The Baptist Ministers' Fellowship 'Life in Ministry' Questionnaire
INTRODUCTION
If you are working as a minister either in a local church or in other places you and your family will certainly have first hand experience of the joys and heartaches involved. Anecdotal evidence abounds about what life can be like but what do ministers really think about their work, the impact of ministry on their personal life, their housing, finance and ongoing professional development?  

If you are a member of the Baptist Ministers Fellowship you will know that you were invited by the Officers of the Fellowship to take part in their research study, ‘Life in Ministry’ by completing a ‘Life in Ministry’ Questionnaire giving you the opportunity to answer these questions. They were interested to know what Baptist ministers felt about the key features of life as a Baptist Minister and in particular whether there were any "pressure points" where changes might need to be made or support provided either by themselves or by drawing matters to the attention of the Baptist Union. It was also felt that the questionnaire would enable feedback from a wide spectrum of members and provide a general overview of satisfaction levels in current Baptist ministry.  
These are a diverse set of aims, and although as with all studies of this nature outcomes call for careful reflection and interpretation, the ‘Life in Ministry’ initiative has revealed some key insights into the nature of contemporary ministry which are worthy of further exploration and evaluation.  

So what was the outcome? This article is intended as a synopsis summarising the responses to the survey in general terms - a ‘snap shot’ so to speak. It does not attempt to analyise the data in detail or at this stage suggest any firm conclusions. In total 231 respondents started the on line survey and 218 (94.4%) completed. In addition, four members participated by submitting ‘hard copies’ of the questionnaire all of which is a very credible result in comparison to the total 1600 membership of the BMF. ‘Life in Ministry’ was an issue that clearly ‘struck a cord’ with members. 
In addition to the statistical data generated by the survey, the narratives (comments) that members added to their responses were especially valuable. These ranged from one sentence comments to whole paragraphs – each giving a brief insight into opinions and concerns.   
FIRST IMPRESSIONS…
The first part of the Life in Ministry Questionnaire required participants to indicate their gender, age, married (or single) status, their number of years in Baptist ministry, the type of ministry they were engaged in, whether they were BUGB Accredited and the number of years they had been in their present post.  There is no space here to examine the inter-relationship between these various categories but some features were immediately apparent:
Women in the minority…
In relation to their gender, of the 226 respondents who answered this question 204 (90.3%) were men and 22 (9.7%) women. 
Age maturity predominating…
In relation to their age profile of the 229 people who answered this question the majority were in the 45-65 + age group and within this range those aged between 55-65 predominated (34.9%). Only 3.1% of respondents indicated that they were in the younger 23-34 age range. 
Married ministers in the majority…
The overwhelming number of participants were married (93.4% or 212 of 227 who answered) and only 3.1% (or 7 respondents) were single. 
Depth of experience indicated…
Of those respondents who answered this section 77% (of 226) indicated they had between 11 years and over 31 years experience in ministry with a significant number registering 31years + experience. 23% had been in ministry for 10 years or less.

BU Accreditation affirmed…
The overwhelming majority of respondents indicated that they where BU Accredited (219 or 97% of those who answered). 
Stability of tenure in post…

The majority of respondents (100 or 48% of those who answered this section) have been in their present post for between 4-10 years and 46 people (22%) indicated they had served for between 11 -20 years.  Whether these figures are truly representative of all Baptist Ministers they do tend to suggest a reasonable degree of stability of tenure associated with Baptist ministry.
LIFE IN MINISTRY – SOME KEY INSIGHTS
The Life in Ministry Questionnaire focussed on four key aspects of ministerial life and practice.

Housing and personal finance

INSERT STATISTICAL TABLE (page 4 of 8)
This section of the questionnaire sought to find out what members thought about the sensitive issues of money and finance – their housing and retirement. As will be noted there was a varied response as to whether ministers were ‘happy’ with their level of stipend. 122 out of 203 either ‘Strongly agreed’ or ‘Tended to agree’ that they were, whilst 35 respondents took the opposite view either ‘Tending to disagree’ or ‘Strongly disagreeing.’ 40 indicated no strong opinion either way. ‘Happy’ is not an easy word to interpret – it can mean different things to different people. However, on balance it seems as if more ministers are ‘happy’ with their stipend than not.  This does not mean that some are not facing financial hardship:

I have come very close to having to leave the ministry entirely due to inadequate income and uncertainty about pension and housing provision in the future, as well as provision for my children's education and future.

Another commented:

At times I have regretted the financial sacrifices we made because we have not always been able to support our family financially.

And:

If it wasn't for Tax Credits, the stipend level would be quite difficult to live with.

With regard to housing, the majority of respondents indicated that their current housing was sufficient for their (unspecified) needs although some raised concerns relating to the ongoing care and maintenance of the property they occupied. Situations varied depending on whether they lived in a church manse, or in their own homes.

It was encouraging to note that the majority of ministers seem to encounter few problems getting their expenses reimbursed by their church or employer although some will have experienced difficulties in this. 

What happens after retirement from ministry is a big issue. Regarding their pension provision the majority of respondents indicated they these were apparently adequate for their means and that they were ‘happy’ with their retirement housing provision. As would be expected not all respondents felt so reassured.  One mentioned that:

I have no retirement provision and am concerned for when I retire.
Of the 50 people who added written comments in this section, pension and housing after retirement were a recurrent theme.  The situation is clearly different for those who already own their own houses compared with those who will never be financially in a position to secure a mortgage and buy property and whose worry and concern are real.   One indicated that all would be well provided that:

The Retired Baptist Ministers Housing Scheme has enough properties in a few years time.

The Personal Life of the Minister
INSERT STATISTICAL TABLE FROM SURVEY SUMMARY (on page 5 of 8)
There is a tendency in Christian ministry to overlook the importance of the personal life of the minister and her/his family – the emphasis being on their work.  It was good to note therefore that there was a significant response to this section of the questionnaire (209 responses). 
There was a strong affirmation by respondents to the effect that their personal ‘theology’ fitted well with the ‘demands’ of their ministry; that they had ‘good control over their personal life,’ and that they were ‘happy…’ with, ‘…the amount of work…’ their church expected and employed them to do.   Equally noticeable was the feeling of being ‘well supported’ by their family and that they were ‘happy about the wellbeing’ of their family – although not everyone was so affirmative especially with regard to their children and spouse. One wrote:

My children gained a lot from being a PK (Pastors Kid) but there were many negatives as well – it was the demands of my time that caused them to feel they were secondary.
Another poignantly added:

My children are now adults in their own homes. In the past they’ve seen the good side, but when it’s been rough they have cried themselves to sleep, as we have. 
The ambivalent role of the spouse was raised by this respondent who indicated:

The biggest cause for concern...was the pressure placed on the minister and his/her spouse in every area viz. the pressure placed on their relationship due to church expectations of the minister and the nature of the job, the failure of churches to understand the different expectations of minister's spouses in the church, the difficulty of churches to adjust to those expectations, the difficulty of spouses to relate to an undisclosed image of what a minister's spouse should do, the problem of having no formal position in the church, but being loaded with undisclosed expectation of what a minister's spouse should do. A lot of thinking needs to be done here and some good papers produced for the benefit of all.

The majority of respondents seem to be able to fit in an active social life alongside their work commitments and on the whole felt well supported by the Baptist Union. 
There did appear however to be several instances where pastoral care and support broke down or did not meet the expectations of the individual concerned. This was reflected in one comment to the effect that:
A significant area of stress for the ministerial family is that the family feel they have no minister. There are times when they need someone else to help them spiritually and there is no one else available and able.

Another felt that 

If dispute between minister and Church the Baptist Union / Regional Ministers favour Church. Ministers have nobody officially to support them.

One wrote:

I feel that both national and regional resources have heavy demands placed upon them and are under resourced by the churches and this has consequent effects for both churches and ministers.

Doing the Work
INSERT STATISTICAL TABLE FROM SURVEY SUMMARY (on page 6 of 8)
As will be apparent a wide range of issues were covered in this section. Naturally, the BMF were interested to know whether ministers felt unduly burdened by their work and what they were expected to achieve given the current BU Terms and Conditions which state that a minister is to work a 6 day week.  The overall impression is that respondents seem to be ‘happy’ with the number of hours they worked despite often being asked to work ‘unsocial hours.’ As one indicated,
When called to be minister we accept we will ‘be available’ for God. I am happy to work unsociable hours provided they are for the Kingdom... 
Not everyone shared this view – as indicated by the 39 people (out of 208) who were not happy with the hours they were expected to work. One noted:
The need to get a regular day off without the phone calls, door knocks, etc - and holidays - we have to get away from the manse in order to achieve this - therefore I feel that the manse is not really a home where I can potter around on a day off or a holiday, but a work place, that I have to escape from in order to get rest.

The majority of respondents appear to be well supported by their churches in relation to being given sufficient resources for their work.  What would be appreciated by a considerable number of respondents (41) is for churches to tangibly demonstrate greater affirmation and encouragement for what they do. 
With regard to the perceived quality and frequency of relationships with other ministers situations tend to vary depending on the context. Collegiate support is clearly appreciated though there would appear to be room for improvement.  There is a feeling amongst some that ministry in Baptist Churches can become a very lonely and isolating experience. One wrote:
Loneliness is a big problem for single ministers, also making friends out side the ministry is difficult especially as there are expectations and assumption about your behaviour and personality.
The final question in this segment asked respondents whether they were happy with the criteria used by the church/employer to judge their competency as ministers – given that such (objective) criteria exists which is by no means certain.   This is clearly a sensitive issue as the range of responses would appear to indicate. Some respondents (especially those employed in Hospital or Hospice Chaplaincy where systems are more developed and integrated) seem to be more comfortable both with the notion and the means used to assess their work than others, who appear to be more guarded and concerned - indeed this question registered one of the highest responses in the ‘strongly disagree’ category of all the questions asked in the whole of the survey. One commented:

I find the way the church attempts to measure “success” frustrating and disturbing. 
Another indicated that, 
‘No formal criteria exist and no formal assessment is made.”  
Self-evaluation and the future
INSERT STATISTICAL TABLE FROM SURVEY SUMMARY (on top of page 7 of 8)
As will be apparent a higher percentage of respondents appear to be more ‘happy’ with their choice of vocation/career than they are with the changes that are occurring to their role and responsibilities as ministers. As one wrote, “I have never really doubted the call to ministry despite some rocky times,” whilst another indicated that, “I sometimes feel that the ministry has moved from a covenant relationship built on trust to one of employment - with stronger rules set by the Union. This can make a church feel they are my employer.”  One respondent was clearly changing the focus of their ministry as a result of reflection and experience:
After many years in ministry, I am trying to shift my emphasis back to people from programmes, and from management to nurturing
Interestingly, the changing roles do not appear to signal a dramatic loss of confidence amongst the ministerial cohort. For example, a significant number of respondents believe they possess the necessary skills to do their work effectively although there appears to be more ambivalence as to whether or not they believe such skills would be valued by the churches if they have to move.  Women and single ministers can find things especially difficult here. In her own words one wrote:
Experience tells me that many churches will not be looking at my skills etc but will reject me because I am a woman.
Regarding their future prospects, some ministers feel more confident than others in their ability to access re-training to fit them for different roles and responsibilities should they leave the ministry. Some had already tried to do this and have not found it an easy route to follow:
I had to leave the ministry and was unable to access retraining because of lack of finance. I had to get whatever work was available to me with my existing skills and struggled for years in jobs I was unqualified and unsuited for, getting training on the job.
One acknowledged the need for ongoing training/education but could not afford the time or money to do so.
I could access re-training if I chose to leave the ministry, depending on what I was re-training for, but my question is would I be able to afford to re-train ? Could I keep providing for my family while I re-trained and where would I live in the meantime? We would probably have to go on the housing list for a while & stay in temporary accommodation while we waited for somewhere to come available.

In conclusion
The Life in Ministry Questionnaire has clearly amassed a great deal of information and insight. Whether it has succeeded in its aim can only be answered by those who commissioned the survey and compiled the questionnaire - bearing in mind that this method of investigation is not perfect and data requires careful interpretation. In general terms if would appear that the questionnaire has enabled feedback from a wide spectrum of members and has indicated reasonably high levels of satisfaction in current Baptist ministry in the issues on which the questionnaire sought answers and opinions. This should not be taken to mean that ‘minority’ views ought to be easily discarded, for often there can be as much to learn from the concerns that are expressed as from the positive affirmations. This is especially apparent from the ‘Have we missed anything’ last section of the questionnaire in which different respondents wrote of their sense of  isolation, lack of pastoral care and support, personal abuse and bullying by church members, caring for aged and disabled parent and unacceptable behaviour by other ministers.  

There is clearly much food for thought and hopefully the BMF will feel sufficiently informed, confident and empowered by the results of their Life in Ministry Survey  not only to be able to affirm the positive insights that have emerged but also to address with those concerned the more challenging aspects that the Survey has revealed.
Brian Jones, 
Warwick,  
October 2009
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