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Sabbatical leaves are intended to be a blessing to full-time 
ministerial staff by providing the gift of time away from normal 
responsibilities. It is the belief of the Alberta Parkland District (APD) 
that sabbatical leaves are an important aid in enabling ministerial 
staff to serve the Lord and His church with consistent vision, vigor 
and longevity.  

Each Church within the APD is encouraged to offer a sabbatical 
leave for their pastor(s) to pursue a plan of personal rest, 
refreshment, renewal and growth.  Each sabbatical plan can include 
such elements as study, travel, education and research.  

The sabbatical leave is more than just a reward for longevity of 
service and commitment: it is an opportunity for APD 
congregations to honor those who have served them over the 
years with a season of spiritual, physical and mental refilling and 
reinvigoration.

1  REASON AND PURPOSE FOR SABBATICAL LEAVES

The demands of full-time 
ministry are notoriously 
draining - physically, 
emotionally and spiritually.  
Historically, many pastors and 
other full-time staff reach a 
point where they feel that 
burnout is imminent. The only 
recourse seems to be moving on 
to another congregation or 
ministry assignment. In many 
cases, what is truly needed is a 
season of refreshment and 
restoration - a time when 

vision and purpose can be 
renewed and clarified. It is 
interesting to note that, as 
sabbatical leaves have become 
more common in the Free 
Church, the average length of 
tenure has increased from 3 
years to 5-6 years and longer.

The demands of full-time 
ministry are notoriously draining.1

The APD recommends that sabbatical leave 
be made available to all full-time 
ministerial staff. This includes pastors and 
other full-time paid ministerial staff, as 
determined by the Church Board. It is 
recommended that sabbatical time be 
considered when compensation packages 
are developed for each staff position. If a 
church already has ministry staff with 
contracts that do not include sabbatical 
time, the APD recommends that they 
consider how sabbatical leave could be 
added to existing agreements.

2  ELIGIBILITY

Therefore, since the 
promise of entering 
his rest still stands, 
let us be careful 
that none of you be 
found to have 
fallen short of it. 
Hebrews 4:1 NIV

Eligibility should begin after five to seven full years of completed 
service at the church. Churches may also consider limiting 
sabbatical to those who anticipate at least two additional full years 
of service following their sabbatical. If a staff member resigns 
before taking sabbatical leave, there would normally be no 
compensation for unused sabbatical leave.

SPECIAL NOTE: If a pastor serves through a severely stressful 
ministry period or comes to your church from a difficult ministry 
situation, it may be wise to consider providing an emergency 
sabbatical regardless of other eligibility factors. Such actions may 
help retain pastors for the long term and, in some cases, prevent 
them from leaving ministry altogether.
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There will never be an ideal time for ministry sabbatical. This time 
is meant to stretch the church and refresh the pastor. If you wait 
for the perfect timing, it will never happen. A sabbatical policy 
should consider the ebb and flow of church life. It is unlikely that 
sabbatical dates set years in advance will work out well when the 
time comes. It is best to define a general time period within which 
a sabbatical is expected to occur and, as that time approaches,  
negotiate the specific dates with reference to what is happening in 
the life of the church at the time.

3  LENGTH OF SABBATICAL LEAVE

The length of sabbatical leave should be between 
three and  six months. Shorter sabbatical periods 
do not provide sufficient  time to realize the 
benefits, while longer sabbaticals make it difficult 
to resume pastoral relationships where they left 
off. The entire leave should be used at one time 
during the year of eligibility. It is not 
recommended that sabbatical leave be 
accumulated from one eligibility period to 
another.
 
Sabbatical leave time should not be used 
intermittently to extend regular vacation times.  
When applying for sabbatical leave, the staff 
member should schedule his or her vacation 
separately, at a time that is appropriate to the 
situation. 

4  SCHEDULING

Pastoral 
sabbaticals should 
last long enough 
to provide 
sufficient benefits, 
but not so long as 
to make it difficult 
to resume 
ministry.
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When a pastor leads through a particularly 
stressful time in the life of the church, or 

when, for a variety of other reasons, 
pastoral burnout is determined to be 

imminent, an emergency sabbatical is often 
advised. In such circumstances, normal 

scheduling and planning can be shortened 
to allow for immediate relief, to prevent 

burnout, and to restore a pastor to 
ministry.

5  EMERGENCY SABBATICAL

A written proposal for sabbatical leave should be prepared and 
submitted to the church leadership approximately six months in 
advance. The district superintendent is available to assist in writing 
a sabbatical proposal. The proposal should contain the following 
elements:

● Dates of sabbatical leave
● Purpose
● Planned activities (e.g., classes, travel, 

extended study, ministry study, sermon 
outlines and preparation for the year)

● Projected results
● An explanation of how the plan will impact 

staff member’s own life
● An explanation of how the plan will impact 

staff member’s ministry

6  ACCOUNTABILITY FOR SABBATICAL LEAVE PLAN

The call to give “double 
honor” to elders who 
work hard (1 Timothy 
5:17) suggest that 
supporting leaders 
with rest and renewal 
is in line with biblical 
principles of providing 
for those who serve the 
church. 
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The sabbatical leave plan should 
also include a sufficiently detailed 
outline of how his or her area of 
ministry will be cared for during the 
leave. Coordination among staff 
and volunteer ministry leaders will 
be required to ensure that all vital 
areas of ministry are covered 
during the sabbatical period. 

 It is important to note that a 
pastor’s sabbatical leave provides

The sabbatical leave plan should 
include a proposed sabbatical 
supervisor who is separate from the 
church, as well as an accountability 
and communication plan that does 
not involve direct contact between 
the church and the ministry worker 
during the sabbatical period.

Ministry workers should continue to receive their normal salary 
and benefits during their sabbatical leave, along with any regular 
travel and seminar expenses already budgeted within each staff 
member’s salary and benefits package. 
 
Sabbatical leave is not to be used as time to candidate, nor as a 
substitute for regular prayer, study, or vacation time. 

opportunities for church members to participate in ministry in new 
ways that may not otherwise occur! 

The sabbatical plan should detail 
how the affected area of ministry 

will be cared for.

The sabbatical plan should 
propose a sabbatical supervisor.
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Churches often avoid considering a sabbatical for their pastor 
because they remember what it felt like during times when 
they were between pastors. However, it is very different to be 
without a pastor when you have a pastor! 

The congregation can remain at ease growing together as 
they pull in to fill the gap caused by their pastor’s temporary 
absence. A pastoral sabbatical, if planned properly, can result 
in growth and greater maturity for the entire congregation.
 
A pastoral sabbatical also provides an opportunity for people 
to step up in ministry - and they will, because of the unique 
situation.

Whether you are developing a sabbatical policy for your church or 
planning a sabbatical for your pastor, your District Superintendent 
is available to help.

7  SABBATICAL BENEFITS THE CHURCH

Churches often avoid 
considering a sabbatical for 
their pastor because they 
remember what it felt like 
during times when they were 
between pastors. However, it is 
very different to be without a 
pastor when you have a pastor! 

The congregation can remain at 
ease growing together as they 
pull in to fill the gap caused by

their pastor’s temporary 
absence. A pastoral sabbatical, 
if planned properly, can result in 
growth and greater maturity for 
the entire congregation.
 
A pastoral sabbatical also 
provides an opportunity for 
people to step up in ministry - 
and they will, because of the 
unique situation.

8  HELP IS AVAILABLE

A properly planned sabbatical often results in a congregation
pulling together to fill the gap.
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9  SABBATH REST

Remember the Sabbath to keep it holy.    Exodus 20:8 -11

The Hebrew word “Sabbath” means to “cease or rest.” Its biblical 
context is found in the Genesis account of creation. The Sabbath is 
the seventh day, in which “He (God) rested (or ceased) from all the 
work of creating that he had done” (Gen. 2:3 NIV). From the 
beginning God gave the command to rest.
 
David wrote “He leads me beside quiet waters. He restores my soul” 
(Ps. 23:2-3 NAS). A literal translation of “quiet waters” is “waters of 
rest.”
 

After a prolonged period of 
ministry, Jesus called his 
disciples to “come away 
and rest.” Commenting on 
this verse, Robert Randall 
says: “Come away and rest, 
or simply come apart.” 
Jesus also proclaimed, “the 
Sabbath was made for 
man” 
(Mark 2:27-28).
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The Old Testament records Sabbath rest as a normal pattern in 
Israel’s history, even before the Ten Commandments were given 
(Ex. 16:22, 29-30). The observance of the Sabbath:

● Demonstrated Israel’s faith in God. The Israelites trusted  
the Lord not only to provide food miraculously but to also 
provide enough to eat on the Sabbath.

● Became a reminder of how God delivered them out of 
captivity in Egypt (Deut. 5:12-15).

● Became a uniquely Jewish memorial, distinguishing them 
from other nations. It served as a sign of their covenant 
with God (Ex. 31:16-17).

God established not only a day of rest, but also a sabbatical year 
every seventh year (Ex. 23:10-12, Lev. 25:1-7): “The land would 
rest” (Lev. 25:2 LSG). After seven cycles of the sabbatical year 
(seven cycles of seven years), came the Year of Jubilee 
(Lev. 24:8-25).
 
As a nation, Israel was directed by Sabbath guidelines. Their 
disobedience led to captivity, which ultimately allowed the land to 
rest (II Chron. 36:20-21, Jer. 17:27).

Although “sabbatical” is not mentioned in the New Testament, the 
Old Testament laws regarding the sabbath are fulfilled in the gospel 
of Jesus Christ, for He has become our rest (Heb. 4). Yet we still see 
examples of Jesus resting, and of the apostle Paul practicing 
periods of rest between his ministry journeys. These examples 
remind us that the principles of Sabbath are still healthy and 
life-giving for God’s people to practice today.

With this Biblical context in mind, consider the following:
● God wants His people to have regular periods of rest.
● Rest is not sinful; it was instituted before the Fall and 

encouraged by God throughout His Word.
● Imitating God by giving and receiving the gift of rest is to be 

encouraged.

Richard Bullock 
observes:  “Over and 
over, the stories of 
Scripture point to the 
renewing power of 
‘Sabbath time’. The 
Sabbath is more than an 
afterthought of God’s 

action in creation. It’s a gift of rest from God, of renewal and hope.”
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