Pastoral Staff Sabbatical

DESCRIPTION:


A plan for churches to provide a major time of rest, refreshment and 


renewal for their senior pastor and associate staff in order to


allow them to serve the Lord and His church with consistent vision, 


vigor and longevity.

Rationale:

Biblical Teaching

In A Bible Theology of Material Possessions, Dr. Gene Getz comments on Phil. 2:29-30 in this way:  Epaphroditus represents spiritual leaders in the local church.  He went beyond the call of duty, sacrificing his own needs and desires to help Paul in his time of need, and he did it for those Christians who composed the church he served as pastor. 


Many pastors devote most of their lives to helping others, often neglecting their own families to minister to the larger family of God. They often serve long hours.  They are always on call. Their lives are not their own, with little privacy.  They often work seven days a week, and in many instances, are not paid commensurate with their education, experience and dedication as are many of their fellow Christians in the business world.  And the majority of pastors I rub shoulders with do all this without complaining or feeling sorry for themselves.  They have voluntarily chosen to be servants of Jesus Christ and others.


And yet, these leaders are often the last to be shown special appreciation and honor.  They are often taken for granted.  Unfortunately, they are even misunderstood, misinterpreted and criticized when they attempt to take some time off.  And if they dare ask for a raise in salary, they are accused of being materialistic and self-serving.  Sadly, Christians are too quick to point to those few spiritual leaders who have abused their sacred role and have taken advantage of others.  Against the backdrop of a few unfaithful shepherds, they judge their own pastors.


There are exceptions, of course.  Some churches practice this principle very well. But often it is woefully neglected.  In these cases, the church should take a careful look at what Paul said about Epaphroditus and how the Philippians were to honor his sacrificial efforts.

Elsewhere, Dr. Getz presents the following principles regarding the support of Christian leaders:

· God honors Christians in a special way when they meet the needs of those who truly serve God (Matt. 10:42).

· Christians who faithfully support God’s servants create unusual joy in the hearts of those who receive their gifts (Phil. 1:3-5).

· Christians who faithfully support God’s servants enrich those servants’ prayer lives by making prayer a joyful experience (Phil. 1:3-5).

· Policies for meeting the needs of Christian leaders who devote their full time to ministry must be built upon the totality of God’s Word (Mark 6:8-13, Luke 9:1-6).

· Local church leaders whose primary ministry is teaching the Word of God should be given priority consideration in receiving support (Gal. 6:6).

· Pastors and teachers who are hardworking, efficient and productive in the ministry should be rewarded (I Tim. 5:17).

· God’s promises to meet needs applies to the church as well as to individual believers in that church (Phil. 4:19).

· Also, in I Kings 19 Elijah is exhausted from ministry and God gives significant time away for rest and renewal.

· Jesus (Matt. 4) fasted and prayed for 40 days, dealing with deep basic spiritual issues.

Summary:

The Bible clearly teaches the local church should go the extra mile doing all it can to provide for its pastor(s) in emotional, financial, physical, social and spiritual ways.

Cultural Precedence:

It is interesting to note that pastors are often compared to school teachers in seeking to arrive at their compensation package.  It is true that pastors like teachers are expected to attain a certain education level, are involved in constant giving to meet people needs, often work far in excess of forty hours per week and often find themselves physically and emotionally exhausted as a result of vocational demands.  But there is one major difference between most pastors and nearly all public and private school teachers.  School teachers have traditionally had a well deserved 2 1/2 - 3 months off during the summer, which allows them to get away from the pressures of the classroom and to replenish their inner resources.  This amounts to a yearly sabbatical for the teacher.  In addition the teacher is normally off at Christmas and spring break and nearly every weekend, as well as a number of 3 day weekends (although these break times may involve outside school work.)  This schedule may do much to contribute to the teachers’ ability to stay at one assignment 15, 20 or even 30 years.  Most pastors, on the other hand, often work 6 days a week, rarely get an entire week-end off, seldom get a 3 day weekend and generally find that Christmas, Easter and other holidays are busier than normal times for work.  His only time off during the year may be a series of wedged in days off during most weeks (subject to interruption by church-related phone calls and emergencies) and 2 - 4 weeks vacation during the year.  Years of service with this kind of schedule takes its toll on many pastors.

CONCLUSION

Some churches tragically object to the concept of a sabbatical for their pastors, fearing that they will suffer in the absence of their pastor.  This attitude is reminiscent of the story of the goose that laid the golden egg.  Each day the goose presented the farmer with one solid gold egg.  At first the farmer was overjoyed at his good fortune.  As time passed, however, the farmer became greedy and impatient.  He decided he would cut the goose open and have all the eggs for himself at once.  The result was that the farmer had a dead goose and no more eggs.  Many a church has greedily held its pastor in tight reign, not allowing him sufficient time for refreshment, milking him of his ministry services until his resources were depleted.  The result is a stagnated pastor who ministers ineffectively until finally he leaves.  I urge every church to give careful consideration to the concept of the pastoral sabbatical for the sake of the pastor, the church and ultimately the kingdom of God.  My hope and prayer is that every church in the Forest Lakes District will adopt its own policy in the very near future.

In the Service of Christ’s Church,

Dr. Gene Swanstrom, Superintendent

Forest Lakes District

Additional resources:  
1. “Sabbatical Planning for Clergy and Congregation” by A. Richard Bullock – The Alban Institute, Inc.
2. Rev. John White, Supterintendent Southwest Border District

Sample Letter

Dear ,

Enclosed are materials which present the idea of your church carefully considering the establishment and implementation of a sabbatical policy for your pastor(s).  I trust that what is presented is self-explanatory, but should you have any questions, I would be glad to speak with you.  My office # is 715 344-4288, home # is 344-2933.  If it would be more helpful, I would be glad to meet with your board to get better acquainted with them and to answer any questions they may have.

A suggestion I have for one way to address this issue is that a small board task force be established to study the materials and to come with a proposal to the entire board.  

Blessings as you carefully and prayerfully consider this important proposal for the refreshment of your pastor(s) and thus the increase of his effectiveness to your church.

Because He Lives,

Sample Letter
Dear Pastoral Friend,

Enclosed are materials which can be sent to your church chairman regarding pastoral sabbaticals.  They will be sent by April lst only if you direct me to do so.  It is my prayer that your church leaders will carefully consider this.  If you think I can be of some assistance to you in this process, let me know.

I obviously can’t predict how it will go for you as your church works on this, or perhaps doesn’t work on it.  I am reminded of the following guidelines for Christian leaders:


I Cor. 9:14-15a  Even though God has commanded that spiritual leaders 


be cared for by those they minister to, there are times when it is the part 


of wisdom for spiritual leaders to give up that right.


Philemon 20-22 Christian leaders should not hesitate to ask for help when 


there is a need, both for others and for themselves.

I would hope that Phil. 4:4-9 might be your portion irregardless of the outcome of your church’s decision.

Because He Lives,

