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INTRODUCTION

A sabbatical leave is good for the pastor, the congregation and the church.  While 
this is an accurate statement, it is often met with mixed emotions including 
enthusiasm, tension, conflict and confusion.  If understood and planned properly 
many of these emotions can be dealt with in a healthy way.  

While the model that we are most familiar with is the University/College model of 
professors being granted a sabbatical study after seven years of teaching, the 
sabbatical has its roots in the Bible.  In Genesis 2:1-3 we read about God resting 
from his work of creation on the seventh day.  In the ten commandments (Exodus 
20:8-11) we are told to take a break from work and focus on the blessings of God’s 
creation.  God even wanted man to give the land a Sabbath year of rest every 7th year 
(Leviticus 25:1-7). 

More than ever before there is a need for churches to recognize the need for pastors 
to have a sabbatical leave at some point in their ministry, especially with pastors 
staying longer in their congregations.  The sabbatical becomes an investment in 
pastoral renewal.  Comments by pastors who have successfully navigated the 
‘sabbatical maze’ include statements such as:

It was extremely beneficial to me, my wife and family
We renewed our marriage commitments
I spent quality time in prayer, solitude and reading
I visited other churches and saw what God was doing in their lives
I was able to step back from the day to day pressures of ministry and review my calling
I was able to pursue some personal dreams – writing, painting, journaling, etc

KINDS OF SABBATICALS

1.  The Academic Sabbatical

Seminaries and academic communities understand this model best of all since it 
involves a project in the faculty member’s field.  It is a time to write, do research, 
travel and lecture.  

2.  The Assignment Sabbatical

Some pastors take time away from the congregation to visit another country and 
help with a special ‘mission project’.  Some times this is done alone but at other 
times the pastor takes a group of workers, professionals or students to a mission 
point for a 1 – 4 month experience.  



3.  The Pastoral Exchange Sabbatical

Some pastors arrange to change places with a pastor from another location.  This 
exchange can take place within the same geographical region, it could involve 
travelling to a remote location abroad or it could be in one of many places between 
these two extremes.  This Sabbatical allows the pastor to have minimal preparation 
time for messages and basically few responsibilities other than on Sunday or for an 
emergency.  The pastor and his family are free to explore another culture, travel in 
the region and reflect, relax and renew.  The church is able to have its preaching 
schedule covered, a mature pastor there for emergencies and few costs other than 
for travel.  Pastors usually exchange homes and vehicles in this kind of arrangement.

4.  The Reconstruction Sabbatical

In the strictest sense, a Sabbath is a strict rest from labour.  Abraham Heschel said, 
“The meaning of the Sabbath is to celebrate time rather than space.  Six days a week, 
we live under the tyranny of things of space; on the Sabbath we try to become attuned 
to holiness in time.  It is a day on which we are called upon to share what is eternal in 
time …”  
God also requests that His Holy People celebrate a Sabbath of Sabbaths every 
seventh year, which was a time of refreshment and deepening relationship with 
God.  To require that a pastor combine personal renewal ‘and’’ academic pursuit for 
their sabbatical time places a significant ‘and’ into the concept of the Sabbath that is 
not actually part of the Biblical understanding.  

The question most churches ask is “What do WE get out of it if our pastor takes a 
Sabbatical?”  The pastor from this point on must justify their need for rest by citing 
an energetic program of study that will be pursued.  The answer to the 
congregations’ question is “ME”.  You will get me renewed, restored, refreshed and 
invigorated.  

WHY A SABBATICAL?

I have noticed that many pastors change churches around the 5 – 7 year time period.  
Research seems to support my observations.  I am sure that there are many reasons 
for this 5 – 7 year pastoral change cycle but I believe that much of it has to do with 
pastoral fatigue.  Adding to this cycle is the pastor/church relationship that begins 
to become stale.  This is not always the case but this scenario is more common than 
we might like to admit.  When the pastor leaves every 5 – 7 years and goes to 
another church, both the church and the pastor are forever limited to repeating the 
same 5 – 7 year experience through their history.  Both pastors and churches need 
Sabbaticals.  The Sabbatical becomes an investment in the future of the church.  It 
allows the pastor the time to experience spiritual refreshment, rest, new vision and 
better focus.  It allows the church to focus on shared ministry and a better use of the 
congregation’s spiritual gifts.  



LANDMINES ALONG THE WAY TO A SUCCESSFUL SABBATICAL

1.  Some pastors who are in need of a Sabbatical may be close to burnout.  Leaving 
the church for an extended time period may reinforce their desire to not only 
disengage for a short period of time, but to take the opportunity to seek greener 
pastures and find another church.
2.  After a pastor has become part of the life of the congregation some may feel a 
sense of abandonment.
3.  There are many hard working people in the congregation who may be resentful 
that the pastor is getting ‘another long holiday’ especially when compared to the 
time away that they get.
4.  If a pastor goes on a Sabbatical when there are clear unresolved issues with their 
leadership or leadership style, then it is likely that these issues could make a re-
entry back into ministry difficult.  (If this is the case, there needs to be a clearly 
stated agreement about how this Sabbatical will help both the church and the pastor 
move to resolution of the stated issues)

BENEFITS TO THE CHURCH

1.  It can be a time to develop lay leaders to challenge them to fill in some of the 
ministries that formerly were done by the pastor.  It may be wise to vision how 
some of the void from the pastor’s absence can be filled from within the church 
rather than simply seeking an outside replacement.
2.  The pastor may bring back some new insights gleaned from other church 
environments.
3.  It will cause the church to have a better understanding about the importance of 
their need to understand what Sabbatical means to their lives, to rethink the 
business of every day life.
4.  It will help the congregation gain a better perspective for what the pastor does.
5.  It will allow the pastor to view worship and ministry from the perspective of the 
pew, rather than from the pulpit.

BENEFITS TO THE PASTOR

1.  Allows time for reflection, thanksgiving and gaining fresh perspective.
2.  Encourages a renewed sensitivity to the Word of God and the working of the Holy 
Spirit.
3. Gratitude to the congregation
4.  Strengthening of the pastoral home
5.  Reduce vulnerability to inappropriate escapes – affairs, addictions, depression
6.  Opportunity to explore untapped potential – writing, journaling
7.  Recuperate from burnout
8.  Rekindle passion 



ARRANGING THE SABBATICAL

1. Determine who is eligible:  The pastor after 5 -7 years of service
2.  Determine the duration:  Three to four months exclusive of holidays
3.  Determine the cost and who will pay:  Normally the church will cover the pastor’s 
salary and benefits while he is gone plus the cost of the interim pastor if 
congregational members are unavailable to do the ministry
4.  Establish the nature of the Sabbatical:  Study; Mission; Renewal
5.  Agree on a commitment to future service:  A commitment of 1 – 2 years of service 
following the Sabbatical should be expected of the pastor

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1.  How will the pastor and church leaders prepare the church for the Sabbatical
2.  How will the Sabbatical affect the pastor’s spouse and children
3.  What impact will the Sabbatical have on the solo pastor church
4.  What impact with the Sabbatical have on the multi-staff church
5.  Will the pastor be completely unavailable to the congregation even in 
emergencies
6.  What are the expectations on the pastor for reporting about the Sabbatical to the 
board upon return to the church
7.  How will the church recognize the pastor’s commencement and conclusion of the 
Sabbatical period.  

“Sabbatical is more than a vacation from meetings, budgets, sermons and hurting 
people.  Sabbatical nutures and feeds the body and soul for renewed ministry.  Hope 
builds on the dreams that God reawakens in us as we walk inpilgrimage with him, and 
renews us to lead again the people committed to our charge.” Richard Bullock


