
Find and replace VESTRY with your church’s equivalent entity.

Find and replace SENIOR WARDEN with your church’s equivalent entity.

Replace highlighted amount of $5,000 with appropriate amount approved by your church’s vestry.

Replace highlighted duration of 12 weeks with appropriate duration approved by your church’s vestry.

Sabbatical Leave Policy

Providing a sabbatical leave for clergy has a clear scriptural and practical basis.

The concept of sabbatical is rooted in the biblical concept of “Sabbath” which God modeled (Genesis
2:1-3) and commanded (Exodus 20:8-11).

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation. - Genesis 2:1-3

Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your male or female servant, nor your animals, nor any foreigner residing in your towns. For in six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. - Exodus 20:8-11

In Leviticus 25:1-7, the Lord says that after the sixth year the people were not supposed to sow the fields or harvest a crop. The land was allowed to rest, and therefore, so were the people.

The Lord said to Moses at Mount Sinai, “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When you enter the land I am going to give you, the land itself must observe a sabbath to the Lord. For six years sow your fields, and for six years prune your vineyards and gather their crops. But in the seventh year the land is to have a year of sabbath rest, a sabbath to the Lord. Do not sow your fields or prune your vineyards. Do not reap what grows of itself or harvest the grapes of your untended vines. The land is to have a year of rest. Whatever the land yields during the sabbath year will be food for you—for yourself, your male and female servants, and the hired worker and temporary resident who live among you, as well as for your livestock and the wild animals in your land. Whatever the land produces may be eaten. - Leviticus 25:1-7

Sabbaticals have often been used in church and academia to provide a time of rest, recovery, renewal and re-education. Some businesses now provide paid sabbaticals for employees. Our
clergy should model God’s design for Sabbath rest, as a time of sabbatical is important both in the sharpening and renewal of the clergy and for the health and strength of the Church.

The period of service after which a sabbatical is granted seems most to be often 7 years, which corresponds to the biblical basis of a sabbatical. There were cases in which it is granted after 5 years, and one multi-staff church where sabbatical was 1 week per year + 2 months every 3rd year.

There is, however, no such clear basis for how long a sabbatical leave should be.

The amount of time offered as a sabbatical leave varies greatly from 7 or 8 weeks to 13 weeks (3 months), and the occasional very large church offering more than 3 months. 2-3 months is the most common.

The critical factor is what amount of time will provide the needed rest and refreshment, which can depend heavily on the local church size and situation.

1. Purpose:

a. The intent of a sabbatical is to further the ministry the church and to enhance the personal ministry of the minister serving the church.
b. Sabbatical leave is a planned period of time in which a minister is granted leave away from normal duties to be able to spend an extended period of time in study, reflection, and renewal to provide for physical, spiritual, and relational renewal and refreshment.
c. Sabbaticals are also a time for the minister to reflect on his or her life, parish, mission, call and goals for the future, in order to be a more effective minister of the Gospel and shepherd of God’s people.

2. Eligibility:
a. Upon continued satisfactory performance as evaluated annually by the VESTRY, all full- time paid clergy (of any order) who have served a minimum of six years continuously in this parish (from their start date), and a minimum of six years since the completion of any prior sabbatical in this parish, shall be eligible for sabbatical leave.
b. Shorter sabbatical periods for part-time clergy may be considered by the VESTRY when they share significantly in the leadership and pastoral care of the church.

3. Duration & Timing:
a. A sabbatical leave (for full time clergy) shall not exceed 12 weeks but may be less. For part-time clergy, a sabbatical leave shall not exceed the pro-rated equivalent based on their average working hours.
b. Sabbatical leave shall be taken consecutively in order to maximize the possibility for refreshment or concentrated study.
c. Sabbatical leave shall be scheduled at a time that will minimize the disruptive effect on the normal operation of the church.
d. No two clergy shall take a sabbatical within 6 months of each other. In the case of a conflict, priority shall, in general, be based on length of service.
e. Sabbatical leave is in addition to any other paid time off. Any regular church work holidays which fall during the sabbatical period would add to the leave period.
f. At the discretion of the VESTRY, vacation time may be used in conjunction with sabbatical leave, the combined time off not to exceed 13 weeks total in order to mitigate the impact to the congregation.
g. Exceptions may be granted by the VESTRY.

4. Financing:
a. The costs expected to be covered during the sabbatical include:
i) Costs of any supply clergy which may be required.
ii) Continued full salary and benefits for the clergy on sabbatical.
iii) Reimbursable expenses for travel, books, seminars, or other costs, which shall be determined on the basis of a sabbatical budget prepared by the clergy on sabbatical and approved by the VESTRY as part of the budget for the year in which the sabbatical will take place. The amount requested shall not exceed any budgeted professional expenses
plus an additional “sabbatical allowance,” not to exceed $5,000 (or a pro-rated amount for part-time clergy).
iv) Some reimbursable expenses may be taxable. All taxable expenses shall be reported through payroll. (see Appendix A)
b. Sufficient funds to cover any anticipated costs over and above normal annual operating costs shall be set aside by the VESTRY each year prior to an anticipated sabbatical in a designated fund for this purpose.

5. Pre-Sabbatical Planning:
a. Not less than a year prior to the sabbatical, the minister shall meet with the SENIOR WARDEN to discuss issues and questions involving a sabbatical leave. The bishop shall also be informed of these intentions.
b. The clergy shall prepare a sabbatical proposal, which addresses:
i) The reason for taking sabbatical.
ii) A description of the proposed activities during sabbatical, including but not limited to the opportunity for retreat and for study.
iii) Anticipated ministry benefits from the sabbatical.
iv) A plan through which the pastoral duties of the clergy will be met during sabbatical including:
(1) Appropriate staffing during the sabbatical
(2) Concerns about the life of the congregation during the sabbatical
(3) Needs of the minister’s family during sabbatical
(4) A financial plan for funding the sabbatical and the possible extra expense of hiring supply clergy, prepared in collaboration with the VESTRY.
(5) A description of the way in which the sabbatical time will be assessed at its conclusion by both the clergy and the VESTRY for its fruitfulness.
(6) Six months prior to the sabbatical, the VESTRY shall have a negotiated plan in writing so that appropriate planning may take place. It is recommended that the clergy consider sharing his sabbatical plan with the Bishop.





6. During Sabbatical:
a. The VESTRY shall meet weekly with the staff or other clergy as appropriate.
b. Communication with the minister on sabbatical shall be maintained by him/her and those in charge of the congregation regarding significant pastoral concerns. The communication shall take place through ecclesial channels, not through the minister’s family.
c. The VESTRY shall communicate regularly and intentionally with the congregation.

7. Post Sabbatical:
a. A reflection upon the sabbatical shall be written by the clergy and submitted to the VESTRY.
b. The VESTRY shall evaluate the congregation’s experience and submit this report to the
clergy.

8. Employment Agreement:
a. Because the Sabbatical leave is unlike an ordinary paid vacation in that its purpose is expressly for the future benefit of the church as well as for the present and future benefit of the clergy, the clergy agrees that as far as it depends on him or her, he or she shall continue in his or her full-time service to the church for at least 12 months, or the pro-rated equivalent for part-time clergy, from the date of his or her return from sabbatical leave in their current role (or a role substantially equivalent).
b. Should employment end, for any reason, prior to 12 months after the end of the sabbatical, any and all amounts reimbursed in connection with the sabbatical within the 12 months prior to the end of employment shall be required to be repaid. The church is authorized to withhold this repayment from any payroll or other amount (such as unused paid time off) due at the end of employment. Repayment shall be completed within 6 months of the end of employment. The repayment requirement may be altered or waived at the discretion of the VESTRY. No alteration or waiver of this requirement for one individual in any way alters the obligation for any other individual receiving reimbursement under this policy. Additionally, this requirement for remaining employees in no way alters the at-will employment arrangement with all employees: any employee may leave employment or be terminated from employment, with or without cause, and with or without notice.
c. The church agrees that it shall not in any way seek a replacement for an employee during his or her sabbatical leave.
d. The church agrees that it shall honor the leave of the employee and agrees not to contact him or her with church business, except in case of emergency or as outlined in Section 6 above.
[Insert Church Letterhead]


Appendix A

The Pastor’s Sabbatical and Tax Implications[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sommerville, E. L. (2023, April 28). The pastor’s sabbatical and tax implications. Church Law & Tax. https://www.churchlawandtax.com/understand-taxes/clergy/the-pastors-sabbatical-and-tax-implications/ 
] 


For many churches, offering pastors a sabbatical for a time of refreshment and rejuvenation is common.

While churches desire a sabbatical to be both beneficial to the pastors and a blessing, when it comes to taxes, many common practices surrounding sabbaticals create unanticipated adverse consequences for both churches and pastors. Several questions commonly arise from the practice of sabbatical programs offered by churches.

If a church wants to provide a month-long sabbatical to all full-time, credentialed pastors, can the church continue to pay a pastor’s regular salary during the sabbatical?
A sabbatical is generally a vacation and can be offered at will by the church. A sabbatical can be considered “paid” time off and compensation related to the time off is fully taxable. However, the extent of paid time off should be reasonable considering the pastor’s tenure with the church. For example, the IRS could consider granting an extended sabbatical a form of unreasonable compensation, if the pastor has only worked at the church for a few years.

If a church provides its pastor a sabbatical and agrees to cover the cost of a special trip providing a time of renewal with the pastor’s family, are the related expenses taxable to the pastor?
Yes, the payment of personal travel expenses is taxable to the pastor. While a church may see the benefit of a time of renewal, this purpose is not recognized as a business purpose by the Internal Revenue Code (IRC) and a pastor cannot convert personal expenses into business expenses.

Our pastors are expected to study and pray for the future vision of the church during their sabbatical. Does this required activity allow the related expenses to be business expenses?
An expectation of spiritual development may appear to have a business purpose for a church, but it does not turn travel that is inherently personal in nature into a business trip. There must be a business purpose for the travel for it to be considered business travel. Since activities involving personal spiritual development and prayer don’t require a destination, the IRS doesn’t agree that traveling to another destination is required to accomplish these purposes.

Our pastor believes visiting various historical sites provides a better education or understanding of biblical events, places, and people and is planning on spending part of the sabbatical in the Holy Land. Can the church cover the expenses, tax-free, related to this trip?
IRC Section 274(m) disallows a deduction for any travel expenses where the travel itself is a form of education. While the “deduction” is not in question, amounts disallowed under IRC Section 274 generally fail the definition of business expenses allowed under IRC Section 162. These rules apply to trips where a taxpayer is not completing a specific course of study or attending a specific educational event, but rather the trips simply provide a greater knowledge and understanding of an area that will enhance the traveler’s abilities. In cases when pastors may determine their own itinerary, the trip is considered a personal trip and not a business trip.

Are there times when the church can pay sabbatical expenses without creating taxable income to the pastor?
For a church to pay sabbatical expenses tax-free, the trip expenses must rise to the level of a business expense as allowed by IRC Section 162 and Section 274. The IRC requires the predominant or primary purpose for travel to be the conduct of a business activity. Emphasis on the “predominant” or “primary” is an important attribute. Where the predominant purpose for the trip is personal in nature, integrating a small amount of a business activity does not translate the entire trip into a business trip.

For example, during a sabbatical a pastor and his family go to California for two weeks. During the trip, the pastor attends a conference for two days. Since the majority of the days are spent on personal activities, the trip is not considered as “primarily” taken for business. Likewise, travel expenses, such as airfare, are not considered business expenses in this scenario. The church may only pay for the conference fee and any of the related travel expenses on a tax-free basis, i.e., the cost of the hotel during the conference and any meals on conference days.

How are any taxable expenses reported?
Personal expenses covered by the church represent additional taxable compensation and must follow the compensation rules:
1. Payment of the expenses must be approved by the appropriate board or committee.
2. Payment of the expenses must not cause a pastor’s compensation to exceed reasonable compensation for services provided to the church.
3. Payment of the expense must be included in Box 1 of the pastor’s Form W-2.

Should the church be concerned about excess benefit transactions and intermediate sanctions under IRC Section 4958?
If the pastor taking the sabbatical is considered a disqualified person under IRC Section 4958, the church must be concerned about excess benefit transactions. There are two common ways excess benefit transactions are created from sabbaticals:
1. If the payment of personal expenses results in excess or unreasonable compensation, the amount of unreasonable compensation is an excess benefit; or
2. If the payment of expenses is not approved by the proper board or committee as additional compensation, and it is not included on the pastor’s Form W-2 as compensation, then it is considered an automatic excess benefit transaction even if the expenses would not have created unreasonable compensation if properly approved and reported.

What are the consequences of excess benefit transactions (EBT)?
The assessment of intermediate sanctions and the required repayment of the expenses to the church are the consequences of the EBT. Sanctions include an initial sanction of 25 percent of the EBT with a potential additional assessment of 200 percent if the expenses are not repaid to the church in a timely manner. Additionally, any individual who agreed with the transaction, for example a finance committee member or a board member or other executive officer, may be assessed a sanction of 10 percent of the EBT. In rare cases, and generally only when EBTs are extensive, a church’s tax-exempt status may be revoked (although the law does provide that the church’s tax-exempt status may be revoked at the existence of one EBT). In cases where an EBT could exist, the church should never pay for the expenses initially—thus avoiding any future potential sanctions or complications.





Conclusion

If a church is going to create a sabbatical policy for its pastors, the church should clearly state the expenses it will and will not cover during the sabbatical and what expectations it has of pastors during a sabbatical.

If a church is providing for personal expenses, a policy should clearly indicate the expenses to be included in taxable income. Not only does this create clear expectations between a church and its pastors, this allows both planning for the payment of expenses and planning for any related tax consequences. And, while we have addressed pastoral sabbaticals, in general, the rules apply to any staff member when working with a sabbatical.

