7 Observations for Sabbatical Rest
Rest.  Oh, to get more of it.

I had a pastor recently say to me that he made a challenge statement to his youth pastor. The youth pastor was looking for a break.  ‘You have no idea what real work is.  If you were in the real world, the business culture, you would see what real work is.”  If the youth pastor was truly lazy, then the pastor made the correct assessment.

Unfortunately, if the youth pastor was not, then I’m concerned that this senior pastor had been in ministry so long he had lost sight of the fact that the work in the local church is some of the most intense on the planet.  In most cases, the work of the ministry is truly hard work and the need for a break is critical to the long-term health of the church and the pastor.
Let me note, this does not imply that we work harder or longer than the laity.  Lots of people in the church work long, hard hours.  However, the spiritual component of what pastors do brings a dimension of pressure and stress to their lives’ work that is unique to the ministry.

We can get caught up in idealizing the aura of business and industry in this area.  In many cases there is much value in doing so.  However, we should never minimize the intensity of what we do.  In that vein there is a time for extended rest.

I will not break new ground in what you hearing today.  I challenge you to take care of yourself and those who work with and for you.  Work hard and then, rest well.

Here are some quick observations I make on the value of taking a sustained period of time off called a sabbatical.
1. Spiritual Renewal – This is the single component which differentiates a pastor’s sabbatical from virtually every other career field.  Because pastors eat, sleep and breathe in the spiritual world, there comes a point where they need to come apart from the work of the ministry before they truly come apart.  This time away is perfect for God to speak to the quieted spirit within us.
2. Physical wind-down – It will take you at least seven days and maybe more to bring your body to a slowed pace to actually relax.  Physical rest will truly begin to set in when this happen.
3. Emotional wind-down – It will take an equally long period of time for your emotions to begin to settle down.  Those stresses and emotional drains will begin to ebb from your life and a true sense of relaxation will set in.  You will be amazed at just how relaxed you can be when your emotions are not all over the map.

4. Relationships improve – Presuming you take your sabbatical with your spouse, you will find your time together to be enriched.  The pace of running your life by the clock will defer to the ease of spending time, extended time together.  The stronger the pastor’s marital relationship, the more secure the Body feels as it moves forward.
5. Vision clears – Your ability to separate wild and crazy ideas from true vision for the future will become clear.  There may be times on your sabbatical that you set aside to think about your own personal future.  Depending on the designs of your sabbatical, it may be that vision for your ministry can become part of the mix.  The ability to focus is increased.
6. Planning increases – If planning for the future is part of your sabbatical, the ability to do so without the clutter of phone, email, correspondence and emergencies is increased dramatically.  Consequently, the resulting plan is of greater value to the church and its leadership.

7. Church benefits – The church learns that the staff and volunteers who serve so capably when you are physically at the helm are more than capable in carrying the day in your absence.  Further, a renewed pastor results in a renewed congregation.  The Body responds positively to the refreshing in their pastor.  It can be said that sabbaticals, when implemented properly, can contribute to the numerical, financial and spiritual growth of the church because the leader comes back firing on all cylinders as opposed to when they left firing on only half of them.
When embarking on the idea of a sabbatical a number of things need to be put in place.   The pastor and his key leadership team should answer the following questions (not an exhaustive list).  These answers will drive the sabbatical and put in place its success.
· When will the sabbatical take place?

· Is the budget prepared to cover the cost of the sabbatical and the cost of replacement pulpit-fill and related expenses?

· How long with the sabbatical be?

· How will the church cover the responsibilities of the one on sabbatical?

· How do we insure that the pastor’s desk will be cleared and email and voice mail will be empty upon their return?

· How will emergencies be handled?
· Who has the authority to contact the pastor in case of an emergency specifically related to him or his family?  How are those emergencies defined?
· How do we communicate to the church the benefit of a pastoral sabbatical?
The leadership must be wise in its establishment and implementation of a sabbatical policy.  Click here for a sample policy.  Communicating the significant benefit to the church is critical.  Having a renewed pastor in the pulpit, delivering the word of God out of the refreshing in his spirit acquired on the sabbatical will bring a renewal to the Body as a whole.

I recommend that a pastor’s sabbatical be one to two months in length.  Anything less, is really just a vacation.  Anything more leaves more at-risk than necessary.  The natives tend to get restless near the end of a time away of more than two months.  It can be done, but I encourage caution.  Further, I recommend a sabbatical be taken every five to seven years.  For multiple staff churches, it makes sense to rotate the sabbaticals so as to not increase the extended absences of more than one pastor at a time.
The time is now for you to begin your preparation for next year’s sabbatical.  To this end, if you need help from The Hardy Group, please do not hesitate to contact us at 417-576-5492 or email dhardy@thehardygroup.org.  In the meantime, work hard and plan to rest very, very well.  A well-planned sabbatical takes you there.  You and your board will not regret what it will do for you and what it will do for your church.
Rest is yours if you take it.  The ministry God has called you to is more than worthy of your time away to be the best you can be upon your return.  May God bless you on this journey.
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