13th March 2011 The Sabbath
Allister Lane

Exodus 20:8-11
Mark 2:23-3:5
The idea of taking a whole day of the week off from the activity and busyness of living seems for many, quite frankly, ludicrous.

When we feel we can barely fit in everything we need to do in seven days, how can we contemplate intentionally reducing our available productive time to 6 days...?

If I really strain my childhood memory, I can recall the Sundays I would accompany my Dad as he gave driving lessons to my older brother and sister. In those days on a Sunday the supermarket carpark was the perfect place to learn to drive; it was deserted, because the supermarket was closed – for the whole day!
Obviously I’m not talking about the dim distant history, this was relatively recently, ...but how social norms have changed so quickly.
In fact, the idea of Sabbath, having a day set aside in the week, seems so unusual it’s almost in the realm of being a quaint notion of yesteryear; relegated to getting bottled milk delivered to your home, 
and there being no TV commercials on a Sunday.

What are we to make of the idea of taking a Sabbath when we are so aware of all the pressures to keep busy, be productive, earn a reasonable income – not to mention encouraging the kids in their sport...?

I certainly don’t imagine a hard-line approach of Sabbath-observance has much merit. The Old Testament reading today is the fourth commandment given by God to Moses, and has at different times been the justification of some very rigid attitudes to exactly what can and cannot be done on the Sabbath day.
In the NT passage, Jesus challenges such strict attitudes about Sabbath which (in his case) are attributed to the hard-heartedness of the accusers. Jesus challenges these attitudes from a humanitarian perspective.

Throughout this season of Lent we will explore the meaning of Sabbath and contemplate how we might practice Sabbath-keeping. 
I encourage you to consider taking up the opportunity to join one of the many Lenten Study groups that will be discussing this theme over five weeks.

To quote the resource being followed for these studies: 

“Sabbath is not so much a day for not doing things (despite misconceptions reinforced by both Pharisees and Victorians!) but rather a day for doing the really important things: giving and receiving rather than buying and selling; enjoying the goodness and reality of God's presence and the beauty of God’s world. Sabbath is about entering into the fullness of life Christ promised here on earth as a foretaste of the richness of God’s Kingdom.”  

This certainly reflects something of what Jesus was saying about Sabbath; and I think we should be encouraged to see Sabbath-keeping as opening up possibilities rather than being some sort of out-dated, pious restriction on how we live.

I think one word we can keep in mind when thinking about what God offers to us through Sabbath is wholeness. 
So much of what Jesus does is to open up peoples’ experience to wholeness. 
The Gospel reading today gives us two incidents where Jesus is challenged about Sabbath keeping – and what is Jesus’ response?

wanting those who are hungry to have sustenance


wanting those who need restoration to be healed

Jesus is setting people free from that which has them bound, to enable them in a life lived for service to God and others.

Jesus does not dismiss the place of Sabbath but keeps it in its place; 
Sabbath can never be elevated in importance like an idol, 
its place is to serve; to serve as a vehicle for God’s mercy, generosity, and grace.

And so (as we might expect) Jesus’ response on the practice of Sabbath is consistent with his whole ministry of grace, which (as we are reminded as we approach Easter) culminates in his sacrificial death – the event which secures God’s salvation for all.  
In his own words, Jesus promises to us: “I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.” (John 10:10)

So as we explore the meaning of Sabbath for us, let us keep our eyes on Jesus our Saviour, who is the self-described ‘lord of the Sabbath’ (Mark 2:28)

Of course, it’s possible for us to go to the other extreme and dismiss Sabbath altogether. Whilst this may give us a sense of freedom (especially in light of the daily pressures we feel on our time) to do so may well deny us 
a meaningful experience of God’s wholeness in our living;
grace that God desires for us;

refreshment that will sustain our living.

One aspect of the Lenten Study material (we are using in the groups) that I strongly challenge is the idea that Sabbath can be understood as a principle rather than a 24 hour day. 

The material claims “Sabbath is an attitude, not just a day” encouraging us to take ‘sabbath principles’ into the whole of life.  

I ask that you discuss this understanding in your groups.
Do we need the grounding of a day to make Sabbath a shared pattern of wholeness?

Does reducing Sabbath to ‘principles’ risk individualising Sabbath?

In the introduction to the Lenten Study material the authors suggest the idea of practicing ‘sabbath moments’: “taking the opportunity to be still, to receive, to appreciate, simply to enjoy. This can be done throughout the day in ‘idle’ moments such as waiting at the traffic lights...” 

If wholeness is the emphasis Jesus puts on Sabbath, does it deny the authenticity to see Sabbath as a principle virtually indistinguishable from grabbing opportunities for personal ‘leisure’?

To understand Sabbath authentically the writer Marva Dawn suggests a term I’ve already used: ‘Sabbath-keeping’.

Sabbath-keeping recognises Sabbath as a whole day, from morning to night, and is identified as including practices of corporate worship.
Clearly it was Jesus’ practice to worship on the Sabbath at the synagogue (no doubt this was why he was entering the synagogue in the second Sabbath incident we hear in this morning’s reading). 
Coming together as one body is a consistent priority for the early Church.

One significant change the early Church did make of course from Jesus’ own practice was to make the Sabbath day Sunday rather than the Jewish practice of Saturday Sabbath-keeping.
Although we are not provided with any explicit rationale in the biblical texts for the change from Jewish Sabbath on Saturday to Christian Sabbath on Sunday, the following three factors have been suggested:

1. The Jewish Sabbath was not regarded as essential for living as a Christian. This change away from Jewish traditions is similar to the relaxing of rules about the necessity of circumcision and avoiding certain food.
2. The first day of the week (that is, Sunday) is the day of resurrection, the event at the heart of the Gospel, confirmed by all four gospel writers.

3. The coming of the Holy Spirit was on Pentecost – also a Sunday.

As the Church grew in influence so did the practice of Sabbath on Sunday. Emperor Constantine enacted legislation forbidding most labour on Sundays. Later in history, English and Scottish Puritans influenced legislation prohibiting labour and restricting commerce – they even succeeded in getting laws past requiring everyone to attend church on Sundays (few would see this as appropriate now).

A subtle but meaningful shift from the last day of the week to the first could be that, rather than working to exhaustion over six days to gain a day’s holiday, we rest first and then out of the joy of that work for six days. God reclaims us and gives us freedom in which we can respond with our activity in the following six days.

I suspect part of the temptation to see Sabbath as a principle rather than a whole day within the week is the considerable challenge it is for us to take a day out of our busyness.

Over this season of Lent I hope we can take the risk to explore what it might mean to be Sabbath-keepers.

It could be that Sabbath-keeping offers to us a more-profound sense of God’s grace at work in our living.

Jesus certainly understands the commandment to keep the Sabbath as grounded in the welfare of our humanity: “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27)

Marva Dawn points out that this challenges any sense of the Sabbath being a burden to bear rather than renewal for the road.

And in describing himself as ‘the lord of the sabbath’ Jesus not only affirms his genuine authority over heaven and earth, but asserts also that the Sabbath remains God's day. Designed for the welfare of men and women, the proper use of the Sabbath is determined by the lord of the sabbath. As a human figure, he best knows human needs; as a divine figure, he has the authority to say how the Lord's day should be used.

In thinking about how the Sabbath can be seen as a gift of God’s grace to us Marva Dawn suggests three ‘R’s:

1. Sabbath reclaims us. We are given an identity not of productivity but of God’s grace. Further on from today’s reading in the book of Exodus (Ex 31:12-18) Sabbath is described by God as a sign throughout all generations, a sign of the covenant seal between God and us, a perpetual symbol of God’s sharing holiness with us.

2. Sabbath revitalises us. Sabbath gives an entire day to be open and waiting for God’s new life to fill us and be developed in us.
3. Sabbath renews us. It gives us all kinds of rest: spiritual, physical, intellectual, emotional, and social.
What might it mean for us to take Sabbath-keeping seriously?
Do we find the suggestion of Sabbath-keeping threatening, when we know our time is so precious, and the pressures on us so great and varied?

Will we allow the Lord to also be ‘the Lord of the Sabbath’?

And if we do risk this counter-cultural practice what further grace might God share with us?

Let us encourage one another in this discovery of Sabbath-keeping. 

Please consider whether part of your response might be to try one of the Lenten Study Groups starting this week. (The details are in your bulletin)

In all things may Jesus be our guide and light.  Amen.
