
Minister's Sabbatical Report - January through March 18, 2020 
Unitarian Fellowship of Peterborough 

Rev. Julie Stoneberg 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are two common questions I’m asked when a sabbatical time is announced. The first is 
some combination of ‘where are you going’ and ‘what are you doing?’ The second is ‘what are 
you required to do on a sabbatical?’  

And this implies that we all have some sense of what a sabbatical is, yet are pretty unsure of its 
function. I feel this uncertainty too. As you can see in the text above, a sabbatical is for “study, 
education, writing, meditation, and other forms of professional and religious growth.”  

For those of you who have been around for most of my ministry, you know that I’ve struggled 
with leaving my responsibilities and asking y’all to fill in for me. To take a sabbatical is such a 
privilege…one that is difficult to feel I’ve ‘earned,’ even though it’s part of our contractual 
agreement with one another.  

But for some reason, this time, it was clear to me that I needed the time. I entered this church 
year in September already feeling exhausted. The upcoming ‘time away’ is what kept me 
going throughout the fall. And so, I knew this particular sabbatical needed to be about rest and 
restoration.  

Here's an accounting of some of the highlights:  

On Dec 29, I drove to Detroit, and on my birthday, Dec 30, I flew to Denver where I met up 
with four friends, including my baby sister. We spent several days in the mountains of 
Breckenridge, celebrating my 65th and welcoming the new year. The air was thin, but the 
company and the surrounding beauty was completely fulfilling.  

Background:   

Our "Letter of Call and Ministry Agreement" includes the following: 

3.8.1. The Minister shall use sabbatical leave for study, education, writing, meditation, and 
other forms of professional and religious growth. Sabbatical leave accrues at the rate of one 
month per year of service, with leave to be taken after four but before seven years of service. 
No more than six months of sabbatical leave may be used within any twelve-month period. 
The dates of the sabbatical plan must be approved by the Board of Trustees at least one year 
in advance. 

3.8.2. The Congregation will continue full salary, retirement allowance, and benefits during 
sabbatical leave. Professional expenses may be adjusted. 

The UFP Board approved that in this my thirteen year with UFP, I would take a sabbatical January 1 
to March 31, 2020. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, I returned from sabbatical on March 18, 
and have put two weeks of sabbatical back into my ‘bank’. With the addition of two previous 
sabbaticals, I have now taken ‘almost’ nine months.  
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Upon my return, I spent several days with friends in Michigan. We attended the Sunday 
service at the First UU Congregation of Ann Arbor. I tended the ‘farm’ while one of them had 
surgery, and we worked on several projects around their house.  

Then I drove toward Minneapolis, stopping along the way for a night with one of my sisters. 
She took the day off, and we puttered around Eau Claire and took in a movie…such a joy to 
spend such a leisurely day with Ruth.  

My time in Minneapolis began with a family gathering. Four of my five siblings and their 
partners, along with a few nieces and nephews, had a lovely dinner together, got up the next 
morning to go to our respective places of worship (I attended First Universalist in 
Minneapolis) and then met up for a big brunch. Following the meal, we all honked horns and 
turned onto different freeways and in different directions.  

The next week was spent with and among friends in Minneapolis, staying in the Longfellow 
neighbourhood…the neighbourhood which has seen so much destruction in these last few 
weeks. It’s a beautiful place! I took walks, visited old haunts, had meals and movies with 
friends, AND I took FIVE accordion lessons at “Accordion Heaven” in St. Paul, a classic old 
music store, filled with accordions floor to ceiling.  

At the end of that week, I attended the service at Unity Unitarian in St. Paul.  

From there I traveled north, to a Catholic retreat centre called Pacem in Terris. I spent six 
nights in a small hermitage ‘off the grid’, which is to say, no electricity and no running water. 
(Remember that this is January in MN.) This is where I caught up on my sleep. It got dark by 
5pm, and without electric lights, bundled up in a warm bed was the place to be! During the 
days, I took long, contemplative walks. Such a gift.  

I left the retreat centre on a Sunday morning, just in time to visit the UU congregation in White 
Bear Lake. This is where one of my favourite preachers, Victoria Safford, serves, and I was 
thrilled to be able to hear her.  

My sister Beth had had a knee replacement the day before I left for retreat, so the next week 
was dedicated to helping her. I feel especially grateful to my friend Tina who tended to me 
when I had surgery a couple of years ago. Tina taught me a lot about caregiving, and 
hopefully I was able to ‘pay it forward’ to Beth.  

When I left Minneapolis, I drove to another retreat centre, this one north of Milwaukee, WI, 
where I took a workshop called the Soul of Aging. This is a curriculum from Parker Palmer’s 
Center for Courage and Renewal, and was led by a facilitator who I have had worked with 
before PLUS a UU woman from Idaho. It was restful, it was restorative, and it offered some 
solid time for personal reflection. Perhaps this is a program we could offer here some day.  

(And I took a detour to drive past the hospital in Milwaukee where I was born…well, the 
building that used to be that hospital.)  

From there I came back to Peterborough, and had just about enough time to turn around and 
head to Mississauga where I took training in facilitating the Adult Our Whole Lives program. I 
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sure look forward to a time when we can offer this here in Peterborough. The weekend also 
allowed me to attend the service at the Unitarian Congregation there.  

A week at home, and then I was off again, this time on a road trip to Montgomery, AL. For 
several years I have wanted to visit the Peace and Justice Memorial, so my friend Cate and I 
got an AirBnB and walked all over downtown Montgomery. What a historic city! I got to stand 
in Martin Luther King Jr’s pulpit at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, and visit his home. We 
visited the Civil Rights Museum, the Legacy Museum, and the Rosa Parks Museum in 
addition to the Memorial. Powerful!! I had no idea that this visit would so inform my 
understanding of what was to come. If you ever have a chance to go to Montgomery, I highly 
recommend that trip.  

(And on the way home, we stopped to see Rev. Lori Kyle in Louisville!) I wish we’d been there 
on a Sunday!  

The last congregation I visited was Toronto First, preceded by a lovely evening with a 
colleague in the Hamilton area. Well, the last UU congregation, that is. I also visited three 
United Church services in Peterborough.  

Over the span of these weeks, I took an on-line training offered by the Transforming Hearts 
Collective called Trans Inclusion in Congregations. The class put me in a small group with five 
other UU religious professionals where the opportunity for personal reflection was much 
appreciated. There is always so much to learn and awareness to build around inclusion.  

I took a four session Full Voice class with Barbara McAfee which again stretched me to try to 
things and take new risks. One Saturday, I took a painting class at Meta-4 downtown, and also 
did a few art projects around my house.  

Finally…if there is such a thing as finally…I met a friend in Vancouver, where we explored the 
city and toured the sights there. It was cold and clear there…a treat for our eyes, but a chill for 
our toes. All things COVID were just beginning to create cause for alarm, and timing was such 
that we returned home ‘just in time.’  

One thing I’ve learned about going on sabbatical is that it requires a lot of the congregation, 
especially the Committee on Ministry, and I am very grateful for the support of Jovanna 
Soligo, Chris Campbell, and Leah Andrews, as well as of the UFP Board.  

A sabbatical, while requiring a lot, is also a great opportunity for the congregation to learn 
more about itself. In a report dated February 28, Jovanna wrote this:  

During Rev Julie’s sabbatical we have been continuing on the community path of 
“trusting and challenging” each other during our many meetings, Journeys group, book 
clubs, Sunday morning Qigong etc. These gatherings stretch us in many ways and 
we’ve shared smiles and tears together as a result. 
“Only from this does the flame emerge”*. Yes, all of this is very much a part of our 
shared ministry which has become even more illuminated while Rev Julie is away. 

As I said, I returned to my ministry with you a few weeks earlier than planned. I feel like I 
have been glued to a computer screen ever since, and that while different, this ministry has 
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never been more important and needed. We are suffering isolation, learning new ways to 
gather, and trying to find meaning in all of it.  

Had this been a ‘regular’ sabbatical and a ‘regular’ coming-back-together, we would have had 
some kind of a debriefing…a way to sum up our learnings in both the challenges and the gifts 
we encountered. I expect we’ll never do that now. We have had to move on to other, more 
pressing things. That said, if you have been holding onto some insight or feedback from the 
winter months, please share it.  

*We gather 
knowing that the light can’t 
reconstitute itself. 
Without each other 
a coldness sits in. 
Leaning on each other, 
trusting each other 
challenging each other – 
Only from this does the flame emerge. 
Today, may it rise again!  (Soul Matters poem)  

Our flame is indeed burning bright because of our gathering, even over the internet! 

When talking to colleagues about how they’re managing ministry ‘in the time of COVID’, I am 
very aware that the sabbatical time made it possible for me to be with you with energy and 
presence.  

With overflowing gratitude,  

 

June 9, 2020 (Finally!)  

 


