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*** 

 

At its most basic, keeping sabbath means refraining from labor for one day out of every 

week. For our Jewish brothers and sisters, that day runs from Friday at sunset until Saturday at 

sunset. Preparations are made every Friday to prepare for Shabbat. Whatever one wishes to eat 

and drink must be made ahead of time. If the house is to be clean and orderly, things must be put 

in their places before night falls. Once the Shabbat candles are lit, the Lord’s Day arrives like a 

familiar friend, and all inner and outer straining is set aside. It is a day for song and fellowship, 

for spiritual reading and contemplation, for playful and restorative enjoyment of the natural 

world – yes, for remembering one’s essential humanity and worth apart from the grind of 

production and consumption that characterizes the other six days of the week. 

 

It’s a wise and healthy thing to do, dedicating a portion of time to God, in the same 

manner that a tithe is a dedicated portion of income. A loosened grasp on things allows for 

trusting faith and generous living. Christians throughout the church’s history have adopted the 

Jewish sabbath practice into their own lives, and its meaning runs the gamut from self-care to 

abstention from exploitative economic systems.  

 

Keeping the sabbath is the fourth of the ten commandments, and there are two versions of 

the ten commandments in the Hebrew Bible – Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. Interestingly, their 

sabbath commandments differ. Keeping the sabbath is never in question, but why one keeps the 

sabbath, the theological reason for the act, changes. Here’s how Exodus (20:8-11) puts it:  

 

Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your 

work. But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work – 

you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the resident 

alien in your towns. For in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that 

is in them, but rested on the seventh day; therefore, the Lord blessed the sabbath day and 

consecrated it.  

 

 Deuteronomy (5:12-15) keeps the first part just about the same. But when it comes to the 

“why,” here’s what is says: Remember 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. 

 

The first version of the commandment grounds the sabbath in Creation. After God had 

birthed light and land, wind and wave, trout and magpies and aspens and human beings, God 

rested in God’s love for the world, delighted in the simple be-ing of things. God consecrated a 

gift of time for all people to share in that rest. Lest any think they need to earn their worth 

through the use of their time, the sabbath says, “From the foundation of the world, you are very 

good in God’s eyes. Rest in that truth. Dance in the grain fields and eat of the harvest.” 
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 The second version from Deuteronomy shifts the reason for sabbath-ing to the Exodus 

event, the day God released the Israelites from their Egyptian slavery. I have observed the misery 

of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I 

know their sufferings (Exod. 3:7). With plagues and parted seas and pillars of fire and smoke, 

God released the people from their bondage to cruel and endless work. And so, here the 

commandment to rest is linked to the ongoing need human beings have to both give and receive 

release from oppression. The sabbath says, “God has already freed you from endless toil; don’t 

bind yourselves again, and don’t bind others. Rest in that release. Stretch out your withered 

hand.” 

 

 Creation and Exodus, pressed together in the memory like cupped hands, catch much of 

the grace that God seeks to give us. Christian monks call it “ora et labora”: prayer and labor. The 

modern mystic might call it “contemplation and resistance.” John Wesley divided spiritual 

practices into “works of piety” and “works of mercy.” The inner and the outer, loving God and 

loving others, creation and liberation, blessing and release. In a manic world that tempts us into 

believing that busyness, productivity, accumulation, and consumption are ways of laying hold of 

our blessing or procuring our freedom, the sabbath reminds us that God’s love and freedom are 

given unconditionally. We are not what we do or what we have. Letting go and letting God be 

God, releasing others into their own blessedness – that is “the path of life” and “fullness of joy” 

(Ps. 16:11).   

 

  The Sabbath is absolutely central to Israelite religion and Jewish faith. It is the time to 

refresh and recommit one’s life in the presence of a Creator who loves the creation and who has 

intervened in human history to set captives free. Because this was such an important mark of 

religious and cultural identity, the Pharisees of Jesus’ time, constantly pressured as they were by 

the secularizing influences of occupying powers, placed more and more rules upon the 

observance of the day. They loaded it down with secondary laws in order to conjure a “true 

Israel” of utmost piety and holiness. Maybe in their fear of losing sabbath they lost sight of what 

the sabbath was for, for they brought into a day of rest an anxious compulsion to observe, 

evaluate, and control others – and thus secure their destiny before God. Maybe they forgot that 

God already delighted in them, and had already released them. 

 

It is almost comical to imagine the Pharisees plodding along behind Jesus’ disciples in 

the grainfields, clipboards in hand, just waiting to catch them in some sort “harvest,” which 

would be classified as prohibited labor. In the synagogue, worshipping the very God had 

established them as a people by delivering their ancestors from Egypt, they balk as Jesus heals a 

man’s infirmity. Angry and grieved, Jesus tells them that he is living inside the purpose of 

sabbath by releasing the man from the very thing that foils his blessed rest.  

 

 Jesus’ words are crucial here: “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind 

for the sabbath.” This is similar to the question about fasting in the passage before this one, and 

the teaching about the wineskins. The sabbath, like any spiritual practice, is a gift to us, a way of 

opening our lives to the Always-Already Present God. The sabbath comes to bless us and give us 

release. It ignites a desire in us to extend that blessing and release to all who are poor and poor in 

spirit, as in the Exodus, and even to all creaturely life, as in Creation.  
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If we were made for the sabbath, we’d have to conform to the sabbath’s expectations, and 

arrange our lives in such a way to make us worthy. But the whole point of the sabbath is that we 

don’t have to conform or arrange or control things – we can let go, let go of ourselves to rest in 

our original blessing, remove the obstacles that stand in the way of others resting in their 

blessing. To alleviate suffering, to establish peace, to tenderly touch real human need – the 

sabbath is for works such as these.    

 

 When Jesus says, “so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath,” he is saying that, as a 

human being in whom the fullness of God is pleased to dwell, he both shares with us our deep 

desire for blessing and release, and he has the authority to give them and verify them in our 

midst. He was with God in the beginning, and all things came into being through him – including 

the sabbath day. The eternal I AM dancing in the grainfields of Galilee, he is the Lord of the 

sabbath, the Lord of time, the maker of evening and morning, of this day and all days, and he 

gives freely to all who come to him, who draw close to his body.  

 

With Jesus, all our time might be sabbath time. Heavy laden, we come to him, for he will 

give us rest (Matt 11:28).  

 

 Do we want to be blessed? To hear God’s voice in the deep places of our innermost self, 

calling us by name, declaring us “very good”? 

 

It is so today with Jesus. 

 

 Do we want to be released? To feel the cycle stop, the burden lift, the oppression cease?  

 

It is so today with Jesus. 

 

This week, dedicate some time to sitting with that word: rest.  

 

Perhaps spend some time in quiet breath prayer, offering the word “blessing” as you 

inhale, “release” as you exhale, or focusing on the word “rest” with each breath, or simply 

holding the name of “Jesus” in your awareness.  

 

Or, if you feel moved, go out into the living world that is fast preparing for its own 

season of rest, and let it embrace you.  

 

Or write “rest” at the top of a blank page and journal about it, make a collage, lay down 

some shapes and colors. 

 

What does it mean for you to experience rest?  

 

When you think of rest, what images come to mind – what does rest look like, feel like, 

smell like, taste like?  

 

When you are at rest, how does that rest infuse your body, your mind, your heart?  
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Does the idea of rest conjure feelings of shame, despair, anxiety? Feelings of delight, 

deep longing? 

 

What threatens your rest from within and without? 

 

Can you catch hold of a memory? Can you begin to see a new future? 

 

Ask God to hold you in the light, to speak your name.  

 

Ask Christ to draw near to you.  

 

Ask the Holy Spirit to open the illuminations of your own mind as it is allowed to play in 

these long, interrupted moments of perception.  

 

And then, with fresh eyes, see the need for rest and release all around you, in the world 

and in your neighborhood.  

 

With fresh intention, speak the blessing of rest and release to those who need it, to the 

creatures and the trees and the poor and the poor in spirit.  

 

May the divine presence in you hold all the world in the light of God, and may your feet 

be swift to carry throughout the world, the message of peace. 

 

Amen. 


