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Sabbatical considerations and recommendations for Churches 

 

Purpose: The purpose of the sabbatical is to stop long enough to be removed from the 

responsibilities and weight of ministry and engage in a different type of work – the work of rest. 

Since Jesus is our sabbath rest, the sabbatical allows the pastor to build their life rhythms 

during this time completely around their personal relationship with Jesus. Our hope is that 

during this time with Him they will rest, recreate, reflect and refocus.  

God intentionally wired into humanity rhythms and seasons of rest to regain 

strength, clarity and perspective. The word Sabbatical comes from the Latin and is 

counterpart to the Hebrew word ‘Sabbath’, meaning ‘ceasing’. Some examples from Scripture: 

• God rested on the seventh day after creation 

• Both Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15 outline God’s command to rest on 

the seventh day and keep it holy 

• Leviticus 25 describes God’s desist order from working the land every seventh 

year to give it time to rest. 

 

Great reasons for a sabbatical: 

• To give the pastor an extended time to rest, recreate, reflect and refocus on their 

personal relationship with Jesus, their family and their calling. 

• To give the pastor the chance to get out of the daily details and weekly pressures long 

enough to see the big picture. 

• To invest in the spiritual, physical, emotional and mental health of the pastor and their 

family. We believe it is better to do this proactively so that they operate out of rest (this 

is God’s intention for sabbath) rather than reactively out of weariness, burnout or 

sickness.  

• For the sake of the congregation. A sabbatical causes other leaders in the church to rise 

up to new responsibilities; it allows the church to lessen their dependence on a single 

leader; it gives the church an opportunity to hear from other voices, and it motivates 

the pastor and staff to prepare others to lead in their absence.  

 

What the Sabbatical is not: 

• An extended vacation – while rest and recreation should be included, a sabbatical allows 

the pastor to be removed from the responsibilities long enough to release the weight of 

leadership, so that they are able to fully reflect and to refocus. 

• An education endeavor – a sabbatical is not a study leave so that the pastor can take 

courses or classes. See this article by Eugene Peterson - 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/1988/winter/88l1074.html 
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• While observing the sabbath is certainly a biblical principle, an extended time of 

sabbatical is not mandated in scripture. We believe it to be a wise, proactive investment 

in leadership, and as stated before God has wired us for seasons of work and seasons of 

rest, but we don’t want to over-spiritualize it. We believe it is a good idea, not a biblical 

mandate.  

 

Recommendations: 

• We recommend sabbaticals for both full-time and part-time lead pastors. While we 

encourage it for long-term church staff members, whether a church institutes a 

sabbatical policy for staff other than the lead pastor is up to that church.  

• Know the purpose of the sabbatical.   Rest? Reflection? Education?  We would argue 

that education in the same field is not a sabbatical.  

• We would highly recommend somebody – a counselor, spiritual advisor, or trusted wise 

counsel, to help to guide and define the sabbatical in advance, and to meet with the 

pastor during the sabbatical as needed.  

• Get outside input - from other pastors who have had a sabbaticals, from articles, etc. 

• Do not place performance expectations on the pastor. In other words, we don’t send the 

pastor on sabbatical with an expectation of having completed a course of study, or 

divine revelation, or having drafted a new vision or strategic plan. If that happens in the 

course of their time with Jesus, fantastic! But remove the burden of this expectation.  

• Build the sabbatical into the normal church policy for pastors. Many churches have a 

policy that every pastor that has served seven consecutive years in the church will take a 

sabbatical in every seventh year.  

• Budget for the sabbatical prior to the sabbatical year. There will be expenses associated 

with the sabbatical. The pastor continues to get paid, but the church may have to 

provide for: 

o Cost for guest speakers – honorarium, travel if needed, etc.  

o Consider a bonus for staff who are covering the sabbatical.   

o Will the church cover any costs for the pastor associated with the sabbatical? 

Coaching/counseling? A trip, time away from another part-time job? Helping the 

spouse get time off work? 

• The sabbatical should be separate from vacation. In other words, the sabbatical should 

not shorten the allotted vacation time for that year. 

• The sabbatical should be long enough to separate. This usually means it will need to be 

at a minimum of 6 weeks, though we recommend 8-12 weeks. 

• Designate one primary point of contact. This is the person the church leadership goes to 

when there is a question, and this is the person who can make the decision about what 

constitutes an “emergency” and would require pulling the pastor off of the sabbatical. 

These should be true emergencies – death of a key individual in the church, catastrophic 

circumstance that could impact the future of the church, etc. 
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• Let your Open Bible district leader know that the pastor is going to take a sabbatical.  

• The pastor needs to be clear prior to sabbatical about what should and shouldn’t happen 

while they are away.  

o Define the expectations as clearly and with as much detail as possible with the 

leadership of the church.  

o Do the leaders have necessary access to information, facilities, passwords, 

banking, etc.? 

o Who is responsible for what areas/events/ activities? What should they be 

working on? 

o What should be ready to go when the pastor returns?  

o How much can be spent?  

o How should they handle internal conflict among the leadership?  

o At what point should they consult with Open Bible District leadership?  

o What should not happen while the pastor is away (new initiatives, anything that 

violates the established culture of the church, etc.).  

• Close all communication with work, ministry. Emails should have an auto-reply or be 

automatically forwarded, don’t answer ministry-related phone calls or respond to 

ministry-related texts and messages. Have a message on the phone directing them to 

somebody else. Close social media accounts if necessary.  

• If possible, make provision for the spouse to take the sabbatical as well. If this doesn’t 

happen, the spouse will get information that people want to pass on to the pastor. 

Don’t put the spouse in this position.  

• Prepare the ministry schedule, including the preaching schedule well in advance of the 

sabbatical.  

• Prepare the congregation for the sabbatical. Have your elders present the reason for 

and encouragement of the sabbatical to the congregation both in a service and through 

written communication. Be clear about who will provide ministry, care, communication, 

etc. Encourage them to step up during this time. Having confidence that the leaders and 

congregation are behind the sabbatical will accelerate and improve the value of the 

sabbatical for the pastor. Provide a FAQ to the congregation that might include things 

like: 

o Who should I contact if I need some spiritual guidance during this time? 

o How available/unavailable will the Pastor and spouse be? 

o Who will be preaching on Sundays? 

o Who should I contact if I have a question about a church event or an idea? 

o What are the church office hours during the sabbatical? 

o Who do I contact in the event of an emergency?  

o How can I best support the Pastor and the church during this time? 
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• Do not come off of the sabbatical to a full work schedule. Ease back in for the first week 

post-sabbatical. 

• Understand that it often takes a few weeks to fully process what is gained through the 

sabbatical.  
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Addendum: Sabbatical samples 

 

Sample 1: From Waypoint Community Church – Tim Zakarian 

 

Sabbatical Plan for Pastor Proposal 

Dates: July 13-Sept. 20 

Purpose: Rest, refresh, direction 

During this time Pastor will have Ron as his coach and Mark and Chris as mentors. 

The Sabbatical will included-time with the Lord, meeting with Ron and mentors and some 

get away times. Ron will work with Tim on schedule and plan to achieve their goals. 

To be able to refresh, we will ask our staff, leaders and board not to contact Pastor and his 

wife about church business during this time regardless the situation. If for some reason they 

needed to be contacted for church business, Chris would make the contact. 

Church: 

• Chris will be in charge of the church during the sabbatical. He will directly oversee the 

staff who will execute the ministries of the church. Chris will only interact with our staff or 

board but not the general congregation. 

• Chris and Gary will oversee staff meetings every other week. 

• Ultimately the buck will stop with Chris. 

• If any of our leaders are in a personal crises, they should reach out to Chris, someone on 

staff or a board member. 

• Bubba and Jess will be in charge of our Sunday services which will be completely 

planned out before Pastor leaves. 

• Marlo and Jana to oversee our finances  

• Jeremy to oversee our facility 

• Faculty use will run through Jessica 

• Melody oversees the daycare and can go to Chris  for any covering. 

• If for some reason a board meeting is needed, Jeremy Gourley would contact Chris for 

approval and Chris would work with Jeremy to determine the lead for the board meeting. 

 

Guidelines for staff: 

• Go to Chris for guidance when needed. 

• During the sabbatical, no new ministries will be started. 

• Please execute ministry the same as if Pastor Tim was there. Please stay away from the 

idea, now that Pastor Tim is gone we can do….. 

• If there is a conflict among staff or leadership, try to work it out together. If you can’t 

talk with Chris for guidance. 

• No new spending. You can spend what has already been approved. If you are unsure 

about spending check with Marlo. 

• If there is a crisis, let Chris know, our board and staff so you can work together. 
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• For time off not established before the sabbatical, get approval through Chris and notify 

Jessica. 

• I want to see a staff BBQ with our whole team once a month. Jess will lead in July, Bubba 

in August and Michael in September. The lead will plan the event and food. The purpose is 

for the staff to build relationships outside of church. This is important everyone attends. 

• Jessica will have the safe keys and Pasto’s keys. 

 

Calendar: 

7/17-AMP Car- Michael to oversee-work with Jessica to put the money in the safe. 

7/26-7/30-Youth Camp-Michael to oversee-if Michael needs staff support Bubba and Jess 

should be available to help 24/7. 

8/1-Baptism service-Bubba and Jess to oversee service- Jess oversees Baptism and promo. 

Michael will bring a 10 minute baptism message. 

• July: Johnny should reach out to One Hope for their community event and to report 

back to Jessica on our roll and promo. 

 

 

August: 

• Jess should be working on Fall Groups 

• Jessica and Melody will work with Julie Nortune for our regional ladies event. Jessica will 

be in charge or our ladies and The church’s promo of the event as our Point Group director. 

• Melody should be planning our Sept. kid’s kick off Sept. 12th and promo. Also our new 

curriculum, Orange, should roll out in September. 

• Covid Guideline changes- Jess and Brandon will work with Chris and the board to 

determine the plan. 

• Melody and Jess should start planning the Trunk or Treat with a team. 

• Bubba should be working on Christmas services with his teams. 

• Jess should lock in our 2021-2022 interns. 

 

September: 

• Johnny should plan the one day Growth Track the week of September 12th.  

• Johnny will oversee the connection lunch September 19th.  For the program, Bubba will 

oversee giving Michael, Jess and Johnny a role. 

• Bubba will oversee weekly service team meetings which will include Bubba, Jess, 

Michelle and Michael. 

• 9/12-Jess and our staff should present our new interns to the church and pray over 

them. 

• Johnny and Shannon should start working on Operation Christmas Child and order 

supplies. 

 

Staff Meeting Dates: 
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7/20-with Chris-2pm 

8/9-with Chris-2pm 

8/23-with Chris or Gary-2pm 

8/30-with Chris or Gary-2pm 

8/13-with Chris or Gary-2pm 

8/21-with Pastor -1pm 

 

We will do our next board meeting 9/27 at 5:30pm. Pastor will update the board about the 

sabbatical and plans moving forward. 

 

Preaching Schedule: 

7/18-Michael 

7/25-Jessica 

8/1-Michael 

8/8-Chris  

8/15-Carry Powers 

8/22-Jessica 

8/29-Bubba 

9/5-Michael 

9/12-Guest- 

9/19-Bubba 

 

Recommendations: 

• Pay Ron -$1000 for coaching 

• Pay Chris -$1000  

• Pay guest speakers -$400 

• Give our staff sabbatical bonuses-Johnny, Melody, Michael, Bubba and Jess- $1000 each. 
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Sample 2: Letter to Celebration Center congregation from the board 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

June 1, 2014 

 

Dear Church Family,  

I am writing on behalf of the board of elders which includes David Pickles, Mike Webb, 
Marshall Meyer, John Hansler and myself, Tom Phillips. We are the governing board of the 
church and provide the spiritual covering for the church and for our Pastor. 

The elder board has unanimously recommended that Pastor Chris and Lisa take their scheduled 
sabbatical this year. Our practice is that any staff who has served continuously for 7 years take a 
sabbatical from their duties at Celebration Center Church. Pastor Chris and Lisa have 
previously taken sabbaticals twice in our history. This year is the scheduled time for another one 
and will provide an opportunity to honor their 21 years of ministry in the leadership of this 
church. 

Pastors have emotional highs and lows unlike most other vocations. In the course of a day a 
pastor can deal with death, deep spiritual issues, great encouragement and criticism, tragedies, 
illnesses, and celebration of birth. The emotional roller coaster is draining. After so many years 
we need to give our Pastor a break - a break with no distractions.  Our Pastor is on call 24 hours 
a day, and he doesn’t have an off switch. They go to sleep every night with the knowledge that 
they could be awakened at any time. It is an exhausting vocation, and a sabbatical is a welcome 
time to slow down. 

Their sabbatical will begin after Father’s day June 15th and they will return after Labor Day. This 
time is intended to be a time of rest, refreshment, and renewal, providing them a time to 
recharge personally and spiritually, pursue God, and take on activities that their normal 
responsibilities do not allow. During this time, Pastor Andrew and the Elders will be available to 
the congregation for your Pastoral needs. On the following page you will find answers to 
questions you may have regarding ministry during this time. 

If you have any other questions please contact one of the Elders. Please cover Pastor Chris and 
Lisa with prayer during this time that God will meet them in new and powerful ways. 
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We look forward to continuing to serve God throughout the summer and to the fresh vision and 
energy that Pastor Chris and Lisa will bring back to us.  

God Bless, 

Tom Phillips 
On behalf of the board of elders 
 

Potential Questions for the time of Pastor Chris & Lisa’s sabbatical: 
 

Who should I contact if I need some spiritual guidance during this time? 
Pastor Andrew Farmer is the point person. He may direct you to one of our elders, or if needed, 
may refer you (as Pastor Chris at times does) to a counselor. 
 

How available/unavailable will Pastor Chris & Lisa be? 
They will not be checking their church email, or answering/returning church related phone calls 
or messages, or committing to any appointments or invitations during this time. This includes 
both Chris and Lisa. Please understand, they are not trying to avoid or ignore you personally, 
but they need to remain faithful to the purpose of this sabbatical. Though they will not be out of 

town for much of this time, the best way to treat it is as though they are out of town. In the event 
of tragedy or emergency, Pastor Andrew will contact them at his discretion. 
 

Who will be preaching on Sundays? 
We have an amazing lineup of speakers including: 

• Gary Emery – Pacific Open Bible regional director.  6/22 

• Gabe Barreiro – Missional Director, NW District Foursquare churches. 6/29, 7/13, 7/20, 
8/3, 8/10 

• Jeff Farmer, Sr. – Former Open Bible President & Pastor. 7/6, 7/27, 8/31 

• Open Bible church planter, pastor. 8/24 

• David Pickles – Elder, & former staff Pastor at CC. 8/17 
 

For a complete list of all of the summer activities and Sunday schedule, go to 
http://www.ccpuyallup.com/resources/news--updates/summer-event-schedule.html  
 

Who should I contact if I have a question about a church event or an idea? 
Call the church office at 253.435.0172. Allie Farmer coordinates the church calendar and 
website, so she can answer most of those questions. For a ministry idea, Pastor Andrew can 
process that with you.  
 

What are the church office hours during the summer? 
There will typically be somebody in the office, or at least available to return your call, from 
Monday – Thursday, 9:00 am – 5:00 pm. 
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Who do I contact in the event of an emergency?  
Please contact the church office or one of the elders. 
 

How can I best support Pastor Chris & Lisa and the church during this time? 
Attend services, be involved in your Life Community, find ways to serve and continue to give. 
And pray for Pastor Chris & Lisa – for rest, refreshment and renewal. 

 

 

Sample 3: Sabbatical Responsibilities from Celebration Center 

 
Sabbatical Responsibilities: 

Key Contacts:  

• Church (253)435-0172 

• Andrew (541)337-5804 

• Tom Philips (253)208-0748 

• Gary Emery (541)343-4021 

Worship:  

• Brandon Jacobsen (253)678-3375 

• Ryan McDonald (253)651-9893 

• Mike Lynch (253)318-3809 

 

Speakers: 

• Jeff Farmer (253)446-6475 

• Gabe Barreiro (253)414-8577 

• Gary Emery (541)343-4021  cell#: (541)953-0568 

• David Pickles (253)304-8510 

 

Order of Service: Pastor Andrew 

Service Coordination: Marshall Meyer (253)219-8906 

Sound & Computer Team: Issac Parman (206)853-8940 

Worship Team Coordination: Cathy Chavez (253)312-6193 

Financial & Facilities Decisions: Board of Trustees: Point person – Barry Christensen (253)722-

7189. Board meetings and agenda will be run and set by Barry. 

Financial Advice, Support or Crises: Board of Trustees →Board of Elders (Tom Phillips) → 

Gary Emery (541)343-4021 

Spiritual Guidance: Elders: Point – Tom Phillips (253)208-0748. Board of elders meetings and 

agenda will be run and set by Tom Phillips. 

Life Community Support: David Pickles (253)304-8510 

Life Community Leadership Meetings: Pastor Andrew (253)435-0172 or (541)337-5804 

Sunday Service “host”: Andrew Farmer – communicate with speaker prior to Sunday, make sure 

they have what they will need and that their notes are uploaded where necessary. Make sure they are 
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comfortable pre-service and are invited to pre-service prayer. Coordinate Pre-service Prayer. Make 

sure there is water available in my office for the worship team. 

Communion: Andrew to coordinate with Barry 

Environments (Greeting, Hospitality, Information)/Preschool: Katie Farmer (253)732-1884 

Communications/Admin: Allie Farmer (253)435-0172 or (253)459-2392 

Regional/National Communication: Andrew Farmer 

Community Connections: Andrew Farmer 

Church Family Crises: Andrew with counsel from the Board of Elders. Consult Gary if necessary. 

Refer as needed. 

Tijuana Mission Trip: Charlie Bernhard (253)208-2752 

Checks & Financial Reports: Mel Meyer (treasurer) (253)537-8900 

Check Signers: Mel, Andrew, Barry, David 

 

Sunday Service lines of communication: 

If there is a practical need/problem during the Sunday service – this should be handled by the 

service coordinator. 

If there is an issue (attitude, content, responsibility, punctuality, etc) that needs to be addressed 

regarding ministry that occurred in the Sunday service (worship, speaking, sound, etc.) – this should 

be handled by Pastor Andrew (in consultation with Tom if necessary). 
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