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There have been two articles in The New York Times this month about clergy burnout and the health risks of the profession. One was brought to my attention by Carl Constant, the other by Bob Roth.

One dealt with the objective data about clergy and their lifestyle. Paul Vitello writes about how studies have shown that with increasing regularity members of the clergy now suffer from obesity, hypertension, and depression at rates higher than most Americans. Duke University is in the midst of a seven-year study with United Methodist Clergy. Their initial finding is that compared with neighbors in their census tracts, the ministers reported significantly higher rates of arthritis, diabetes, high blood pressure, and asthma. Obesity was 10 percent more prevalent in the clergy group.

Vitello comments:

Public health experts who have led the studies caution that there is no simple explanation of why so many members of a profession once associated with rosy-cheeked longevity have become so unhealthy and unhappy. But while research continues, a growing number of health care experts and religious leaders have settled on one simple remedy . . . : taking more time off.

Mind you, I was emailed these articles as I was lounging on the beach of Lake Superior and eating abundant blueberries out of our yard up there.

The other article was a bit more subjective and had a definite point of view on the cause of clergy burnout. Jeffery MacDonald claims that there is an increase pressure for clergy to “forsake their calling” and bend to religious consumerism. A calling that at one time was about moral counsel, pastoral care, worship, and conviction, is now consumed with trying to make their people happy, entertained, and comfortable with their chosen lifestyle and perspectives.

MacDonald sites two large churches that lost thousands of members when their respective preachers refused to bless their political agendas and consumerist lifestyles. This, MacDonald claims, is what’s causing premature burnout and health issues among the clergy – forsaking their call to serve God’s kingdom because of the pressure to serve the kingdom of humanity.

So why am I telling you this? So you can feel sorry for me. So you can feel sorry for all of us clergy type. So you can pull out your violins and play your songs of sympathy and soothe our abused souls, because God certainly isn’t helping out here. In fact according to our Scripture lesson, God has a beef with us clergy type.

Today we read from the Minor Prophet, Malachi. We have been working through the Minor Prophets for quite a while now. And while we haven’t heard from all of them, Malachi will be our last – although we will get him two weeks in a row.
You might recall that the Minor Prophets were active in their ministries between 9th and 4th  or 5th centuries B.C. And they usually came with a voice of warning that Israel was not living up to the covenant that God had forged with them. God’s complaints with the people of God in the Minor Prophets usually center on these issues:

1. People should not live at the expense of others.

2. We have a responsibility for our brothers and sisters, which moves beyond our familial 
    and national borders.

3. God is the God of all people and the sovereign of all nations.

4. And there will come a time when that will be known to all and the Lord’s Day will come.

However, in the second chapter of Malachi, God’s complaint isn’t to the general population of the Israelites, it is to the clergy specifically. I thought I would give you the pleasure of watching us clergy squirm.

These verses contain the nearest thing that you can find in the Old Testament to a job-description for the clergy, outside of the Torah. We may not fully appreciate it because we do not know what is meant by the phrase “my covenant with Levi” found in the verse 4. Malachi is writing about the arrangement in the Old Testament community whereby religious leadership was entrusted to the tribe of Levi and their descendants, the Levitical priests.

It wasn’t a very pleasant means by which the tribe of Levi became the cultic priests. You might recall that the priesthood was given to the line of Aaron, Moses’ brother. But while Moses was receiving the Law from God on Mount Sinai, Israel became restless. In the fear of Moses’ prolonged absence Aaron acquiesced to the Israelites’ fear and made for them a god in the form of a golden calf. When Moses returned he was not pleased, and he asked who would stand with the Lord. The tribe of Levi came and stood around Moses. Moses then told them to go through the camp and slay their brother, their friend, and their neighbor. And they did, to the tune of about 3,000. In response Moses said, “Today you have ordained yourselves for the service of the Lord.” Thus began the priesthood of the Levites whose job it was to carry out the cultic practices outlined in Exodus and to be an intercessory between God and the people of Israel. (Exodus 32:25-29)

But now, according to Malachi, God is not very pleased by them, and the question before him is “What are they for? What good are they?” It takes a prophet to ask such a fundamental question of the religious establishment. We might wonder about it in our minds, but does anyone have the chutzpah to publicly question it? Malachi does.

And Malachi also has the answer. It is one of the unique things about Malachi. He uses the question/answer motif to get his point across. He asks a question. And then gives you the answer.

Malachi speaks for God when he expresses his displeasure with the clergy. God complains that the clergy have not held up their end of the bargain. God had promised the priests life and peace simply to lead the people to respect and honor God. You would have to read part of the first chapter, but God’s basic complaint is that the priests have not led the people in appropriate worship, moral aptitude, and the appropriate respect for God. He holds the clergy accountable for the congregation’s shortcomings.

Now I would like to complain about that. How can I be held responsible for a congregation’s errant ways? Malachi’s response to that is, “Well, you’re the one that signed up for it.”
So what should you be able to expect from your clergy? Or as Malachi asks, “What are they there for?”
They are there to be an example to the church. Verses 6 and 7 talk about how the priests should be good teachers. “True instruction” should be in their mouths. They must provide good advice for attending upon the worship of God. They should be models of moral conduct and walk with God in peace and uprightness. 

I can only be thankful that we live in the age of the New Testament where the Holy Spirit has distributed the gifts needed for the Church more widely around the congregation. But, while all clergy will fall short, you should be able to expect that they will be an example to the Church in living out the truth of God in reverence and respect.
Why? Because, verse 8 says, the priests’ deviation from God’s way may very well cause others to stumble. It really is an appalling responsibility of spiritual leadership. The influence for good is so great. But so too is the possibility for causing havoc in the church. We have seen that in the immorality of high profile evangelists. We have seen that in the sexual misconduct of pastors and the acts of pedophilia of some priests, and most damaging is the cover-up of such moral indiscretion by the Church in general. While no one should be found wanting in moral uprightness, Malachi does insinuate that the priesthood has a greater responsibility.

Quite honestly, this is not an easy sermon for me to preach or to listen to. Malachi is not an easy book for me to read. I am too aware of my own sinfulness. I am too aware of my own shortcomings. I am often wracked with guilt that perhaps my leadership in the church creates more havoc than it creates good. And there have been people in every single one of my appointments who are quick to support me in that feeling. Why is it we so easily remember the names of those who actively dislike us? I so easily remember the name and the face of the woman in my first church that thought I was taking the church to hell in a hand basket, because I played guitar in church and wore Dockside shoes on Sunday morning.

No wonder clergy are often found to be unhealthier with more obesity, diabetes, and hypertension. There seems to be such a disparity between who we are and who we are called to be, and people that are ready to point that out from their perspective.

While Malachi’s words to clergy seem rather severe, they are meant to be instructive, and his solution is quite simple. In so many words God speaks through Malachi and says to the clergy, “Yes, I expect much from you. So quit listening to the chatter all around you, and listen only to me. Set your hearts again upon revering only me and the rest will care for itself.”
Good advice for clergy and non-clergy alike. I pray it will be true in your life and in mine.
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