
Frequently Asked  

Questions | pastor sabbatical  

 

What is a Sabbatical? 

It is an extended time away from routine ministry for the purpose of retooling, and 

receiving a fresh vision. It is meant to provide a time of special renewal for the pastor 

that will bring personal nourishment to his soul, a deeper relationship with the Lord, 

family refreshment and focus and a clearer understanding of God’s vision for the 

church. Times of sabbatical give pastors the opportunity to let God shape them as 

better shepherds and leaders for the church and give rise to a deeper reliance on 

the Holy Spirit in their life. The intent of the sabbatical is for the pastor to return to the 

congregation refreshed and renewed, ready to move forward into the next phase of 

our life together.  

What does the Bible say about Sabbaticals? 

The concept of sabbatical is deeply rooted in Scripture. The term is derived from the 

Old Testament idea of “Sabbath.” The Hebrew word means “rest.” God created the 

world in six days and rested on the seventh (Genesis 2:1-3). During the Hebrew 

children’s exodus from Egypt, God directed them (Exodus 16:26) to gather the 

manna daily but to rest on the seventh day (Sabbath). In numerous Old Testament 

passages, God admonished his people to work six days but to devote the seventh 

day to God as a day of rest (Exodus 20:9-10, 23:12, 31:15, 34:21, 35:2; Leviticus 23:3 

and Deuteronomy 5:13). Among the Israelites, God instituted the Sabbath year 

(Leviticus 25:1-5). On every seventh year, the children of Israel were to refrain from 

farming the land and let the earth rest. Both the Israelites and the land benefited 

from the Sabbath rest. 

These passages suggest that there is a rhythm to life. As the man of wisdom said, “For 

everything there is a season” (Ecclesiastes 3:1). Jesus’ own life and ministry reflect a 

deep understanding and appreciation for the rhythms of life. The demands upon him 

were so great that his own ministry was punctuated with times of withdrawal for 

prayer and spiritual solitude (Matthew 14:23; Mark 6:46; Luke 5:16, 6:12). 

Why was it important to the Elders of Trinity to offer this sabbatical? 

Though you are just hearing of this now, Pastor Mark and Session have been 

anticipating this for over a year.  Mark has served Trinity faithfully for over 12 years, 

including almost 8 years as senior pastor.  It is a blessing for our church and for Mark 

to have this sabbatical opportunity.  In asking our pastors to take regular 

sabbaticals, we are following biblical precedent and best practices for long-term 



ministry health, and the guidelines set in Trinity’s Personnel & Policy Manual.  We 

believe this sabbatical will be invaluable for Mark’s spiritual renewal and recharging 

for another strong ministry run!  The Fullers need to spend quality and quantity time 

together in order to stay united and strong in the Lord.   

There are no negative reasons attached to this sabbatical and we look forward to 

Pastor Mark resuming his regular ministry and continuing to lead Trinity for years to 

come. 

My company doesn’t give me 3 months of vacation, are 

sabbaticals normal for pastors? 

Taking times of sabbatical are normal occurrences in pastoral ministry. Many 

churches have established policies of sabbatical leave, most often granted after 

every 7 years of ministry. 

And yes, Sabbatical leaves are not common outside of ministry or academic 

institutions. To many people in the business community, this can seem like a strange 

idea. However, pastors are not CEO’s. Their role is to shepherd and lead God’s 

people and to do so requires them to seek God’s voice and spend time engaging 

God in different rhythms. 

When will he be away? 

Pastor Mark’s last Sunday will be December 24th, 2017 where he will preach at all 

Christmas Eve services. He will return to the regular ministry on Monday, March 26th, 

2017. 

How is Pastor Mark going to spend his sabbatical time? 

Pastor Mark will be doing a number of things related to spiritual renewal, marriage 

renewal, and deep learning.  He’ll be taking a seminary-level course, regularly 

meeting with a spiritual director, reading a number of books and exploring new 

practices of listening to God, doing some traveling with Denise, participating in the 

Haiti World Orphans trip, and meeting with a number of other EPC pastors. 

Who will oversee the ministry during his absence? 

Trinity has amazing pastors, staff, and volunteers!  Pastor Aaron McMillan will take on 

the responsibility of overseeing preaching and planning worship with Scotty 

Gulledge.  Executive Director Ellie Schupra will lead staff and day-to-day church 

administration.  Scotty Gulledge will lead the Deacon ministry and pastoral care. Our 

hope and prayer is that ALL of you will continue volunteering and leading ministries 

at Trinity – which is the way God intends for healthy churches to operate!   

  



Who will be preaching while he’s away? 

We’ve lined up an outstanding slate of guest preachers to join Pastor Aaron and 

Student Ministries Director Alex Walton in sharing God’s Word.  (We’d love to hear 

them preach every Sunday, but they will have lots of duties on their plate with Pastor 

Mark gone!)  Plan for an amazing three months filled with great sermons! 

What if I need Pastor Mark for something? 

Pastor Mark will be unavailable throughout the period of sabbatical and it’s 

requested that you don’t try and contact him through email, Facebook, or by 

phone. If there is a care need, or you need pastoral guidance, you can contact 

Pastor Aaron or Scotty Gulledge and they will be able to find the best way to help. 

In case of emergency, Executive Director Ellie Schupra is the designated contact to 

reach out to Pastor Mark at her discretion. 

How is the sabbatical funded? 

Some of the activities Mark will be doing on the sabbatical are similar to what he 

does regularly as our pastor and they are covered in the budget.  Some of the 

important aspects of a sabbatical, like pursuing real rest or traveling, have some 

normal associated expenses but these aren't in the budget.  One of the ways we 

can tangibly show Mark and Denise how much we support this sabbatical is to help 

out with those unbudgeted expenses. 

You can do this in a couple of key ways: 

 Give by check to Trinity Church with “Sabbatical Fund” in the memo line. 

 Give online by going to www.trinityepc.org/give and selecting “Sabbatical 

Fund” 

If this is a way you can share as part of the church body we just want to say thanks 

in advance. 

Pastor Fuller recently noted he feels we are picking up momentum 

and alignment in staff.  Does his absence concern the Session, as a 

risk of loss of momentum? 

No.  The Session is not concerned about a risk of loss of momentum as a result of the 

timing of the sabbatical.  Part of the discernment process included Pastor Fuller 

confirming that now is the time for him to take a sabbatical.  Mark has done a 

great job guiding the Session and staff at Trinity Church, in our vision and strategic 

plan. The staff and Session will collectively lead and guide the church in Pastor 

Fuller’s absence. 

  

http://www.trinityepc.org/give


How can I best support our pastor and our church throughout this 

sabbatical time? 

 First, recognize that the church is not the pastor. This church does not 

belong to Pastor Mark, it belongs to Jesus. In fact, the Bible calls the church 

His “bride,” which means He loves it more than any pastor ever could. So 

recognize that what you are a part of in this church goes far deeper than the 

leadership of a single pastor. 

 Second, lean in, not out. It’s very normal for some of you to think this would 

be a great time for you to take a break from ministry in either attendance, 

giving, or volunteering. Our hope is that this won’t be the case for you. The 

church is a body that needs all of its parts doing what they do best. Our 

church needs you and we hope that you take this opportunity to engage 

even deeper in our church and find new ways to call this place your home.  

Attend regularly and invite others.  Give faithfully and generously.  Volunteer 

and serve joyfully and consistently.  Continue to BE the church! 

 Finally, pray for your pastor. Though there are many great things about 

spending an extended period in this way, it can also be a struggle. 

Disconnecting from relationships for a period can be painful and changing 

the day-to-day rhythms can leave one wondering about their purpose. Pray 

for Pastor Mark’s journey through sabbatical and for his leadership to be 

renewed so that the church may benefit from what God is doing in him 

upon his return. 

I’d like to discuss this decision with a member of Trinity’s 

leadership.  Who should I contact? 

The Session welcomes your questions and dialogue.  Please contact Ellie Schupra 

(eschupra@trinityepc.org) and she will direct your questions/comments to the 

appropriate person. 

mailto:eschupra@trinityepc.org

