dissatisfaction, high ministry expectations, conflicts (with colleagues, congregation), lack of 

support system in the pastorate, spouse or family issues, inappropriate sexual relationships, 

and health factors that are sometimes related to stress or burnout (Croucher 1994; Johnson, 

1988). Sadly, career status is measured today using church membership, staff size, church 

location and such indicators, thus discouraging those who fail to measure up to these 

standards. Some who leave ministry for sabbatical or further studies never return, therefore 

leaving the church with few pastors, "Broken-down, burned out, and cast-off former pastors 

sit on the sidelines in our churches, sell real estate for a livelihood, and serve as guidance 

counsellors in the public schools. If they could be renewed rather than rejected, there would 

be no shortage of pastors" (McKenna, 1980). 

Some pastors unceremoniously exit ministry because of sexual and financial scandals 

and other related challenges emanating from personal character deficiencies. Tripp (2012) 

attributes the trend to the "peacetime mentality" among pastors and the failure to understand 

that they are engaged in a battle of kingdoms, values, and allegiance. Hence, many end up 

leaving the ministry voluntarily or involuntarily. Pastoral suspension, when it happens, can be 

a profoundly distressing experience for pastors, and due to the lack of a pastoral support 

system, many ex-pastors struggle with feelings of failure, anger, resentment, guilt, and a sense 

of betrayal (by others and sometimes God) (Johnson, 1988). Research by Smith (2018) and 

Travis and Lang (2016) reveals that suspended pastors often grapple with intense emotions 

such as guilt, shame, and a sense of loss in their personal and professional identities. In 

addition, a crisis of faith may arise as they navigate the implications of their actions or 
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allegations. Johnson (2019) further highlights the detrimental effects of the associated stigma 

and the disruption of relationships, which can intensify the psychological distress experienced 

by suspended pastors. To address the psychological impact of pastoral suspension, cognitive-

behavioural therapy (CBT) offers a promising approach.  

Since its development by Aaron Beck in the 1960s, CBT or cognitive therapy has been 

extensively researched and found to be effective in dealing with psychiatric disorders, 

including depression, anxiety disorders, eating disorders, substance abuse, and personality 

disorders (Summa, 2023). It has been adapted and studied for children, adolescents, adults, 

couples and families. It operates on the principle that thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are 

interconnected and aims to discover and modify negative thought patterns and behaviors 

contributing to distress (Beck, 2011). Through cognitive restructuring, individuals can 

challenge and reframe negative thoughts associated with guilt, shame, and self-blame. 

Behavioral activation techniques can assist pastors in rediscovering a sense of purpose for 

living and engagement in meaningful activities, counteracting the loss of identity experienced 

during the suspension. Moreover, CBT emphasizes acquiring coping skills to effectively 

manage stress, bolster resilience, and promote overall well-being. 

Smith (2018) suggests that integrating CBT interventions into the support provided to 

suspended pastors can be beneficial. By addressing the cognitive and behavioral aspects of 

their experiences, CBT can help pastors work through their emotions, reframe their thoughts, 

develop adaptive coping strategies, and rebuild their self-esteem. This approach aligns with 

the holistic nature of pastoral care, which encompasses the emotional, spiritual, and relational 

dimensions of an individual's well-being. It is important to note that while there is existing 

research on the effectiveness of CBT in various contexts (Beck, 2011; Hollon et al., 2014; 

Hofmann et al., 2012), limited research directly explores CBT interventions tailored to the 

needs of suspended pastors. Further studies are needed to examine CBT's specific application 

and efficacy in supporting pastors during suspension. For instance, longitudinal research 

could provide insights into the long-term effects of CBT interventions on pastors' well-being, 

functioning, and eventual restoration to their ministerial duties. Comparative effectiveness 

research could also compare CBT to other therapeutic approaches to determine the most 

appropriate and effective interventions for this population. Additionally, it would be valuable 

to explore the cultural and contextual factors that may influence the application and 
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effectiveness of CBT for pastors in different religious and cultural contexts. Considering the 

diverse belief systems and practices within various religious communities, understanding the 

intersection of spirituality and CBT could offer insights into tailoring interventions to meet 

the unique needs of suspended pastors. 

Pastoral suspension can have significant psychological implications for pastors. CBT 

emerges as a potential therapeutic approach to address the psychological distress experienced 

during the suspension, offering tools for cognitive restructuring, behavioral activation, and 

coping skills development. While there is a need for further research specifically focused on 

CBT interventions for suspended pastors, the existing literature supports the potential benefits 

of integrating CBT into the comprehensive support provided to pastors during this 

challenging time. 

Research on the Application of CBT in Various Contexts 

CBT has demonstrated effectiveness across various contexts, as evidenced by previous 

research. For instance, studies have shown the successful application of CBT in the treatment 

of depression (Hollon et al., 2014), anxiety disorders (Hofmann et al., 2012), and post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Resick et al., 2008). Moreover, CBT interventions have 

shown promising results in addressing guilt and shame (Tangney et al., 2007) and promoting 

resilience (Meichenbaum, 2017). These findings highlight the potential of CBT to alleviate 

psychological distress and enhance well-being in diverse populations. 

Research investigating CBT interventions specifically for individuals experiencing 

crisis or trauma further supports its efficacy. For example, CBT effectively reduces distress 

and improves coping skills in survivors of sexual assault (Rothbaum et al., 2007) and 

individuals with a history of trauma (Ehlers et al., 2005). Additionally, CBT-based crisis 

interventions have shown positive outcomes in emergency settings (Brymer et al., 2012). 

These studies provide compelling evidence for the potential of CBT in addressing 

psychological challenges associated with crisis or trauma, which supports pastors during 

suspension. 

Considering the psychological impact of pastoral suspension, the principles and 

techniques of CBT are highly relevant in supporting pastors during this challenging period. 

CBT interventions can assist pastors in identifying and challenging negative thinking patterns, 

developing practical coping skills, and restoring a sense of purpose and meaning in their 
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lives. By addressing feelings of guilt, shame, and self-blame, CBT can aid pastors in 

rebuilding self-esteem and facilitating psychological healing. The existing literature suggests 

that CBT may offer valuable strategies to address the unique needs of suspended pastors and 

promote their overall well-being during this difficult time. 

Most studies on CBT have focused on general populations or specific clinical 

disorders rather than addressing the unique challenges faced by suspended pastors. Further 

research is needed to explore and develop CBT interventions that directly target the 

psychological impact of pastoral suspension. Longitudinal studies would be valuable in 

investigating the long-term effects of CBT interventions on the well-being and functioning of 

suspended pastors. Such research could provide insights into the sustained benefits of CBT 

and the potential for long-term psychological growth and restoration for pastors who have 

experienced suspension from Christian ministry. Comparative effectiveness research is also 

necessary to determine the most appropriate and effective interventions for supporting pastors 

during suspension. By comparing CBT with other therapeutic approaches, researchers can 

identify which interventions yield the best outcomes and tailor interventions accordingly. 

Moreover, the cultural and contextual factors that influence the application and 

effectiveness of CBT for pastors in different religious and cultural contexts need further 

exploration. Religious beliefs and practices may intersect with psychological interventions, 

and understanding these dynamics can contribute to the development of culturally sensitive 

and effective CBT interventions for suspended pastors. While there is a scarcity of research 

directly addressing these gaps, the existing literature on CBT's effectiveness in various 

contexts provides a foundation for its potential application in supporting pastors during 

suspension. It is crucial for future research to address these gaps to provide evidence-based 

and tailored support for pastors facing suspension. 

Theoretical Framework 

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is grounded in several theoretical foundations that 

underpin its principles and interventions. Two prominent theories that contribute to the 

understanding of CBT are Beck's cognitive theory and Bandura's social learning theory. 

Aaron T. Beck's cognitive theory, in Cognitive Therapy and the Emotional Disorders, 

developed in 1976, proposes that individuals' thoughts, emotions, and behaviors are 

interconnected and mutually influence each other. According to this theory, cognitive 
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processes shape individuals' experiences and emotional well-being. Beck suggested that 

maladaptive thoughts and beliefs, such as negative self-perceptions or distorted 

interpretations of events, contribute to emotional distress and problematic behaviors. CBT 

interventions aim to identify and challenge these unhelpful thoughts and beliefs, replacing 

them with more accurate and adaptive ones. Individuals can experience positive emotional 

and behavioral changes by modifying cognitive patterns. 

Albert Bandura's Social Learning Theory (1977) highlights the influence of 

observational learning and social factors on behaviour. According to this theory, individuals 

learn through direct experience, observing others, and imitating their behaviors. Bandura 

emphasized that cognitive processes, such as attention, retention, reproduction, and 

motivation, mediate the learning and imitation of behaviors. In the context of CBT, Social 

Learning Theory suggests that individuals can acquire new coping skills and adaptive 

behaviors by observing and modelling the thoughts and behaviors of others during therapy. 

This social aspect of learning is often incorporated into CBT through role-playing, modelling, 

and guided practice. 

These theoretical foundations provide a conceptual framework for understanding the 

underlying mechanisms of CBT and how it targets cognitive processes, thoughts, beliefs, and 

behaviours to promote positive change. By integrating mental and social learning theory 

elements, CBT offers a comprehensive approach to addressing psychological difficulties and 

facilitating personal growth. CBT incorporates several key concepts and principles relevant to 

supporting pastors during suspension, as discussed below. 

First is collaborative empiricism. This is a crucial aspect of CBT and emphasizes the 

collaborative nature of the therapeutic relationship between the therapist and the individual 

seeking treatment. This approach involves jointly examining and testing the validity of 

thoughts and beliefs (Beck et al., 1979). By actively involving pastors in identifying and 

challenging unhelpful thinking patterns related to their suspension experience, CBT 

empowers them to take an active role in their healing and well-being. 

Second is cognitive restructuring, a central technique in CBT that involves identifying 

and challenging negative thinking patterns and replacing them with more realistic and 

adaptive thoughts (Beck et al., 1979). In pastoral suspension, CBT can help pastors examine 

and reframe their thoughts and beliefs associated with guilt, shame, self-blame, or loss of 
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identity. By facilitating cognitive healing, CBT supports pastors in cultivating more accurate 

and helpful perspectives, leading to improved emotional well-being. 

The third is behavioural activation, which focuses on increasing engagement in 

positive and meaningful activities (Jacobson et al., 1996). During pastoral suspension, pastors 

may experience a loss of purpose and meaning in their lives. CBT encourages pastors to 

identify and participate in activities that align with their values and interests, counteracting 

negative emotions and enhancing overall well-being. CBT helps pastors reestablish a sense of 

purpose and positive engagement during this challenging period by promoting behavioural 

activation. 

Belief modification is a fundamental goal of CBT, aiming to identify and modify 

unhelpful beliefs and assumptions that contribute to emotional distress and maladaptive 

behaviors (Beck et al., 1979). Pastoral suspension can evoke beliefs about self-worth, failure, 

loss of identity, or lack of control. Through CBT, pastors can challenge and modify these 

unhelpful beliefs, fostering personal growth, resilience, and a more adaptive outlook. 

CBT equips individuals with practical coping skills and problem-solving techniques to 

manage stress, regulate emotions, and address challenges effectively (Nezu et al., 2013). CBT 

can enhance their ability to navigate the suspension period and promote personal growth by 

teaching pastors specific coping strategies, such as relaxation or assertiveness training. 

Cognitive restructuring is a core of CBT and is crucial in challenging negative thinking 

patterns among pastors during suspension. By identifying and examining their automatic 

thoughts and cognitive distortions, pastors can understand how their thinking may contribute 

to negative emotions and maladaptive behaviors (Beck et al., 1979). Through Socratic 

questioning and thought record-keeping techniques, pastors can learn to evaluate the evidence 

for and against their negative thoughts, generate alternative perspectives, and develop more 

balanced and realistic thinking patterns (Jensen et al., 2017). Cognitive restructuring can help 

pastors develop a more compassionate and self-compassionate mindset, fostering resilience 

and facilitating emotional healing and growth. 

Behavioral activation is a crucial aspect of CBT that can support pastors during the 

suspension. Encouraging pastors to engage in activities that bring them joy, fulfilment, and a 

sense of accomplishment can counteract the negative impact of the suspension on their mood 

and motivation (Jacobson et al., 1996). Pastors can collaborate with their therapists to identify 
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activities that align with their values, interests, and spiritual beliefs. By gradually and 

intentionally increasing the frequency and intensity of these activities, pastors can enhance 

positive emotions, regain a sense of purpose, and develop adaptive coping strategies. 

Additionally, CBT focuses on identifying and modifying unhelpful beliefs and 

assumptions that contribute to emotional distress and maladaptive behaviors (Beck et al., 

1979). During pastoral suspension, pastors may hold beliefs about their self-worth, 

competence, or the significance of their suspension that perpetuate negative emotions and 

hinder personal growth. Through techniques such as belief modification, pastors can critically 

examine the evidence for and against these beliefs, challenge their validity, and develop more 

adaptive and realistic perspectives. CBT can promote self-compassion, resilience, and a shift 

in pastors' attitudes during suspension by addressing unhelpful beliefs. 

CBT equips pastors with practical coping skills and problem-solving techniques to 

effectively manage stress, regulate emotions, and address challenges (Nezu et al., 2013). 

Coping skills training may involve teaching pastors relaxation techniques, like deep breathing 

and progressive muscle relaxation, to manage anxiety or distress. Problem-solving techniques 

can assist pastors in identifying and implementing effective strategies to overcome obstacles 

and find solutions to the difficulties they encounter during suspension. 

Application of CBT Strategies for Pastors During Suspension 

CBT offers a range of interventions and techniques to support pastors during suspension. 

These strategies aim to address their psychological challenges and promote their well-being. 

Some critical CBT interventions for pastors include cognitive restructuring, behavioural 

activation, cognitive distortions identification, challenging coping skills training, and self-

care practices (Jensen et al., 2017). 

Guilt, shame, and self-blame are common emotional responses experienced by pastors 

during suspension. Cognitive restructuring exercises can help pastors challenge these negative 

emotions and develop more adaptive thinking patterns. For instance, the "double standard" 

technique encourages pastors to consider how they would view and treat a colleague or friend 

in a similar situation, promoting self-compassion and self-forgiveness (Beck et al., 1979). 

Additionally, the "evidence gathering" technique helps pastors examine the evidence 

supporting their guilt, shame, or self-blame and identify alternative explanations (Jensen et 

al., 2017). 
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Behavioral activation techniques are valuable for pastors experiencing suspension, as 

they can help them regain a sense of purpose and meaning. By engaging in activities that 

align with their values and spiritual beliefs, pastors can foster a sense of purpose and 

experience positive emotions. Setting achievable goals, scheduling enjoyable activities, and 

gradually increasing involvement in meaningful tasks can be effective strategies to promote 

behavioural activation during suspension (Jacobson et al., 2001). 

Cognitive distortions and biased and irrational thinking patterns can significantly 

impact pastors' well-being during suspension. CBT emphasizes the identification and 

challenging of these distortions. Pastors can be guided to recognize distortions such as 

overgeneralization, personalization, or catastrophizing and then examine the evidence 

supporting these thoughts. Pastors can develop more balanced and realistic perspectives 

through techniques like cognitive restructuring, discussing the pros and cons of distorted 

thinking, and generating alternative explanations (Beck et al., 1979). 

Coping skills training is a crucial component of CBT that equips pastors with practical 

skills to manage stress, anxiety, and depression associated with suspension. Relaxation 

techniques can be taught to pastors to regulate emotions and reduce anxiety (Nezu et al., 

2013). Additionally, pastors can effectively learn problem-solving strategies to address 

specific challenges they may encounter during suspension (Nezu et al., 2013). Self-care 

practices are vital in maintaining pastors' well-being and facilitating personal growth during 

suspension. CBT can assist pastors in developing tailored self-care strategies, such as setting 

boundaries, self-reflection, practising self-compassion, and seeking social support. These 

practices can help pastors navigate the challenges of suspension, foster resilience, and 

promote personal growth (Jensen et al., 2017). 

CBT offers a range of interventions and techniques that can support pastors during 

suspension by addressing psychological challenges, promoting well-being, and facilitating 

personal growth. CBT can provide pastors with valuable tools and strategies to manage 

suspension's emotional and psychological impact by incorporating behavioral activation, 

cognitive restructuring, coping skills training, and self-care practices. 

Relevant Case Study Examples  

Examples of two case studies would suffice to show the application of the theory. In Case 

One, Rev. John, a pastor, was suspended from his pastoral duties due to allegations of 
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misconduct. He experienced intense guilt, shame, and self-blame during this period. 

Cognitive restructuring techniques were employed to address these negative emotions. Rev. 

John engaged in the "double standard" technique, where he imagined how he would treat a 

colleague in a similar situation, fostering self-compassion and forgiveness (Beck et al., 1979). 

He discovered alternative explanations for his actions through evidence gathering, 

challenging his initial self-blame (Jensen et al., 2017). 

In Case Two, Pastor Sarah faced suspension due to conflicts within her congregation, 

resulting in a loss of purpose and meaning. Behavioral activation strategies were utilized to 

help her maintain a sense of purpose. Pastor Sarah set goals aligned with her values and 

scheduled activities that brought her joy and fulfilment, such as volunteering in her 

community. Gradually, she increased her involvement in meaningful tasks, restoring purpose 

and positive emotions (Jacobson et al., 2001). 

Utilizing CBT Interventions  

CBT interventions have indeed been tailored to address the challenges faced by suspended 

pastors, including guilt, shame, loss of purpose, and negative thinking patterns. Cognitive 

restructuring techniques challenge and reframe feelings of guilt, shame, and self-blame, 

promoting self-compassion and realistic perspectives (Beck et al., 1979; Jensen et al., 2017). 

These techniques help pastors examine the evidence supporting their negative thoughts and 

develop more balanced and constructive interpretations. 

Behavioral activation strategies help pastors maintain a sense of purpose and engage 

in meaningful activities during suspension (Jacobson et al., 2001). Through setting goals 

aligned with their values, scheduling enjoyable activities, and gradually increasing 

involvement in significant tasks, pastors can reclaim a sense of purpose and experience 

positive emotions. 

CBT interventions also focus on identifying and challenging cognitive distortions 

specific to pastoral suspension, such as overgeneralization or catastrophizing (Beck et al., 

1979). Pastors can develop more balanced and realistic thinking patterns by recognizing and 

questioning these distortions. 

Research has shown the effectiveness of CBT in supporting individuals through 

challenging situations. While there might not be specific studies directly addressing 

suspended pastors, a randomized effectiveness study by Jensen et al. (2017) comparing 



ShahidiHub International Journal of Education, Humanities & Social Sciences- ISSN (Online): 2958-8154– Vol. 1, No. 1 (2023), 
75–90 

 86 

trauma-focused cognitive-behavioural therapy, a variant of CBT, with therapy as usual, found 

positive outcomes in supporting individuals facing difficult circumstances. It suggests that 

CBT interventions have the potential to alleviate emotional distress, promote resilience, and 

facilitate personal growth among suspended pastors. Cognitive restructuring, behavioral 

activation, and coping skills training, CBT interventions offer valuable tools and strategies to 

help pastors manage the emotional and psychological impact of suspension, develop adaptive 

thinking patterns, maintain a sense of purpose, and effectively cope with stress and emotions 

(Beck et al., 1979; Jacobson et al., 2001; Nezu et al., 2013). 

 

Implications 

The literature review and case studies highlight several key findings regarding applying 

cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) strategies in supporting pastors during the suspension. It 

is evident that, first, CBT interventions, including cognitive restructuring, behavioural 

activation, and coping skills training, can effectively address the challenges faced by 

suspended pastors, such as guilt, shame, loss of purpose, and negative thinking patterns. 

Second, cognitive restructuring techniques, such as the "double standard" and "evidence 

gathering," are valuable tools in promoting self-compassion, challenging self-blame, and 

helping pastors develop more balanced and realistic perspectives regarding their actions and 

circumstances. Third, behavioural activation strategies, such as goal-setting and engaging in 

meaningful activities, enhance a pastor's sense of purpose, meaning, and positive emotions. 

Pastors can regain a sense of fulfilment and joy by scheduling and participating in activities 

aligned with their values. 

CBT interventions help pastors identify and challenge cognitive distortions specific to 

pastoral suspension, such as overgeneralization and catastrophizing. Pastors can develop more 

accurate and adaptive thinking patterns by recognizing and questioning these distortions. 

Coping skills training is an essential component of CBT interventions for suspended pastors. 

These interventions equip pastors with practical tools and techniques to manage stress, 

anxiety, and depression associated with suspension. Pastors learn practical strategies to 

regulate emotions, cope with adversity, and enhance their well-being. Self-care practices and 

personal growth are emphasized within CBT interventions. By promoting self-care and 
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encouraging personal growth, pastors can navigate the challenges of suspension, foster 

resilience, and cultivate their overall psychological well-being. 

These findings collectively demonstrate the effectiveness of CBT interventions in 

supporting pastors during suspension, providing them with valuable skills and strategies to 

address emotional distress, restore purpose, manage negative thinking patterns, and promote 

their well-being. The effectiveness of CBT in supporting pastors during suspension is 

evidenced by positive outcomes observed in case studies and related research. CBT 

interventions alleviate emotional distress, promote adaptive thinking patterns, restore a sense 

of purpose, and enhance coping skills. The literature suggests that CBT can be a valuable 

therapeutic approach for suspended pastors, aiding in their psychological well-being and 

facilitating personal growth. 

Implications for Clinical Practice and Pastoral Care 

Integrating CBT strategies in working with suspended pastors can benefit their support and 

recovery. Here are some suggestions for incorporating CBT and further enhancing the support 

provided to suspended pastors: 

Collaborative Approach: Encourage collaborative efforts between mental health professionals 

and pastoral counsellors. By working together, they can provide comprehensive support that 

addresses the psychological and spiritual aspects of a suspended pastor's life. 

Holistic Approach: Consider the spiritual, emotional, and relational dimensions of the 

suspended pastor's life. Recognize the importance of integrating spiritual beliefs and practices 

into the therapeutic process while addressing cognitive and behavioral patterns. 

Psychoeducation: Provide psychoeducation to suspended pastors about the principles and 

techniques of CBT; this will help them understand how their thoughts, emotions, and 

behaviors interact and how CBT strategies can support their well-being. 

Cognitive Restructuring: Teach cognitive restructuring techniques to help pastors challenge 

and reframe negative thoughts and beliefs about their suspension. It encourages them to 

develop more realistic and compassionate perspectives about themselves and their situation. 

Behavioral Activation: Implement behavioural activation strategies to help pastors regain a 

sense of purpose and engage in meaningful activities. Assist them in setting goals that align 

with their values and schedule enjoyable and fulfilling activities. 
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Coping Skills Training: Facilitate training to equip pastors with practical tools to manage 

stress, regulate emotions, and cope with suspension challenges. Teach them practical 

strategies for self-care, problem-solving, and seeking social support. 

Emphasize Self-Care and Personal Growth: Encourage suspended pastors to prioritize self-

care practices, such as setting boundaries, engaging in self-reflection, practising self-

compassion, and seeking support from their social networks. Promote personal growth and 

resilience by fostering learning, development, and self-discovery opportunities. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper explored the application of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) strategies in 

supporting pastors during suspension. Through a literature review and case studies, several 

key points have emerged. CBT interventions, including cognitive restructuring, behavioural 

activation, and coping skills training, can effectively address the challenges faced by 

suspended pastors, such as guilt, shame, loss of purpose, and negative thinking patterns. 

Cognitive restructuring techniques help pastors challenge self-blame, develop self-

compassion, and adopt more balanced perspectives. 

Behavioral activation strategies assist pastors in maintaining a sense of purpose, 

calling and engaging in meaningful activities, and promoting positive emotions. CBT 

interventions can target and challenge cognitive distortions specific to pastoral suspension, 

facilitating realistic thinking patterns. Coping skills training equips pastors with practical 

tools to manage stress, anxiety, and depression associated with suspension. CBT interventions 

emphasize self-care practices and personal growth, enhancing resilience and overall well-

being. This study contributes to the understanding of how CBT can be effectively utilized to 

support pastors during suspension. The study demonstrates the practical application of CBT 

strategies in addressing suspended pastors' psychological and emotional needs by presenting 

real-life examples and case studies. Evaluating the effectiveness of CBT interventions 

highlights their potential to promote well-being, restore a sense of purpose, and facilitate 

personal growth among pastors facing suspension. 

The potential of CBT in supporting pastors during suspension is promising. By 

targeting cognitive and behavioral processes, CBT interventions can help pastors develop 

adaptive thinking patterns, manage distressing emotions, and engage in meaningful activities. 
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CBT emphasizes the importance of self-care and personal growth, enabling pastors to 

navigate challenges and foster resilience. However, it is crucial to consider the holistic nature 

of pastoral care and integrate CBT interventions within a comprehensive approach that 

addresses spiritual, emotional, and relational aspects. 

Further research and the development of tailored interventions can enhance the 

support provided to suspended pastors. Longitudinal studies, comparative effectiveness 

research, and specialized training programs can contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

long-term outcomes, optimal interventions, and professional competencies required to 

effectively utilize CBT in supporting pastors during suspension. By recognizing the potential 

of CBT and integrating it into clinical practice and pastoral care, suspended pastors can be 

provided with valuable support to navigate the emotional and psychological challenges they 

face, ultimately fostering their well-being, growth, and restoration to pastoral duties. 

 

 

References 

 

Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. General Learning Press. 

Barna Group. (2022). Pastors share top reasons they've considered quitting ministry in the 

past year. https://www.barna.com/research/pastors-quitting-ministry/  

Beck, A. T. (1976). Cognitive therapy and emotional disorders. International Universities 

Press. 

Beck, A. T., Rush, A. J., Shaw, B. F., & Emery, G. (1979). Cognitive therapy of depression. 

Guilford Press. 

Beck, J. S. (2011). Cognitive behavior therapy: Basics and beyond (2
nd

 ed.). Guilford Press. 

Brymer, M. J., et al. (2012). “Psychological first aid: Field operations guide,” (2
nd

 ed.). 

National Child Traumatic Stress Network. 

Croucher, Rowland. (1994). "Why clergy are leaving the Church." Ministry Today, 1.  

Ehlers, A., et al. (2005). "Cognitive therapy for post-traumatic stress disorder: Development 

and evaluation." Behavior Research and Therapy, 43(4), 413-431. 

Hofmann, S. G., et al. (2012). "The efficacy of cognitive behavioral therapy: A review of 

meta-analyses." Cognitive Therapy and Research, 36(5), 427-440. 

Hollon, S. D., et al. (2014). Cognitive therapy for depression: Nature, origin, and current 

status. In D. H. Barlow (Ed.), Clinical handbook of psychological disorders: A step-

by-step treatment manual (5
th

 ed., pp. 221-253). Guilford Press. 

https://www.barna.com/research/pastors-quitting-ministry/


ShahidiHub International Journal of Education, Humanities & Social Sciences- ISSN (Online): 2958-8154– Vol. 1, No. 1 (2023), 
75–90 

 90 

Jacobson, N. S., Martell, C. R., & Dimidjian, S. (2001). "Behavioral activation treatment for 

depression: Returning to contextual roots." Clinical Psychology: Science and 

Practice, 8(3), 255-270. 

Jensen, T. K., Holt, T., Ormhaug, S. M., Egeland, K., Granly, L., & Hoaas, L. C. (2017). "A 

randomized effectiveness study comparing trauma-focused cognitive behavioral 

therapy with therapy as usual for youth." Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent 

Psychology, 46(3), 343-360. 

Johnson, R. T. (2019). "Ministerial suspension: A critical examination." Journal of Pastoral 

Psychology, 68(5), 697-713. 

Johnson, Ben Campbell. (1988). Pastoral spirituality. Westminister. 

McKenna, David L. (1980). Recycling Pastors. Leadership I. 

Meichenbaum, D. (2017). "Resilience and the cognitive-behavioral treatment of trauma." In 

C. R. Figley (Ed.), Encyclopedia of trauma (2
nd

 ed., pp. 1-9). Wiley. 

Nezu, A. M., Nezu, C. M., & D'Zurilla, T. J. (2013). Problem-solving therapy: A treatment 

manual. Springer Publishing Company. 

Resick, P. A., et al. (2008). Cognitive processing therapy for PTSD: A comprehensive manual. 

Guilford Press. 

Rothbaum, B. O., et al. (2007). "A controlled study of virtual reality exposure therapy for the 

fear of flying." Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 75(3), 533-545. 

Smith, A. L. (2018). "The impact of clergy disciplinary processes on clergy well-being in the 

Church of England." Journal of Empirical Theology, 31(2), 207-227. 

Summa, P. Chand, et al. (2023). "Cognitive Behavior Therapy." National Library of Medicine. 

StatPearls Publishing. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK470241/ 

Tangney, J. P., et al. (2007). "Moral emotions and moral behavior." Annual Review of 

Psychology, 58, 345-372. 

Travis, F., & Lang, R. (2016). "The impact of clergy misconduct: Emotional, psychological, 

and spiritual well-being." Pastoral Psychology, 65(4), 527-548 

Tripp, Paul David. (2012). Dangerous calling: Confronting the unique challenges of pastoral 

ministry. Wheaton, IL: Crossway. 

 

 

 

 


