
 

 

 

 

 

Summer Study Break Policy 
 
To:     Full Time Pastors and Ministry Directors 
 
Policy Author:   Congregational Council 
      
Adopted/Effective Date:  January 19, 2016 
Revision Date: 
 
Statement of Policy:    Provides transition from an extended Professional 

Sabbatical paradigm to a shorter more frequent 
Study Break with similar objectives. 

 
 The Sabbatical was developed for extended study, learning, travel and 
professional development as well as rest and recuperation.  It comes from the Old 
Testament biblical roots of Sabbath.  Just as God asked for a weekly rest, He also 
asked for an entire year of rest.  (Lev 25:1-13)  On the 7th day God rested in creation 
and on the 7th year the land was to lay fallow (Exodus 23:10-11), all debts were to be 
forgiven (Dt. 15:1-6) and all slaves set free (Exodus 21:2-6).  There was a rest and 
resetting to participate in for the good of the creation and the creature. 
 The Sabbatical has been in place in the religious institutions of colleges, 
universities and seminaries since the middle ages when professors were given leave 
every seven years. 
 The Old Testament gave the agrarian culture and farmer a twelve month 
sabbatical; however in the Common Era the acceptable practice suggests a six 
month sabbatical every seven years.  
 As the pace of the church and culture increased, the time away, as well as the 
time between sabbaticals, was shortened.  The framework has typically ranged 
between six months for seven years of service and three months for five years of 
service. 
 The Pastoral Sabbatical was a useful tool in an era gone by, however, in today’s 
phenomenally high paced American Church the interruption, cost, planning and 
benefit of taking the Lead Pastor out of position for three months is not realistic or 
necessarily desirable by the pastor or the congregation.   
 Yet congregations are finding pastors burning out and quitting the 
professional ministry, or at least taking another call in another congregation, before 
they even hit that hallowed sabbatical year.  Because the old model is not sufficient 
to meet the new 21st century paradigm of the American Church, in some cases 
sabbaticals have been forced on pastors and congregations to save a nervous 
breakdown in the leader or the imploding burnout of the ministry.  



 

 

 The sad story is that many pastors will take their sabbatical leave and then 
resign within a year of their return, finding the transition back much more difficult 
with these extended time frames between breaks.  In response, congregations are 
actually requiring pastors to sign an agreement to stay for at least one to two year 
after the sabbatical concludes.  It smells like too little - too late for a burnout rich 
environment. 
 The most productive years of leadership and growth for a pastor and 
congregation, respectively, begins between year five and seven.  Congregations with 
pastorate tenure less than 5 years almost never grow and those retaining pastors far 
beyond the seven year mark, although not always, often experience regular growth 
and strength. The majority of pastorate tenure currently last less than four years in 
mainline denominations.  Robust mainline congregations average a 17-18 year 
tenure of their Lead Pastor. 
 Because the Lead Pastor’s position in the congregation is crucial for 
discerning, carrying and communicating the mission and vision in the community, 
this annual time of rest, reflection, prayer and learning is an extremely high priority. 
 
 This proposal is for a 21st century approach to the Sabbatical.  It would be 
called a Summer Study Break and would be a shorter break than a traditional 
Sabbatical but in higher frequency and used for many of the same objectives. 
 The Lead Pastor, Full time Associate Pastors and Full Time Ministry Directors 
would be eligible for the Summer Study Break.  
 The Lead Pastor would have an annual five week Summer Study Break after 
the first full year of service in the congregation.  Full Time Associate Pastors and Full 
Time Ministry Directors would have a four week Summer Study Break every four 
years after the first four years of Full Time service in the congregation.  To avoid too 
many staff being on leave during the same month or same year, these positions 
would have their Summer Study Breaks staggered.  Only one Pastor may be on their 
Summer Study Break at a time. 
 Associate Pastors and Ministry Directors will not receive Continuing Education 
hours during the year their Summer Study Break is taken.  The Lead Pastor may take 
classes or attend professional conferences offered other times in the year as the 
schedule and finances allow but would not have official Continuing Ed days.      
 These Summer Study Breaks are considered working days and remain 
separate and distinct from annual PTO/vacation. Pastors and staff are completely 
released from all daily ministry duties during the Summer Study Break and are 
expected to be away from the Church building and offices during this time.   
 About half of the Summer Study Break is to be dedicated to a predetermined 
goal set between the leader and their supervisor.  The other half is dedicated to rest 
and renewal. 
 The Summer Study Break may generally focus on:   

 Visioning through Prayer, Study, Meditation and Service 
 Worship and Music Planning (Preaching Calendar, outlining sermons, Advent 

and Lenten themes, reshaping special worship services). 
 Specific Ministry Area Planning 
 Seminary, Academic Classes or Continuing Education conferences 
 Spiritual retreats and a time to lie fallow for personal refreshment. 



 

 

 Reading and Writing or working on a special project. 
 Ministry Related Travel (visiting other congregations, missionaries, historic 

Christian sites or the Holy Land) 
 

 The Summer Study Break benefits the leader and the Congregation through: 

 Renewed commitment to the church 
 Enhanced job performance 
 Staying current with professional developments 
 Opportunity to pursue an area of theological interest 
 Replenished energy stores 
 Renewed emotional health 
 Increased spiritual vitality 
 Acquirement of  new skills 
 Rediscovered zeal for ministry 
 Personal growth and refreshment 
 Increased effectiveness in ministry 
 Improvement in one or more competencies 
 Rekindled sense of God’s calling 
 Nurture of the body and soul 

 
Council: 
 The Council must ensure Pastoral duties (Preaching, sacraments and 
visitation) are covered by an interim pastor, staff member or other replacement.  
They will protect the congregation’s Mission, Vision and Values while the Lead Pastor 
is on Study Break and assure the general direction and commonly accepted 
practices continue.  They will step in to give leadership where needed or answer 
crucial questions unresolved by Staff.  The Council will notify the Lead Pastor in the 
event of a member’s death and assign a Council Member or a Staff point person as 
the single contact between the congregation/staff and the leader on Summer Study 
Break.  The Council should expect to receive the leaders concluding report at the 
end of the Summer Study Break. 
 
Financial: 
 The Pastors and Ministry Directors receive their full salary and benefits during 
the Summer Study Break and are afforded a predetermined budget amount to 
spend towards tuition, registration fees, living expenses, lodging and travel costs.  In 
most cases this amount will be in lieu of and the same amount as the leader 
annually receives in their Continuing Education budget.  Leaders may request 
additional funds for specific plans. 
 
Reporting:  
 Upon completion of the Summer Study Break the Pastor or Ministry Director 
will give a written, verbal or video report to the Council within two months. 
 
Conclusion: 



 

 

 The Study Break Policy proposes to change the distribution model of the 
Continuing Ed and Sabbatical without changing the quantity currently allotted. The 
policy redistributes the Lead Pastor’s Sabbatical evenly over five years.  This policy 
nullifies any 3-6 month Sabbatical for a pastor in the 5th through 7th year of 
consecutive service and ends the formal Continuing Education policy for the Lead 
Pastor while leaving some flexibility unless otherwise negotiated. 
 This policy also adds a 4 week study break every 4 years to the ministry 
directors positions while maintain the Continuing Education for Associate Pastors 
and Staff in non-Summer Study Break years. 
 
 
Sabbatical Math: 
Historical: 
Old Testament: 1yr sabbatical for every 7years = 7.5weeks/year  
Middle Ages – 20th Century: 6mo of sabbatical every 7years = 3.7 weeks/year 
80’s – Present: 3 months every 5 years = 2.4 weeks/year 
 
Current Call agreement: 
Lead Pastor:  Continuing Ed = 2 weeks/yr/annually + $1000 funding 
Associate Pastor: Not currently Full Time 
Ministry Directors: No Formal Continuing Ed policy but annual funding as needed. 
 No Sabbatical Policy 
 
Proposed Policy: 
Lead Pastor:  Annual Summer Study Break = 5 weeks/Year + $1000 funding/yr 
Associate pastors and Ministry Directors: Summer Study Break  = 4 weeks every 4 
Years + annual Continuing Ed of 1 week/event (+$200 funding/yr) 
 


