20 March 2011 SERMON ‘Sabbath: A Time To Celebrate’
Rev Allister Lane
Genesis 1:1-2:3

John 10:7-10
I admit to being a bit concerned about the title for today’s sermon: ‘Sabbath: A Time to Celebrate’.

The theme of Sabbath is one we are following through the season of Lent leading up to Easter, but is it really appropriate to celebrate it this traditionally sombre season of the Church calendar? 

A more pressing question is how can we talk about celebration in the face of the tragic natural disasters of earthquake and tsunami?

The events in Christchurch and Japan disturb us; even though most of us have not directly experienced these events we lament the devastation and death, and worry about the lingering implications on people’s wellbeing.

Our anxiety awakens us to both our human vulnerability and our sense of connection with each other.
There have been a range of responses to these recent events – alarm, fear, generosity to help others, and questioning why God lets this happen.

Certainly a response of ‘celebration’ is about the last thing we would feel.
Today I want us to think how Sabbath, as a time to celebrate, is not a contradiction to the reality of the recent tragic events but a rhythm for living that can sustain us in the worst of times – just as it has for millions of people throughout human history.

Particularly I want us to consider how Sabbath-keeping grounds us as people who retain habits of thankfulness to God.
Does the biblical instruction to Christians to “give thanks to God at all times” (Ephesians 5:20) suggest a naive denial of events happening around us, and the affects of these events.

What might it mean to have stubborn faith in the face of tragedy; 

stubborn faith that that takes God’s promises seriously?

Cultivating a dependency on God wakens us to God’s constant presence.

Developing a pattern of giving thanks to God at all times offers us freedom us from anxiety and enables us to celebrate the gift of the present.
It is this pattern which is suggested in the words we had in our Call to Worship this morning, words based on Philippians 4:

“4 Rejoice* in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.* 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”

This pattern of thanksgiving grounds our living in the present: “The Lord is near.”

God’s creation is ongoing, not only “in the beginning”. 

And so in our Sabbath-keeping we celebrate the gift of creation; the gift of creation that we live THIS day.   The Lord is near.

As we give thanks for the present (God’s gift of creation) we are reminded that God acts with purpose. 
God acts with the same purposefulness as “in the beginning”.
 This purposefulness is the source of our hope, and is expressed most clearly within creation in the person of Jesus Christ; his life, death and resurrection. 
This is the purposefulness of God in the flesh. 
And, by the Spirit of Christ, the purposefulness of God is present in our living: 
“The Lord is near. Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”
God’s purposefulness becomes apparent again as we bring our thanks for the gift of creation.

Far from being inappropriate, Sabbath as a time to celebrate is particularly important in the most difficult of times. 
To quote the Lenten Study material: “Taking time to pause and celebrate forces us to live in the present moment. We recognise that this moment – like the whole of our lives and our salvation through Christ – comes as a gift from God.” (Life Balance p27)

Embracing God’s gift to us in the present grounds us again in 

the purposefulness of God the Creator 

and the hope of the new creation in Christ, through the power of the Spirit.

For many Jews there is a special emphasis in Sabbath-keeping on beauty. 
The aesthetics of the Sabbath matter. 
And so the best of everything is used on that day of the week; 
the best candles, the best linens, cutlery, dishes and dinner sets. 
Items saved from the Holocaust reveal that for many Jews the priority items were those beautiful objects that helped them to celebrate the Sabbath. 
The few possessions held onto secretly in the horrors of the concentration camps were those which reminded them of beauty and assisted patterns of celebration.
Just this week we saw a moment of beauty and celebration amidst the tragedy in Christchurch. 
The photo on page 14 of your bulletin shows the Dean of the Christchurch Cathedral Peter Beck beside a bench seat and cross made out of Cathedral ruins by Australian firefighters. 

Addressing the firefighters, Peter Beck said: "My heart is full of tears, tears of grief and sadness. And also tears of thanksgiving for you guys and many other who have come to our city to help us. You are amazing and thank you." 
He went on to say the seat and cross are signs of hope. 
They are items of beauty expressing human togetherness and creativity.
At the most difficult and challenging times our humanity is sustained and enhanced as we celebrate God’s creation and beauty. 

The present moment is a gift from God. 

And Sabbath can be for us a shared time to celebrate this, forming a pattern of abundant living full of dignity that Jesus gives humanity.
The Sabbath itself is also a gift.

The English author and speaker, Adrian Plass has written about his tendency to enshrine the various Christmas and Birthday presents given to him by his family, instead of using and enjoying them. 
He has a dread of decay and failure, which he acknowledges has always been a feature that haunts his life-view. 
He describes how, until recently, he had a drawer where he’d bury gifts once he had unwrapped them. There in the darkness they sat, uncorrupted and unused until the indignant protests of the givers forced him to get them out and do something with them. 

Sabbath is a gift meant to be used, not locked away enshrined, but a practical part of our living. Sabbath is a gift that grounds our humanity with time to celebrate, as well as time to rest, play and liberate (as we shall explore in the coming weeks).
Sabbath directs our focus toward God above all else; the Creator first before the creation. 
We can become so absorbed in the busyness (and tragedy) of the creation that we lose sight of God. 
Focusing on God allows us to recognise God present in creation –
· the beauty of creation reflecting God, 
· the loving response of people to help each other, 
· the gifts we share with each other.

In all our human experiences, Sabbath is a gift that helps us recognise how we are sustained by a God who is committed to us through his Son who came that we may have life, and have it abundantly. (John 10:10)

May God’s Spirit inspire our celebration in the very face of tragedy:
enabling us to offer thanks to God for beauty amidst destruction, 
enabling us to offer thanks to God for hope amidst chaos, 
enabling us to offer thanks to God for life over death.

Amen.

