
G e t t i n g  t o  

S a b b a t i c a l

REBECCA  REYNOLDS

BY



My  fa ther 's  PhD  in  his tory  made

me  aware  of  the  concept  of  sabbat ica l

ear ly  in  l i fe .  The  only  one  he  ever  took

was  due  to  a  Fulbr ight  that  enabled  us

to  l i ve  in  Par i s  fo r  a  year .  I t  was  grand .

I  was  three .  

I 've  used  the  word  "sabbat ica l "  now  and

then .  I t 's  a  word  I  l i ke .  I t  has  a  big  fa t

h i s tory  behind  i t  -  Greek ,  Hebrew  and

Lat in  a l l  have  antecedents .  I t 's  a  word

essent ia l l y  about  res t .  Cease  plant ing

the  ground  every  seventh  year ,  res t  af ter

making  the  wor ld  on  the  seventh  day ,

leave  work  on  one  of  the  seven  days  of

the  week :  div ine  ins t ruct ion  about  the

idea  that  everyth ing  needs  a  break  f rom

act iv i ty  and  rout ine  fo r  res t ,  re f lect ion

and  renewal .  

But  in  our  modern  lex icon ,  the  word

sabbat ica l  has  grown  narrow  and  s i t s  on

the  high  she l f  of  academia .  Tenured    

professors ,  af ter  much  l abor  and  

achievement ,  earn  one :  t ime  away  f rom

professor ia l  dut ies ,  bestowed  by  the i r

dean ,  to  renew  the i r  scholarsh ip .  To  s i t

in  the  quietude  of  the  mind ,  whether

on  a  beach  or  in  a  dusty  arch ive ,  and

deepen  one 's  in te l lectua l  grasp  of  the

wor ld  i s  an   idea  that  makes  in tu i t i ve

sense  to  me .  However ,  I  wouldn ' t  have

sa id  the  word  "sabbat ica l "  appl ied  to

me ;  I  wouldn ' t  have  presumed .  

And  then  on  an  a i rp lane  f l y ing  to  a

c l ient  l as t  summer ,  I  was  reading

Hemispheres  magaz ine  and  came

across  at  least  two  ar t ic les  with  the

same  theme .  They  descr ibed  people

who ’d  achieved  s t r ik ing  success  in

d i f fe rent  profess ions  and  who 'd  elected

to  c lose  up  the i r  bus inesses  in  order

to   re - invent  the i r  work  -  in  order  to

come  up  with  something  ent i re ly  new .  

GETTING  TO  SABBATICAL
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FERRAN  ADRIA ,  CHEF  EL  BULLI  

Spanish  chef /guru  Ferran  Adr ia  blanched  the  cul inary  world  when  he

announced  he  would  be  shutt ing  down  his  revered  restaurant ,  El  Bul l i ,

for  two  years  star t ing  in  2012 . . . "People  wonder ,  i f  El  Bul l i  i s  where

everyone  wants  to  go  and  i f  we  are  winning  al l  the  pr izes ,  why

change? "  says  the  47 -year -old  Adr ian . . . "We ’ve  spent  the  las t  25  years

creat ing  something  new  every  year ,  but  working  15  hours  a  day  leaves

us  very  l i t t le  t ime  to  create . ”  

RANDALL  GRAHAM ,  FOUNDER  BONNY  DOON  VINEYARD  

“ I t  happened  one  step  at  a  t ime , ”  Randal l  Grahm  says .  “One  day  I

d i scovered  I  was  in  charge  of  an  organizat ion  that  was  so  convoluted

and  Borghes ian  in  i t s  complex i ty  that  i t  was  beyond  out -of -contro l . ”

St i l l ,  had  he  produced  any  t ru ly  dist inct ive  wine?  That  was  the

quest ion  he  began  to  ask  himsel f . . .The  answer  was  no .  “ I  don ’ t  th ink  I

have  made  a  deep  contr ibut ion  yet . ”  So  he  so ld  of f  two  high -volume

brands  and  spun  of f  his  Ries l ing  brand  into  i t s  own  bus iness .  Then  he

took  a  gamble  on  his  plan  to  create  a  v ineyard  of  hybr ids  st ra ight  out

of  The  I s land  of  Dr .  Moreau .  
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Excerpts  f rom  Hemispheres ,  The  Grape  Nut  by  Edward  Lewine  and  The  Thinker  by  S .  Indramalar ,  July  2010  i s sue .  
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The  ar t ic les  remarked  on  the

boldness ,  the  audac i ty  of  th i s

dec is ion .   I  remember  th ink ing ,

r ight  -  how  can  one   re - invent

when  one  i s  so  busy  doing  what

one  does ?  What  other  choice  i s

there  but  to  c lose  up  shop ?  To

take  a  sabbat ica l .  

In  the  ta lk  I  gave  my  c l ients  that

week ,  I  used  the  ar t ic les  as  a  way

of  contextua l iz ing  our  work .  The

c l ient  had  recognized  a  ser ious

dys funct ion  in  one  of  i t s  key

bus iness  support  areas  worth

about  $2B ,  and  made  the  bold

dec is ion  to  charter  th i s  group  to

f igure  i t  out .  The  work  was

grue l ing  at  the  beginning :  look ing

square ly  at  the  problem  and

discover ing  that  i t  l ay  at  the  feet

o f  badly  outdated  cul tura l  norms

and  processes .  No  easy  f i x .  But  the

group  persevered  and  was  coming

out  the  other  end ,  with  the  l ight  of

poss ib i l i t y  sh in ing  on  them .  And

this  happened  because  they  were

wi l l ing  to  take  t ime  out   -  to  s tep

away  f rom  the  day - to -day ,  to  s i t

fo r  long  hours  in  an

unglamorous   room  with

st rangers ,  peer ing  deeply  in to  the

face  of  problem .  

I t  i s  my  work  to  be  a  companion

on  these  journeys ,  a  k ind  of

Sherpa   to  help  my  c l ients  nav igate

the  shadowy  te r ra in  of  uncerta inty

as  they  re invent  the  new .  This  i s  a

t remendous   journey  to  exper ience ,

whether  in  an  ind iv idua l  or  an

organizat ion .  And  I  saw  that  th i s

too  i s  a  k ind  of  sabbat ica l :  a  res t

f rom  rout ine  to  re -env is ion  the

work ,  in  the  fu l lness  of  the  context

of  the i r  wor ld ,  and  to  rek indle

both  meaning  and  re levance .  And

to  be  c lear :  a l though  sabbat ica l

does  imply  res t ,  i t  does  not  mean

inact ion .  



The  act  of  ceas ing  what  one  knows  to  voyage

into  the  yet  unknown  of  the  new   takes  both

great  courage  and  great  conf idence .  Yes ,

audac i ty .  What  i f  a l l  that  look ing  amounts  to

noth ing ?  What  i f  the  grand  re -v i s ion ing  ends

up  r ight  back  where  one  s tar ted ?  What  i f

noth ing  can  actua l l y  change ?  Choos ing

sabbat ica l  in  the  face  of  those  fears  i s

exact ly  where in  l i es  the  beauty ,  the  r i sk ,  the

sheer  myst ic i sm  of  the  pract ice .  

As  Chef  Adr ia  says ,  “There  are  no

references .  That ’s  the  magica l  part .  That ’s

the  chal lenge . ”  And  Grahm  wrote  in  a  blog

post  jus t  today  about  his  nervousness  in

ca l l ing  his  v in  de  te r ro i r  quest  "a  sp i r i tua l

journey . "  

But  sabbat ica l  i s  fundamenta l l y  an  act  of

fa i th .  Fa i th  in  onese l f ,  in  the  group ,  in  the

process .  Fa i th  in  the  div ine  ins t ruct ion  that

just  by  quiet ing ,  s tepping  of f  the  busy -ness

loop  and  contemplat ing  the  s i tuat ion  at

hand  wi l l  produce  something  new .  

There  i s  a  lo t  of  ta lk  about  doing ,  gett ing  on

with  i t ,  s topping  the  chatter  and  actua l l y

get t ing  something  accompl i shed .  I  am  a l l  fo r

that .  I  am  a lso  fo r  s topping  now  and  aga in  to

cons ider  " i s  a l l  the  doing  work ing ? "  To  ask

"have  th ings  changed  such  that  we  should

re - th ink   i t ? "    What  would  a  whole  new  take

on  the  s i tuat ion  mean ?  What  would  happen

i f  you  rek indled  your  pass ion ;  what  then

could  you  do   f rom  the  engine  of  your  heart ?  

We  have  a  long  his tory  of  those  who  took

sabbat ica l  and  accompl i shed  greatness :

Chr i s t ’s  40  days  in  the  deser t  brought  him

ful l  on  in to  his  ca l l ing ;  Buddha  s tepped  a l l

the  way  out  of  his  l i fe ,  never  to  return  and

achieved  the  highest  leve l  of  human  mastery ;

Gandhi  took  resp i te   f rom  his  act iv i sm  fo r

deep  se l f  re f lect ion ,  which  he  descr ibed  in

h is  autobiography ,  giv ing  us  a  k ind

of  manual  fo r  how .  And  more  and  more ,  I  see

people  today ,  l i ke  Adr ia  and  Grahm ,  and

organizat ions ,  l i ke  my  c l ients ,  who  are  tak ing

th is  same  path .  The  quiet  path  of  re f lect ion ,

the  act ive  path  of  inact i v i ty ,  f rom  which

renewal  and  re invent ion  are  born .  

THE  ACT  OF  CEASING  WHAT  ONE  KNOWS    

TO  VOYAGE  INTO  THE  YET  UNKNOWN  OF  THE  NEW

TAKES  BOTH  GREAT  COURAGE  AND  GREAT

CONFIDENCE .
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GETTING  TO  SABBATICAL

"SABBATICAL  IS

PART  OF  LIFE ,

WHETHER  WE  ARE

GIVEN  IT ,  TAKE  IT

FOR  OURSELVES ,  OR

SOMEHOW  ARE

PAINFULLY  THRUST

INTO  IT  BY

CIRCUMSTANCE . "
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My  narrow  chi ld 's  v iew ,  the  three -year -

old 's  s tory  of  a  fa ther  with  a  Fulbr ight  -

that  sabbat ica l  i s  something  bestowed

rather  than  chosen  -  ve i led  fo r  me  what

i s  so  obv ious .  Sabbat ica l  i s  part  of  l i fe ,

whether  we  are  given  i t ,  take  i t  fo r

ourse lves ,  or  are  somehow  painfu l l y

thrust  in to  i t  by  c i rcumstance .  

The  cyc le  of  work  and  res t ,  going  out

into  the  wor ld  and  coming  back ,  of

do ing  and  re f lect ing ,  i s  as  natura l  as

breath ,  r i s ing  and  fa l l ing .  But  too  of ten ,

rather  than  ce lebrat ing  the  opportuni ty

and  the  f ru i t  that  comes  of  i t ,  we  worry .  

Worry  that  i t  wi l l  be  fo r  naught ,  that  we

wi l l  be  embarrassed ,  that  we  shouldn ' t

be  doing  i t ,  that  whatever  place  we

lef t ,  l i ke  Odysseus ,  wi l l  no  longer  be

there  when  we  return .  And  that  worry

robs  us  of  the  very  gi f t  of  sabbat ica l

i t se l f .  

And  I  thought ,  i t  i s  t ime  fo r  a  di f fe rent

choice .  I t ’s  t ime  to  rec la im  sabbat ica l

fo r  us  a l l ,  as  a  grand  and  anc ient  way  of

l i fe .  T ime  to  reca l l  the  div ine  wisdom

that  says  every  ind iv idua l ,  every

organizat ion ,  everyth ing  needs  t ime  out

for  re f lect ion ,  fo r  renewal ,  and  in  the

st i l lness  of  inact ion  -  or  a  di f fe rent  k ind

of  act ion ,  to  re - f ind  meaning .  And  th i s

i s  so  we  can  bloom  aga in ,  fu l le r  and

r icher  than  before .  

So  now ,  I  use  the  word  f ree ly ,  knowing

how  fo r tunate ,  august ,  and  access ib le

the  th ing  ca l led  sabbat ica l  i s .  I t  i s

indeed  a  div ine  ca l l ;  our  f i r s t  s tep  i s  to

heed  i t .  



Ab o u t  

RRC  advances  v i s ionary  s t rategy  deve lopment

and  then  bui lds  the  requis i te  capac i ty  to

achieve  i t .  Core  capac i ty  areas  inc lude  execut ive

leadersh ip  advancement ,  governance  redes ign ,

I T  so lut ions ,  human  capi ta l  deve lopment ,  and

col laborat i ve  process—a l l  to  enable  success  in

dynamic  and  complex  env i ronments  with  long -

te rm  impact .   

Founded  in  1991 ,  RRC  has  served  hundreds  of

c l ients  in  the  government  and  non -

governmenta l  sectors  on  a  broad  range  of  i s sues .

Government  c l ients  inc lude  the  USDA  Forest

Serv ice ,  the  Nat iona l  Park  Serv ice ,  the  Bureau  of

Land  Management ,  and  the  US  Env i ronmenta l

Protect ion  Agency ,  as  wel l  as  col laborat ions

invo lv ing  the  spect rum  of  s takeholder  in terests

on  l and  management  and  bus iness  enterpr i se

i ssues .  

APPROACHING

CHANGE  AS  A  CALL

FOR  ADVANCEMENT

THAT  LEADS  TO

EXTRAORDINARY

OUTCOMES .

ADVANCING INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY TO

BRING ABOUT LARGE-SCALE CHANGE

Author ,  Rebecca  Reynolds  i s  CEO  and   

Pr inc ipa l  of  RRC ,  a  f i rm  spec ia l i z ing  in  

support ing  l a rge -sca le  change    

endeavors .     

Reynolds  i s  a  pioneer  in  bui ld ing    

ind iv idua l  and  group  capabi l i t y  to    

achieve  v i s ionary  leadersh ip  and   

s t rategy ,  col laborat i ve ly  deve loped  

a l ignment  on  innovat ive  so lut ions ,  and

inst i tut iona l  r igor  in  the i r  implementat ion .    

Reynolds  acts  as  s t rateg ic  adv iser  to  execut ive

leaders  on  complex  bus iness  and  leadersh ip

chal lenges  across  indust r ies  as  diverse  as  natura l

resources ,  the  ar ts ,  publ ic  pol icy ,  and  I T ,  on  i s sues

invo lv ing  diverse  s takeholders  and  long - te rm

ef fects .  
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