Sabbatical Policy

Bethel Christian Reformed Church – Waterdown, ON

Background

In recent years, many pastors and congregations have benefited from developing and

implementing Sabbatical Policies for their pastors, where a pastor takes an extended leave from a local congregation for reflection, study, rest, and renewal. 
The word sabbatical comes from the biblical concept of the Sabbath. Sabbath in Hebrew literally is ‘rest’ or ‘cease’. The creation account is the first introduction of the idea. In Gen 2:2-3 we read that God rested from all his work. The Sabbath Day then became very important for the Jews, in the Law given to Moses they were commanded to take a weekly Sabbath. The idea of the Sabbath was to build into the normal rhythms of life, times of refreshing, rest and reflection.
The Sabbath was also extended to the land. God’s people were predominantly an agricultural society and they were instructed by God to allow the land to rest every 7th year. God the Creator built into the land the need for a time of replenishing and recovery.
In addition to these two examples the Year of Jubilee is an extension of the Sabbath idea. Every 50 years debts were wiped out and land was returned to its original owners, it was like God wanted people to hit the reset button and restore the factory defaults. 
In the New Testament we don’t have the same emphasis on the Sabbath however we see in the life of Jesus and Paul time spent away from the normal rigors of ministry for reflection, rest and refreshing. Jesus just prior to his public ministry spent 40 days alone, he also took many retreats with his disciples during his 3 year ministry. Paul also spent considerable time apart before going into public ministry. While neither of these two examples are sabbaticals in the strictest sense of the word they do however illustrate the point.
What It Isn’t
There are some important distinctions that need to be made.
First, a sabbatical is not vacation. While a sabbatical is a time of rest it is also a time that involves a plan, some goals and accountability.
Second, a sabbatical is not a study leave. In this way, a pastoral sabbatical differs from an academic sabbatical. To oversimplify, academic sabbaticals are about the product while pastoral sabbaticals are about the person. That is, while a professor uses a sabbatical for research and writing, usually intending to publish a book or series of articles, most pastoral leaders have different needs and priorities. A pastoral sabbatical, therefore, centers on personal and vocational renewal, and while reading, research, and sometimes writing play a part, publishable material need not result for the sabbatical to be a success. The goal of a pastoral sabbatical is not to pursue formal continuing education. This should be investigated as part of the development process (education allowance) for the pastor.
Third, a sabbatical is not an escape. If the ministry or the pastor is in crisis then some intervention needs to happen but a sabbatical is not the right method. The sabbatical may come from the recognition of some early warning signs but isn’t designed to be an escape from a bad situation.
What It Is
A sabbatical is an opportunity for rest, reflection, refreshment and renewal so that the pastor can invest in himself for the long haul. Rest is a key component of a sabbatical. Over time the demands of pastoral ministry take their toll on a pastor emotionally, physically and spiritually. The sabbatical is a key time for a pastor to recharge his batteries. Extended reflection is often difficult because of the weekly cycle of the church ministries. A sabbatical affords unhurried, extended time to reflect on life and ministry. Where do pastors go to get their souls refreshed? Most pastors don’t go anywhere other than a conference or two a year. A sabbatical offers the opportunity for an extended time of refreshment by plugging in to other ministries, reading books, listening to other preachers, etc. Renewal comes from spending time with God. Too many pastors feel rushed by the pressures of ministry and don’t spend the time they’d like to with God to fill their spiritual tanks. A sabbatical gives that time.
Activities on Sabbatical
The following list identifies some potential suggestions for activities during the sabbatical. This list should in no way restrict the creativity of ideas, nor could one sabbatical cover off all of these areas. This is simply a list to foster dialogue on activities that could be implemented.
· Teaching

· Writing

· Working on a special project

· Reflection

· Personal refreshment

· Continuing education

· Academic courses

· Spiritual retreat

· Ministry related travel

· Receiving pastoral care
Eligibility
1. The sabbatical leave is designed for a full-time ordained pastor.

2. A pastor may apply for sabbatical leave upon completion of five (5) years of full-time service with Bethel CRC. Subsequent sabbaticals may be requested after each five (5) year term of full-time service.

3. It is important to recognize that a sabbatical is often offered to a pastor as a condition of employment. (As an example: in the case of Bethel’s offer to Pastor Jim Pot on the July 20th, 2003, the “Letter of Call” states the following: “a three (3) month sabbatical after five (5) years of service at Bethel”.

4. Sabbaticals can be granted on an exception basis as approved by Bethel CRC Council.
Terms
1. A typical sabbatical will be granted for a period up to three (3) months. This duration can be extended on an exception basis as approved by Bethel CRC Council.

2. The sabbatical must be taken all at one time unless there is a case to do otherwise.

3. The sabbatical is separate and distinct from continuing education and vacation time.

4. During the sabbatical, the pastor is completely released from all duties. In the event of an emergency, dialogue between the Pastor, the Bethel Council Chair, and key persons or families affected will determine if/when the pastor’s services are required.

5. Sabbatical time may not be accumulated.

6. The pastor will still receive continuing education time as needed/available during the year the sabbatical is taken.

7. The pastor will receive full vacation and is encouraged to use as required during the year sabbatical is taken. The timing of the pastor’s vacation during the sabbatical year will be managed in consultation with the Personnel Committee and under the endorsement of Bethel CRC Council. The expectation is that vacation time would not be linked with the sabbatical.
Conditions
1. A written plan must be submitted to Bethel CRC Council six (6) months prior to the requested sabbatical period.

2. The plan should be created in consultation with the Bethel Personnel Committee and should have the endorsement of the same.

3. The plan must be submitted to Council before budget has been determined for fiscal year in which sabbatical is to be taken. This would typically be in the September/October timeframe.

4. The plan must include: project proposal, time and work schedule, feedback and reporting schedule, budget including all costs (travel, tuition, etc.), and description of benefits to both pastor and congregation.
Duties of Council
1. Find replacements or an interim pastor for the time of sabbatical

2. Decide on visiting and/or pastoral care needed by congregation

3. Check into Synodical Fund for offsetting expenses incurred by pulpit replacement or interim pastors

4. Determine that sabbatical plan will benefit both pastor and congregation

5. Monitor pastor’s activities during sabbatical

6. Encourage pastor to consider shortfalls or gaps in his/her pastoral skill set to address during sabbatical

Financial
1. The pastor will receive full salary and benefits during sabbatical.
2. The pastor will be reimbursed for tuition, living expenses, lodging and travel expenses incurred during sabbatical as per the approved plan.

3. The budget will be prepared and will address all reasonable and eligible expenses. This plan will be approved by Bethel CRC Council as part of the Sabbatical package.

4. The pastor is encouraged to search out grants/donations/funds for expenses for sabbatical.
5. The pastor may not earn income in addition to regular salary during sabbatical.
Feedback & Communication
1. The feedback will be provided as indicated in the approved plan presented to Bethel CRC Council.

2. It is understood that the reporting/feedback requirement will be tied to the specific sabbatical plan as presented to Bethel CRC Council.

3. As a guideline, some of the following concepts could be included in the sabbatical plan:

· The pastor send a monthly report (email) to Council/congregation during sabbatical.
· The pastor submits a written report to Council after returning from sabbatical within a reasonable time frame.

· The pastor gives a written or oral report to the congregation within a reasonable time frame after returning from the sabbatical.

4. Upon the conclusion of the sabbatical, the Personnel Committee will provide a written report to Council highlighting the sabbatical program. Areas of strength and opportunities for future improvement within the “sabbatical program” will be included in this report. This will be beneficial for future refinement and improvement of Bethel CRC’s sabbatical policy.
Approved and Adopted in Council September 9, 2008
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