Reflections on Sabbatical
From the Regional Minister

Rev. John Mobley
I want to encourage congregations to consider the benefits of systematic sabbaticals for their ministers as a way of strengthening ministry in the church.  Wise congregations understand that sabbatical time for the minister provides a direct benefit to the congregation.  It could, in fact, be more costly, financially and spiritually, not to have sabbatical policies than to have them. 

What is a sabbatical?  It is a time given to ministers by their congregations, usually after every 3 to 5 years of service, in which the ministers takes paid leave from the responsibilities of the parish (usually 2-3 months) for an intentional time of study, rest, and reflection.  It is separate from vacation, which is often a time for ministers to do special things with their families, and it is usually different from pursuing advanced theological degrees or professional certifications.

Why does the minister need a sabbatical?  Although every person in a high stress, helping profession could benefit from a sabbatical, the case for ministers is somewhat unique.  The minister is on a continuous day-in, day-out treadmill of Sunday morning deadlines, meetings, study, counseling, hospital and bereavement calls, and community and denominational commitments.  There is a repetition and intensity involved in ministry which exacts its price in weariness of spirit, diminished enthusiasm, and loss of vision and perspective.  This kind of psychological and spiritual stress is visited upon the very person to whom we go when we are weary, diminished or lacking vision and perspective.  Ministers give and give and give, rarely having time to worship without “performing” or study without it being related to lesson or sermon preparation.  They have crises in their own lives, just like anyone else, and yet often do not have the privilege of time away from responsibilities in order to be ministered unto by others. 

The observance of sabbaticals allows ministers to get off the treadmill to allow for re-creation and restoration of what has been worn down by day-to-day leadership in stressful situations.  Sabbaticals give new energy to ministers who look forward to them and who experience them as times of renewed spirit, vision, and growth. 

                                                         (from “The Christian” - October 2000)
I encourage lay persons in congregational leadership positions to consider the benefits not only for the minister, but also for the congregation in observing sabbaticals for their minister.  My hope is that lay leaders will be advocates for sabbatical policies for their ministers, realizing that there may be a cost, financially and spiritually, for the congregation which does not follow such policies.  The wise congregation understands that it is in its own best interests to encourage a periodic sabbatical leave for their minister(s).  The costs associated with ministerial burn-out and ministerial relocation (which is sometimes the only way a minister knows how to find renewal) far exceed the cost in providing sabbatical leave. 

                                                                                (from “The Christian” - June 2001)  
