27 March 2011 Sermon ‘Sabbath: A Time to Rest’ – Allister Lane
Deuteronomy 5:12-15

Luke 10:38-42

This week Naomi and I had a coffee at the Deli in Karori, and as we chatted with the Deli owner he described the pressures he feels as the owner-operator of a small business. He talked about the struggle to build his business to a point where he can make a living, and specifically about the pressure he feels to meet the customer’s expectations to open his shop on Sundays. He said that the way he feels is ‘enslaved for the sake of other’s convenience’. Trapped in a situation where he needs to maximise revenue he finds himself ‘enslaved for the sake of other’s convenience’.

Has the Protestant work ethic turned back on itself, where we no longer work at a healthy pace we set ourselves but at a pace imposed upon us? Has creativity become this parasitic, where the pressure to simply ‘keep up’ traps us in patterns of enslavement?
What has happened to our vision of eternity when it is expressed in our consuming culture as always being able to get what we want when we want it? A seasonless, ever-present, copiousness. Our mutual expectations so ingrained enslaving each other for the sake of perpetual convenience.
This enslavement differs in form, but has the same dominating, absorbing, humanity-crushing power as the slavery that bound the Israelites in the Old Testament.
Their sentence-to-death working as slaves in Egypt made them cry out to a God who seemed so distant. It seemed that God has deserted them...
But the story at the heart of the Old Testament is that of Exodus. The redemption from slavery in Egypt is THE story of identity for Israel. 

When God speaks and gives the Ten Commandments to Israel He begins... 
“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery...”

This is the story that identifies them.
They are a people in relationship with God; 
God who acts with love toward them.

God acts in history – in identifiable time and in a specific place. 
Israel’s identity comes from this activity of God in their recalled experience of redemption:

“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery...”
God brings Israel out of slavery in Egypt and continues to journey with them, bringing about a new community. 

And on Mount Sinai God gives this new community new rules to live by; 
new parameters in accord with God’s purposes for humanity.

So when it comes to giving the fourth commandment to Israel: “Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy”, the Exodus story forms the backdrop to why the Sabbath is to be observed.

“Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt”

You may recall from a couple of weeks ago that we heard the account of God giving the Ten Commandments from the book of Exodus. There is a subtle difference between that account and today’s account from Deuteronomy for the fourth commandment.
In Exodus the commandment was to remember the Sabbath to celebrate God’s creation. 

In today’s reading from Deuteronomy the commandment is to observe (to practice Sabbath-keeping, not just ‘remembering’ it); to observe the Sabbath to celebrate God bringing the people out of slavery. 
“Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt”

The new community God is bringing forward is to be different from who they were forced to be in Egypt. They are not to revert back to the enslavement that held them in Egypt; neither (and perhaps more importantly) are they to enslave others: “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt”

The gift of freedom is not to be misused to enslave others. 
Israel, better than any, know what slavery is and, in commanding them to observe the Sabbath, God sets ethical expectations on these people he has redeemed; they are to live God’s redemption.

And so “...the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work—you, or your son or your daughter, or your male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien in your towns, so that your male and female slave may rest as well as you. 15Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt.”
Sabbath is a pattern celebrating with thanksgiving the redemption from slavery.

Slaves cannot take a day off. Free people can.

Sabbath rest is a recurring testimony against the drudgery of slavery. 

The implications of observing the sabbath are widespread – to each person and all around the person: people and animals. Anyone who hears God’s commandment must pursue Sabbath with others, as a community. 
God’s redemption is intended for all, so to claim God’s freedom for oneself but to act in a way that enslaves others, betrays God’s purposes. Observing the Sabbath is a community affair, taking its pattern from both God’s creation and redemption.

 Observing the Sabbath by not working one day of the week is a reminder of identity: “15Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the Lord your God commanded you to keep the sabbath day.” 

In observing the Sabbath we are reminded of the often-told saying about our identity: we are human beings, not human doings. 
Although we are in continuity with the story of Israel, we know that as Christians our identity is different, in that our relationship with God is not through a perpetual covenant made on Mount Sinai, but through Jesus Christ.
And similarly, although Sabbath-keeping is continuous with Israel’s redemption from slavery in Egypt, for us Sabbath-keeping is primarily linked to another act of redemption. 
The first day of the week, Sunday, is the day of Christ’s Resurrection. 
God’s ultimate act of redemption is in raising His crucified Son from death, and it is this day of the week that Christians recognised as most holy. 
In Christ, God declares His commitment to us, living among us; a Jewish man (within God’s continuous story) who taught with confidence full of grace and truth, embodying a new humanity. 
With his disciples, with Mary and Martha, Jesus shows what it means to be fully human...

He shows us a new set of priorities, 
how to pray, 
how to pursue God’s justice. 
Jesus show us a new attitude to Sabbath-keeping, 
Jesus shows us how to rest, 
in whom we find a resting place, 
how to focus on God.

Jesus spoke to Martha, but could equally be speaking to us: “Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing.”

We find our ‘Exodus’ in Jesus.

It is God raising Jesus from death that secures the promise of our own resurrection, as humanity is rescued from the slavery of sin and death.  
And so it is this act of redemption that Christians celebrate in the weekly pattern of Sunday Sabbath; the first day of the week where we mark as holy in our rest from work and in our worship. 
As the first day of the week Sunday Sabbath speaks of new beginnings, new creation, new hope. 

As well as the first day of the week, the early Christians also saw Sunday as the eighth day of the week – the day when the future burst into the present. 

The day of resurrection is the day of promise; the day anticipating the great banquet at the end of time.
We find our identity in this act of redemption; we are known as the ‘Resurrection Community’. 
The Sabbath helps us not only remember the Resurrection is enables us to live the Resurrection.

How do we feel about our identity as linked to the Sabbath?

It will depend on our understanding of Sabbath. 

If we see it as strict rule-keeping, obligations carried out with a burden of guilt we may look more like Martha in the Gospel story.

If we see Sabbath as our response to the gracious gifts of God we will more likely choose the better part, as Mary did in her attentiveness to the Giver of Life.

Rather than feeling locked into rigid modes of Sabbath-keeping (which may in themselves be enslaving) we could explore together what specific forms Sabbath-keeping might take today.
We could decide not to drive our cars on the Sabbath, 
relinquish shopping, 
the use of money, 
or email.

It is a similar principle some adopt in this season of Lent; giving something up to focus our attention on God, marking time as holy, intentionally activating simplicity in our living.

And whilst we tend to do that individually, Sabbath-keeping invites us to consider how we do this communally. To do so helps us sustain patterns that are counter-cultural and will be challenged by the pressures of productivity, consumption and ‘successfulness’. So let us support one another to re-discover Sabbath as a day of rest.
I started this sermon with a story about Naomi and I having coffee at the Deli in Karori, and I want to conclude with a poem shown to me this week by Naomi from a book she’s reading at the moment.  It’s a recently-published book by Desmond Tutu and his daughter titled ‘Made For Goodness’
.
As I read the poem, may we hear the gentle voice of God; the God of Exodus and Resurrection...

My child, I made you for myself .

I made you like myself.

I delight in you.

My heart aches with pity

When you smother joy under the onslaught of busyness.

Then there is barely a minute

To pause and listen for me.

You run everywhere looking for life,

Searching for the life of life

All the while I am here.

I am as close as a prayer.

I am breathing in your breath.

You look for me in the pleasures of life.

Things pile upon things,

Experiences crowd out experiences,

Places run together in a hazy blur,

And still you don't find that one thing that will satisfy you.

But I am here.

I am as close as a prayer.

I am breathing in your breath.

I made you for myself ,

I wanted you.

I made you like myself,

I made you good and I made you free.

Listen! For I have carved in you the heart to hear.

Listen and know that I am near.

I am as close as a prayer.

I am breathing in your breath.

Before you speak the word of worry or worship I hear you.

Before you sing your delight or moan your anguish I speak.

I am here.

I am as close as a prayer,

I am breathing in your breath.

With each breath I choose life for you.

I paint the pattern of joy in your heart and leave it there for you to find.

I build the frame of your flourishing in the center of your being and

call you to search it out.

I kindled the spark of goodness in you.

With each breath I fan the flame.

I am here.

I am as close as a prayer

I am breathing in your breath.

With each breath you choose, my child, for you are free.

Will you breathe with me the breath of life?

Will you claim the joy I have prepared for you?

Will you seek me out and find me here?

Will you whisper the prayer?

Will you breathe in my breath?

� HarperCollins, New York (2010).





