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Introduction
There is a noted shift in society, characterised often by women’s entry, especially in careers that 
may traditionally be the domain of men. This shift may be responsible for challenging the old 
order of thinking. For instance, Cooper (1995)’s values of ‘strength, robustness, boldness, 
stoutness, bravery’ (pp. 146–147) may be questioned as to their relevance to men alone. Some 
(e.g. Gagnon & Sandoval, 2020) argue for the need to question the relevance in contemporary 
society of gender stereotyping with their argument being for the need for inclusivity as is being 
performed in the career paths in the sciences and technology. Part of this process concerns 
exploring pay differences between women and men (Albrecht, Bronson, Thoursiec, & Vroman, 
2018). The process also entails understanding continually those barriers affecting the career 
development of minority groups such as women.

In South Africa, there is noted work from scholars who explored the entry of women in sport 
such as bodybuilding and also the ensuing opportunity (Khubisa & Reddy, 2017). This entry of 
women into male-dominated areas may also potentially come with complexity, especially for the 
women (Hasunuma, 2019). The complexity here could involve how women deal with barriers 
that affect their progression (Bannister & Moyi, 2019). These challenges can be rooted in religious 
and social systems and limit their expression in such systems (Womack, Duncan, & Pillay, 2020). 
In essence, females’ career experiences significantly differ from their male counterparts (Hancock 
& Hums, 2016).

Orientation: There is a noted entrance of females into careers that have been a preserve 
traditionally of males. One such cohort needing understanding concerns females entering the 
pastoral ministry.

Research purpose: The study explores the career choice issues of female pastors into the 
pastoral ministry.

Motivation of the study: Calls have been made within the local and international literature for 
studies that give attention to understanding issues related to career development through the 
prism of calling, faith and religiosity.

Research approach, design and method: A narrative inquiry using a sample of 15 females 
who have studied for the pastoral ministry within a leading Christian protestant 
denomination was utilised. 

Main findings: Three main narratives emerged. First, the entrance to the pastoral ministry 
as an answer to the voice of God and also made clear through signs from God. Second, an 
entrance to the pastoral ministry is a result of support from significant others. Finally, 
an entrance to the pastoral ministry is due to the need to challenge the status quo and give 
more female representation to a perceived gendered space, the church.

Practical/managerial implications: Career counsellors may need to be aware of the issues 
that surround females entering careers often classified not their own. Strategies can be 
proposed based on such an understanding within contemporary career counselling 
practice.

Contribution/value-add: This study contributes to the growing body of knowledge, focusing 
on the need to understand how issues of calling, faith and religiosity affect individual career 
choice and, subsequently, career development.

Keywords: South Africa; female; pastors; career choice; ministry.

Called to the ministry: Narratives of career choice 
amongst female pastors in South Africa

Read online:
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

http://www.sajip.co.za�
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4139-4224
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1113-689X
mailto:chinyaz@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v47i0.1810
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajip.v47i0.1810
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.4102/sajip.v47i0.1810=pdf&date_stamp=2021-02-11


Page 2 of 10 Original Research

http://www.sajip.co.za Open Access

In the African continent and in South Africa, there is growing 
recognition of pastors’ importance as societal agents. A 
clarion call has been made to policy makers and ‘Western-
trained health care practitioners’ to view pastors as important 
experts who can assist in solving community challenges 
(Masola, Sigida, & Khorommbi, 2019, p. 1). Emphasis is also 
placed on understanding the female pastor’s role and the 
challenges experienced in their vocation (Mupangwa & 
Chirongoma, 2020). Further, there is a need for more 
empirical efforts that also explore the resolution experiences 
of female pastors working in a profession deemed a 
dominantly male domain (Mujinga, 2020). This becomes 
critical in addressing barriers female pastors face, especially 
in South Africa, which remain under-explored within the 
extant literature (Nyabvudzi & Chinyamurindi, 2019). A 
starting point to this can be understanding issues that inform 
career entry into such professions (Chinyamurindi, 2016a) 
and further exploring how these manifest in adulthood 
given  individual, organisational and societal constraints 
(Nyabvudzi & Chinyamurindi, 2020). The experience of 
women as a minority group yet alone in the pastoral ministry 
provides an interesting sample group and context to 
understand all this.

There is also emphasis on the pastoral ministry’s role, defined 
as an influential position where a person leads and takes care 
of a church congregation (Wright et al., 2019). The pastor’s 
role may also offer congregants emotional support, given the 
many hardships faced (Hope, Assari, Cole-Lewis, & Caldwell, 
2017). This can be through providing counselling (Hoga, 
Rodolpho, Penteado, Borges, & Alvarez, 2013). Within such 
religious systems, challenges exist, the most notable being 
the role and positioning of women to positions of spiritual 
authority (Oom-Dove, 2018).

In all this reviewed work, it is interesting to note how 
aspects of intersectionality feature. Calls exist in the 
literature for scholars to search for ‘nuances and new 
directions’ especially relating to how issues of gender, sex 
and religiosity intersect in general (Robertson, 2017). The 
thinking here could be that aspects of faith, calling, 
spirituality and religiosity are important parts of 
individuals’ private and public lived experience (Amoateng, 
2020; ed. Ewest, 2018). As Burger, Crous and Roodt (2012) 
advocated, there is a need to understand how the search for 
meaning occurs, especially within the confines of change. 
Specific to gender issues in South Africa, some notable 
trends can be flagged. Firstly, a breaking down of race and 
gender barriers by women (The South African Board for 
People Practices Women’s Report, 2020) also aided by 
support from laws such as the Employment Equity Act No. 55 
of 1998. This has allowed for the prioritisation and giving 
opportunities to women within the workplace. Secondly, 
there is also a noted societal shift, one that is open to issues 
related to women’s advancement (Chinyamurindi, 2016b). 
Like the previous issue, this is also supported by legislative 
changes that are happening at a macro-scale. From the 
study’s vantage, we note little or no empirical work focused 

on understanding these issues from a female pastor’s lens. 
This is despite the acknowledged changes happening in the 
society.

Within the domain of work, beliefs and practices have been 
noted to feature (ed. Neal, 2013). Such a fusion between work 
and aspects of faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity can 
also shape attitudes and behaviours at an individual and 
collective level (LoRusso, 2018). This positions a need to 
understand aspects of faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity 
and how they impact individuals and organisations in 
general. This, in turn, positions the need for more studies that 
explore how female pastors serve in the pastoral ministry, 
including ‘calling and experiences of these women’ 
(Bumgardner, 2015, p. 40). 

Such calls could fit into what some theologians in South 
Africa are calling a ‘contextual awareness in ministerial 
formation’ that ‘challenges the current discourse’, bearing in 
mind ‘contextual dynamics’ and avoiding ‘oversimplification 
of the matter’ (Womack, Duncan, & Pillay, 2020, p. 1).

Another noted gap in the literature concerning aspects of 
faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity could be 
methodological. In South Africa, a predominant number of 
studies in this area have taken a purely positivist-quantitative 
survey design to understand such issues (e.g. Beukes & 
Botha, 2013; Fouché, Rothmann, & Van der Vyver, 2017; 
Willemse & Deacon, 2015). Some effort deviation away from 
the predominant mode of inquiry in positivist-quantitative 
survey approaches can be noted as well (e.g. Koekemoer & 
Mostert, 2010) though in the minority.

Research purpose and objectives
Calls exist within the empirical literature for studies that 
focus more on understanding the issues presented in this 
literature review, primarily on how calling, faith and 
religiosity affect individual career choice and subsequent 
career development. Thus, the main research question 
guiding the study was: What issues affect the career choice of 
female pastors into ministry?

Literature review
Theoretical lens
Concerning the theoretical underpinnings, the focus is on 
those theories specific to career advancement issues and 
those that concern how female pastors operate or navigate 
within this. The first general consideration here could be 
cosmopolitan feminism. Graham (1995, p. 13) positioned 
this as a ‘body of theory and politics’ that explores not only 
issues of women exclusion and subordination but the 
consideration of intersectionality from the role of ‘society’, 
‘the self’ and from ‘knowledge’ sources. In research 
conducted in South Africa using female refugees, the 
assumption is that female pastors, by their lack of power, 
may fail to struggle not only in society but also in their 
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careers considering aspects related to their gender and class 
(Nyabvudzi & Chinyamurindi, 2019, 2020). In essence, there 
appears to be a culture of exclusion within the ministry 
against female pastors and it is mooted in tradition 
(Mupangwa & Chirongoma, 2020). Extending and utilising 
the idea of cosmopolitan feminism, some women may seek 
to thrive under limiting conditions informed more by a 
sense of calling than perceived human-made impositions 
(Mujinga, 2020). Such a quest, despite exclusion and 
perceived subordination (including the desire to challenges 
status quo), can see female pastors’ exercise a form of agency 
allowing them to develop an expert status or seeing the 
pastoral ministry to be a career path suited to an expert 
(Masola et al., 2019). An expert is not limited or defined by 
gender but by their knowledge and potential impact. These 
constructive tension features (Reilly, 2007) often lead to 
emancipatory spiritual practice ideals within individual 
functioning (Oom-Dove, 2018). The journey towards 
assisting others as an expert within the pastoral ministry for 
female pastors (Masola et al., 2019) can be thought of as 
having to begin through the individual navigating past 
their own personal challenges framed within the intersection 
of race, social class and gender (Oom-Dove, 2018). 
This  allows, as framed with cosmopolitan feminism, 
consideration to the role not only of ‘the self’ but also 
‘knowledge’ and the impact that this has on the other 
(Graham, 1995, p. 13).

A second consideration related to the careers literature 
could be the career construction theory (CCT) (Savickas, 
2005). The emphasis here is placed on the role of social 
context and individual characteristics in shaping the career 
identity (Hancock & Hums, 2016), especially for female 
pastors (Astin, 1984; Betz & Fitzgerald, 1987). There could 
be an opportunity to even link ideals within feminist 
theory and the CCT to critical theory (Hancock & Hums, 
2016). The main idea allows for understanding social 
experience to address and identify the constraints imposed 
by dominant power structures (Kincheloe & McLaren, 
2002). For female pastors operating within the pastoral 
ministry, the focus is on how  interlinkages between 
individual, societal and organisational processes can 
either support or impede quests for development in such 
professions (Mupangwa & Chirongoma, 2020). Ideally, 
female pastors within the ministry can use their gender 
identity experience to develop the acumen to solve 
society’s challenges (Masola et al., 2019). Such identification 
and the ensuing activity of making meaning to all this 
becomes a useful armoury in addressing individual and 
societal challenges (Mujingwa, 2020) and framing a 
possible path to these limitations (Nyabvudzi & 
Chinyamurindi, 2019). In essence, CCT through the 
identity work happening to the individual can help inform 
an understanding of the factors influencing individual 
career development (Chinyamurindi, 2016a) and 
accounting for the role of gender (Nyabvudzi & 
Chinyamurindi, 2020).

Empirical literature
A range of studies explores the career of women in male-
dominated professions. 

Beigi, Nayyeri and Shirmohammadi (2020) in Tehran studied 
female pastors’ career experiences in the internet taxi 
industry. The entrance into such careers was motivated by: 
(1) financial needs, (2) flexibility, (3) passion for driving and 
(4) the role of social relationships. Other studies position 
cultural variables as informing career choice and career 
development issues, especially influencing women (Wang, 
Holmes, Devine, & Bishoff, 2019).

In black religious communities, parents have been found to 
play an important role in shaping teenagers’ decisions, 
especially those parents who are churched (Wright et al., 
2019). These identified factors fit into what has been referred 
to as the ‘socio-emotional development’ agenda that posits 
the role of community to include the schooling system, 
teachers and parents in assisting women entering into career 
paths where they are under-represented (Gagnon & 
Sandoval, 2020, p. 1). In as much as society and family can be 
supportive, other studies posit that it is also potentially 
discouraging for women to enter certain jobs or careers 
(Mozahem, Ghanem, Hamieh, & Shoujaa, 2019).

This may be the case in some communities; however, others 
(e.g. Phiri, 2009) note that education, especially theological 
education, is out of the majority of African female pastors’ 
reach. The absence of access to theological education may 
limit female pastors’ entrance in professions like the pastoral 
ministry, despite the presence of mentors and support 
systems that encourage them in such paths. This becomes 
critical as other studies have shown mentorship and 
inspirational leadership as critical in improving women’s 
representation in professions where they are under-
represented (Abu-Hammad et al., 2020).

Some studies exploring responses to poor health challenges 
have found, as a coping mechanism, the role of support from 
a deity (God), family, friends and the church to be important 
(Iddrisu, Aziato, & Dedey, 2019). The thinking here could be 
some form of allegiance and trust that an individual may 
have on a spiritual force or deity (Butler, 2007). Aspects of 
contestation appear to feature whenever women enter men’s 
preserve, especially when it comes to career work. For 
instance, Khubisa and Reddy (2017), in their study of how 
religio-cultural ideals relate with women’s bodies, attribute 
the problem to how certain roles and even physical features 
appear to be gendered. The general percetion here is for male 
pastors to occupy such roles and that exhibiting such physical 
features is normal. Nevertheless, when female pastors enter 
and practice in male-dominated areas, this is deemed atypical. 
Often, the support for such gendered bias can be used by 
some as a form of justified segregation. The behaviour here is 
to not only search for theological but also use biblical resources 
as part of work described by Jodamus (2017, p. 68) as 
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‘redemptive masculinities’. According to the Pew Research 
Center’s 2018 report, the surprising part, especially within the 
Christian faith, is that more female pastors as compared to 
male pastors are viewed as religious (Cox & Diamant, 2018).

Aspects such as a sense of calling are positively related to 
work attitudes (Willemse & Deacon, 2015). The underlying 
argument here could be the role that context plays in affecting 
issues of calling, faith and religiosity. A point to note, though, 
with such research is how the focus and reporting are on a 
general measure of a sense of calling without capturing the 
influence of gender. Empirical attempts are being made to 
explore this influence by gender and yield mixed findings 
(Lazar, Davidovitch, & Coren, 2016) despite noted gender 
(Sturges, 2019). From a theological perspective, Chisale 
(2020) has argued that a culture could exist within institutions 
such as the church that nurtures and protects patriarchy. This 
subsequently affects female pastors’ entrance into such a 
context and their advancement (Wood, 2019). The challenge 
could also be rooted and still pushing for patriarchy, as 
Chisale (2020) has argued for the androcentric interpretations 
of religion codes, such as the bible, often pushing for gender 
bias. This often creates a culture that limits female pastors’ 
advancement, especially in the church (Chifungo, 2015). In 
the United States, a study spanning the period 1998–2012 has 
observed a lack of acceptance of female pastors in the 
ministry, especially in large congregations and non-white 
sample communities (Hoegeman, 2017).

Another possible limitation to women’s calling into so-called 
male jobs or careers could be the social construction around 
women’s bodies. This can come in the form of what women 
can or cannot do and a possible source of gender 
discrimination (Eyigöra, Canb, İncesuluc, & Şenold, 2020) and 
the perpetuation of gendered beliefs around careers 
(Wegemer & Eccles, 2019). Gatrell’s (2011) work flagging 
public hostility towards women who breastfeed at work is 
one such example. When women encounter difficulty at 
work, including stereotyping (of what they can or cannot 
do), this may create a negative experience of the job and be a 
subsequent deterrent towards certain career paths (Lu, 
Columbus, Fields, Melnitchouk, & Cho, 2020). This has led to 
the need for a radical way of re-thinking, especially on how 
women’s bodies (and their influence in culture) are framed 
and understood through nature and culture (Shilling, 2017). 
Compounded by this, religion also plays a part in framing 
what female pastors can or cannot do. This becomes a barrier 
that affects female pastors’ career progression (Bannister & 
Moyi, 2019), with religious and social systems playing a part 
(Womack et al., 2020).

Research method
The research adopted an interpretivist research philosophy 
hinging on a quantitative research approach and adopting an 
exploratory research design. In contemporary career 
research, such paradigms and methods are lauded in 
understanding complex issues surrounding modern careers 
(Beigi et al., 2020; Parker, Hapova, & Arthur, 2009). The point 

of interest could be how female pastors navigate a male-
dominated terrain and social systems that affect their 
advancement (Kitada & Harada, 2019). Such paradigms and 
methods adopted in this study assist in this regard.

Sampling and research participants
Fifteen participants were purposively selected for the study, 
relying on a snowball sampling approach (Patton, 2002). 
Given the networks that female pastors belong to, this 
allowed for an easy way to get hold of the participants. 
Further, the researchers also relied on referrals (Tongco, 
2007). The study participants had all studied at the South 
African university-affiliated within the Seventh-day 
Adventist (SDA) Church, Helderberg College in Cape Town. 
The thinking here was that only those who have studied 
through church-affiliated institutions could likely serve as 
pastors in the ministry, as appears to be the practice. 
Consideration was also given to hearing from the female 
participants who may have studied at other SDA-affiliated 
institutions globally.

Data collection
The research team incorporated structured in-depth 
interviews as a research technique amongst the 10 participants. 
The data collection happened in three phases over a year-long 
process. Participants were interviewed at the start of 2017, 
mid-year and at the end of the year. The first contact during 
the interview process started with a question meant to put the 
participant at ease – ‘Tell me about yourself’ and this allowed 
the participants to be at ease. Thereafter, a series of questions 
guided from the literature were posed to the female pastors 
exploring career issues related to the formative years of their 
careers. The interviews were conducted either telephonically 
or in-person based on what was deemed convenient for the 
participant. The interviews lasted for an average of 50 min to 
an hour. For fear of possible identification, all participants 
requested for anonymity. The request for anonymity was 
granted and respected by the researchers. 

Data recording
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim 
and stored on password-protected computers accessible only 
to the researchers. The interviews’ recording protected the 
researchers against bias and provided a true record of what 
had been said during the interviews (McCormark, 2000). This 
also allowed the researchers to play back the interviews for 
the ease of data analysis. 

Strategies to ensure data integrity
Some steps were taken to ensure data integrity. Firstly, using 
a narrative inquiry allowed a useful outlet for participants to 
be part of a process (concerning their career experience) to 
construct, re-construct and de-construct their personal stories 
(Savickas, 2012). This process assists in sense-making 
accompanying career stories (Taylor & Savickas, 2016), 
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especially those where gender issues feature (Pizzorno, 
Benozzo, & Carrey, 2015). Secondly, collecting data and 
conducting interviews at three points during a calendar year 
helped ensure some form of depth in terms of data collection. 
Data were recorded and transcribed verbatim within 24 h of 
the interview at each of the three points. 

Thirdly, after the data transcription process, a copy of the 
transcripts was sent to participants by email to verify their 
accuracy. This process took some time and was usually 
followed up by a telephone call. Finally, before and during 
the study, reflexivity was conducted to safeguard objectivity, 
avoid researcher bias and ensure sensitivity on how data 
were collected, analysed and represented (Taylor, Gibbs, & 
Lewins, 2005). In doing so, we also took comprehensive notes 
at all critical stages of the research for additional depth and 
quality.

Data analysis
The researchers transcribed the interviews in Microsoft 
Word and then exported them into QSR International’s 
NVivo 11, a useful data analysis and management software 
package that handles large volumes of text, graphic, audio 
and video data (Reuben & Bobat, 2014). Narrative analysis 
procedures used in previous research internationally 
(McCormack, 2000) and career research in South Africa were 
utilised (Harry, Dodd, & Chinyamurindi, 2019a, 2019b; 
Nyabvudzi & Chinyamurindi, 2019). This analysis was based 
on the three levels of meaning-making (McCormack, 2000; 
Thornhill, Clare, & May, 2004). The first level assisted in 
understanding the participating female pastors’ career 
choice experiences based on their stories. A recursive process 
comprised re-reading each interview and listening to audio 
recordings. 

Through this process, the researchers were able to identify 
markers within the transcripts and a basis for 
understanding each participant better (McCormack, 2000; 
Thornhill et al., 2004).

In turn, each transcript was grouped, based on participant 
stories, into a coherent format. The second level of the 
analysis process helped form useful categories around the 
data (Nachmias & Nachmias, 1996). Through this grouping, 
the researchers could derive narratives across participant 
categorisations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Nachmias & 
Nachmias, 1996). Finally, in level 3, the researchers analysed 
the content of the gathered narrative accounts using quotes 
based on consistencies across the participant stories and 
categorisations (McCormack, 2000)

Findings
Based on the outlined research design and methodology, 
including the analysis process, three main narratives emerged 
as a rationale or calling to the ministry expressed by the 
participating female pastors involved in the study:

1.	 The entrance to the pastoral ministry as a result of the 
voice of God

2.	 an entrance to the pastoral ministry as a result of the signs 
of God and

3.	 an entrance to the pastoral ministry because of the 
church’s perceived shortage of female pastors. These 
findings emerged at level 1 of the data collection and are 
presented to understand issues that inform the early 
stages of career development. These findings are 
presented next.

Answering the voice and signs of God
The entrance into the pastoral ministry for the females 
participants to the study was attributed to the call of God 
through two manifestations in the form of: (1) the voice of 
God and (2) the signs of God.

Concerning the first, participants cited that through their 
faith activities such as personal devotions, meditation and 
prayer, they were drawn to enter the pastoral ministry. The 
attribution here was that such activities allowed them to hear 
the voice of God. One participant expressed this as:

‘I got to a point when I was in prayer, and I could hear God 
calling me to something greater than I was. A path into a career 
that I never imagined I would enter, to be a pastor. The more I 
engaged in prayer and personal devotions, I felt drawn closer 
and closer. That for me, was how I answered the call, God 
speaking to me.’ (Vern, black, 34 years)

Activities of faith feature again in the story of Laura with the 
usage of imagery:

‘One of my favourite songs goes like – fill my cup Lord. I could 
relate, I was like an empty cup that needed to be filled. My 
concern though, was what next after the cup is filled. Then 
another song came to mind – broken and spilled out. I realised 
that God had been filling me all my life and now I needed to be 
broken and fill others. For me it meant considering a career in the 
pastoral ministry to fill other vessels.’ (Laura, black, 33 years)

Other participants such as Jane highlighted the role of God’s 
physical signs as confirming what they needed to do. Jane 
was at a cross-road between continuing her day job or 
studying and working as a pastor. What was interesting again 
was the role that the activities of faith played in pointing 
towards a direction. For Jane, this involved making a link to a 
Bible verse with her past and then making sense of all this to 
be attributed an answer to a question that she was seeking for:

‘Reading the Bible one day, I read a verse in Jeremiah 6:16. “This 
is what the LORD says: Stop at the crossroads and look, ask for 
the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and walk-in it” this 
verse helped me connect and make a critical path. The ancient 
path was where my spiritual values flourished, where I was 
there to help others. That verse for me made plain what was the 
desire of God. God to the ancient paths and charter a future path 
in becoming a pastor.’ (Jane, black, 38 years)

Linked to this first narrative finding, it was the second 
finding, positioning significant others’ roles and support to 
become a pastor. This finding, including illustrating stories 
and quotes, is presented next.
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Support from significant others
Significant others to the study, participants mostly included 
immediate family members, friends and community 
members. The desire for individual progression and, as 
found in the first narrative, the need to fulfil God’s purpose, 
assisted in the path of entrance into a career as a pastor. For 
one participant, Mary, this appeared to be so:

‘… my family was very supportive, this decision was going to 
have adverse effects for them and even influence my role within 
the family setup. I think what was key were two issues. What did 
God expect and want from me but also how this was to affect the 
family. Given the faith-based family setup I was brought up in 
– we knew that this was the right decision – the family bought 
into it as well.’ (Mary, white, 40 years)

Another participant (Sue) echoed the support she received 
from significant others in studying for the pastoral ministry 
and sustenance for this study period. These significant others 
mostly comprised community members who also belonged 
to the same church: 

‘… a dedicated group of my community members from the 
church not only confirmed my entrance into the pastoral ministry 
but also my sustenance. These members continually encouraged 
me to think of the bigger picture, fulfilling the purpose of God. I 
told them of challenges I had around even paying fees to study. 
The same answer, think of the bigger picture, they encouraged 
me to follow this bigger picture and the sustenance thereof.’ 
(Sue, black, 40 years)

A final participant (Moira) linked the significant others, 
as  cited by Mary and Sue, by bringing another set of 
significant others, namely supporters, internationally 
through encouragement and career advice.

‘I began writing to practicing female pastors mostly 
internationally for career advice on how one knows if this is the 
right career and spiritual path. The response was overwhelming 
from these international people [and some local] I gathered 
enough courage and strength to answer God’s call for my life. 
The support also became critical, especially in moments when I 
wanted to give up. These friends helped me make the step into 
the door.’ (Moira, black, 37 years)

Finally, the study participants’ entrance to the pastoral 
ministry was also because of the need to challenge the status 
quo and have more female voice to a gendered space, the 
church.

More female voice and representation
This finding appears to be rooted in how participants made 
sense of their environment and their desire to be part of a 
change process. Predominantly in their context, the majority 
who serve in the ministry happen to be male pastors. One 
participant, Basey, bemoaned the under-representation of 
women into the ministry and how this framed (despite being 
early) her decision to also consider the pastoral ministry as a 
calling and space where she can practice as a female:

‘Female voices are missing from the pulpit. Female voices are 
generally missing. So having been brought up in the church, I 
also began to question this. From this questioning, I realised the 

answer can be through me as a female, stepping up.’ (Basey, 
black, 45 years)

The views echoed by Basey are similar to those of Kate; a 
distinguishing thread though is how support for significant 
others (including use of scripture reference) led her to 
position her need to go into the ministry despite the male 
domination:

‘I was at my lowest point – questioning whether should I or 
should I not? Some friends came together and impressed upon 
me the need to consider the pastoral ministry. The model, the 
biblical character in Esther and her rise, claim God’s purpose and 
will. Like Esther, I felt I needed to rise against patriarchy – for 
such a time as this. The decision had been made, I took the steps 
from thereon.’ (Kate, black, 34 years)

Finally, Jill brought in the idea of the need for more female 
voice and representation in narrating her life story. Jill 
recalled that while growing up in the church, she always 
noticed there was a delineation of role and activity by gender: 

‘It was clear, the Black African church had a clear separation of 
duties and responsibilities. As a young girl, I could see all this. 
You grow up in a church system where you are basically 
programmed to know what you can or cannot do. The awakening 
for me was motivated by the need to break out of the programmed 
pattern. Challenging this way of thinking actually led me to a 
career in the ministry despite having tried other things.’ (Jill, 
black, 36 years)

Table 1 provides further quotes to support the findings 
presented.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore the issues affecting 
female pastors’ career choice into ministry. The findings draw on 
the role that elements of faith, calling, spirituality and 
religiosity play in career choice formation. Intriguingly, this 
has been an area that has not received much empirical 
attention within a South African work psychology 
perspective despite the noted shift of women in male-
dominated professions (Albrecht et al., 2018; Gagnon & 
Sandoval, 2020).

Furthermore, the findings highlight the role of individual 
and institutional forces in exploring issues of career choice. 
For example, the study participants highlighted their desire 
to frame their career path within an institution (the church) 
and a socio-cultural milieu. Another example of the 
contextual meaning of knowing why the dimension in the 
findings was the role of intersectionality in forming career 
choice decisions. This presents and supports work findings 
that women entering male-dominated careers experience 
complexities (Hasunuma, 2019). Our findings support 
previous work in other industries that position patriarchy’s 
role and the thinking around this as limiting women’s career 
advancement (Bannister & Moyi, 2019). Our study illustrates 
how this happens within religious systems. Despite this 
experience being a limitation (Womack et al., 2020) in our 
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work, it appeared to be a driver that allowed the women 
participants to consider entering the pastoral ministry, 
challenging the status quo. This potentially illustrates how 
women’s career experiences differ from their male 
counterparts (Hancock & Hums, 2016). Despite this, through 
finding the need for more female representation, there may 
be a need to challenge the status quo from a position of 
contribution rather than the perception of a challenge to male 
spiritual authority (Oom-Dove, 2018). This can encourage 
more women to join the ministry bearing in mind the needs 
on the ground. These needs could be provided for emotional 
support (Hope et al., 2017) and community counselling 
(Hoga et al., 2013).

Although a distinction could be made, issues like the lack of 
women’s participation in professions like the ministry can 
and should also be viewed based on two issues. Firstly, 
through the first finding of answering God’s voice and 
call,  the roles of aspects of faith, calling, spirituality 
and  religiosity are important aspects of an individual’s 
life  (Amoateng, 2020; ed. Ewest, 2018), which also 
manifest  publicly. This study, placing focus on career 
choice  formation, highlights not only this importance but 
also the factors that inform individual decision-making 
around this. 

The study makes some important contributions. Firstly, the 
study advances understanding of the processes that 
accompany how women usually enter male-dominated 
professions. This adds to the already growing body of the 
literature (Khubisa & Reddy, 2017) and is also a potential 
contribution, especially for IOP practitioners. The implication 
here, especially considering issues of faith, calling, spirituality 
and religiosity, is that IOP practitioners and career counsellors 
may need to bear in mind these issues as they work with 
clients and contexts where these feature. This fits in with the 
suggestion for IOP practitioners to be aware of the context in 
which people live and work (Van Zyl, Deacon, & Rothmann, 

2010). We add to this, considering that beliefs such as those of 
faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity feature in how 
individuals frame the experience of work (ed. Neal, 2013), 
and thus IOP must also be responsive. There is also a need for 
an awareness of understanding especially what individuals 
believe to be a part of providing this needed psycho-social 
support, especially for IOP practitioners and career 
counsellors.

Implications
There is a need for IOP as a discipline, including the 
practitioners who work in it, to be cognisant of aspects of 
faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity – as these feature in 
how individuals frame aspects of individual career choice 
and career development. The issue may be for such 
practitioners to support and provide some empathy for those 
factors provided by those they counsel. For instance, in this 
study, findings such as answering God’s voice and signs, as 
shown, form critical individual reasons for career choice 
decisions and affirmations.

The study places importance on understanding how 
industrial psychologists may need to pay attention to issues 
concerning aspects of faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity. 
These issues are deemed critical, especially to those 
practitioners interested in sub-fields such as career 
management. Through the findings of this study, a glaring 
point needs attention to consider this practitioner audience. 
Work psychology as a field will require practitioners who 
spend most of their time with people to consider the 
communities they reside in and work in (Van Zyl et al., 2010). 
Such IOP practitioners, we argue, may need to be aware of 
the range of issues (including aspects of faith, calling, 
spirituality and religiosity) based on an effectual and efficient 
praxis and practice.

To an outsider, who may not believe in God, this may be 
nebulous. However, the support needed by an IOP 

TABLE 1: Narratives and quotes of female pastors (n = 10).
Narrative finding Quote

Entrance to the pastoral ministry as 
a result of answering the voice and 
signs of God

‘God does not call the qualified, God qualifies the called. This has been my motto, I was not qualified but I had a calling. The calling of God 
has qualified me.’ (Mercy, black person, 34 years)
‘I asked for a sign. I wanted to know if I should leave my current job and consider being a pastor. The sign for me came in that no matter how 
much I tried. Things just did not work to plan. It was like pushing against a wall. For me this was the sign I needed. I quit my job and focussed 
on ministry. It has been tough yes, but I am at my happiest state ever.’ (Jill, black person, 36 years)
‘Does God speak in mysterious ways? Yes, he does. For me, it was a clear and audible voice to follow this path. I resisted but the more I did 
this, the more they grew louder and louder. I can say I am at the place where I should be right now.’ (Kate, black person, 34 years)

Entrance to the pastoral ministry as 
a result of support from significant 
others

‘my number one fans are my family, they really had to put up a lot with me growing up. The best advice and support I ever received what 
around the decision to go and study theology and subsequently in my current ministry.’ (Vern, black person, 34 years)
‘Coming from the township context, you have an army of supporters. I remember preaching as a youth and some ladies from the church 
called me and encouraged me to consider a ministry career. This is something I always wanted and I guess the encouragement reinforced 
this.’ (Sue, black person, 40 years)
‘my father before he died encouraged me to follow my dreams and not let anyone stop me. My current work really is an expression of this 
encouragement, I think this will always be the case.’ (Basey, black person, 45 years)

Entrance to the pastoral ministry 
because of the need to challenge 
the status quo and give more 
female voice to a gendered space, 
the church

‘I feel the patriarchy system has damaged so many lives, especially those of females and those not powerful. There was a need for a form of 
activism. An activism that does not fight the church but rather works with the church. I found motivation in several young females from all 
over our Southern African region going to study theology. Yes, some could not pastor afterward, but they were taking the first steps of this 
activism. The next wave for me is to see more and more females rising in numbers to work in the ministry.’ (Mercy, black person, 34 years)
‘So if we can challenge those who think a woman’s place is in the kitchen. Why can we not challenge those that believe a woman cannot 
preach or lead a church? The idea is the same for me. From a young age, I knew I could preach better than some males. For me, the ministry 
began at a young age. The full expression was needed in my adult years. To serve as a pastor, not as a female pastor but just a pastor. My 
gender matters not. My ministry and effort is what matters.’ (Moira, black person, 37 years)
‘There is a gap in the church, infect it is a ministry. This is a ministry that can only be filled by females. I think given the demographics of the 
country, we have more females. There is a need for more female taking position in ministry.’ (Laura, black person, 38 years)
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practitioner is to affirm this to be part of individual career 
pathing and a good example of how values (such as those of 
faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity) feature in such 
career paths. Another implication of the study, borrowing 
from the second finding, may be to encourage individuals 
engaged in under-represented professions to seek guidance 
and psycho-social support from significant others. This can 
be performed by assisting community members in their role 
as portals of information that could potentially assist 
individual career pathing. Finally, using the third finding of 
this research, career counsellors may need to empower 
women who enter male-dominated work spaces with 
strategies on how they can survive in such contexts. In 
countries like South Africa that are very patriarchal, this 
may be something very critical to address. Training on 
resilience and coping techniques becomes necessary because 
of this. 

Limitations of the study
Some limitations exist with this work. Firstly, sampling 
issues feature as a concern. The study participants belong to 
a marginalised professional group that is a dominant area of 
mostly male pastors. The researchers not only had difficulties 
in accessing this sample but also in getting the female pastors 
to share their stories. This presented both an aspect of 
difficulty and also an opportunity. The participating female 
pastors in this study should be lauded for their attempt to 
speak out and to challenge the status-quo. This does not take 
away the presented sampling limitation. Secondly, the 
research narrows focus on those female pastors who have 
studied and completed their qualifications for the pastoral 
ministry. There could be other female pastors who have 
intended to complete their studies but have failed to do so. 
Their voices, though not captured in this research, warrant 
further attention. Access to the sample was only through 
those who have completed their pastoral studies. Thirdly, the 
study focuses only on female pastors who have come through 
the SDA church, as such experience is framed only within 
this one-church context. This helped us as narrative 
researchers considering debates and issues of controlling for 
agency-context issues as they have been illustrated to feature 
greatly in exploratory narrative work conducted previously 
(Harry et al., 2019a, 2019b; Nyabvudzi & Chinyamurindi, 
2019). All this dovetails into some insights to inform future 
research.

Future research
Future research can be proposed based on this study. Firstly, 
we call on fellow researchers and practitioners to engage in 
work that deals with those concepts, experiences and 
practices that do not often receive empirical attention, 
especially within IOP. We note issues of faith, calling, 
spirituality and religiosity to be an example of such. To some, 
these issues may be nebulous and often lacking in supporting 
ideals of empiricism, which often results in them being 
avoided. However, as we experienced in our study, these 
issues remain important to some individuals based on their 

role as anchors of values. This positions the need for further 
research into this. Remembering also the caution that 
researchers and practitioners need to be aware of the 
changing socio-economic environment and its relation to 
work (Savickas et al., 2009), the role of issues of faith, calling, 
spirituality and religiosity becomes heightened in all this. 
The need is for researchers’ and practitioners’ work that is 
contextually situated (Maree, 2016a; Watson, 2013).

Future research could also be longitudinal, tracing not only 
issues of career choice but also seeking to understand other 
important issues such as: (1) career success, (2) career barriers, 
(3) resolution tactics to barriers, (4) dealing with career 
shocks and (5) the role of career adaptability in the career 
paths where issues of faith, calling, spirituality and religiosity 
feature. Finally, future research could be comparative 
between male and female pastors, which can be informed by 
possible differences in career experiences by gender (Gledhill 
& Harwood, 2015). This could be looking at male and female 
pastors’ experiences in terms of the pastoral ministry, the 
role of culture in how male and female pastors are treated 
and even exploring aspects of human resources management 
practices organisationally (e.g. compensation or training 
opportunities) concerning male and female pastors. The 
focus here is on understanding institutions’ role in 
constructing boundaryless careers (Tams & Arthur, 2010; 
Thornton, Oscasio, & Lounsbury, 2012).
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