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Forced pastoral exits are costing the American church 

millions of dollars a year. The kingdom cost for these 

forced exits is far higher. Consider these sobering 

statistics: 

• 23 percent of all current pastors in the United States 

have been fired or forced to resign from past 

positions. 

• The average pastoral tenure in a local church today 

is just 3.8 years. 

• Some seminaries report that over 50% of their 

graduates drop out of ministry within five years 

after graduation. 

• The attrition rate in the U.S. church is approxi-

mately 1%. This means over 4,100 pastors are 

leaving the ministry prematurely every year. That’s 

an average of 79 pastors giving up on or being driven out of their churches every 

week! 

• 45% of the pastors terminated in one denomination left the ministry altogether. 

• Only 2% of church conflict involves doctrinal issues; 98% of church conflict involves 

interpersonal issues. 

• The most common factors in forced pastoral exits include conflicting visions for the 

church, personality conflicts, relational incompetence, lack of church discipline, 

contentious individuals or power groups and burnout.i

Although there are times when it really is best for a pastor to step down, far too many 

good pastors are being driven out of ministry unnecessarily every week, leaving 

thousands of churches weak and vulnerable to spiritual attack. In many cases, factions 

multiply, ministries flounder and disillusioned members walk out the door looking for 

a new church. 

As Scripture warns, “Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered” (Matt. 26:31). 

The financial cost to a church for losing a pastor typically exceeds $83,000 and can easily 

be twice that amount because of decreased giving and other staff departures. This 

means that the attrition of pastors is costing the American church over 340 million 

dollars per year. ii 

http://www.rw360.org/strike-shepherd-pdf
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But the spiritual costs are infinitely higher. 

• When a pastor is forced out of his pulpit and his gift for preaching is silenced for 

months, years or forever, countless sermons will never pass from his lips to the ears 

of people who need to hear the gospel. 

• When church members are embittered by a pastor’s forced exit and their gossip and 

backbiting leaks into their community, their non-Christian friends, neighbors and 

coworkers have one more reason to ignore Jesus and the gospel.  As George Barna 

observed, “Modern people contend that the greatest proof that God does not exist is 

the behavior of Christians themselves! In short, the way Christians live and act is 

solid proof in their minds that what Christians believe is not true.” iii 

• When a pastor is not there to shepherd a married couple through difficult times, 

they are more likely to divorce, which often has a devastating impact on their 

children, including increased mental health issues, delinquency and impulsive 

behavior, as well as poor academic performance and increased likelihood to engage 

in drug use and sexual activity. iv 

The ripple effect of a forced pastoral exit can spread far beyond a local church as its 

reputation suffers, evangelism declines and missionaries on the field are forgotten. 

Whatever the measure, the spiritual cost of losing thousands of pastors each year is 

appalling. The church simply cannot afford to let these losses continue. 

So let me suggest five steps you can take to protect your pastor and your church from 

becoming another statistic. 

• First, encourage your church or ministry leaders to go through RW360’s free two-

hour online seminar, The Relationally Wise Leader, to obtain an introduction to the 

principles of relational wisdom, biblical peacemaking and relational leadership. 

• Second, if these concepts are seen to be of value, encourage your church leaders to 

take advantage of RW360’s RW Shepherd Training Program, which will equip them 

with skills they can use to strengthen relationships, prevent conflict and promote 

authentic peace and unity within your body. Some of them may decide to go on to 

more advanced training or certification as RW Instructors, Coaches or Conciliators. 

• Third, equip your entire congregation to build healthy relationships and resolve 

conflict biblically by using RW360’s online courses and group study sets to teach 

relational wisdom and biblical peacemaking through Sunday school and small 

group studies. 

• Fourth, establish a Peace Sower Team in your church comprised of instructors, 

coaches and conciliators who provide ongoing teaching and peacemaking services to 

your entire congregation. In addition to reducing conflict in your church, these 

teams can use RW360’s values-based resources to spread the gospel in your 

community (see Using RW for Witnessing and Evangelism). 

https://www.rw-academy.org/p/relationally-wise-leader
https://rw360.org/rw-shepherd-training/
http://www.rw360.org/rw-training
http://www.rw-academy.org/
https://rw360.org/shop/
http://www.rw360.org/pst
https://rw360.org/values-based-relational-wisdom/
http://www.rw360.org/rwo4
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• Fifth, if your church is already in the midst of conflict, allow a team of our Certified 

RW Conciliators to assist your congregation in resolving your differences in a way 

that restores peace and unity and brings honor to the Lord, as illustrated in this true 

story: A Wave of Confessions Saves a Church. 

Your pastor’s length of service, not to mention his fruitfulness and joy in serving, as 

well as the unity and witness of your church, can be greatly enhanced as you use these 

resources to equip your people to relate to one another in a way that promotes genuine 

peace and reflects the reconciling power of Jesus and his gospel. 

– Ken Sande 

 
i These statistics are derived from these reports: I’m Exhausted All the Time; Data USA: Clergy, 
Industries by Share; Forced Pastoral Exits: An Exploratory Study; Reasons for Attrition Among 
Pastors, LifeWay Research; Ministering to Ministers; 2021 Pastoral Mental Health 
Report; Pastoral Termination Common but Often Avoidable, Conflicts within Churches that 
Lead to the Termination of Pastors and What Pastors Wish They’d Been Prepared For. 
 
ii “It is accepted as an industry standard that the cost of replacing a professional is roughly 
equivalent to the annual salary of the position. The cost of replacing a pastor is even higher … 
and can total $278,000” (Elephant in the Boardroom, Weese and Crabtree, pp. 29-31; see 
also How Much Does Employee Turnover Really Cost?). The average salary and benefit 
package of a pastor in the U.S. is $83,000 (Salary for Pastor in the United States).  Thus the cost 
of 4,100 pastors leaving the ministry prematurely each year in the U.S. could be estimated to be 
at least 340 million dollars a year ($83,000 x 4,100). As explained in Elephant in the Boardroom, the 
actual financial cost to a church when losing a pastor is far higher when members stop giving in 
protest to a forced pastoral exit or actually leave with the pastor. 
 
iii See George Barna, Hypocrisy is Keeping People from the Church 
 
iv See 13 Saddening Children of Divorce Statistics for 2022 and Key Statistics about Kids from 
Divorced Families and Statistics: Children and Divorce and Religious Parent’s Divorce May 
Cause Children to Leave the Church. 

https://rw360.org/christian-conciliation-service/
https://rw360.org/christian-conciliation-service/
https://rw360.org/2021/11/20/wave-of-confessions-saves-church/
https://www.covidreligionresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Clergy_Discontentment_Patterns_Report-compressed_2.pdf
https://datausa.io/profile/soc/clergy#:~:text=The%20number%20of%20people%20employed,to%20458%2C411%20people%20in%202019.
https://datausa.io/profile/soc/clergy#:~:text=The%20number%20of%20people%20employed,to%20458%2C411%20people%20in%202019.
https://rw360.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Forced_Pastoral_Exists_An_Exploratory_St.pdf
https://rw360.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Reasons-for-Attrition-Among-Pastors-Quantitative-Report-Final1.pdf
https://rw360.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Reasons-for-Attrition-Among-Pastors-Quantitative-Report-Final1.pdf
https://ministeringtoministers.org/clergy-losses-are-massive/#:~:text=A%20Duke%20University%20study%20found,will%20not%20stay%20to%20retirement.
https://churchandmentalhealth.com/2021-pastoral-mental-health-report/
https://churchandmentalhealth.com/2021-pastoral-mental-health-report/
https://www.baptistpress.com/resource-library/news/pastoral-termination-common-but-oftern-avoidable-experts-say/
https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=1428&context=doctoral
https://digitalcommons.liberty.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=&httpsredir=1&article=1428&context=doctoral
https://www.barna.com/research/pastors-better-prepared/?utm_source=ActiveCampaign&utm_medium=email&utm_content=Barna+Update%3A+Excerpt-What+Pastors+Wish+They+d+Been+Prepared+For&utm_campaign=2023-4-17_Better+Prepared_BU&vgo_ee=K5LJfFNzL6UKmGd1gr2h0uCuIi%2BaFsbGfnYR3a0%3D%3A2TL%2B%2FefbI2RHnGIHo0NN3KPtrXd6Q9QP
https://books.google.com/books?id=CGbhDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA31&lpg=PA31&dq=cost+of+losing+a+pastor&source=bl&ots=aOzMSCwsGT&sig=ACfU3U1J276sspwh9PxUYpq4XR8GKEt-bQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiG0_qt--j2AhUUMH0KHXe-DfMQ6AF6BAg_EAM#v=onepage&q=cost%20of%20losing%20a%20pastor&f=false
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/how-much-does-employee-turnover-really-cost_us_587fbaf9e4b0474ad4874fb7
https://www1.salary.com/Pastor-Salaries.html
https://zondervanacademic.com/blog/hypocrisy-is-keeping-people-from-the-church-an-excerpt-from-the-problem-of-god
https://legaljobs.io/blog/children-of-divorce-statistics/
https://www.verywellfamily.com/children-of-divorce-in-america-statistics-1270390
https://www.verywellfamily.com/children-of-divorce-in-america-statistics-1270390
https://www.owenbylaw.com/blog/2018/october/statistics-children-divorce/#:~:text=Children%20of%20divorce%20are%2050,custodial%20mothers%20receive%20child%20support
https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2013/03/05/study-religious-parents-divorce-may-cause-children-to-leave-the-church#:~:text=The%20study%2C%20published%20Tuesday%20in,parents%20didn't%20get%20divorced.
https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2013/03/05/study-religious-parents-divorce-may-cause-children-to-leave-the-church#:~:text=The%20study%2C%20published%20Tuesday%20in,parents%20didn't%20get%20divorced.

