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Pastors and Missionaries:  Raising Godly Kids 
 
Missionary kids have experiences and an understanding of culture that few others can match. 
There are studies that find that many children of pastors and mission�aries are more 
successful than average as adults. Many of these children report wonderful warm memories of 
their treatment in their parents’ churches. 
 
At the same time, there are some issues that are common to these families that can cause 
problems for children. How can we avoid the pitfalls that can create resentment in the children 
of missionaries and pastors?… Raising Godly children is hard—for anyone. It takes time, 
money, prayer, constant attention and is messy, both figuratively and literally. For those of us 
in leadership of the church in the US and overseas, the difficulties of raising Godly children are 
often compounded. 
 
We’ve all heard heart-breaking stories of effective church leaders in wonderful, devout 
families whose children have gone away from the church and fallen into drugs, addiction, early 
pregnancy, or crime. The list is long and heart-breaking. Some studies say that as many as 
40% of the children of church professionals are not involved in the faith as adults. 
 
EXAMPLES FROM THE BIBLE 

These tragedies are not a new thing—the Bible is filled with similar stories. For instance, look 
at Eli the high priest: he taught the Law to Israel, and yet he raised up two sons who were so 
corrupt that Israel refused to let them take his place  
(1 Sam 2:12). God, in his mercy, sent Eli the child Samuel, who Eli then raised in the Temple. 
Samuel went on to be the leading prophet of Israel, again a man who loved the Lord, knew the 
Law and actually heard the audible voice of God, but still raised two sons who were so corrupt 
that Israel also rejected them  
(1 Sam 8:1-3). 
 
Negative examples abound, for instance, King David’s children, or one of the most celebrated 
fathers in the Bible: the father of the prodigal son. This father is widely celebrated in sermons: 
he watched constantly for his son, he gave up his dignity and ran to greet the Prodigal when he 
returned, he restored the son and gave him his robe and ring. And yet, this celebrated father 
still had one son who disrespectfully took his inheritance and ran off (although he did return) 
and with another who was resentful and self-righteous. 
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Stories like these, from the families of my contemporaries and from Scripture, have led me 
into a study of the way that faith develops in the lives of the children of pastors and 
missionaries. Surprisingly, a good deal of academic research has been done into the lives of 
these kids. I also sat down with a number of young adult children of church leaders and asked 
them what it was like to grow up in their households. 
 
One of the major revelations was the role that resentment plays in the lives of these children. 
In the rest of this article, I want to examine some of the causes of this resentment and then 
make some recommendations for parents in church leadership. 
 
GROWING UP IN A MISSIONARY OR PASTOR'S HOME 

An important feature that almost all families in church leadership share is that they have made 
sacrifices for the sake of the Gospel. Couples have given up large paychecks in the business 
world to receive small paychecks or to raise money in the church world. Church leaders here 
and overseas typically work long hours for the sake of their churches, they are always open to 
interruptions in family routine because of pastoral emergencies. 
 
Their children share the cost of these sacrifices: They pay when dad isn’t at home because 
someone is in the hospital. They pay when mom and dad stay at church an hour after everyone 
else has left. They pay when mom and dad pack up the family to leave everything they know. 
They pay when they return to the U.S. as strangers to their own culture. They pay when people 
in the church are always watching their behavior. 
 
Clergy couples are happy to make these sacrifices. Recalling the Apostle Paul who looked at all 
he had given up for the sake of Christ and called it “rubbish,” that strong sense of call makes 
the sacrifices bearable. However, most clergy and missionary children haven’t heard that call. 
They are included in the “family call” because God sent them to be raised in a church leader’s 
family, but rarely have they received the same level of revelation personally. They are forced to 
make sacrifices, and without that sense of being called by God to some greater destiny, they 
are likely to see these sacrifices as an imposition and resent them and the church that seems to 
encourage them. 
 
One of the key insights of this study was that clergy and missionary kids pay much of the price 
that their clergy and missionary parents pay, with very few of the counterbalancing rewards. 
In a sense, they get the bad parts of being in ministry without the good parts that make it 
worthwhile, and as a result many deal with resentment against the church. 
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It’s worthwhile to highlight several of the particular areas of resentment that frequently came 
up in my conversations with the children of church leaders. 
 
COMPETING WITH THE MINISTRY FOR THE PARENTS' ATTENTION 

Children of church leaders often feel like they are competing with the Church or their ministry 
for dad and mom’s attention. Most of the young adults that I met with talked about how they 
wish their clergy/ mis�sionary parent had been around more. Many of them blamed the 
parent’s work in the church and battled with feeling that the church or the mission was more 
important to their parents than they were. 
 
AFFECTED BY CHURCH CONFLICT 

The most surprising area of resentment to me was the resentment children of church leaders 
feel towards the Church because of church conflict with their parents. It came up in every 
conversation that I had with clergy children. 
 
The stories typically went like this: there is conflict in the church and dad is involved and 
stressed about it. He comes home and vents to his family or maybe only his wife, but his 
children overhear. So, for instance, Dad and a church musician are having a disagreement. 
Dad feels like the musician has said some unfair things about him. He’s angry and hurt and 
talking to his wife about it. The children over�hear. 
 
They will naturally take the side of their father. To a child, anyone fighting with their parent 
must be in the wrong. The children take up the offense and are now angry with the musician. 
Dad, who works with the musician every week will eventually reach resolution. The child never 
has any opportunity to resolve the conflict. There is no way that he or she can go to the 
musician to try to work out their own issues. They are left holding the offense, often into 
adulthood, and this offense crystallizes into mistrust of the church. 
 
UNDER A MICROSCOPE 

The final issue has to do with the attention that the church leaders’ children receive from the 
people that their parents minister to. The kids that I’ve talked to felt like they were always 
watched more carefully than other kids. One study called this the “Glass House” 
phenomenon. 
 



	  

 

5572 Garden Village Way, #18, Greensboro, NC 27410 / info@newwineskins.org / (336) 684-4330 
	  

They feel like they are always being watched, expected to be good examples in children and 
youth programs and even stereotyped as goody-goodys by their non-church friends (a 
stereotype that in adolescence they often react violently to by being deliberately “bad.”) 
 
They also report that their parents put extra pressure on them to behave well for the sake of 
the church. It’s easy to understand why this would happen. Not only are clergy parents always 
aware that they themselves are being judged on the basis of the behavior of their children, but 
the Scripture says the behavior of children should be considered when judging a person’s 
fitness for leadership (Titus 1:6). 
 
These different areas of resentment lead to several recommendations for parents: 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PARENTS 

1)  Talk to your children about these issues. Engage your children in conversation about 
how they feel about being a pastor’s kid or a missionary’s kid. All of the issues 
discussed in this article are worth bringing up. Do they feel like people are watching 
them more than other children? Do they resent the time that their pastor parent spends 
at church? Ask them how it feels to be a “clergy kid” or “missionary kid.” And above 
all, ask if they ever feel that the church is more important to you than they are. 

 
2)  Don’t ever let kids overhear the details of church conflict. While talking through 

issues is vital for the mental health of the parent involved, special care should be taken 
never to expose this dark side of church work to children. In a sense, one of the duties 
of a clergy parent is to protect the reputation of Jesus’ Church. Children, once they are 
aware of the details, can not help but take up the offense and will never have a chance to 
resolve it. 

 
One caveat is helpful. Awareness of church conflict in a general sense has been 
reported to be helpful by some now adult children of church leaders to whom I have 
presented this material. They told me that it was a very helpful thing for them to know, 
in an abstract way, that the church isn’t perfect and that even Christians disagree. This 
is very different from communicating details, it’s more like a conversation that starts 
with, “Honey, you know that sometimes people fight, even in the church…” 

 
3)  Try to shield your kids from the expectations of the church. In the same way that we, 

as church leaders, try to live lives that can be an example to our congregations, it’s 
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tempting to try to use our children as an example in the church. This is subtly 
communicated to the child and leaves them feeling that more is expected of them by the 
church than is expected of their peers. 
 
The problem is compounded if the church is used as a reason for discipline. Saying 
things like “How do you think it makes daddy look when you act like this…” makes the 
church the bad guy. As one clergy child said “If a kid thinks that the reason they are in 
trouble is because of the church, they’re going to be more likely not to trust the 
church.” Along the same lines, it is helpful to give your kids permission not to have to 
live up to the stereotypes they’ll come across. 
 

4)  Try to get your children involved in age appropriate ways in your ministry. My 
impression was that children who feel like they are a part of their parents ministry do 
better in dealing with the issues of resentment. I saw it in children who grew up in 
church plants, where there is a sort of “every hand on deck” mentality that requires the 
involvement of children and teenagers in meaningful ministry roles. I also saw it in 
some families of missionaries, whose children are very involved in the ministry. It may 
be that finding age appropriate responsibilities gives children some sense that they 
really are included in the “family call” and helps to balance out problems that could lead 
to resentment. 
 

CONCLUSION 

To close, children raised in the families of church leaders, in the U.S. and overseas, face a set 
of common issues that can be destructive to their faith. Resentment is one of these issues, and 
parents need to carefully think through the way that their actions and words affect what their 
children think about the Church. 
 
At the same time, every family and every child is different. Not every child will react the same 
way to the issues described here. The advice presented here should be taken with a grain of 
salt and prayed through to understand how it might apply to any particular child in any 
particular family and church. 
 

Written by, and reproduced with the permission of, the Rev. Dr. Steven Tighe 
 

For more information, contact: La Frontera Youth Ministry Education: Equipping the Church to reach its kids. 
Worldwide.  www.lafronterayme.org 


