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Abstract
This study examines the development of the pastoral vocation and clergy career within an 
international comparative framework. It focuses particularly on the Hungarian Reformed 
pastoral vocation in Transylvania and situates it within broader sociological and theological 
research traditions. The study reviews major international clergy research traditions, includ-
ing Anglo-American, Scandinavian, and German Pfarrforschung approaches. These traditions 
highlight different dimensions of pastoral ministry, such as psychological well-being, profes-
sionalization, organizational leadership, and the dynamics of vocational identity. Empirical 
studies show that pastoral vocation cannot be understood solely as a moment of initial calling 
but must be interpreted as a life-course process shaped by personal, institutional, and so-
cial factors. Contemporary pastors are required to fulfill multiple roles, including preacher, 
spiritual caregiver, administrator, and community leader. This role plurality often produces 
structural tensions that may lead to burnout or vocational crisis. At the same time, research 
emphasizes the importance of resilience, supportive professional networks, and institutional 
structures that sustain long-term ministry. Hungarian and Transylvanian clergy research adds 
further perspectives by highlighting the minority context, the social prestige of pastors, and 
the cultural role of churches in community identity. These studies demonstrate that pastoral 
vocation is shaped by the interaction of theological identity, social expectations, professional 
competence, and institutional accountability. The article argues that the pastoral vocation 
should be understood as a dynamic narrative process extending across the entire life course. 
By integrating insights from sociology of religion, pastoral theology, leadership studies, and 
mental health research, the study proposes a multidimensional model of pastoral vocation. 
This model interprets ministry as an ecosystem in which personal calling, congregational 
expectations, institutional structures, and socio-cultural contexts interact. Such an approach 
provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the sustainability and transformation 
of pastoral ministry in the twenty-first century.
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Research into the pastoral vocation in Transylvania is a particularly timely and relevant ques-
tion. In the first decades of the twenty-first century, the Hungarian Reformed pastoral vocation 
in Transylvania is undergoing fundamental transformation. Its examination is prompted not 
only by internal ecclesiastical discourse, but also by the pressing social and sociological pro-
cesses that have shifted the pastoral role from a position of traditional authority into a complex, 
often contradictory system of expectations.

In a socio-historical space where religious organizations continue to play a significant role 
in the identity of communities, pastoral ministry is far more than an ecclesiastical office: it is 
simultaneously a cultural, social, and spiritual vocation. The relevance of the present research is 
grounded in three closely interrelated groups of factors: the particular Transylvanian tension be-
tween secularization and desecularization, the additional burdens arising from minority status, 
and the constraints imposed by institutional structures. One chapter of my dissertation surveys 
the findings of international clergy research; an abbreviated version of that chapter is presented 
below.

International Clergy Career Research – A Summary 
Review
The study of the pastoral vocation cannot be separated from global and regional social process-
es. International comparative research provides fundamental insight into how different social 
systems, economic circumstances, and cultural contexts shape pastoral careers. The following 
summary reviews the most important findings and theoretical models of four major research 
traditions: the Anglo-American, Scandinavian, German-language, and Hungarian-language 
traditions.
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1.1. Anglo-American Research Traditions
In Anglo-American countries, systematic research into pastoral careers has been underway for 
several decades. The longitudinal study by Jackson and Francis among 2,500 clergy in Great 
Britain found that the leading causes of career abandonment include burnout, financial difficul-
ties, and a lack of work-family balance. Nearly 60% of clergy experience serious stress during 
the first five years of ministry.1 Frame’s American research showed that in the United States the 
average duration of pastoral ministry declined over the past two decades to five to seven years, 
with the rate of career abandonment in the first five years approaching 50%.2

1.1.1. Samuel L. Blizzard – Role Theory and Structural Ambivalence
The work of American sociologist of religion Samuel L. Blizzard (The Parish Ministry: A So-
ciological Perspective, 1985) is considered a milestone in the empirical study of pastoral roles. 
Blizzard was among the first to apply a role-theoretical and functional sociological framework 
to the study of the Protestant pastoral vocation.3 His empirical research identified at least five 
defining role components of the pastoral vocation: the preacher, the pastor, the administrator, 
the teacher, and the social reformer.4

In modern religious institutions these roles compete with one another: the congregation val-
ues the pastoral role, the ecclesiastical hierarchy expects the administrator, and society demands 
the activist. The central concept of Blizzard’s theory is “role strain,” accompanied by a state 
of structural ambivalence: the pastor is a religious authority yet simultaneously a service pro-
vider; a spiritual leader yet at the same time an employee.5 This process frequently leads to 
professional burnout, particularly when the pastor’s identity is tied to a single role dimension.

One of Blizzard’s most important insights is his interpretation of vocational consciousness 
not as a static “divine calling” but as a dynamic social construction: the “calling” is a con-
tinuous process of interaction in which the individual seeks the meaning of their vocation by 
mediating between roles.6 His observations indicate that pastors who experience their vocation 
as a dynamic process of meaning-making possess greater psychological resilience — a model 
that can be regarded as a forerunner of resilience theory.

1.1.2. Andrew M. Greeley – “Clerical Culture” and the Cultural Capital of Vocation
The work of Andrew M. Greeley (1928–2013) centers on the concept of “clerical culture” 
— the system of values and norms characteristic of the clergy, transmitted across generations. 
According to Greeley, vocation is never merely a spiritual calling but a cultural construction 
shaped by the interaction of the church and society.7 The crisis of vocation begins where cultural 
capital is devalued — when the symbolic force field of the pastoral role weakens and the com-
munity no longer recognizes the spiritual significance of pastoral authority.
1	  JACKSON, C.M. and FRANCIS, L.J. 2015. 191-212
2	  FRAM, M.W 2003. 249-259 
3	  BLIZZARD, S. L. 1985. 
4	  BLIZZARD, S.L. 1956. 189-197
5	  WEBER, M. 1920 
6	  BLIZZARD, S. L. 1985. 72–81
7	  GREELEY, A. M. 1996. 
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1.1.3. Dean R. Hoge and Jacqueline E. Wenger – The Ecological Systems Model
Hoge and Wenger (Pastors in Transition, 2005) describe the pastoral vocation as an ecologi-
cal system in which personal, organizational, and social factors are in continuous interaction.8 
Analyzing the life histories of more than 1,200 former clergy, they established that the primary 
causes of career departure are not loss of faith or personal failure, but organizational overload, 
lack of support, and congregational conflict. If any one subsystem (family background, con-
gregational trust, institutional recognition) is persistently weakened, the entire ecological struc-
ture is destabilized.9 According to this model, the task of ecclesiastical institutions is not merely 
theological education but the support of the entire vocational ecosystem — including the work 
environment, family dynamics, and professional supervision.

1.1.4. Leslie J. Francis and Mandy Robbins – Psychological Type and Role Congruence
British religious psychologists Francis and Robbins investigated the pastoral vocation using Jun-
gian personality type theory (MBTI).10 Drawing on data from several thousand Anglican, Meth-
odist, and Catholic clergy, they established that the vast majority of pastors belong to the “NF” 
(intuitive–feeling) personality type. Their central concept is “role congruence”: a vocation can be 
sustained in the long term only if the pastor’s personality type is aligned with the demands of the 
ministry context.11 When this alignment is absent, chronic stress and loss of vocation may follow.

1.1.5. John W. Carroll – Professionalization and the Hybrid Role
Carroll (God’s Potters, 2006) interprets the pastoral vocation within the framework of profes-
sionalization theory: in the modern ecclesiastical environment the pastor transitions from the 
position of traditional spiritual authority to that of a trained professional.12 The ethos of the 
vocation is situated between the theological logic of grace and calling on one hand, and the 
organizational logic of competence and effectiveness on the other. According to Carroll, pro-
fessionalization offers an opportunity to establish a new legitimation for the vocation — in the 
synthesis of professional competence and spiritual authenticity.

1.1.6. Christina Maslach and Susan Jackson – The Structural Model of Burnout
In the early 1980s, Maslach and Jackson developed a social-psychological model of burnout.13 
By Maslach’s definition, burnout is “a consequence of chronic emotional stress and overload, 
manifesting in the triple form of exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced performance.”14 
The model interprets the phenomenon not as individual weakness but as a structural problem: 
burnout arises primarily in contexts where there is persistent incongruence between the work 
environment and the individual’s value system. The researchers identified six spheres for the 
prevention of burnout: (1) workload, (2) control, (3) reward, (4) community, (5) fairness, (6) 

8	  HOGE, D. R., & WENGER, J. E. 2005. 
9	  HOGE, D. R., & WENGER, J. E. 2005. 45–52
10	  FRANCIS, L. J., & ROBBINS, M. 2012. 
11	  FRANCIS, L. J., VILLAGE, A., ROBBINS, M., & WULFF, K. 2011. 1-16 
12	  CARROLL, J. W. 2006. 
13	  MASLACH, C., & JACKSON, S. E. 1981. 99-113.
14	  MASLACH, C., & LEITER, M. P. 1997. 
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values alignment.15 According to this model, the long-term sustainability of vocation depends 
on the health of the ecological system as a whole.

1.1.7. Bob Burns, Tasha D. Chapman, and Donald C. Guthrie – The Five Pillars of Pasto-
ral Resilience
Based on a seven-year study of approximately 70 Protestant pastors, Burns and colleagues (Resil-
ient Ministry, 2013) identified five key thematic areas regarded as central to pastoral resilience:

1.	 Spiritual formation – personal deepening of faith, observance of Sabbath, quiet med-
itation on Scripture.

2.	 Self-care – setting boundaries between ministry and private life, establishing a healthy 
daily rhythm.

3.	 Emotional and cultural intelligence – self-knowledge, empathy, openness toward 
otherness.

4.	 Marriage and family – a pastor cannot endure in the long term if their family is disin-
tegrating; the spouse is the most important human anchor.

5.	 Leadership and management – organizational and strategic competencies are integral 
parts of congregational development.

The authors are convinced that these elements — like the threads of a fabric — are interwo-
ven to form the sustaining cloth of the vocation. The research reaches the hopeful conclusion 
that pastoral burnout and career abandonment are not inevitable: with appropriate attention, 
communal support, and self-knowledge, pastors can fulfill their calling over the long term.

1.1.8. Synthesis – The Anglo-American Tradition
The common synthesis of Anglo-American research:

•	 Vocation is not a static status but a lifelong narrative and interactional process.
•	 The crisis of the pastoral career is primarily structural and cultural, not exclusively 

an individual problem.
•	 Sustainability depends on person–role fit, a resilience-supporting ecological environ-

ment, and socio-symbolic legitimation.

1.2. The Scandinavian Model
The state-church model of the Scandinavian countries offers a unique opportunity to study pas-
toral careers. Dahl’s Norwegian research highlights that Scandinavian clergy experience their 
vocation less as a spiritual calling and more as a professional choice — a finding connected to 
the high degree of secularization and the specific conditions of the state-church model.16

1.2.1. Torbjørn Dahl – Between Vocation and Profession
Dahl’s study examines the development of pastoral identity in the Norwegian Evangelical 
Church within the framework of state-church structures. He establishes that the pastor is si-
multaneously a public servant, an institutional employee, and a spiritual leader. For many pas-
tors, this duality does not present itself as tension: their identity “stands on two legs” — built 

15	  MASLACH, C., & LEITER, M. P. 1997. 42–48
16	  DAHL, T. 2006. 145–162.
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simultaneously on a vocational narrative and a professional self-understanding. According 
to Dahl, the calling narrative serves as a source of legitimation, while professionalization func-
tions as a tool for managing organizational conditions and expectations.

1.2.2. Jan Inge Jenssen – Life-Cycle Theories in Church Development
Jenssen (2020) analyzes church growth within the framework of organizational life-cycle the-
ories.17 Churches are dual in nature — as spiritual institutions and as organizational entities 
— so adapting the model must take this dual character into account. In a 2023 study, Jenssen 
and Mella address the role of the lead pastor: the senior pastor is compared to a corporate chief 
executive officer, who is pivotal in enabling the church to transition to the next stage of its de-
velopmental cycle.18 Particularly critical for pastors is the “transformational” phase — when a 
congregation reaches stability and must rethink its structures, roles, and strategies.

1.2.3. Jarle Waldemar – The Complex Role of the Pentecostal Pastor
In his quantitative study, Waldemar (2024) analyzes the responses of 69 Norwegian Pentecostal pas-
tors and establishes that the size of the congregation strongly influences the focus of pastoral work:19

•	 Small congregations (20–80 members): the pastor functions as a personal shepherd.
•	 Medium congregations (81–250 members): the proportion of organizational work 

increases.
•	 Large congregations (250–800 members): strategic leadership moves to the foreground.
•	 Megacongregations (800+ members): the pastor is a “rancher”-type leader, exercising 

pastoral functions through middle managers.
The research confirms that the pastoral role shifts from personal care toward organizational, 

indirect leadership as the congregation grows.

1.2.4. Kjetil I. Tangen – The SERVE Model
Tangen (2024) developed the SERVE model for interpreting Christian leadership:20

Letter Meaning Interpretation

S – Spiritual grounding Spiritual rootedness Identity grounded in relationship 
with God

E – Empathic relations Empathic relationships The capacity to listen to and serve 
others

R – Reflective learning Reflective learning Self-knowledge, integration of 
experience

V – Visionary orientation Vision and sense of mission Connecting spiritual conviction with 
communal goals

E – Ethical responsibility Ethical responsibility Integrity, decision-making account-
ability, authenticity

17	  JENSSEN, J. I. 2020. 
18	  JENSSEN, J. I., & MELLA, A. 2023. 157–181 
19	  WALDEMAR, J. 2024. 220–242 
20	  TANGEN, K. I. 2024. 605–631
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The model describes a spirally recurring experiential cycle in which the pastor revisits 
these components at each stage of the life cycle. Tangen connects the theories of Erikson, 
Super, and Fowler with Christian leadership theology, bridging psychological and spiritual 
approaches.

1.2.5. Steinunn Björnsdóttir – Icelandic Church Reforms and Pastoral Identity
Björnsdóttir’s doctoral research examines the organizational reforms of the Evangelical Lu-
theran Church of Iceland (ELCI) and the role of pastors within them. Drawing on Giddens’s 
structuration theory, she interprets pastors not as passive actors but as agents who shape the 
organization. Three case studies (the impact of the tax reform, the failure of strategic planning, 
the zones of cooperation) reveal a consistent pattern: locally initiated changes are more suc-
cessful because they are grounded in internal motivation, while top-down reforms typically fail 
because they do not align with pastors’ vocational self-understanding.21 The conditions for the 
sustainability of reforms are a shared sense of ownership and institutional support.

1.2.6. Synthesis – The Scandinavian Tradition
Scandinavian research examines the pastor primarily in an organizational and leadership role: 
simultaneously a called shepherd and a key institutional leader, on the boundary between calling 
and profession. Reforms succeed only when this duality is taken seriously — treated not merely 
as an administrative technique but as an existential question. Vocation is a spiral process in 
which calling and profession receive different emphases at different stages, ultimately synthe-
sized into a more mature, integrated identity.

1.3. German-Language Clergy Research (Pfarrforschung)
In German-speaking countries the sociological study of the pastoral vocation and career (Pfarr-
forschung) has a long history. The aim of this research is to explore how vocational conscious-
ness, professional identity, and the course of ministry develop in a modern, secularized social 
context. Its theoretical foundations are drawn from professionalization theories (Freidson, Par-
sons) and sociological models of religion (Berger, Luckmann, Luhmann).

1.3.1. Isolde Karle – The Pastoral Vocation as Profession
Karle (Der Pfarrberuf als Profession, 2001) begins from the premise that the pastoral office in 
modern society is a complex role, interpretable within the relational system of person, vocation, 
and institution.22 She distinguishes between the dimensions of “Pfarrersein” (pastoral being, 
as a form of life), “Pfarrerberuf” (as a professional vocation), and “Pfarramt” (as an institu-
tional role). The tension among these three dimensions characterizes the everyday experience of 
the modern pastor — Karle calls this the “professional paradox.”

According to Karle, the pastoral profession is in a dual movement: on the one hand toward 
professionalization (increasing specialization, growing continuing education), while on the 
other hand deprofessionalizing pressures are also at work (lay ministries, part-time activities, 
financial and structural constraints). The dialectic between professionalization and Lebensform 

21	  BJÖRNSDOTTIR, S. A. 2019. 
22	  KARLA, I. 2001.
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(form of life) cannot be resolved: the pastoral vocation can remain relevant only if it simultane-
ously preserves its spiritual authenticity and social adaptability.

1.3.2. Christian Grethlein – The Pastor as Dual Communicative Actor
Grethlein (Pfarrer(in)sein als christlicher Beruf, 2001) argues that the pastor is a “dual commu-
nicative actor” who addresses simultaneously the transcendent and the immanent world.23 His 
historical analysis distinguishes four periods of the pastoral role: the Reformation era (preacher 
and teacher), the era of the Pfarrhaus (bearer of Protestant culture), twentieth-century differen-
tiation (communicator-pastor), and the modern era (the duality of professionalization and depro-
fessionalization). Grethlein’s conclusion is that the Protestant pastoral vocation at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century does not disappear but transforms: in place of an authoritarian role, 
a reflexive ministry grounded in communication and authenticity emerges.

1.3.3. Christoph Gennerich – Trust as the Foundation of Pastoral Communication
Gennerich (Vertrauen, 2000) interprets the pastoral vocation from the perspective of trust and 
relationship-building.24 Building on Luhmann’s systems theory: trust is the mechanism for re-
ducing complexity in human relationships. Gennerich distinguishes three mutually reinforcing 
levels of trust: (1) trust in God (the spiritual foundation of vocation), (2) self-trust (the pastor’s 
self-identity), (3) trust in others (the pastoral relationship). Pastoral communication operates on 
a dual structure — both at the level of content and at the relational level — and the recipient 
evaluates the credibility of the message primarily through relational experience.25 According to 
Gennerich, trust is “the most important theological capital of pastoral existence.”

1.3.4. Gunther Schendel – Structural Reforms and Pastoral Satisfaction
Studying 124 pastors of the Evangelical Lutheran Regional Church of Brunswick, Schendel 
analyzed the psychological effects of structural reforms.26 His findings confirm the paradox 
of “high satisfaction – high suffering pressure”: 70.1% of respondents were satisfied with 
their vocation, yet 77% reported an increase in workload over the previous five years. The 
greatest satisfaction was generated by collegial atmosphere, while the greatest dissatisfaction 
was produced by leadership communication (76%) and structural reforms (67%). A strong 
correlation existed between dissatisfaction with reforms and the quality of the relationship with 
church leadership — a lack of trust constitutes not only an emotional but also an organization-
al problem. The study bears three main lessons: vocational satisfaction is high but fragile; the 
psychological cost of structural reforms is high; communal support is a protective factor.

1.3.5. Synthesis – Pfarrforschung
German clergy research identifies the pastor as an interface actor between the church and soci-
ety. The key to sustaining vocational consciousness is reflective professionality — the capacity 
to consciously reinterpret one’s vocation in a changing context while maintaining networks of 

23	  GRETHLEIN, C. 2001. 372–398
24	  GENNERICH, C. 2000.
25	  LUHMANN, N. 1968. 
26	  SCHENDEL, G. 2015. 293–299
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trust. Pastoral identity is shaped by the interaction of three dimensions: (1) personal (calling, 
faith, spirituality), (2) organizational (office, hierarchy, administration), (3) social (trust, recog-
nition, communal relationships).

1.4. Hungarian and Transylvanian Clergy Research
1.4.1. Balázs SIBA – “At Home in Two Worlds”
Balázs Siba’s book is built on the systematic analysis of life-history interviews with 33 Re-
formed pastors. The image of “two worlds” gives the fundamental tone of the pastoral vocation: 
the pastoral role is simultaneously community-organizing, teaching, leading, and spiritual 
ministry. In the Protestant understanding of vocation, the vocatio interna (inner calling) and the 
vocatio externa (external, communal affirmation) together legitimize the career. Siba’s critical 
observation is that theological education does not always provide sufficient development of 
leadership-management skills and organizational competencies, even though these prove to 
be key competencies in practice. The process of “becoming a pastor” unfolds along trajectories 
of growth, liminal situations, and dialogical communities.

1.4.2. István MÁTÉ – Pastoral Career in the Reformed Church District of Kalotaszeg
István Máté’s doctoral dissertation (Babeș–Bolyai University, 2018), combining ethnographic 
and sociological methods, examines the historical, social, and cultural embeddedness of the 
pastoral vocation.27 He establishes that the pastoral career functions in many cases as a vehicle 
for social mobility, and that alongside the religious calling, the drive toward security and social 
esteem is strongly present among motivations for career choice. A separate chapter addresses 
the “second vocation” of clergy spouses (their indispensable yet invisible role) and the dual 
position of women clergy (institutional norms vs. traditional gender expectations). Drawing 
on Bourdieu’s theories of capital: trust, reciprocity, and social recognition are the forms of 
capital without which pastoral ministry cannot be sustained in the long term.

1.4.3. Márton JÁRAY and Colleagues – Mental Health and Professional Support
In 2022, Márton Járay, Gergely Tóth, David J. Van Dyke, and Fruzsina Albert conducted a large-
scale study among 148 pastors of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Hungary.28 The main 
findings of the research:

•	 29.5% of the sample fell into the well-being risk category according to WHO-5 (com-
pared to the national average of 14.4%).

•	 35.3% showed some degree of depressive symptoms (national average: 25%).
•	 The effect of professional support proved stronger than any demographic factor: those 

who made use of at least two forms of professional assistance were five times less likely 
to fall into the risk category.

•	 The effect of supervision was the strongest: those with such support were 80% less 
likely to belong to the mental health risk group.

27	  MÁTÉ István 2018. 
28	  JÁRAY M. – TÓTH G. – Van DYKE, D. J. – ALBERT F. 2025. 
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The conclusion of the research: the mental health of pastors is also an ecclesiastical-struc-
tural question; the institutionalization of professional support systems is indispensable for the 
sustainability of ministry.

1.4.4. Sándor FAZAKAS – Church Leadership Models
Sándor Fazakas’s study sets the Calvinist collegial model of the Reformed church against con-
temporary organizational practices.29 The essence of Calvin’s normative model is: time-limited, 
accountable ministry, written polity, and the participation of the entire congregational commu-
nity. The “dual presidency” (pastor + lay leader) formally creates a democratic structure, but 
the effective dominance of the pastoral element is maintained in practice. According to Fazakas, 
future reform should focus on three areas: (1) collegial balance and competence, (2) making 
bureaucracy serve its purpose, (3) management tools in the service of the Gospel.

1.4.5. Róbert Zoltán BÁLINT – Conceptualizing Protestant Pastoral Roles
Bálint Róbert (Erdélyi Társadalom, 2023) analyzes pastoral roles on three levels based on Bliz-
zard’s typology: the master role (vocational image), the integrative role (orientation), and the 
operative role (concrete activities). The three clusters of operative roles are: (1) traditional 
(preacher, priest, teacher), (2) neotraditional (pastor), (3) contemporary (organizer, administra-
tor, community leader). In the Transylvanian context, alongside the ecclesiastical framework 
of legitimation, social usefulness has become the most important criterion of pastoral activity. 
While in Hungary the prestige of the pastor has declined due to secularization, in Transylvania 
pastors enjoy high social esteem — linked to the process of desecularization and the identi-
ty-preserving, minority-protecting role of the churches.

1.4.6. József SZÉKELY – The Place of Preaching in the Transylvanian Pastoral Vocational 
Image
József Székely’s doctoral dissertation examines the transformation of the pastoral vocational 
image of Hungarian Reformed clergy in Transylvania in the post-transition period.30[^32] His 
foundational conceptual pair is the “ideal” (normative) and the “real” (practical) pastoral voca-
tional image. After the change of regime, the pastor was thrust onto the public stage of society 
and suddenly had to perform cultural, educational, civic, and administrative roles as well. This 
functional expansion led to an identity crisis: the vocational image shifted away from preaching 
ministry toward the role of the “ecclesiastical governance official” and the “minority manager.” 
The central thesis of the dissertation is that preaching is not merely one element of ministry but 
the essence of the pastoral vocation; the key to pastoral renewal is the theological and spiritual 
rediscovery of preaching.

1.4.7. András László RÁD – Theological and Social Dimensions of Pastoral Ministry
András László Rád’s doctoral dissertation examines the Reformed pastoral vocation in Tran-
sylvania through an interdisciplinary approach (theological analysis, historical examina-
tion, semi-structured interviews with 45 pastors, and a questionnaire survey). The pastor is 

29	  FAZAKAS S. 2024.
30	  SZÉKELY J. 2018.
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simultaneously a theologian, community organizer, and social mediator. The three causes 
of vocational crisis are: theological uncertainty, personal burnout, and institutional rigidity. The 
three levels of renewal are: theological (return to the centrality of the Word), personal (super-
vision, spiritual health), communal (decentralization, more democratic communication). The 
author’s final conclusion: the pastor of the future will be a “spiritual manager” — leading their 
community with theological fidelity to the Gospel yet with social sensitivity.

1.4.8. Synthesis – The Hungarian and Transylvanian Tradition
Research conducted in the Hungarian-language sphere interprets the pastoral vocation along 
four main axes:

•	 Theological identity – social function: the pastor is simultaneously a servant of the 
Word and a communal, cultural actor.

•	 Inner calling – external expectations: the vocation is a spiritual calling but also a sys-
tem of institutional and social expectations.

•	 Professional competence – personal spirituality: the balance between professional 
preparation and the spiritual life.

•	 Pastoral autonomy – ecclesial accountability: theological authenticity cannot remain 
valid without genuine organizational oversight and dialogue.

1.5. Conclusions and Comparative Synthesis
Three Major Traditions – Three Questions about One Vocation

The Anglo-American, Scandinavian, and German research traditions approach the pastoral 
vocation from three distinct yet mutually complementary perspectives:

•	 Anglo-American tradition: What happens in the pastor’s inner, spiritual-psycholog-
ical space? Key themes: burnout, career departure, personality traits, resilience, voca-
tional narratives.

•	 Scandinavian tradition: What happens in the interaction between the pastor and the 
ecclesiastical organization over the life cycle? The calling–profession duality, life-cy-
cle models, structural reforms, and leadership styles.

•	 German (Pfarrforschung) tradition: What happens to the pastor’s professional-insti-
tutional status and to trust? The triple concept of Beruf–Berufung–Amt, professionali-
zation, trust as capital, structural reforms.

•	
The Life-Course Perspective and the Narrative Approach
The common lesson of the different traditions is that the pastoral vocation cannot be understood 
when reduced to the single initial moment of calling. Three conclusions emerge for the Transy-
lvanian investigation: (1) a life-course-spanning approach is required; (2) a narrative-ecological 
model should be applied; (3) calling is a dynamic category, worked and reworked time and 
again.

Burnout, Career Departure, and Resilience – A Systems Perspective
Pastoral well-being must be viewed in a multi-level system: at the individual level (personal-
ity, spirituality), the family level (the burden on the clergy family), the congregational level 
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(expectations, conflicts), the church-organizational level (structures, administration), and the 
societal level (minority status, prestige, isolation). Resilience is the conjunction of three factors:

1.	 spiritual intelligence, 
2.	 self-reflection, 
3.	 relational resources (supervision, collegial network, support).

Final Conclusions
Recent pastoral research conducted in the Hungarian-speaking context over the past two dec-
ades outlines an increasingly complex and interdisciplinary field of study. These investigations 
combine perspectives from pastoral theology, sociology of religion, mental health research, 
leadership studies, and vocation psychology in order to understand the development of pastoral 
vocation, identity, and career trajectories. Together, the works of several authors contribute to a 
multidimensional model of the pastoral life course that highlights both theological foundations 
and empirical realities.

A central theme in these studies is the interpretation of vocation and calling. Classical Re-
formed theology understands pastoral ministry through the dual concept of vocatio interna and 
vocatio externa, framing the ministry as a lifelong identity rooted in divine calling. However, 
empirical research demonstrates that the experience of calling is rarely a single decisive event. 
Rather, it develops and is reinterpreted throughout the life course under the influence of person-
al, ecclesial, and social factors. Consequently, vocation should be understood not as a fixed state 
but as a reflexive process that evolves across different stages of ministry.

Another important line of inquiry concerns pastoral identity and role pluralization. Contem-
porary pastors must simultaneously fulfill multiple roles: preacher, spiritual caregiver, admin-
istrator, community organizer, and cultural representative. These roles often generate tensions, 
particularly when organizational expectations, personal spirituality, and societal expectations 
diverge. Research suggests that pastoral identity remains stable only when these three dimen-
sions—personal spirituality, institutional expectations, and social engagement—remain in 
balance.

Studies also emphasize the importance of socialization and career development. Family 
background and early religious socialization frequently play a decisive role in shaping vocation-
al orientation. At the same time, theological education, although strong in doctrinal training, of-
ten lacks preparation in leadership, organizational management, and conflict resolution—skills 
increasingly required in pastoral ministry. The early phase of ministry is therefore often de-
scribed as a “liminal” period marked by vulnerability and identity formation, where mentoring 
and collegial support become especially important.

Another recurring topic is the pastor’s intermediate position between church and society. 
In the Hungarian and particularly the Transylvanian context, pastors often fulfill not only re-
ligious but also cultural and national leadership roles within minority communities. This dual 
responsibility increases both expectations and pressures. Moreover, leadership structures within 
Reformed churches frequently combine traditional presbyterial models with modern managerial 
logic, producing tensions in organizational culture and leadership expectations.

Mental health and vocational sustainability have also become key concerns. Empirical 
studies indicate that pastors experience elevated levels of burnout compared to the general 
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population. Protective factors include supervision, peer support networks, and spiritual practic-
es that strengthen personal resilience. These findings highlight the importance of institutional 
support systems for maintaining the long-term sustainability of pastoral ministry.

Synthesizing these results, the pastoral vocation in the Hungarian-speaking context can be 
interpreted along four major axes: theological identity and social function; internal calling and 
external expectations; professional competence and personal spirituality; and pastoral autono-
my alongside institutional accountability. Contemporary pastoral ministry therefore appears as 
a multifaceted and evolving vocation—spiritually grounded yet socially embedded, culturally 
sensitive but institutionally constrained, and increasingly in need of renewed educational and 
organizational support structures.

In dialogue with international research traditions—Anglo-Saxon psychological approaches, 
Scandinavian life-cycle and organizational models, and German Pfarrforschung focusing on 
professional status—the Hungarian and Transylvanian studies contribute to a broader under-
standing of pastoral ministry as a lifelong narrative process. The clergy research of different 
language communities can be condensed into a single thesis:

The pastoral vocation in the twenty-first century can be understood and sustained only 
when it is viewed simultaneously as a spiritual calling, a professional role, an institutional 
position, a network of trust relationships, and a narrative process extending across the 
entire life course.

Figure 1. Pastoral Vocation Ecosystem Model. 
The model conceptualises pastoral vocation as 
a dynamic interaction between five interconnec-
ted dimensions. At the centre lies the personal 
vocation narrative, which represents the indi-
vidual interpretation of calling and ministerial 
identity. This narrative is shaped by the minis-
ter’s personality and spirituality, including faith 
experience, resilience and spiritual practices.
The next level consists of institutional struc-
tures that define the organisational framework 
of ministry, including church hierarchy, admi-
nistrative responsibilities and professional ex-
pectations. Pastoral work is further influenced 
by congregational expectations, such as trust, 
support and community needs. Finally, the bro-
ader socio-cultural context – particularly rele-
vant in minority settings such as Transylvania – 
provides the historical and cultural environment 
in which pastoral vocation develops.
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