
Welcome to the

Office of Pastoral Life

Come & See:

Caring for the health of those who 
stand at the altar and their families.

www.opl.oca.org
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As part of the Orthodox Church in America, our mission is to keep active and retired clergy and clergy wives and 
widows connected with the joy of ministry. To accomplish this mission, we seek to support the physical, spiritual, 
emotional, and financial needs that are unique to those who lead our parishes within the OCA.

What We Know
When clergy families flourish in their ministry, parishes thrive.

The Problem
Orthodox parish priests today face significant challenges, balancing traditional pastoral duties with modern-day 
demands. They often struggle with pastoral burnout due to the emotional and spiritual burdens of caring for their flock, 
while also managing administrative responsibilities like finances, parish operations, and leadership dynamics. The 
stress of balancing these roles with family life and the isolation that can come with the priesthood can be overwhelming.
 
Another challenge is bridging the emerging cultural and generational gaps within the parish. Priests must engage 
younger generations who may feel disconnected from Orthodox traditions while also addressing societal shifts in 
values, particularly around topics like marriage, sexuality, and social justice. Additionally, technological demands such 
as maintaining an online presence, digital ministry, and adopting new administrative tools add to the complexity of 
their role.
 
Financial pressures, declining parish membership, and the evolving dynamics of modern families further complicate 
parish ministry. Priests are tasked with maintaining the integrity of Orthodox teachings while finding ways to effectively 
express those teachings in today’s world. Supporting parishioners through mental health crises, navigating inter-
jurisdictional issues, and addressing broader social concerns require priests to be adaptable and deeply connected to 
their communities’ spiritual and practical needs.

The Solution
To address the challenges of parish ministry today, Orthodox priests need better support in managing personal, pastoral, 
administrative, and technological demands. This includes access to clergy wellness programs, training in digital tools, 
and mentorship to prevent burnout. These programs can lighten administrative burdens and lessen clergy family stress, 
allowing priests to focus more on spiritual care, engaging younger generations, and addressing modern social issues 
within their parishes.

Leadership
Led by experienced clergy, staff, and clergy wife volunteers, ensures that Office of Pastoral Life fulfills the Church’s 
responsibility to support and uplift the pastoral community. Each member plays a vital role in nurturing the spiritual 
and professional growth of our clergy and their families.

Very Reverend Nicholas Solak, Chair
director@opl.oca.org

Father Nicholas has been a parish priest at Holy Trinity Orthodox Church in Stroudsburg, PA, since 2002 and a member 
of the Orthodox Church in America’s Office of Pastoral Life (OPL) since 2014, becoming Director in 2022. Father 
Nicholas received his MDiv (2002) and DMin (2008) from Saint Vladimir’s Seminary and has served as an adjunct 
professor at both Saint Vladimir’s and Saint Tikhon’s Seminaries.  He has also served as a Diocesan Dean and a member 
of the Diocesan and Metropolitan Councils. 
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   Continuing Clergy Education
Clergy training begins with seminary 
education, but it should not end there. 
Ongoing learning enables clergy to deepen 
their understanding of scripture, theology, 
pastoral care, and leadership while staying 
informed about contemporary issues that 
impact their ministry.

   Family Dynamics
Clergy family dynamics experience stress 
from facing unique challenges such as the 
dual role of clergy (both father at home and 
Father to all), long work hours, and high 
community expectations, often leading to 
a lack of work-life balance and stress in the 
home. Modest clergy salaries add financial 
strain, further impacting clergy family life. 

   Financial Challenges
Financial challenges are faced due to modest 
salaries, high housing costs, and insufficient 
retirement savings. These financial strains 
often require clergy and clergy wives to 
seek additional employment,  impacting 
their pastoral duties. Housing issues 
and inadequate financial literacy further 
exacerbate their difficulties, with healthcare 
and education costs adding to the burden. 

   Clergy Isolation
Clergy isolation occurs when church leaders 
become disconnected from meaningful 
relationships, both within and outside their 
communities. Over time, this isolation 
can affect their ability to lead effectively, 
impacting clergy, their families, and the 
overall health of our parishes. 

   Clergy Burnout
Clergy burnout is a deep exhaustion that 
affects the life of our clergy. It often develops 
from the constant demands of pastoral care, 
including long hours, high expectations, and 
many responsibilities. Factors like isolation, 
personal sacrifice, parish conflicts, criticism, 
and financial strain add to the pressure. Over 
time, this burnout can lead to chronic fatigue 
and stress-related illnesses. Clergy may lose 
their sense of purpose or face a crisis of 
faith, which harms their ability to serve and 
increases turnover rates. 

Additionally, when clergy experiences 
burnout, this leads to exhaustion and 
a diminished ability to care for their 
congregation. This can result in a lack of 
empathy, emotional withdrawal, or even 
indifference towards parishioners’ needs.

OPL’s programs address 
five key challenges facing 
clergy and clergy wives. 
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The Office of Pastoral Life 
(OPL) provides a portfolio 
of ministries through 
community and support for 
the challenges clergy and 
clergy wives face. They have 
wisdom to share, and when 
they share this wisdom, there 
is a double blessing: clergy 
families enjoy greater health, 
and parishes do as well. The 
research is strong: healthy 
clergy families blossom into 
vibrant parish ministries.

Each program is carefully 
designed to be a vital support 
to those it serves.

The Clergy Wives program 
supports and connects the 
spouses of clergy. Through 
quarterly online retreats and 
workshops, quarterly online 
newsletters, website, social 
media, diocesan assemblies, 
and AAC events, the program 
fosters a strong sense of 
community, helping clergy 
wives share experiences, 
address challenges, and 
access tailored resources. 
By enhancing personal well-
being and strengthening their 
unique roles, clergy wives are 
well-equipped to contribute 
confidently and resiliently to 
their families and parishes.

The Financial Health Initiative 
addresses the financial 
pressures clergy and their 
families face, providing 
targeted support to enhance 
financial stability and 
well-being. The program, 
supported by a generous 
Lilly Endowment Inc., grant, 
offers resources such as 
financial planning workshops, 
debt management and 
budget counseling, and 
retirement savings strategies, 
equipping clergy with the 
necessary tools to manage 
their finances effectively. By 
fostering financial literacy 
and offering practical 
support, the program helps 
clergy navigate economic 
challenges and build a secure 
financial future, ensuring they 
can serve with confidence 
and stability, ultimately 
strengthening pastoral 
leadership.

Clergy Wives The Financial Health 
Initiative

OPL
Programs
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Thriving in Ministry supports 
clergy and their families 
through peer learning and 
professional development. 
This program, another 
grant supported by Lilly 
Endowment Inc., offers 
structured peer learning 
groups, annual retreats, 
and ongoing mentorship, 
emphasizing personal and 
professional growth, strategic 
leadership, emotional and 
spiritual well-being, and 
interpersonal skills. By 
fostering a supportive clergy 
community and aligning with 
best practices, the program 
aims to enhance pastoral 
leadership and resilience 
within the Orthodox Church 
in America.

Synaxis fosters spiritual 
growth, leadership 
development, and 
community building 
among parish priests and 
deacons through tailored 
online gatherings. These 
opportunities offer clergy the 
ability to deepen theological 
knowledge, enhance 
leadership skills, and connect 
with peers, emphasizing 
shared experiences and 
collaborative problem-
solving. Synaxis aims to 
empower clergy with the 
tools and relationships 
needed to lead effectively, 
cultivating vibrant church 
communities and promoting 
a thriving and resilient 
Orthodox Church.

The Orthodox Church in 
America’s National Clergy 
Retreat, organized by the 
Office of Pastoral Life, is 
an annual event occurring 
every three years designed 
to rejuvenate and inspire 
clergy from across the nation. 
This retreat offers a space 
for clergy to experience 
spiritual renewal, professional 
growth, and community 
building, and features 
sessions by esteemed 
speakers, interactions with 
church leadership, and 
opportunities for fellowship. 
The retreat focuses on 
deepening spiritual practices, 
enhancing leadership 
skills, and addressing 
pastoral challenges, aiming 
to strengthen clergy 
effectiveness and well-being. 
By fostering a supportive 
environment, the retreat 
ensures clergy return to 
their ministries revitalized 
and equipped to serve 
with renewed passion and 
purpose.

Thriving in Ministry Synaxis National Clergy Retreat

  If the core of our lives as Christians is the Holy 
Altar of the Church, then the core of our responsibility 
as members of the Church should be to care for the 
health of those who stand and serve before that altar 
and impart to us the Holy Mysteries.

Therefore, it is crucial to renew our efforts at fostering 
clergy health — physical, spiritual, emotional — so that 
our parishes and institutions may be guided by pastors 
and lay leaders who have a deep understanding of the 
Orthodox therapeutic and pastoral tradition. 

His Beatitude
Metropolitan Tikhon
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   Clergy Wives

 We are all in our unique churches with 
unique gifts; I appreciate the community of 
women we are and that we all experience the 
good with the bad and I am not alone. It is also 
nice to know I am not the only one who can feel 
discouraged at times. 

 Please continue! This has been very 
spiritually profitable for me! 

 Other clergy wives also face challenges 
with the people in their parish. I like that the 
speakers were able to be open and honest in 
a safe forum. How to approach or deal with 
difficult people was very valuable as well 
as gaining encouragement to be the clergy 
wife you are meant to be, and do not look on 
previous clergy wives in that parish. You are 
unique. 

 Groups like this one are so vital to avoid 
burnout. 

   Thriving in Ministry

 Thriving in Ministry has given me a 
community of trust and a safe place. I am no 
longer desperate for connection which allows 
me to be a better spouse, parent, and servant 
in the parish. I can’t thank you enough for the 
blessing TiM has been in my life. 

 The group has been wonderful! SO thankful 
for you putting it together and giving me the 
push my introverted-self needed to join. The 
group has turned into a lifeline of sorts for 
me. It’s so nice to be able to both see and 
communicate with other women who are, quite 
literally, in the same shoes as I am because 
active-duty military life gets very taxing and 
lonely. I’m thankful to be able to laugh and cry 
together, lift each other up, and learn a lot while 
staying centered on our Faith. I also appreciate 
the challenges to better myself. 

Stories & 
Testimonials 
from Our 
Programs

6
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 A few of the Brothers were going through 
some very difficult circumstances in their lives 
that impacted their time availability. I thought 
we would agree on another Zoom in May but 
instead decided on a spring overnight retreat. 
The final comment and consensus was summed 
up in the words: ‘I need this Group to give me 
the strength to carry on.’ 

 I have immensely enjoyed our Military 
Chaplain Clergy Wives TiM Group. Our journey 
is lonely and unique in its difficulties. This 
group is extremely meaningful and provides a 
world of difference. The friendship and support 
of these women makes all the difference 
between miserable survival and joyful ministry. 
At present, our TiM group is the only ministry 
available to Orthodox American military clergy 
wives in the world. 

 Thriving in Ministry has made me more 
attentive to the health of relationships I my 
life. 

 I was feeling marginalized and isolated from 
my peers before TiM. I am now much more 
connected to them and therefore to the Church 
as a whole. 

 Our sessions have deepened my awareness 
of my limitations yet heightened my pastoral 
skills and abilities. 

 TiM has helped to develop relationships 
with other women who walk a similar path. It 
gives me a place to support and encourage 
other women. 

 The connection is revitalizing, encouraging 
and gives me more than I ever expected. 

Scan this QR code to watch a 
video featuring Father Nicholas 
and Matushka Masha Solak 
speak of the importance of 
Thriving in Ministry.

How You Can Participate

It is crucial that our clergy receive the 
care and support they need to thrive in 
their ministry and leadership roles with 
joy. The Office of Pastoral Life is here as 
part of the Orthodox Church in America 
to fill this need.

We invite you to  join us as a supporter 
in prayer, encouragement, or financial 
support. Learn more and reach out to 
us today at www.opl.oca.org.

   Synaxis

 Synaxis does not replace the diocesan 
conferences and OCA All-American Councils 
that many of us rely on intermittently, but 
Synaxis feels like it extends those connections 
and strengthens the bonds that already exist. 
Synaxis is like connective tissue that helps to 
keep our friendships supple and real. 

 Synaxis is not checking the box for 
continuing education. Synaxis is not an online 
lecture. Synaxis is a virtual encounter with 
a real-world impact, building on real-world 
relationships. Yes, we priests are usually 
hearing a vetted speaker talking about a topic 
that interests us, but in the breakout rooms we 
are unpacking and reflecting candidly together 
about that topic and how it affects us. We laugh 
together and challenge each other and extend 
the hand of friendship that is so desperately 
needed in a calling that can be all-too
isolating. 
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