


I am delighted to recommend Mark Chua’s Sabbath for Pastors to as wide 

an audience as possible. His very well-written book reveals the basic root 

of increasing stress and burnout among hard-worked pastors all over 

the world. With interesting anecdotes and questions after each chapter 

for reflection, Sabbath for Pastors will be helpful for any reader. Go, little 

book, to those who need you — not as a quick “fix”, but as a challenge 

and a help to a long-term balanced life. Perhaps, Mark, if your old 

principal had read the book earlier, he would have avoided a stroke! 

Dr David Stewart
Principal (1965-1988)
The Bible College of New Zealand (now Laidlaw College)

Sabbath for Pastors is not just a book about the Sabbath, nor is it only 

about pastors. Sabbath has important implications for the spiritual life of 

the church as a whole. A failure to understand how this ancient teaching 

relates to the modern church will inevitably lead to a great loss of vitality 

among God’s people, and damage to its people and its mission. Mark 

Chua’s very fine exposition of the notion of the Sabbath for today, which 

includes his own original research as well as the wisdom of others, is 

very important. He relates the concept to the very particular needs of the 

Asian situation in a clear and admirably readable fashion. This is a book 

to be read and studied widely by church members and leaders.

Rev Dr Brian Edgar
Professor of Theological Studies 
Asbury Theological Seminary, USA
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I cannot agree any less with Mark Chua’s assessment that the lifestyle 

of Asian pastors is predominantly “determined by the external demands 

of ministry rather than by an ordered pattern of life centred on God”. 

This really calls for a proper understanding of Sabbath and the practice 

of it by all pastors; failing which would only lead to ineffective and poor 

ministry. I sincerely recommend all pastors to read Sabbath for Pastors. 

Bishop Ng Moon Hing
Bishop of Anglican Church
Diocese of West Malaysia

God’s strategy for the nurture of His body is to “Start with the Pastor”. 

It is my prayer and hope that Sabbath for Pastors will be a timely reminder 

to all pastors and leaders to heed and follow His priorities for us. 

Dr Lee Bee Teik
Director 
ReconRe Ministries, Malaysia

“You shall keep the Sabbath either by choice or by force”, said a 

missionary scholar to me. The wisdom in Sabbath for Pastors is for 

us personally, as well as for our family, church, and community. I 

recommend it for a subject of study in your Bible study groups, and even 

for a series of messages from your pulpits. 

Dr Chacko Thomas
OM Special Projects
Operation Mobilisation International 
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The almost unbearable workload of a minister in the church inevitably 

causes one to immediately hope for some rest from it; and when it 

has become too overpowering, will eventually lead to burnout and 

abandonment of the once zealous vision to serve. Therefore, Mark Chua’s 

contribution to the idea of Sabbath rest and renewal for ministers — 

especially ministers in the Asian context — is both needful and timely. 

Sabbath for Pastors is a celebration of Sabbath, days that are set apart for 

the Lord and with the Lord. May it be a blessing to all who wish to find 

rest in the Lord. 

 
Dr Justin Tan (Thesis supervisor)
Director, Centre for the Study of Chinese Christianity
Senior Lecturer, Melbourne School of Theology, Australia

Many Chinese-speaking congregations tend to believe that pastors should 

not go on holidays. As such, pastors are often unintentionally denied the 

basic need for rest. In Sabbath for Pastors, Mark Chua reminds the church 

of God’s commandment to take Sabbath rest seriously. I believe that this 

book will prove to be a great blessing to the church.

Rev Yau Kah Fatt
Chairman, Board of Ministry, Chinese Annual Conference 
The Methodist Church in Malaysia
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In Sabbath for Pastors, Mark Chua has done us a great service with his 

insightful and practical writing on this very important and yet often 

overlooked topic. He has also included questions at the end of each 

chapter to help us further reflect on our reading. I highly recommend 

this book for all pastors — and missionaries!

Aow Kong Yow
Pastor
SIM Asia Pacific 

Whatever your view of how the church should interpret and apply the 

fourth commandment, it is clear that that in principle, God has created 

humankind to function in a rhythm of hard work and Sabbath rest. We 

violate this rhythm at our own peril. Yet often the call for sabbath is 

based merely on pragmatic grounds. Mark Chua has done the church a 

favour by rooting the call for Sabbath in biblical theology. And he has 

done it in in the context of careful empirical research in an Asian context. 

Sabbath for Pastors is a timely book that needs to be read. It may, literally, 

save lives.

Rev Dr Tan Soo Inn 
Director
Graceworks, Singapore
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“If you keep your feet from breaking the Sabbath 

    and from doing as you please on my holy day,

if you call the Sabbath a delight 

    and the Lord’s holy day honorable,

and if you honor it by not going your own way

    and not doing as you please or speaking idle words, 

then you will find your joy in the Lord,

    and I will cause you to ride in triumph on 

the heights of the land

    and to feast on the inheritance of your father Jacob.”

 Isaiah 58:13-14

8
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“Stress is inherent in ministry.”

So begins Mark Chua in this ground-breaking work on the Sabbath and 

the pastoral ministry. A few features mark out the book as different. 

Firstly, he writes as an Asian pastor to Asian pastors. Much that is 

written so far has been written from a Western perspective for consumption 

in the West. Secondly, he weaves the biblical and theological with the 

practical and sensible. His own research provides helpful information 

from the ground, and his diligent study keeps us anchored in Scripture. 

Chua writes as someone who knows all too well the tension between what 

is and what ought to be.

Chua rightly observes that ministry that is “overly reliant on the 

pastor” adds stress to an already demanding public office. Congregants 

may also have a “dualistic philosophy” and treat the pastor as a purely 

“spiritual” person who “needs less sleep, less recreation, less food than 

the ungodly”. As such, any sign of stress or weakness is attributed to the 

pastor’s lack of spirituality.



S a b bat h  f o r
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Many other expectations encroach on the Asian pastor. Modernity, 

for instance, has influenced the way the church — and the pastor — define 

success, often by the size of the budget and congregation. The pressure to 

perform, combined with the prevailing mood of pragmatism, can make 

pastoral ministry more of a performance before man than a calling before 

God. 

It is little wonder then that many pastors try to accomplish “too 

much in too little time”. It is easy to become addicted to “the adrenalin 

rush” of “big visions and big projects”. Yet, sadly, the result is that pastoral 

burnout is on the rise, as Chua discovered through his research. 

Besides diagnosing the problem of ministerial stress and burnout, 

Chua also offers a remedy. Sabbath for Pastors makes for a compelling read 

on the meaning and purpose of the God-ordained Sabbath, aptly termed 

“a rhythm of grace”. We are reminded that “man is made not just to find 

joy in his work but also to find joy in his rest”. Indeed, we violate God’s 

provision of Sabbath at our own loss and peril.

finally, I would like to commend the churches that released Chua 

and his family for his sabbaticals. Having gone for sabbaticals myself, I 

can testify that without those much-needed pauses in my busy life and 

ministry, my family and I would not have lasted the last four decades of 

ministry. 

My prayer is that Sabbath for Pastors will be a great help to Asian 

pastors and their churches, and show us how we can all work together to 

find God’s “rhythm of grace”. 

  

Rev Dr David W.F. Wong 
Senior Pastor, Zion Bishan Bible-Presbyterian Church 
Leadership Mentor, Finishing Well Ministries
Singapore
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I   would not have known what Sabbath is had I not taken a study-  

sabbatical leave from 2002 to 2004 to do a postgraduate course at 

The Bible College of Victoria in Melbourne (now Melbourne School of 

Theology). It was an incredible journey that will never be forgotten, not 

only by me but also by my family of six. My oldest boy was fourteen                   

then and the youngest was five. God had done one of the great miracles   

in our lives by guiding and providing for our entire family. We spend 

three wonderful years in the campus of The Bible College — bonding as a   

family, soaking up the love of a community, expanding our hearts and 

minds, and enjoying the seasons and beauty of God’s creation.     

In the final year of my Doctor of Ministry programme, I wanted to 

do a dissertation on some aspects of pastoral ministry in Malaysia. 

However, the lack of material led to a change — providentially, I believe — 

to a mini-thesis, “The Sabbath rest and renewal for Pastors in Peninsular 

Malaysia: A Theological and Practical Consideration”. It was an intense                                      

year of study, research and writing, which I managed to complete 

A Sabbath Journey
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and submit the day before we flew back to Malaysia! I look back with 

amazement at how God had been my Helper.  

In 2006, my thesis was published as Stress, Burnout and the Sabbath 

for Malaysian Pastors by the Chinese Methodist (Hokkien) Church in Kuala 

Lumpur where I have been serving since completing my postgraduate 

studies. Then, earlier this year, Dr Tan Soo Inn of Graceworks got hold of 

this book, and he suggested that my book be re-published in a popular 

format for a wider readership. It has been an interesting process working 

with Graceworks as they nudged me along, gave suggestions, edited and 

reformatted it into the form it is today. I am indeed delighted.  

Two passages come to mind as I consider my own Sabbath journey. 

one is found in the story of the prophet of Elijah as recorded in 1 Kings 

19:7–9. It says, “The angel of the Lord came back a second time and   

touched him and said, ‘Get up and eat, for the journey is too much for 

you.’ So he got up and ate and drank. Strengthened by that food, he  

traveled forty  days and forty nights until he reached Horeb, the mountain 

of God. There he went into a cave and spent the night.”

The other are the words of our Lord to his disciples found in Mark 

6:31–32, “Then, because so many people were coming and going that 

they did not even have a chance to eat, he said to them, ‘Come with me 

by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest.’ So they went away by 

themselves in a boat to a solitary place.” 

God understands our journey and He provides and ministers to His 

servants in very practical ways. Not only did God provide food and rest 

for Elijah, but he also had the opportunity to hear the still, small voice of 

God. The disciples had time for themselves with their Master. What they 

heard from Him would remain in them forever. Today, He invites us to a 

Sabbath journey with Him.

May God use this book to bless His shepherds, church leaders as 

well as missionaries. And may we be drawn deeper in love with the great 
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Shepherd who equips us with everything good for doing His will. To Him 

be the glory forever and ever!

Mark Chua
2012
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Pastor Budi found himself stuck in a rut after fourteen years of being 

the sole pastor in his church. He was spiritually drained and tired. 

He began searching frantically for the next great idea to latch onto, but 

then lost the centre through which his life and ministry could have found 

renewed focus and passion. Instead, he was ministering in his own strength 

and failing to draw on Christ’s strength and wisdom. There was a lack of 

focus on Christ and His grace, Sabbath being an aspect of that grace. When 

he finally decided to ask for a sabbatical period, his congregation could 

not understand why. To them, it seemed inconceivable that pastors would 

— or could — have such an experience. 

Stress is inherent in ministry. The demands of pastoral ministry 

are often very absorbing. The dream to build a great church, the desire to 

serve, the expectations of members and church leaders, all present a great 

challenge to the pastor. on top of that, much of the ministry is concerned 

with ministering to the needs of people. Yet what a privilege it is to serve 

the Lord. There are those who have sensed the calling and the leading of 

God, and have served His church faithfully. 

Introduction 
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The pace of life has risen dramatically over the years. The processes 

of modernization and globalization have brought changes in life that are 

more than what many can cope with. Most pastors today, like Pastor Budi, 

face the challenge of serving in countries that are driven along the fast track 

of modernization, and a church culture that places enormous expectations 

on pastors. Stress has become part of life, and pastoral ministry is no 

exception to this. 

The difference is that most Christians expect pastors to be able to 

overcome all stresses of life because they are considered to be “spiritual” 

people who possess the answers to all the problems of life. Those who fail 

to overcome the stresses of life are simply not “spiritual” enough. They 

probably just need to pray more, and those who are burnt out must have 

fallen into some serious sin or they have simply failed miserably! 

It often appears, particularly in pastoral ministry, that because of 

a hectic life, it is almost impossible to find rest and renewal. often the 

Sabbath rhythm is compromised because of the forces that are pressing the 

ministry. Having studied and surveyed pastors in Malaysia, I believe that 

pastors tend to ignore a life rhythm that observes regular, Sabbath rest, 

resulting in high stress and burnout which affect their lives, health and 

ministry. Eugene Peterson observes,1

Many people simply cannot believe there can be a large, leisurely 

centre to life where God can be pondered. They doubt they can enter 

realms of spirit where wonder and adoration have a place to develop, 

and where play and delight have time to flourish. Is all this possible in 

our fast-paced lives?

This book seeks to explore this very possibility by drawing on the principles 

behind the Sabbath and considering its implications for the Asian pastor. 

Pastoral stress is cited as an important issue for pastoral concern by 

Lee Bee Teik, a medical doctor and a volunteer director of an organization 
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that provides support to pastors, in her book entitled, Behold Your Pastor!2 

In the book, she said: “The time may be ripe for us to realize that: ‘effective 

ministry depends on the ability of the minister to deal with the reality of 

emotional stress.’”3 Based on a survey by the National Evangelical Christian 

fellowship (NECf) of Malaysia done in the same year that her book was 

published, her remarks seem justified. In NECf’s survey, 19.7% of pastors 

indicated that they “regularly feel highly stressed while at work.”4 

Many people fail to understand the nature of stress and burnout, 

and the way it impacts life as a whole and pastoral ministry in particular. 

This book is based on a study that I conducted in 2004 on ministerial 

stress and burnout in Malaysia and its relation to an absent Sabbath 

rhythm. Sabbath has something to say not only to our modern stress-filled 

world, but also to the way in which pastors live and define their ministry. 

In God’s design, the Sabbath is meant to be a wellspring of life that issues 

forth the enjoyment of rest and renewal, bringing peace and harmony,                           

and breathing passion and anticipation into our lives. At a fundamental 

level, the Sabbath rhythm involves a regular, weekly rhythm of rest. In 

a broader perspective, the Sabbath rhythm includes a larger cycle of 

sabbatical leave for pastors who have served over a period of time.

We will reflect biblically and theologically on the Sabbath in order 

to understand the biblical principles of the Sabbath for ministry, before 

explicating its relevance for pastors today. We begin with a discussion on 

the context in which Asian pastors serve to understand the source of stress 

in the ministry in Part 1. This includes a comparison of ministerial stress 

and burnout in Asia and the West. Next, we will consider the biblical-

theological perspective of the Sabbath in Part 2. Implications of the 

Sabbath for the pastors are spelled out in Part 3. All examples are drawn 

from my own experience and anonymous data I had previously collected. 

The questions at the end of each chapter are fashioned to allow for time 

and space to reflect. I have also included a self-assessment questionnaire 

and some resources which you may find helpful.
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T he Asian church has grown tremendously since the 1900s. for 

instance, the church in Malaysia has experienced significant numerical 

growth since the nation’s independence in 1957. from then until 1985, 

the average growth rate of the Malaysian church exceeded the national 

population growth rate, with growth taking place mainly among the 

evangelical churches.1 Ahmad Yousif, a Muslim writer, acknowledges that 

Christianity in Malaysia is “the fastest growing religious minority” in the 

last century.2 

Today, one could say that the church in Asia has “come full circle”, 

with local believers assuming much of the pastoral leadership in the 

church, instead of foreign missionaries.3 Yet, in spite of the growth of the 

church, a well-acknowledged concern in the church is the dire shortage 

of full-time pastors. Very few are responding to the call of God to be full-

time pastors.4 The problem is further compounded by the high emigration 

of pastors and Bible School graduates to the West. Understanding of the 

factors that have shaped pastoral ministry in Asia is vital to appreciate the 

context in which Asian pastors are serving. 

The Historical 
Context of 
Pastoral Ministry 
in Asia
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Most of the churches in Asia were established as a direct result of 

the work of missionaries from the West.5 Inevitably, much of the theology 

and practice of pastoral ministry reflects denominational influence from 

the West.6 This influence has affected pastoral ministry in Asia in two ways.

 

An Over-reliance on Pastors
Most traditional, mainline churches embrace a concept or model of 

ministry that is overly reliant on the pastor. only those who are educated, 

trained and equipped are ordained and empowered to do the work of 

ministry. 

Pastors do play a crucial leadership role in the church, but when 

there is an over-emphasis and over-reliance on clergy and other ‘experts 

of the trade’, it has the unfortunate effect of overplaying the pastoral 

role and downplaying the role of the laity whose gifts and abilities are 

consequently untapped. Years ago, Mark Gibbs and ralph Morton referred 

to God’s chosen people as “God’s frozen people”.7 Today, the problem still 

remains a concern.8 The sharp clergy-laity divide has led to a situation 

where ministry becomes associated with the ordained minister, resulting 

in a laity that is passive and uninvolved. 

Through time, as the needs of the church and the world change, the 

ministry model of the pastor also changes and new responsibilities are 

added. Thus, apart from the dominant Protestant model of the preacher 

of the Word and the priestly model of the administration of sacraments, 

pastors often provide pastoral care, visitation, pastoral counselling, 

management, administration, and social care. Pastors in some churches 

are even seen as directors or as the Chief Executive officer. The pastor can 

easily become what James Means calls a “fragmented Generalist”.9 Such 

multi-faceted ministerial roles often stretch the pastor beyond his or her 

abilities.
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A Denial of Pastors’ Humanity
rev Dr Hwa Yung of the Methodist Church in Malaysia, has pointed out 

an aspect of theology in the Asian church which is influenced by the West 

— dualism.10 Dualism exalts the soul over the body, and the spirit over 

matter. The spiritual part of the person is considered good or pure, while 

the material part (the body), with its needs and desires, is considered un-

spiritual, and in some cases, evil.  

The influence of such dualism can be found in the teaching of 

one of the most influential preachers and role models for church leaders, 

Watchman Nee. Nee’s tripartite theology of the human — that a person is 

made up of the spirit, soul and body — is basically dualistic in function.11 

The body is seen as only a vehicle by which the spirit or the soul rules and 

expresses its desires. Watchman Nee is of this opinion:12

Whether our works are fruitful or not depends upon whether our 

outward man13 has been broken by the Lord so that the inward man 

can pass through that brokenness and come forth. This is the basic 

problem. When the inward man is released, both unbelievers and 

Christians will be blessed.  

According to Nee,  the key to Christian life and effective pastoral ministry   

is to have the soul broken and to “release the spirit”.  

Among other things, such dualism has the effect of over-

emphasizing the spiritual at the expense of the physical, the emotional 

and the intellectual.14 Human emotions and physical needs are viewed 

as obstacles to overcome. Such teaching tends to equate spirituality with 

ascetic notions of physical and material deprivation. Thus, suffering is seen 

as the mark of spirituality, a notion that is current in Chinese theology, 

and poverty a virtue next to it.15 

A dualistic spirituality tends to consider the root of all problems 

in the Christian life to be wholly ‘spiritual’ in nature, and that, if only a 
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person is fully devoted to some kind of spiritual exercise, he would not 

experience any needs. It spiritualizes and idealizes issues by portraying 

a spiritual person as one who can overcome all problems and stresses of 

life without due consideration of emotional or physical needs. Within 

the Protestant tradition, for example, Sabbath rest has been spiritualized 

to mean primarily, if not exclusively, finding one’s rest in Christ. While 

bodily needs are not totally ignored in Protestant thought, they are often 

relegated to become an issue of secondary importance, if not a non-issue.  

Dallas Willard, a theologian and scholar, highlights how this 

truncated view of spirituality affects another perception of pastoral life:16

‘Spiritual people do not play.’ That is the usual view. For one thing, 

they are too serious ever to play. It is a test of their spirituality that they 

never let up from their special spiritual activities. For another, play 

might be pleasurable. And while spiritual people can have joy, they 

probably should stay away from just plain pleasure. While it is not in 

itself bad, it might ensnare them. Or so we seem to think.

The Sabbath, however, as we shall see later, contains an element of play 

and exuberant joy which so characterizes God in His work of creation. 

When such dualistic philosophy is superimposed into the sacrificial 

lives of past missionaries and pastors, it projects an image of a pastor who 

is at once ‘spiritual’, and free of all material needs. The poor and difficult 

circumstances in which pastors lived in past generations are idealized. 

The godly person, somehow, needs less sleep, less recreation, less food 

than the ungodly. Any sign of stress or burnout, or any sign of weakness 

is assumed to be due to the lack of spirituality on the pastor’s part, which 

is intolerable. 

Thus, what God alone can do is transferred to the image of the 

pastor. B.T. Lee echoes this sentiment, “Pastors are also often expected by 

the church they serve to be nearly perfect, hence the lack of compassion 
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for them when they are weak or fall.”17 Sometimes this faulty notion of 

spirituality18 is also seen in the idea that full-time pastors are somehow 

absolved from their home responsibilities because God will take care of 

their family members. 

Andrew Irvine, a Baptist minister who has conducted extensive 

research on stress among pastors, has this to say concerning the history of 

pastoral ministry:19

The history and tradition of the ministry has throughout the years, 

denied the priest or minister much of his/her humanity. Beneath the 

vestige of office, the cleric seems at times a non-being, void of the 

desires, needs, temptations, doubts and fears that afflict all others. 

Denying one’s humanity and suppressing the emotions and denying 

the factors which, if left unattended, turn unhealthy stress into excess 

stress and subsequent distress. 

The inadequate ministry model combined with a truncated model 

of spirituality produces an image of a pastor who is super-human,        

untouched by the infirmities, weaknesses, needs and the stresses of life. 

Such a model of spirituality is true in conservative Asian cultures, and has 

a tendency to perpetuate a tradition that places enormous pressure on 

pastors.  
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For Reflection 

1. reflect on your own ministry, and think about the roles and expecta-

tions that are placed on you. Are the expectations reasonable? Why or 

why not? If you are a pastor, is there a sense that the entire manage-

ment and ministry of the church depend on you?

  

2. What are some needs that members and pastors have in common? 

Think in terms of space or time for physical and emotional needs, 

recreational needs, need of friendship, providing for your children, and 

so on. How can a pastor’s needs be met meaningfully?  
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