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SANGER, DALE SCOTT, (2024) When Ministry Hurts: Triumphalism and the Crisis among Clergy. 
Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock 11. 148 pages, $34.74, ISBN: 979-8385217892    

It is one thing to suffer; it is another to suffer in a context that interprets suffering as failure. Dale Scott Sanger’s, “When Ministry Hurts”, is written out of careful pastoral, theological, and therapeutic reflection. First conceived as a doctoral dissertation at McMaster Divinity College, the book draws attention to the weight pastors carry when trauma collides with Pentecostal triumphalism. Sanger does not write as an outsider or critic. Instead, he writes as a pastor-scholar within Pentecostalism in the Canadian context, and as one who has carried the burden of the wounds he describes. What emerges is a deeply pastoral and academic offering.

I did not approach this book as a neutral reader. As a Lutheran pastor, counsellor, and teacher in a Pentecostal college, I have seen how trauma reshapes ministry and identity. From these vantage points, Sanger’s work resonated deeply. The stories of pastors echoed experiences I have both lived and heard, and his use of trauma studies provided language for realities too often left unspoken. 

Sanger turns to trauma studies to interpret those pastoral stories. Trauma, he explains, is not the event itself but the overwhelming response when coping capacity is exceeded. It reshapes memory, identity, and relationships. For pastors, this is intensified by the weight of carrying the pain of others. Without such insight, what is essentially a human response to being overwhelmed is too often misread in spiritual terms such as weakness, sin, or a lack of faith. In traditions shaped by triumphalism, the confusion is even greater. Where blessing and overcoming are expected, trauma becomes not only suffering, but a perceived failure of pastoral effectiveness.

Why is trauma so often hidden? Sanger traces the problem to Pentecostal triumphalism. Rooted in the “full gospel” of Jesus as Saviour, Healer, Spirit Baptizer, and Coming King, Pentecostal spirituality often carries an expectation of restoration and overcoming. Within this framework, suffering is easily explained away as sin or dismissed as the work of Satan. When pastors experience trauma, the instinct is to interpret it as spiritual opposition and respond with more prayer, stronger claims of blessing, or intensified practices of faith. The effect is often a double burden. Pastors already weighed down by trauma may feel compelled to project strength. Pain that could be named honestly is hidden or recast in triumphalist language. Sanger’s interviews reveal that many attempted to “overcome” their wounds through sheer spiritual effort, only to find the fog, anxiety, and shame increasing.

Sanger draws on Luther’s distinction between the theology of glory and the theology of the cross to identify this issue. The theology of glory seeks God in outward displays of strength, power, and success, leaving little space to acknowledge weakness. Within this framework, trauma is not seen as a human response to being overwhelmed, but as spiritual deficiency or lack of faith. This can become especially damaging for pastors. Bearing not only the trauma itself, with its added anxiety, disorientation, and grief, the burden of shame also comes alongside it. Pastors may end up believing that their wounds expose them as weak or unfit leaders. In this way, triumphalism deepens the wound and silences pastors at the very moment they most need to speak truthfully about their pain. To address this, Sanger turns to Luther’s theology of the cross and the biblical practice of lament, proposing these as resources that acknowledge suffering and open a way to speak of wounds without shame.

The proposed solution comes through Luther’s theology of the cross. For Luther, God is revealed not in strength but in weakness, not in triumph but in the crucified Christ. A true theologian, he writes, “calls a thing what it is.” Trauma, then, can be named honestly rather than denied or spiritualized away. More than that, the cross declares that God meets us precisely there, in hiddenness and suffering. Alongside this theological reframing, Sanger recovers the practice of lament. Lament is not unbelief but an act of radical trust, faith daring to speak truthfully in the midst of disorientation. Within traditions shaped by triumphalism, lament functions as a counter-practice, opening space for pastors to bring their wounds into God’s presence.

Sanger grounds his proposal in interviews with Pentecostal pastors whose stories highlight the depth of potential trauma in ministry. From these accounts, he identifies patterns of anxiety and loneliness, cognitive fog and theological disorientation, along with shame, anger, and loss of joy. These stories point to the need for lament. Some spoke of years of self-hatred. Others wondered if something was fundamentally wrong with them or if they were even fit to remain in ministry. Still others said that trauma left them feeling like strangers to themselves, uncertain of their identity in Christ. These testimonies show how trauma unsettles pastoral identity. Lament does not erase pain but places pain in the context of faith as one turns to God, allowing faith to speak most truthfully in weakness. The strength of the book lies in naming trauma as an inescapable reality of pastoral life and offers a theological grammar to voice it. 

Questions remain. Sanger presents his proposal as “theology by addition,” borrowing Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen’s description of how Pentecostal theology has often developed by layering new emphases such as holiness, healing, and prosperity. In the same way, he suggests that Luther’s theology of the cross might be added as a corrective. From a Lutheran perspective, this is less convincing. The theology of the cross does not sit alongside the theology of glory but stands against it. Framing them as complementary risks softening Luther’s insistence that God is revealed not behind triumph, but within the suffering of the crucified Christ. Still, Sanger’s pastoral intuition has weight, and his proposal opens a doorway for Pentecostal pastors to name their wounds without shame.

“When Ministry Hurts” is not a manual offering steps to fix pastoral pain. It is something better. It dignifies that pain and gives pastors permission to speak it out loud. By bringing trauma studies, Lutheran theology, and Pentecostal spirituality together in conversation, Sanger creates space for honesty and hope. Ministry hurts, yet in those very wounds the presence of the crucified Christ is made known.
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