MODEL SABBATICAL/RENEWAL LEAVE AGREEMENT

The model below assumes a solo pastor. Adapt as appropriate for multiple ordained staff situations, rostered leaders, or lay program staff.
Congregations of the ELCA have long been encouraged to provide time and financial assistance to pastors for continuing education. From time to time, however, pastors need an extended Sabbath rest from the demands of daily ministry for spiritual renewal. This is sabbatical/renewal leave.
The Scripture points to the renewing power of Sabbath time. We usually think of Sabbath as the seventh day of creation when God finished creating and rested. More than an afterthought of creation, the Sabbath is a gift from God of rest, renewal, and hope. The first books of Scripture speak of Sabbath days and years. Even the land was given a Sabbath when it was left to lie fallow and replenish itself.

Sabbaticals allow for possible new directions. Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness marked a turning point in his ministry. Moses’ time spent tending sheep helped change his perspective on life. David tended sheep too and learned valuable lessons about God’s care and provision. Paul struck down on the Damascus Road, disappeared into the desert of Arabia for three years and emerged with new vision.
In addition to Scripture, experience has shown that the congregation's ministry directly benefits from such study, growth, and renewal. Long-term ministry is revitalized and stimulated. All parties benefit.

PURPOSE
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“A sabbatical offers opportunity to get off the treadmill and provides an opportunity for renewal of vision and hope. It’s more than just a chance to
recharge your batteries for another year. It can be a life and soul-changing time, a time when perspective and the Holy
Spirit can come together.” (Alban
Institute)
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A sabbatical/renewal leave is granted to provide an opportunity for pastors to take an extended period for renewal, spiritual growth, skill development, research, exploration, enrichment, study, and/or travel.
Think about what a pastor does every day: sermon preparation, bible study preparation, counseling, visiting the hospitalized and homebound, crisis management, parish administration, teaching confirmation, teaching adults, funerals, weddings, baptisms, stewardship drives, fund raising, denominational activities, and recruitment of people for tasks such as property maintenance, Sunday school, altar guild, committees, council, and more. And we want pastors to be healthy in body, mind and spirit, have a strong, healthy marriage, be a good parent and so on. But one thing is more important still maintaining a right relationship with God for the benefit of the ministry the pastor leads with a congregation. The health of a congregation is directly connected to the health of its pastoral leaders.
A sabbatical, or Sabbath rest, for pastors is fundamentally different from the concept of sabbatical in the academic or business world. In the latter, those periods of time away from daily responsibilities are usually directed toward developing new courses, doing research, finishing advanced degrees or achieving some definable success. A sabbatical for a pastor is dedicated to time with God so that the pastor may be refreshed by the Spirit and grow in love for God, God’s church and God’s people. When that time is granted, the pastor will bring back fruits to the congregation that wouldn’t necessarily have been available without the sabbatical.	

DURATION
A sabbatical is typically three months in length (including the two weeks of continuing education granted each year) and may be taken after every sixth full year of service in a call. Vacation should not be included as sabbatical time.
A SABBATICAL MAY INCLUDE:
A pastor is, above all, an authentic spiritual leader who carries out numerous roles and tasks for a congregation. However, underlying all of them is their role as spiritual leader. Therefore, a sabbatical should include time of reflection to sense God’s voice and guidance, rekindling the spirit and the sense of calling by God, reconnecting more deeply with the tradition (Scripture, theology, liturgy), and deepening one’s own spiritual life. A suggested guideline is a period of total rest and relaxation, a period of personal study for the purpose of renewal and for the sake of learning, and a period of study that will directly benefit the congregation.
BENEFITS FOR THE CONGREGATION
A sabbatical can be a great time to develop lay leadership within the congregation using the gifts God has provided to those in the Body of Christ and not just the pastor. A well-planned sabbatical can be a great occasion for re-visioning, re-invigorating, and recommitting lay leadership. For this very reason, it may be desirable not to seek an interim pastor, except for emergencies. This can give the congregation and especially its leadership a much clearer picture of what happens in the congregation and what the pastor does.
A sabbatical leave may be a time for the whole congregation to get into the "sabbath" mood—a distinctively counter-cultural stance of letting go and letting God, and rethinking the "busyness" of congregational, family, and individual life.
The congregation will benefit from a refreshed, re-energized pastoral leader. The congregation will reap the fruits of the pastor’s renewed spirit as well as insights from study and reflection.
COST TO THE CONGREGATION
1. The congregation will continue to pay regular salary and benefits (base salary, Social Security allowance, housing allowance/parsonage, ELCA Retirement Account, and insurance coverage). Car allowance and other reimbursements for ministry expenses are normally not paid during sabbatical time.
2. Up to three years of accrued continuing education dollars can be used for educational costs of the sabbatical.
3. The congregation will need to provide for their ministry needs during the sabbatical time. The Congregation Council in cooperation with the synod office and the pastor will need to determine if pastoral coverage is needed. This can range from some level of part-time pastoral care or pulpit supply for worship leadership to full-time interim ministry. Another pastor can be contracted for certain responsibilities, other staff may adjust responsibilities, and/or neighboring clergy may agree to cover certain responsibilities.
4. Prior to the time of sabbatical leave, a congregation should establish a savings plan to be used to cover congregational expenses.
5. The congregation is not obligated to fund the sabbatical in any other way.




PLANNING
The planning for how the sabbatical time will be used is up to the pastor in consultation with the synod office and the local congregation. This “three way” partnership is very important. Neither the pastor nor the Congregation Council should make plans independent of this partnership. Be intentional in planning but allow enough freedom for the movement of the Spirit.
A 7-year sabbatical/renewal leave plan could look like this:
1. Year 1: begin saving for the congregational expenses of the sabbatical/renewal leave.
2. Year 2: begin educating the congregation about the need for and benefits of sabbatical/renewal leave.
3. Year 3: explore spiritual gifts with all members of the congregation in anticipation of shared ministry during the sabbatical/renewal leave.
4. Year 4: identify areas of ministry that members can take on and determine the need for pastoral coverage during sabbatical/renewal leave.
5. Year 5: plan how congregational members will engage in ministry responsibilities during sabbatical/renewal leave.
6. Year 6: prepare lay people to engage in ministry responsibilities and determine the content of the sabbatical/renewal leave.
7. Year 7: send the pastor off for sabbatical/renewal leave and welcome the pastor back after three months.

COMMITMENTSFOLLOWING THE SABBATICAL
1. The pastor submits a report of the sabbatical/renewal leave and shares with congregational members their experience, reactions, learnings, insights, etc.
2. The pastor is normally expected to remain in the parish at least one year following a sabbatical/renewal leave.

CHECKLIST:
Congregations are encouraged to use this checklist as a framework for planning ministry coverage during a
pastor’s sabbatical leave.
1. Mutual Ministry Committee or Congregation Council encourages the pastor to consider a sabbatical/renewal leave.
2. Pastor determines interest and how they might use the three months.
3. A sabbatical/renewal leave plan will be created with congregational leadership and the pastor to ensure that the needs of both are met in a spirit of Christian care and concern. The congregation and pastor will consult with the synod office and will communicate the Sabbatical Leave plan with the members of the congregation.
4. Congregation Council contacts the synod office for partnership in the sabbatical plans, and, if needed, aid in finding an interim minister.
5. The pastor will work with a designated group of people to identify pastoral needs and coverage during the sabbatical/renewal leave. The initial planning may be with the executive committee, a mutual ministry committee, personnel committee, or a “Sabbatical/Renewal Leave Planning Team”. The Congregation Council must approve the Sabbatical/Renewal Leave Plan. The plan should include a

primary contact person in the congregation with clear instructions for those involved in doing ministry, including pulpit supply, funerals, teaching, pastoral care, etc.
0. The Sabbatical/Renewal Leave Plan should include provision for the planning and leading of weekly worship services, including the designation of who will be proclaiming the gospel, whether there will be adjustments to the communion schedule, and other details pertinent to weekly worship.
1. The Sabbatical/Renewal Leave Plan should include instructions for providing pastoral care in homes, during hospitalization, and in other times of emergency or crisis. Congregational members are encouraged to provide home visits to shut-ins. Hospitals generally have chaplaincy programs to assist families during a hospitalization or an emergency. Arrangements may be made with another pastor to cover other crisis situations.
2. The Sabbatical/Renewal Leave Plan should include instructions for coverage of funerals and weddings during the planned leave. Please remember that pastors do care about families at the time of death, and although it may be difficult for both the pastor and congregation all must remember that God will provide for support and care even if a pastor is not able to lead the funeral service. Neighboring clergy may agree to “be on call” to cover these responsibilities.
3. The Congregation Council and those designated in the Sabbatical/Renewal Leave Plan will take the lead in providing guidance to the ministries of the congregation, recognizing that the ministry which takes place in the congregation is ultimately the responsibility of the people of God gathered in this place and at this time. Among other things, the Sabbatical/Renewal Leave Plan should include details for confirmation ministry, bible studies and any other pastoral responsibilities.
4. General administrative duties will be overseen by the congregation’s Executive Committee or
Congregation Council.
0. Records of emergencies, visits, funerals, marriages and congregational activities will be kept and made available to the pastor for clear communication and continuity of ministry.
1. The Sabbatical Planning Team in consultation with the Congregation Council should determine if an interim pastor is needed. If so, how much time will the interim need to work? Will it be full time? Part time? Will regular office hours be kept? What are the expectations of the interim? Etc. Compensation should follow synod guidelines. The planning team may choose to apply for a grant for financial assistance; however these are limited.
2. The Council may need to adjust the budget to allow for additional staff coverage, if any.
3. Arrangements with all individuals involved should be in place three months in advance of the sabbatical, including any compensation, number of hours to be worked, etc. for an interim.
4. The pastor makes all necessary arrangements for their course of study, travel, etc.


Clergy Renewal: The Alban Guide to Sabbatical Planning by Richard Bullock and Richard J. Bruesehoff. Please contact the synod office if you have questions.
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