The Three “I Words”
A few years ago Focus on the Family conducted a survey of pastors.  It revealed that many pastors feel one or more of three “I words”:  

Isolated.  Inadequate.  Insecure.  Here are my brief reflections on those three words.  

Isolated:  the sense that no one really knows what you're going through.  Those who do know, really don't understand.  If anyone does understand, the person probably doesn't care.  That's what you're feeling.  You think you're all on your own.  

The feeling of isolation is not always based on external factors.  You can be in a rural ministry and not feel isolated, and you can be in a large urban ministry and feel totally alone.  Parish ministry in and of itself can lead to a feeling of isolation on the part of the pastor.  As an older pastor told me many years ago, “Loneliness comes with the territory.”  

Inadequate:  the feeling that you're really not up to the job, that you don't have what it takes, that your abilities are not a good match for the challenges and opportunities of your ministry.  For me, true happiness in ministry is when your talents and gifts match the needs of the ministry you serve.  The opposite of that is inadequacy, which produces great anxiety and sadness.  

Some pastors feel inadequate when it comes to counseling, and that feeling may be a good thing.  It's not good when a pastor tries to help someone who has a problem beyond the pastor's competence.  But when there are no places or people to turn to, and referral is not possible, the feeling of inadequacy can intensify to intolerable levels.  You feel like you have to get out.          

Insecure:  the sensation that the other shoe is always about to drop, that you're only a couple of key people away from the premature and abrupt end of your ministry in that congregation.  This feeling is made worse by a tendency in some places to view the pastor as a hired employee, not a called servant of God.  It's compounded by the financial issues that face many pastors and their families, often as a result of massive educational debt.  

Insecurity makes a pastor reluctant to commit unconditionally to the ministry to which God has called him.  He waits for other people to do something to make him feel more secure.  He holds back.  Or he becomes more aggressive and confrontational.  He's not his best self.  The insecurity intensifies, both as an internal emotion and as an external reality.  It can be a death spiral of a ministry.    

How do you deal with those three sensations?  The answer is complicated and personal.  Here are three Scriptures among many that I have found helpful.  Please ponder them deeply.  

Isolation:  Jesus says, “Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.”  (Matthew 28:20) 

Inadequacy:  “Not that we are sufficient in ourselves to to claim anything as coming from us, but our sufficiency is from God, who has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit.”  (2 Corinthians 3:5-6)

Insecurity:  “Having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose heart.  For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus' sake.”  (2 Corinthians 4:1,5)     

