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Theme: Depression  
 
This issue  
• The five factors that can lead to depression  
 
Within our community of people, there are many leaders who are depressed, yet not everyone 
who is depressed actually knows it.  We tend to be optimistic people and being depressed can be 
ignored for some time.  For example, many ministry leaders seek help from a medical doctor for 
problems with poor sleep, chronic headaches, stomach and back pain, and low energy levels.  The 
doctor, for the sake of the leader, tries to downplay depression diagnosis since they know most 
leaders do not like to consider themselves vulnerable to such problems.   
 
In talking with many depressed ministry leaders over the years, I have found one consistent 
thread in every conversation.  Leaders are shocked at how much stress they under when they are 
forced to stop and look at it.  They have so effectively pushed away all the warning signs of stress 
that they are not able to step back and see how difficult their life has become.   
 
Here are five factors that can lead to depression.  These factors in no way cause depression, but 
rather are the most common issues that will lead to further problems if left unattended and 
unresolved.   
 
• (each bullet point provides a concrete example) 
 
1. Loss:   Someone or something that was important in our life is no longer a part of our life.  

Losses occur all the time due to the nature of life.  Problems arise when we do not realize the 
loss actually took place or that something or someone that was important to us is now gone.   

• The leader trained for years for one type of work, enjoyed the work, and is now fully 
engaged in a completely different type of ministry and does not realize the sense of 
loss he feels for what is now gone from his life.  

• The wife of a leader says, �I used to be somebody.  I used to be able to contribute.  
Now, no one knows who I am or what I am like. I can hardly add anything to the 
work we are doing.�  

2. Disconnection:   The connections we have with our lifelong friends, mentors and family 
members are not maintained or are interrupted, including our connection with the Father.   

• The leader thinks that because he is always around people and meeting others that he 
is �connected.�  He does not see that he is no longer spending any time with someone 
who really knows him.   

• The leader has lost contact with cousins, uncles, best friends, neighbors and even 
siblings.  He always wants to get back in contact, but hopes that the Christmas letter 
will be enough.  

3. Conflict / anger:  We have two ideas or feelings that do not fit together.  The most common 
one that leads to depression is when a person feels angry, but says to himself, �A good leader 
like me should not feel that.�   

• The leader is faced with team members who seem to intentionally do about 50% of 
what they are asked.  He says, �I should be thankful they are trying�.but, it really 
seems that whatever I say is ignored by them.�   

• The leader feels a commitment to one specific ministry and this commitment is in 
conflict with the needs of his family, objectives of his team, or another completely 
different ministry.  He is unable to reconcile the two different desires.   
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4. Accumulated stress:  Stress is not �problems and conflict.�  Stress is change.  We have 
routines, patterns, expectations, traditions and habits.  When these change, then our whole life 
changes.  This is stress.  Even small changes, if there are enough of them, can be a key factor 
leading to depression.   

• A new team member arrives.  This is both good and exciting.  The new team member 
needs intensive help with orientation, problem solving, comfort, and direction.  The 
routine the leader once had is now gone.   

• Due to political unrest, fluctuations in currency, new taxes, changes in visa policy, 
conflict with landlords, and learning to deal with local government officials, the 
leader is never able to plan in advance.  At the same time, one of his supporting 
organizations wants to know why his �monthly accountability forms� are not 
showing much progress toward reaching his five-year goals.   

5. Failure:  The leader starts a project, writes a plan, sets a goal, and has a vision, but regardless 
of what he wishes for, he fails.  Failure comes regardless of his skill, talent or effort.  The 
phrase for this in psychology is, �learned helplessness.�  Once a significant failure has 
occurred in one area of the leader�s life, the feeling of being helplessness and unsuccessful 
then transfers to others areas of his life which are not even related to the original failure.  

• A large building initiative is agreed on within the organization.  Funds are raised and 
work teams organized.  At the last minute the person who is responsible for owning 
the project once the building is finished fails morally, refuses to step down from his 
work and blames the organization for deceiving his people about who is really in 
control.  Now the organization wants to know, �Why was this person being trusted in 
the first place?�   The leader feels like a failure.  This feeling transfers to other areas 
of his life and he now thinks he is not able to be a good father or husband, and does 
not know why he tries so hard in his work.  

• The wife of a leader is at home with four children, but she is unable to participate in 
her husband�s work.  Despite her efforts to learn the language, she has not succeeded.  
She cannot understand anything in the Sunday services, people seem to avoid her, 
and she cannot stand to have nationals invited into her home since she cannot 
participate in conversations.    This sense of helplessness begins to spread and she 
begins to feel that she is a failure in her faith, a failure intellectually, and not able to 
meet the needs of her children.   

 
Knowing these factors can help leaders and others face the problems that they are struggling with.  
We can only overcome the problems we are willing to name.  The first step in addressing these 
challenges is to take a personal inventory of your life in these five key areas.  Make a list of the 
important people in your life and the important activities in your life.  Who are you still in contact 
with and what has changed in your ability to participate in activities that are meaningful to you?  
Think through your work assignments and see if there is a match for your talents, gifts and 
abilities.  Honestly assess the amount of disappointment in your relationships with others.  Think 
through all the changes, both good and bad in the last 12 months.  Finally look at how many 
projects and initiatives in the past year have failed or soon will.  This self-assessment will help 
you understand that there is a reason for not feeling on top of things like you used to.  The Father 
can only touch those problems that we are willing to lay before Him.   
 
 
Next issue 
• Why we try to ignore the signs of depression  
• How to talk with somebody that you think is struggling with depression 
 


