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Sabbatical policy 

 
Overview 

It is a hope, even an expectation, that full time clergy in the diocese will take a sabbatical. 
According to the policy of our diocese, full time clergy are allowed to take a three-month 
sabbatical after every five years of service. The first full year after a sabbatical becomes 
“year 1” of the next five years of service. 

The sabbatical is an important event in the life of the clergy and the congregation. If it is to 
be successful for all, the congregation must “own” the sabbatical. It is not healthy when a 
sabbatical is thought of simply as something the congregation “gives” the priest as a reward 
for good work or  a benefit to keep the priest happy. Neither should the congregation view 
it as an extension of the normal vacation period. Rather, it should be an important part of 
the program of the church and the working relationship between the church and it’s clergy 
from which both will draw benefits. It needs to be as carefully planned and funded as any 
other program of the congregation, and designed to benefit the congregation as well as to 
enrich the priest’s ministry.   

It is also a seldom spoken truth that sabbaticals carry a risk of a negative consequences. 
The negatives may not be eliminated, but they may be anticipated and thus controlled. 
Smaller churches with a solo priest can struggle in very practical ways to handle the 
priest’s absence. Sabbaticals can happen, but they take a great deal of work in preparation, 
responsible volunteers, and follow-up. Congregational anxiety can increase when the 
community’s faith leader steps away. A sabbatical can result in increased work for others, 
which has the potential to lead to weariness and resentment, which is not a noble response, 
but understandable.   

Priests and congregations should expect and plan for a transition when they begin and end 
sabbaticals. Ritualizing the separation, such as in a blessing and sending ceremony in 
worship, can help anchor the transition in a spiritual context. 

It is equally hard to move back into the rhythm of the congregation, but again, rituals can 
mark the transition and move it ahead spiritually. Always finding ways to say a pastoral 
“thank you for this gift” is critical -- both for the time away and for the extra work it took to 
bring it about. 

Sabbaticals can be wonderful times of renewal and growth for both priests and 
congregations, with the potential for energizing ministry for the long haul. They also have 
the potential for congregational anxiety, increased workload, and unclear leadership. A 
good sabbatical requires expectant hope and good planning, with a wise awareness of 
potential challenges. 
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Practical guidelines 

Prior to the sabbatical 

When a priest is eligible for and desiring to take a sabbatical, the Canon for Regional 
Mission is to be notified and a conversation initiated around the practical steps that will be 
taken. The following are topics which need to be addressed: 

 What are the financial arrangements for the sabbatical? 
 How will sacramental care be provided for the congregation? 
 How will pastoral care be provided? 
 What are the arrangements for the administrative work of the congregation? 
 What are the sabbatical plans for the priest, and for the congregation, which will 

enhance their mission and ministry? 
 How will this time be marked in the liturgy of the congregation?  
 Are the duties of the Sr./Bp Warden clear to the vestry/BC and the congregation? 
 If the congregation will be served by supply clergy is their limited role clear to all? 
 Will worship leaders need training and access to sermons? 

 

During the sabbatical 

As part of the sabbatical time, arrangements need to be made for the Canon or her/his 
designated person to be in regular (biweekly) contact with the Sr./Bishop’s Warden.   

 

Reporting before and after the sabbatical 

A report concerning the sabbatical plans which details the above is to be sent to the Bishop 
prior to the sabbatical.   

A report concerning what actually took place for both the priest and the congregation 
during the sabbatical time is to be written within three months of the end of the sabbatical 
and sent to the Bishop.  Particular attention should be paid to the question of what both 
went as planned and did not go as planned, and what might be the causes for both of those.  
Please note what has changed for the cleric and congregation in the months after returning, 
especially for the leadership: has it gone back to the “way we always were” or have things 
shifted? 

 

 

 


