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Sabbaticals:  Policy and 
Procedures 

La Crosse Area Synod, ELCA 
 
SCRIPTURE: 
 

In the Old Testament covenant between God 
and the people, a rhythm of life was established, 
one which commands rest every seventh day 
(Exodus 20:8-11).  God rested after the six-day 
work of creation (Genesis 2:2), and thus God’s 
people were to do the same.  People, servants, 
animals, and even the resident aliens in the 
towns were to observe the Sabbath.  God’s 
people were to renew themselves weekly, so the 
Sabbath rest was a way of reconnecting with 
God’s creative acts and remembering the divine 
gift of freedom. 
 
There were also other Sabbatical-based 
commands, one of which was letting the land lie 
fallow every seventh year so it could renew itself 
and so the poor could gather food to eat 
(Exodus 23:10-11).  Jesus reinterpreted the Old 
Testament law, saying, “The Sabbath was made 
for humankind, not humankind for the Sabbath” 
(Mark 2:27).  He did this when he or his disciples 
did what was considered “work” on the Sabbath, 
such as gathering grain or healing.  Jesus set a 
good example of seeking renewal, leaving the 
crowds for times of rest and prayer. 
 
A. Richard Bullock in his booklet “Sabbatical 
Planning for Clergy and Congregations” (Alban 
Inst., 1987) speaks of a sabbatical as a 
pilgrimage with Jesus, an extended time for 
study, reflection, spiritual encounter, worship, 
prayer, and community.  Sabbath was not God’s 
afterthought.  It is God’s gift of rest, renewal and 
hope.  God comes again and again, offering rest 
and refreshment for the soul.  A sabbatical leave 
allows a minister (ordained clergy, associate in 
ministry, or diaconal minister) to receive that gift, 
away from the pressures and responsibilities of 
the congregations or calling agency. 
 
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE: 
 

In pursuit of a life dedicated to the Mission of 
Christ Jesus, the La Crosse Area Synod – ELCA 
commends to the congregations and agencies of 
the synod a program of sabbaticals for its 
ministers.  The provisions detailed below are 
designed to encourage the recognition and 
importance of professional sabbaticals.  The 
ELCA has endorsed such a policy by its 
overwhelming endorsement at its 1997 
Churchwide Assembly of a plan for “Life-Long 
Learning and Development for Faithful Leaders,” 
which included a plan for extended study and 

renewal, and encourages its implementation at 
all levels of the Church. 
 
It is not uncommon that those in positions of 
leadership and responsibility within the 
community need sabbatical time to be effective.  
This is also true for clergy at all levels of the 
church.  The pressures and demands, the 
complexities and potential conflicts, and the 
explosion of knowledge, all lead to sabbatical 
time as a routine part of a contemporary 
ministry. 
 
The opportunities this sabbatical policy seeks to 
create are an integral part of a holistic, 
systematic and faithful approach to pursuing 
Christ’s Mission among the people, as we live 
and worship, each within our own 
congregations, callings and communities.  The 
sabbatical is a time for ministers to experience 
renewal and regeneration of vision and vitality 
within their ministry.  It provides time for a 
minister to gain new perspectives on his/her 
immediate ministry by leaving for a specified 
period, and to engage in a special time of rest, 
study, travel to a retreat setting or alternative 
mission field, working toward an advanced 
degree, serving in a clinical setting, or similar 
project.  The details of a sabbatical are best 
worked out between the minister, the 
congregation, and the bishop of the synod. 
 
To further the creation of sufficient time for 
significant sabbatical, the provisions below 
provide for a written project plan agreed to by 
the congregation (or congregation council), and 
reviewed by the synod.  If financial support can 
be provided by the synod, a review will occur by 
the synod.  Sabbatical time is more than release 
from normal duties.  It creates time for personal 
spiritual renewal; it enhances one’s skills and 
creativity. 
 
During the Sabbatical, the minister is not 
expected to provide pastoral leadership.  “When 
the period begins, the rostered leader 
discontinues all leadership and personal 
interaction with members or constituents.” Pre-
assembly Report section IV, page 116). 
 
QUALIFICATIONS: 
(see C.3 of the current worksheet “Minimum 
Guidelines for Compensation, Benefits and 
Expenses”) 
 

 
LENGTH OF SABBATICAL: 
 

The length of a sabbatical is generally up to 
three months after the fifth year of Call.  Any 
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requested sabbatical over three months needs 
to be negotiated with the synod office, the 
minister, and the congregation. 
 
FREQUENCY: 
 

Once every five years, or as otherwise agreed 
upon in letter of Call or by congregational 
resolution. 
 
PROJECT PLANNING: 
 

Since, in brief, a sabbatical serves to maintain 
professional pastoral growth and personal 
development, a sabbatical ought to be well 
planned.  In general, a written sabbatical plan 
ought to be presented to one’s congregational 
committee or council and the synod. 
 
The plan should be part of an overall continuing 
education plan to pursue a mission of personal 
spiritual growth and renewal, and include 
consideration of the pastoral and financial 
impacts upon the congregation.  Examples 
offered are: 
 
a. Taking a Sabbath rest; 
b. Working towards an advanced degree; 
c. Visiting and participating in an alternative 

mission field or ministry; 
d. Working at a campus or retreat center; 
e. Acquiring knowledge in related fields, i.e., 

counseling; 
f. Personal growth through theological 

understanding; 
g. Preparation for new structures of ministry, 

i.e., changing neighborhood; staff changes, 
etc. 

h. Extensive personal and/or group study; 
i. Clinical Pastoral Education; 
j. Work experience in another profession or 

occupation. 
 
The plan should be a carefully designed period 
of time, not an extension of vacation time, 
although the use of vacation time and existing 
resources for continuing education should be 
negotiated by the minister and the congregation.  
The plan is the pursuit of emotional, intellectual 
and spiritual renewal, without current 
responsibilities, in a manner that serves the 
minister and the congregation. 
 
Note: The year in which a sabbatical is taken 
shall include the continuing education [time and 
money] for that year as a part of the sabbatical.  
No more than two weeks of vacation time should 
be used as a part of the sabbatical. 
 
Congregational responsibility: 

1. Begin setting aside money (monthly or 
annually) for a Sabbatical.  This money 
should be escrowed in a separate interest 
bearing account, e.g. Mission Investment 
Fund, bank account, etc. 

2. Develop a plan for covering pastoral needs 
for the sabbatical period, i.e., worship 
services, confirmation leadership, 
confirmation instruction, funerals, marriages, 
etc. 

3. Enter into discussion with the minister 
regarding plans for the sabbatical. 

 
Minister and congregation enter into discussion 
to prepare a plan for the sabbatical and submit 
this plan to the synod.  The synod would assist 
the congregation and minister in preparing for 
pastoral coverage during the sabbatical. 
 
Neighboring congregations, especially in rural 
areas, may wish to work together to provide 
pastoral coverage during the sabbatical, 
especially in areas of clergy functions, i.e., 
funerals, marriages, communion services, etc.  If 
so, the congregations would want to alternate 
the times of sabbatical so that only one minister 
is on sabbatical at a time. 
 
Minister responsibilities: 
1. Prior to taking a sabbatical, the minister 

should submit a plan (including costs) to the 
congregation, the council, and the synod 
office.  

2. The plan may include accumulated 
Continuing Education time and money (no 
more than 50% of the sabbatical time and 
money should come from this source).   

3. Other money might come from scholarships, 
grants from the congregation or fraternal 
organizations, or funds the minister 
develops (savings, reserves, etc.).  

 
NOTE:  When a minister leaves the church, the 
sabbatical Reserve fund belongs to the 
congregation.  Funds begin anew when there is 
a ministerial change.  In multiple staff situations, 
each minister has his/her own fund. 
 
POST-SABBATICAL COMMITMENT: 
 

1. A report to the congregation and the bishop 
shall be made within six weeks to three 
months after the resumption of Call. 

2. Typically, a minister will serve one year in 
the present Call. 

3. The congregation and minister will covenant 
with each other to continue to implement the 
sabbatical learnings.  
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PASTORAL AND FINANCIAL IMPACTS: 
 

The minister’s full salary and benefits will 
continue during the sabbatical.  Some 
congregations have had success using the 
human resources of the congregation to cope 
with the impact of the minister’s extended 
absence from the community. Gifted persons 
can be identified during the extended planning 
period who can take on tasks of visitation, 
teaching, administration, and preaching.  
Sharing such a light burden by the whole 
community has ancient precedent among 
Christians. 
 
Budgetary support for the ministry of a 
congregation may be the greatest concern, 
especially in a congregation newly committed to 
creating sabbatical opportunities for its minister.  
Necessary expenses can be borne through 
regular savings to a special fund, memorial fund 
or interest-bearing account.  For example, 
setting aside $100 per month produces a 
principal of $1,200 per year to support 
sabbatical travel, tuition, books, fees, living 
expenses, etc., as well as a supply minister.  
The pastor and congregation will jointly 
determine how the specific funds for the 
sabbatical will be used. 
 
The La Crosse Area Synod – ELCA encourages 
ministers and congregations to reflect and plan 
for continued study and growth through 
scheduled sabbaticals for ministers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  
 
 

Proposed by the 1997 ELCA Churchwide Assembly 
First adopted by the 1999 La Crosse Area Synod Assembly 
This revision adopted by the 2007 La Crosse Area Synod Assembly, to correlate with the 
worksheet “Minimum Guidelines for Compensation, Benefits and Expenses” 
 


