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A Note to Users 

This document is not meant to be comprehensive, but rather a starting point to help you 
begin thinking about how to shape a sabbatical policy that fits your own organizational 
context. We encourage you to gather and review sabbatical policies from other 
organizations as part of your development process. Researching how various organizations 
approach sabbaticals, combined with an understanding of your own organizational culture 
and rhythms, will help you create a policy that serves your specific needs. 

 

  



 

1. WHY A SABBATICAL POLICY MATTERS 
A sabbatical is not simply time off, it is a strategic investment in long-term leadership 
health, organizational continuity, and spiritual renewal. In mission-driven organizations, 
leaders often carry emotional and spiritual weight for years, quietly equate calling with 
constant availability, and postpone meaningful rest until crisis forces it. A clear sabbatical 
policy interrupts that pattern. It normalizes rhythms of renewal, protects leadership 
capacity, strengthens delegation and succession readiness, reduces burnout-driven 
turnover, and models sustainable ministry for the broader community. When designed 
well, sabbaticals do not weaken an organization, it strengthens it for the long haul. 

 

 

2. FOUNDATIONAL THEOLOGY & PHILOSOPHY 
The word sabbatical is rooted in Sabbath; a rhythm given by God, not as reward, but as 
design. 

Sabbath was not productivity under a new label. It was trust. It was release. It was rest in 
God's sustaining power. 

Before writing detailed policy language, leadership teams should clarify two foundational 
areas: 

2.1 CLARIFY THE "WHY" 

Why do we offer sabbaticals? 

Is it: 
☐ A reward for longevity? 
☐ A preventative against burnout? 
☐ A rhythm of obedience? 
☐ A leadership sustainability strategy? 
☐ A discernment space? 
☐ A cultural statement about rest? 
☐ All of the above? 

If you are unclear on your why, your policy will drift toward control or performance. 

 

 



 

2.2 CLARIFY THE "WHAT" 

What outcomes are we hoping for? 

For the individual: 
☐ Renewal? 
☐ Emotional recovery? 
☐ Spiritual clarity? 
☐ Physical restoration? 
☐ Reaffirmed calling? 

For the organization: 
☐ Sustainable leadership? 
☐ Delegation strength? 
☐ Structural clarity? 
☐ Succession awareness? 
☐ Cultural modeling of healthy pace? 

Be cautious. If your desired outcomes sound like: 

• Increased productivity 
• New strategic initiative 
• Required deliverable 

…you may be confusing sabbatical with professional development. Sabbath is not 
output-driven. 

Regarding post-sabbatical reflection: While we caution against framing formal 
written reports as one of the primary outcomes of sabbatical, some form of post-
sabbatical reflection or debriefing is often valuable for both the individual and the 
organization. The key is ensuring that any reflection requirement supports renewal 
rather than becoming another performance metric. 

 

  



 

3. STRUCTURAL DESIGN QUESTIONS FOR THE ORGANIZATION 
Since smaller organizations developing a sabbatical policy may not have HR support or 
extensive executive experience with sabbaticals, the following sections offer detailed 
guidance and examples where helpful. In our experience, staff members need and 
appreciate as much clarity as possible in sabbatical policies. Without that clarity, 
supervisors and HR staff often end up fielding numerous questions or navigating situations 
where staff have conflicting expectations about what the policy should look like, which can 
undermine the intended purpose of the sabbatical. 

3.1 ELIGIBILITY & TIMING 

Key policy decisions: 
☐ After how many years? 
☐ Length (3 months? 6 months? sliding scale?) 
☐ Exempt staff only or all staff? 
☐ Fully paid or partially paid? 
☐ How often thereafter? 

Post-sabbatical employment commitment expectations 

Questions to ask: 
☐ What tenure pattern makes sabbatical meaningful but not disruptive? 
☐ Is this built into our multi-year staffing forecast? 
☐ Are we budgeting for sabbaticals annually? 
☐ Is eligibility milestone-based or accrued? 

Post-Sabbatical Employment Commitment:  

Many organizations ask staff to commit to remaining on staff for a period of time 
after their sabbatical (often 6-12 months) so that any needed transitions can be 
thoughtfully managed if someone senses a change in direction. If your organization 
implements this expectation, it is critically important that there is buy-in and 
understanding of this policy throughout the organization to avoid missteps and 
confusion along the way. 

3.2 PROPOSAL PROCESS 

Sabbatical proposals are typically submitted well in advance, often six to nine 
months before the sabbatical begins. The full process, from proposal submission to 
the first day of sabbatical, can span many months, so a clear policy helps define 
both eligibility and the steps involved. 



 

A strong sabbatical proposal typically includes: 

• Purpose 
• Timeline 
• Work reassignment plan 
• Funding plan (especially relevant if support-raised) 
• Oversight accountability 
• Communication plan 

What signs indicate this sabbatical is needed now?  

In practice, sabbatical timing is often shaped by several factors, including the needs 
of the staff member, the ministry context, and practical considerations such as the 
health of a support account. It's important to avoid the perception that a sabbatical 
is automatically "owed" once a certain milestone of service is reached. Instead, the 
timing should reflect genuine need, organizational readiness, and practical 
feasibility. 

• What rhythms will stop? 
• What rhythm might begin? 
• What support structures are in place (mentor, coach, spiritual director)?  
• How will core responsibilities be covered? 

In many cases, the proposal itself includes suggested plans related to pre-
sabbatical preparations, such as delegation strategies and coverage arrangements. 

The stronger the coverage plan, the more successful the sabbatical. 

 

  



 

4. THE FIVE-PHASE ORGANIZATIONAL FRAMEWORK 
This section outlines organizational responsibility more than personal assignment. The 
stages outlined below are intended as suggested stages. Different organizations may use 
different language to title and define the various stages, as well as emphasize different 
activities or questions within each stage. Feel free to adapt these to fit your organizational 
context. 

4.1 PRE-SABBATICAL: RELEASE & RELINQUISH 

This pre-sabbatical phase focuses on preparation and transition. Sabbatical begins 
with true release. 

Organizational best practices: 
☐ Clear delegation map 
☐ Written coverage document 
☐ Interim leader if needed 
☐ Defined authority structure 
☐ Stakeholder communication plan 
☐ Explicit out-of-office boundaries 

Key questions: 

• Who answers what? 
• Who makes decisions? 
• What authority is transferred? 
• What work stops entirely? 

If no one can cover the role, that is a structural issue — not a sabbatical issue. 

4.2 REST & RECOVERY 

This stage focuses on physical, emotional, and relational restoration. Rest does not 
mean inactivity. It means restoration. 

• Rest ≠ productivity 
• Rest ≠ deferred project time 
• Rest ≠ writing a book  
• Rest = restoration of soul, body, relationships, and calling. 

Encourage: 

• Time outside normal environment (if helpful) 
• Reduced digital inputs 



 

• Email boundaries or deletion 
• Clear non-availability 
• Emotional margin 

Ask: 

☐ What activities genuinely restore you? 
☐ What drains you? 
☐ What has been neglected? 
☐ What does your body and soul need? 

The goal is refreshment — not accomplishment. 

 

4.3 REFLECT & REFOCUS 

This stage creates space for spiritual discernment, perspective-gaining, and 
unhurried reflection on calling and direction. 

Many organizations unintentionally convert sabbatical into an assignment:  

• Required reading  
• Required journaling  
• Required retreats  
• Required written reports 

This risks missing the point. Sabbath is not structured productivity under a different 
label. 

Rather than requiring spiritual activity, organizations should offer significant 
freedom while still providing enough structure or guidance to support meaningful 
reflection and processing. The goal is to create space for genuine renewal, not to 
impose another set of expectations. 

Organizations might: 

• Encourage openness to God 
• Encourage silence 
• Encourage margin 
• Encourage freedom from performance 
• Suggest (but do not require) resources such as spiritual direction, retreat 

opportunities, or reflective practices 
• Offer optional check-ins or support without creating pressure 



 

If someone chooses to attend a retreat, wonderful. If someone chooses extended 
rest, wonderful. If someone needs weeks of sleep and slow mornings, even better. 

The emphasis should be on what supports genuine renewal rather than what 
creates additional work. Activities during this stage might include spiritual direction 
sessions, extended time in nature, reading for pleasure, creative pursuits, or simply 
creating margin for God to work. 

Forget about work. The job will be here when they return. 

 

4.4 REALIGNMENT (WITHOUT MANIPULATION) 

This stage involves organizational learning and adjustment based on insights gained 
during the sabbatical absence. 

Sabbaticals often surface clarity. 

Leadership may ask: 

• What did we learn about organizational design? 
• What dependencies were exposed? 
• Are adjustments needed? 
• What strengths emerged in others? 

However: Sabbatical is not a role-elimination strategy. Any structural changes must 
be handled transparently and ethically — not quietly implemented during absence. 

 

4.5 RE-ENTRY / RE-ENGAGEMENT 

This stage focuses on gradual reintegration into work rhythms and responsibilities. 
Re-entry should be a gentle onramp, not a deep dive. 

Best practices: 

• No major launches for 2–4 weeks 
• Headline briefings instead of deep historical review 
• Meet with key leaders 
• Clarify first 90-day expectations 
• Gradually restore pace 

Re-entry is integration, not acceleration. 



 

 

5. OPERATIONAL BEST PRACTICES 
Communication & Email 
☐ Auto-delete or redirect email 
☐ Assistant triage (if applicable) 
☐ Forward only mission-critical items 
☐ Public clarity about unavailability 
☐ Avoid returning with 1,000 unread emails. 

Coverage Planning 
☐ Interim authority defined 
☐ Written "who owns what" document 
☐ Communicated to staff and board 

Non-Work Responsibilities 
☐ Pause board or committee roles if possible 
☐ Decline new commitments during sabbatical window 
☐ Clarify availability in advance 

 

6. FINANCIAL & PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Key decisions: 
☐ Is sabbatical fully paid? 
☐ Are benefits continued? 
☐ Are retreat or travel expenses reimbursable? 
☐ Is outside employment permitted? 
☐ Can vacation be stacked? 

Best practice:  

• Sabbaticals should be distinct from vacation.  
• Vacation is short-term rest.  
• Sabbatical is strategic renewal. 

 

 

 



 

7. CULTURAL GUARDRAILS 
Be explicit: 

• Sabbatical is not pre-resignation. 
• Sabbatical is not an escape. 
• Sabbatical is not a performance improvement plan. 
• Sabbatical is not forced. 
• Sabbatical is not optional indefinitely (leaders should actually take it). 

Organizations that create policy but discourage use undermine trust. 

 

 

8. A WARNING 
Sabbaticals must never be used as a delayed termination strategy. 

It is deeply unhealthy to: 

• Send someone on "extended sabbatical" because they are in the wrong role.  
• Eliminate their role while they are away. 
• Use sabbatical as a quiet restructuring maneuver. 
• Frame role changes as spiritual discernment when decisions were already made. 

This erodes trust. It damages culture. It confuses care with manipulation. 

If someone is in the wrong role, address it directly. If a transition is needed, handle it 
honestly. If termination is necessary, provide a generous severance and clear 
communication. 

Do not hide leadership decisions behind spiritual language. Sabbatical is for renewal, not 
repositioning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

9. BOARD-LEVEL OVERSIGHT QUESTIONS 
Boards should periodically ask: 

☐ How many leaders are sabbatical-eligible? 
☐ Is sabbatical use normalized? 
☐ Do we model this at the top? 
☐ Are we budgeting for it? 
☐ Does our culture reward overwork? 
☐ Could we survive a three-month absence of our key leaders? 

If absence creates panic, you have a governance issue to address. 

 

10. FINAL STRATEGIC INSIGHT 
The real question isn't: "Can we afford sabbaticals?" It is: "Can we afford burned-out 
leaders who quietly erode mission effectiveness?" 

Sabbatical only works in cultures that trust their leaders. 

If your organization cannot tolerate someone being fully absent without anxiety, control, or 
suspicion, deeper leadership and governance work may be required first. 

When structured wisely and protected from misuse, sabbatical becomes what it was 
always meant to be: 

A rhythm of trust. A renewal of calling. A gift to both leader and organization. 
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