
Overcoming Compassion 
Fatigue in Ministry

Presented by Dana Sutton, M.Div., D.Min.
Professional Certified Coach 

dana@suttoncoaching.com



A Few Webinar Details

• Being recorded; link to download will be sent to participants along with a copy of 
the Compassion Recovery Journal. Feel free to share either.

• If you’re having trouble with internet, you might try turning off your video or 
dialing in  - 646 876 9923, Mtg. ID 647 556 858

• I’ll try to take some questions during the main presentation, but plan to save 
some time at the end. Feel free to use the Chat feature in Zoom to ask/post 
questions

• I will talk about ministry coaching (my own and others) as one helpful resource, 
but I promise this won’t be a kind of paid advertisement!
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About Compassion Fatigue

Found in: 
• First Responders after disasters (acute) – Rescue workers, 

firefighters, police, volunteers

• Every kind of  helping professional (prolonged/chronic) 
– Medical, social workers, pastors, teachers, etc. 



Symptoms of  Compassion Fatigue
(Compare to symptoms of  PTSD)

• Apathy – sad, no longer finds 
activities pleasurable 

• Feel stuck – little sense of  
options for improvement

• Difficulty concentrating
• Mentally and physically tired
• Bottled up emotions
• Isolation from others
• Compulsive behaviors such as 

overspending, overeating, 

gambling, sexual addictions
• Poor self-care (i.e., hygiene, 

appearance)
• Legal problems, indebtedness
• Chronic physical ailments 

such as gastrointestinal 
problems and recurrent colds

• Preoccupied
• In denial about problems



Another Lens for Understanding

• Energy Leadership™ perspective:
• Thoughts – Feelings – Actions 

• Each thought/feeling/action has “energetic” 
consequences
• Catabolic – Survival-based reactions to perceived threat (stress)

• Anabolic – Conscious responses (non-survival situations)



Energy Levels and Compassion Fatigue

• Level 1 – Thought: Victim (I lose) – Feeling: Apathy – Action: 
Lethargy/Inaction (Low energy)

• Level 4 – Thought: Concern (I win only if  you win) – Feeling: 
Compassion – Action: Service (Higher, more sustainable energy)



Compassion Fatigue Cycle



What Is It Costing You To Continue the Cycle?      
• Sustainability?
• Effectiveness?
• Self-fulfillment?
• Joy?
• Quality of relationships?
• Cost to Others? (Family, friends, co-workers)



Break The Cycle!

3 Keys to Overcoming 
Compassion Fatigue



1. Creativity/Curiosity

• Child-like wonder

• What is an activity that so fascinates you that when you’re 
doing it, you lose track of  time?
• Examples: reading (as long as it’s not connected with a 

“result”), writing, drawing, painting, dancing, listening to or 
playing music, sports, video games, learning just for fun



2. Intuition/Wisdom

• Another word for this – Mindfulness 
• Allowing the heart to experience beauty, love, a sense of  

connection to others
• Hearing the voice of  wisdom; God; “listening to your gut” 
• Whatever is “spiritual,” or “healing” or brings you deep 

contentment and joy without self-judgment



Some Practices

• Prayer/meditation

• Yoga

• Journaling/Morning pages

• Daily walk with 
internal/external focus

• Listening to podcasts or music

• Pre-bed “examen” 

• Empowering Questions

• Vision board

• “3 Best Things” Exercise



3. Cultivating a Perspective of Abundance

• Scarcity – No matter how much we have or are, there is 
never quite enough to go around. 

• Abundance – No matter how little we have, there is 
always enough to go around; enough for others AND for 
ourselves



Scarcity Perspective

•Self  – “There’s only so much of  me 
to go around”; “I’m spread too 
thin”; “It feels everyone always 
want something from me?” ALSO 
“I’m not enough…” 

•Resources – Money, products 
(“new” “better”)
•Time – Not enough hours in the 

day/days in the week
•Others/Family – Children grow up 

so fast

•A Sense of  WANT – even if  you 
don’t know just what it is that you 
want



Scarcity and Our Theology of  Ministry
• Compassion – “To suffer with” 
• Our faith, our theology are to some extent rooted in suffering

• Jesus as our role model = Self-Sacrifice is expected/good(But: How 
much is “enough?” )

• Pastoral leader as role model of  self-sacrifice:
• Time

• Priorities (family, spouse)

• Money

• Despite a theology that proclaims a “priesthood of  ALL believers,” 
pastoral identity and care rests largely with ministry professionals



Abundance Perspective

• Starts with the choice to believe that: 
• I AM enough or 

• GOD IS enough (and will always provide) 

• We put our selves/souls out into the 
world as helpers BECAUSE it is who 
we are

• Focus on what is possible (beyond 
what we can see/imagine) 

• The soul/self  is like energy: As long 
as we are connected to an unlimited 
source coming in, there is an 
unlimited supply to share. 



Toward a Sustainable Theology of Compassion in Ministry

• Servanthood – NATO concept – Not Attached To Outcome

• TO WHAT ELSE DOES GOD CALL US? Called to be 
ourselves, including sharing joy, humor, curiosity, interests

• Compassion for OURSELVES

• Abundance – What if  we believed that the abundance we 
proclaim and preach about, that the abundant reign of  God 
applied to our own lives, not just in the future but here and 
now?





Help for Those Who Are Healing the World… 
And Need to Heal Themselves

• Counselor – www.psychologytoday.com
• Coach –Advocate for your hopeful self

• Questions your assumptions, interpretations, and limiting beliefs

• Helps plan a way forward
• Provides accountability to stay on track

• Compassion Recovery Journal

http://www.psychologytoday.com/


This blessing can wait as long as you can.

Longer.

This blessing began eons ago and knows 
the art of  enduring.

This blessing has passed through ages and 
generations, witnessed the turning of  
centuries, weathered the spiraling of  
history.

This blessing is in no rush.

This blessing will plant itself  by your 
door.

This blessing will keep vigil and chant 
prayers.

This blessing will bring a friend for 
company.

This blessing will pack a lunch and a 
thermos of  coffee.

This blessing will bide its sweet time until 
it hears the beginning of  breath,
the stirring of  limbs, the stretching, 
reaching, rising

of  what had lain dead within you and is 
ready to return.

The Art of  Enduring – Jan Richardson



Opportunities and Contact Information

• Compassion Recovery Journal (will be sent out to participants) 
• Counseling: www.psychologytoday.com
• Coaching -
• Presbyterian Coach Network - www.presbyteriancoachnetwork.org
• Free coaching session with me (or other PCN members): 
• www.suttoncoaching.com

• Experimental Compassion Recovery Group – Contact me for 
information: 
• Email: dana@suttoncoaching.com
• Call: 304-730-0640

http://www.psychologytoday.com/
http://www.presbyteriancoachnetwork.org/
http://www.suttoncoaching.com/
mailto:dana@suttoncoaching.com

