Some Thoughts to help guide churches and pastors in pursuit of a Sabbatical

1. What is the purpose of a Sabbatical?

 It is a time to nourish the body, mind and soul ... to allow for a time to "lie fallow" ... or a time to celebrate. Sabbath refers to a rhythm of life (Gen . 1&2; Lev 25:3-4, 8-13). A Sabbath rest is for the pastor AND the community of faith.

2. What should happen on a Sabbatical?

It is not necessarily academic (many universities were connected to the church) ... it is an opportunity to get off the treadmill of the daily rhythm of life and refresh the body, mind and soul. Its purpose is to refocus, re-energize our commitments, rekindle our passions and tune our skills for ministry. Most importantly, it is a time to receive input rather than give output. By stepping out of our current ministry situation, we are free to embark on a holy trek which infuses energy into our lives.

The pastor needs to dream about the sabbatical. What will bring energy to the pastor? Leave a notebook on your night stand in your bedroom and make notations in the booklet whenever an idea for the sabbatical comes to mind. Over the course of several weeks, you may discover that the theme for your sabbatical.

The sabbatical will look different for every pastor. There is no ONE mold to fit all pastors. Besides, dreaming about the sabbatical is an energizing experience!

3. How often should a Sabbatical occur?

Every seven (ideally) to ten years.

4. How long should a Sabbatical be?

Three months. To divide this time up into several components only fractures the experience and compromises the sense of renewal and rest that extended time away can offer. Otherwise, the sabbatical becomes only an extended vacation or study leave! 

5. How should a church pay for a Sabbatical?

A few possibilities: In the church's annual budgeting process, incorporate the cost of the pastor's salary and the cost of an "interim" pastor into the budget. Grants are available from the Lily Endowment upon application and acceptance (see Alban book). Ideally, a church should plan ahead and each year set money aside (into a special fund) to lessen the impact of the financial commitment.

 6. Should there be an interim Pastor to fill in during the Sabbatical?

Yes. There are rare occasions in which this might not be necessary, but only the church can decide if pastoral care will be needed... and to what extent. In a church with multiple staff, responsibilities can be "spread around" but that seems to defeat the overall purpose of the sabbatical (remember, sabbatical is for the congregation as well!). Certainly, elders, deacons and staff will be impacted by the sabbatical of the pastor, but it can be an empowering experience for all members and staff! It might be possible – during summer months, for example - that an "interim" pastor can be employed. Besides, it is enjoyable for the staff, session, deacons and congregation to share ministry with someone who "does it a little differently."

Footnote: When employing an "interim" it is imperative that the interim be given a chance to have some preliminary meetings with the staff and session and deacons before officially taking on pastoral duties. Session will draw up a contract of interim duties. The interim should meet with elders and deacons about one month before coming on staff. The staff of the church should have a chance to meet privately  (the entire staff) with the interim pastor. This opens up channels of communication and helps everyone relax before the start of the sabbatical! 

7. When the Pastor returns, what are the expectations?

A. Share the sabbatical with the congregation! Slides, albums, curios, family reflections, etc. ... all these can allow the congregation to experience the pastor's sabbatical. 

B. The pastor must make a ONE-YEAR commitment to the congregation from the time of return from the sabbatical (this needs to be a contractual component of the sabbatical - otherwise, compensation, in part or in whole, may need to be made to the congregation by the pastor).

A sabbatical is not a time to look for other employment! This needs to be made VERY CLEAR to the session, staff and congregation (this is the greatest fear congregations have of a pastor taking a sabbatical ... it is seen as the first sign the pastor is leaving).

8. We commend this policy to all entities served by clergy of this presbytery in validated ministries. 

9. Processing the Request: Requests shall be approved by the Session/Congregation and brought to the Committee on Ministry for approval by the presbytery. 

A book by Alban entitled "Clergy Renewal" by A Richard Bullock & Richard J Bruesehoff (lists several other resources!). 
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