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Prologue:
Autobiography of
an epidemic

It's a Sunday night, 10 p.m. Head up against the glass of an
Uber, too tired to even sit up straight. | taught six times
today—yes, six. The church | pastor just added another
gathering. That's what you do, right? Make room for people?
| made it until about talk number four; | don’t remember any-
thing after that. I'm well beyond tired—erﬁbtionally, mentally,
even spiritually.

When we first went to six, | called up this megachurch pastor
in California who’d been doing six for a while.

“How do you do it?” | asked.
“Easy,” he said. “It's just like running a marathon once a week.”

“Okay, thanks.”



Click.

Wait . . . isn’t a marathon really hard?

| take up long-distance (unning.

He has an affair and drops out of church.
That does not bode well for my future.

Home now, late dinner. Can't sleep; that dead-tired-but-wired
feeling. Crack open a beer. On the couch, watching an
obscure kung fu movie nobody’s ever heard of. Chinese, with
subtitles. Keanu Reeves is the bad guy.! Love Keanu. | sigh;
lately, I'm ending most nights this way, on the couch, long
after the family has gone to bed. Never been remotely into
kung fu before; it makes me nervous. Is this the harbinger of
mental illness on the horizon?

“It all started when he got obsessed with indie martial arts
movies .. .”

™ But the thing is, | feel like a ghost. Half alive, half dead. More
numb than anything elss; flat, one dimensional. Emotionally |
live with an undercurrent of a nonstop anxiety that rarely goes
away, and a tinge of sadness, but mostly | just feel blaaah
spiritually . . . empty. It’s like my soul is hollow.

My life is so fast. And | like fast. I'm type A. Driven. A get-
crap-done kind of guy. But we're well past that now. | work
six days a week, early to late, and it’s still not enough time to
get it all done. Worse, | feel hurried. Like I'm tearing through
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each day, so busy with life that I'm missing out on the moment.

And what is life but a series of moments?
Anybody? | can’t be the only one . . .

Monday morning. Up early. In a hurry to get to the office.
Always in a hurry. Another day of meetings. | freaking hate
meetings. I'm introverted and creative, and like most millen-
nials | get bored way too easily. Me in a lot of meetings is a
terrible idea for all involved. But our church grew really fast,
and that’s part of the trouble. | hesitate to say this because,
trust me, if anything, it’s embarrassing: we grew by over a
thousand people a year for seven years straight. | thought this
was what | wanted. | mean, a fast-growing church is every
pastor’s dream. But some lessons are best learned the hard
way: turns out, | don’t actually want to be the CEO/executive
director of a nonprofit/HR expert/strategy guru/leader of
leaders of leaders, etc.

| got into this thing to teach the way of Jesus.

~

Is this the way of Jesus?

Speaking of Jesus, | have this terrifying thought lurking at the

back of my mind. This nagging question of conscience that
won’'t go away.

Who am | becoming?
| just hit thirty (level threel), so | have a little time under my

belt. Enough to chart a trajectory to plot the character arc of
my life a few decades down the road.
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I stop.

Breathe.

Envision myself at forty. Fifty. Sixty.
ft's not pretty.

| see a man who is “successful,” but by all the wrong metrics:
church size, book sales, speaking invites, social stats, etc.,
and the new American dream—your own Wikipedia page. In
spite of all my talk about Jesus, | see a man who is emotion-
ally unhealthy and spiritually shallow. I'm still in my marriage,
but it's duty, not delight. My kids want nothing to do with the
church; she was the mistress of choice for Dad, an illicit lover
| ran to, to hide from the pain of my wound. I'm basically who
I am today but older and worse: stressed out, on edge, quick
to snap at the people I love most, unhappy, preaching a way
of life that sounds better than it actually is.

N

Oh, and always in a hurry.

FVhy am | in such a rush to become somebody | don't even
like?

It hits me like a freight train; in America you can be a success
as a pastor and a failure as an apprentice of Jesus; you can

gain a church and lose your soul.

[ don’t want this to be my life . . .
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Fast-forward three months: flying home from London. Spent
the week learning from my charismatic Anglican friends about
life in the Spirit; it’s like a whole other dimension to reality that
I've been missing out on. But with each mile east, 'm flying
back to a life | dread.

The night before we left, this guy Ken prayed for me in his
posh English accent; he had a word for me about coming to
a fork in the road. One road was paved and led to a city with
lights. Another was a dirt road into a forest; it led into the
dark, into the unknown. I'm to take the unpaved road.

| have absolutely no idea what it means. But it means some-
thing, | know. As he said it, | felt my soul tremor under God.
But what is God saying to me?

Catching up on email; planes are good for that. I'm behind, as
usual. Bad news again; a number of staff are upset with me.
I'm starting to question the whole megachurch thing. Not so
much the size of a church but the way of doing church.2 Is
this really it? A bunch of people coming to listen to a talk and
then going back to their overbusy lives? But my questions
come off angry and arrogant. ’'m so emotionally unhealthy,
I'm just leaking chemical waste over our poor staff.

What's that leadership axiom?
“As go the leaders, so goes the church.”®
Dang, | sure hope our church doesn’t end up like me.

Sitting in aisle seat 21C, musing over how to answer another
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tense email, a virgin thought comes to the surface of my
mind. Maybe it’s the thin atmosphere of thirty thousand feet,
but | don’t think so. This thought has been trying to break out
for months, if not years, but I've not let it. It's too dangerous.
Too much of a threat to the status quo. But the time has
come for it to be uncéged, let loose in the wild.

[Here it is: What if | changed my life?

R

Another three months and a thousand hard conversations
later, dragging every pastor and mentor and friend and family
member into the vortex of the most important decision 've
ever made, I'm sitting in an elder meeting. Dinner is over. It's
just me and our core leaders. This is the moment. From here
on, my autobiography will fall into the “before” or “after”
category.

[ say it: “l resign.”

Well, not resign per se. I'm not quitting. We're a multisite
church. {As if one church isn’t more than enough for a guy
like me to lead.) Our largest church is in the suburbs; I've
spent the last ten years of my life there, but my heart’s always
been in the city. All the way back to high school, | remember
driving my '77 Volkswagen Bus up and down Twenty-Third
Street and dreaming of church planting downtown.# Our
church in the city is smaller. Much smaller. On way harder
ground; urban Portland is a secular wunderland—all the
cards are against you down here. But that’s where | feel the
gravity of the Spirit weighing on me to touch down.
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So not resign, more like demote myself. | want to lead one
church at a time. Novel concept, right? My dream is to slow
down, simplify my life around abiding. Walk to work. | want to
reset the metrics for success, | say. | want to focus more on
who | am becoming in apprenticeship to Jesus. Can | do
that?

They say yes.
(Most likely they are thinking, Finally.)

People will talk; they always do: He couldn’t hack it (true).
Wasn't smart enough (not true). Wasn’t tough enough (okay,
mostly true). Or here’s one | will get for months: He's turning
his back on God’s call on his life. Wasting his gift in obscurity.
Farewell. '

Let them talk: | have new metrics now.

I end my ten-year run at the church. My family and | take a
sabbatical. It’s a sheer act of grace. | spend the first half
comatose, but slowly | wake back up to(rﬁ”y soul. | come back
to a much smaller church. We move into the city; | walk to
work. | start therapy. One word: wow. Turns out, | need a lot
of it. | focus on emotional health. Work fewer hours. Date my
wife. Play Star Wars Legos with my kids. (It's for them, really.)
Practice Sabbath. Detox from Netflix. Start reading fiction for
the first time since high school. Walk the dog before bed. You
know, five.

Sounds great, right? Utopian even? Hardly. | feel more like a
drug addict coming off meth. Who am | without the mega? A
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queue of people who want to meet with me? A late-night
email flurry? A life of speed isn’t easy to walk away from. But
in time, | detox. Feel my soul open up. There are no fireworks
in the sky. Change, is slow, gradual, and intermittent-three
steps forward, a step, or two back..Some days | nalil it; others,
! siip back into hurry. But for the first time in years, I'm moving
toward maturity, one inch at a time. Becoming more like
Jesus. And more like my best self,

Even better: | feel God again.

| feel my own soul.

I'm on the unpaved road with no clue where it leads, but
that’s okay. | honestly value who I’'m becoming over where |

end up. And for the first time in years, I’'m smiling at the
horizon.

My Uber ride home to binge-watch Keanu Reeves was five
years and as many lifetimes ago. So much has changed
since then. This little book was born out of my short and
mostly uneventful autobiography, my journey from a life of
hurry to a life of, well, something else.

In a way, I’'m the worst person to write about hurry. I'm the
guy angling at the stoplight for the lane with two cars instead
of three; the guy bragging about being the “first to the office,
last to go home”; the fast-walking, fast-talking, chronic-
multitasking speed addict (to clarify, not that kind of speed
addict). Or at least | was. Not anymore. | found an off-ramp
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from that life. So maybe I'm the best person to write a book
on hurry? You decide.

| don’t know your story. The odds are, you aren’t a former
megachurch pastor who burned out and had a mid-life
crisis at age thirty-three. It’s more likely that you're a college
student at USD or a twentysomething urbanite in Chicago
or a full-time mom in Melbourne or a middle-aged insurance
broker in Minnesota. Getting started in life or just trying to
keep going.

The Korean-born German philosopher Byung-Chul Han ends
his book The Burnout Society with a haunting observation of
most people in the Western world: “They are too alive to die,

and too dead to live.”®

That was me to the proverbial T.
Is it you? Even a little?

We all have our own story of trying to stay sane in the day
and age of iPhones and Wi-Fi and the twenty-four-hour news
cycle and urbanization and ten-lane freeways with soul-
crushing traffic and nonstop noise and a frenetic ninety-miles-
per-hour life of go, go, go . . .

Think of this book like you and4me meeting up for a cup of
Portland coffee (my favorite is a good Kenyan from Heart on
Twelfth) and me downloading everything I've learned over the
last few years about how to navigate the treacherous waters
of what French philosopher Gilles Lipovetsky calls the
“hypermodern” world.®
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But honestly: everything | have to offer you, I'm stealing from
the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, my rabbi, and so
much more.

My favorite invitation of Jesus comes to us via Matthew’s
gospel:

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and |
will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from
me, for [ am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find
rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is
light.”

Do you feel “weary”?
~What about “burdened”?

Anybody feel a bone-deep tiredness not just in your mind or
body but in your soul?

If so, you're not alone.

Jesus invites all of us to take Up the “easy” yoke He has—on
offer to all—an easy way to shouilder the welght of life with his
triumvirate of love, joy, and peace. As Eugene Peterson
translated Jesus’ iconic line: “to live freely and lightly.”®

What if the secret to a happy life—and it is a secret, an open
one but a secret nonetheless; how else do so few people
know it?—what if the secret isn’t “out there” but much closer
to home? What if all you had to do was slow down long
enough for the merry-go-round blur of life to come into focus?

10 The Ruthless Elimination of Hurry

What if the secret to the life we crave is actually “easy”?
Now, let me clarify a few things before we begin:

First, I'm not you. While glaringly obvious, it needs to be said.
I'm guessing this anti-hurry manifesto will grate on some of
you; it did on me at first. It exposes the deep ache in all of us
for a life that is different from the one we're currently living.
The temptation will be to write me off as unrealistic or out of

touch:

He has no idea what'’s it’s like to be a single mom working
two jobs just trying to pay off debt and make rent each week.

You're right; | don't.

He's woefully out of touch with life as an executive in the
social Darwinism of the marketplace.

That might be true.

He doesn’t get what it's like in my city/nation/generation.

[ might not.

| simply ask you to hear me out.

Secondly, I'm not Jesus. Just one of his many apprentices

who have been at it for a while. Again, obvious. My agenda
for our time together is simple: to pass on some of the best

things I've learned from sitting at the feet of the master. A
man whose closest friends all said he was anointed with the
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oil of joy more than any of his companions.® My translation:
he was the happiest person alive.

Most of us don’t even think to look to Jesus for advice on
how to be happy. For that we look to the Dalai Lama or our
local mindfulness studio or Tal Ben-Shahar’s positive psy-
chology class at Harvard. They all have good things to say,
and for that I'm grateful. But Jesus is in a class of his own;
hold him up against any teacher, tradition, or philosophy—:
religious or secular, ancient or modern—from Socrates to the
Buddha to Nietzsche to your yogi podcaster of choice. For
me Jesus remains the most brilliant, most insightful, most
thought-provoking teacher to ever walk the earth. And he
walked slowly (more on that in a bit). So rather than buckle up,
settle in. ’

On that note, finally, let me say it straight up: If you want Fast

and Faster, this isn’t the book for you. In fact, you don’t really

have time to read a book; maybe skim the first chapter? Then
you'd better get back at it.

If you want a quick fix or a three-step formula in an easy
acronym, this book isn’t for you either. There’s no silver bullet
for life. No life hack for the soul. Life is extraordinarily com-
plex. Change is even more so. Anybody who says differently
is selling you something.

But...

If you're weary . . .

If you're tired of life as you know it . . .
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If you have a sneaking suspicion that there might be a better
way to be human . ..

That you might be missing the whole point . . .

That the metrics for success our culture handed you might be
skewed . . .

That said “success” might turn out to look a lot like failure . . .

Above all, if your time has come and you'’re ready to go on a
counterintuitive and very countercultural journey to explore
your soul in the reality of the kingdom . . .

Then enjoy the read. This book isn’t long or hard to under-
stand. But we have secretsto tell . . .-
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Part
one:

The
problem-




Hurry: the great enemy
of spiritual life

Last week | had lunch with my mentor John. Okay, confes-
sion: he’s not actually my mentor; he’s way out of my league,
but we regularly have lunch and | ask a barrage of questions
about life, notepad open. John is the kind of person you meet
and immediately think, / want to be like that when | grow up.
He's blisteringly smart but more—wise. Yef he never comes
off remotely pretentious or stuck up. Instead, he’s joyful,
easygoing, comfortable in his own skin, a raging success
(but not in that annoying celebrity way), kind, curious, present
to you and the moment . . . Basically, he’s a lot like how |
imagine Jesus.!

John (last name Ortberg) happens to be a pastor and writer
in California who was mentored by another herc of mine,
Dallas Willard. If you don’t know that name, you're welcome.?
Willard was a philosopher at the University of Southern



California but is best known outside academia as a teacher
of the way of Jesus. More than any teacher outside the library
of Scripture, his writings have shaped the way | follow—or as
he would say, apprentice under—Jesus.? All that to say, John
was a mentee of Willard for over twenty years, until Willard’s
death in 2013. ‘ |

[ never got the chance to meet Willard, so the first time John
and | sat down in Menlo Park, | immediately started pumping
him for stories. We hit gold.

Here’s one ! just can’t stop thinking about:

John calls up Dallas to ask for advice. It's the late *90s, and
at the time John was working at Willow Creek Community
Church in Chicago, one of the most influential churches in the
world. John himself is a well-known teacher and best-selling
author—the kind of guy you figure pretty much has appren-
ticeship to Jesus down. But behind the scenes he feltlike

he was getting sucked into the vortex of megachurch

insanity.

| could relate.

So he calls up Willard and asks, “What do | need to do to
become the me | want to be?”4

There’s a long silence on the other end of the line . . .

According to John, “With Willard there’s always a long silence
on the other end of the line.”
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Then: “You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life.”
Can we just hit stop for a minute and agree, that’s brilliant’?
Thanks . ..

John then scribbles that line down in his journal—sadly this
was before Twitter; otherwise that would have broken the
internet. Then he asks, “Okay, what else?”

Anocther long silence . . .

Willard: “There is nothing else. Hurry is the great enemy of
spiritual life in our day. You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry
from your life.”

End of story.®

When [first heard that, | felt a deep resonance with reality.
Hurry is the root problem underneath so many of the symp- .
toms of toxicity in our world. .

And yet Willard’s reply is not what | would expect. I live in one
of the most secular, progressive cities in America, but if you
were to ask me, What is the great challenge to your spiritual
life in Portland? I'm not sure what I'd say.

Most likely I'd say it’'s modernity or postmodernity or liberal
theology or the popularization of the prosperity gospel or the
redefinition of sexuality and marriage or the erasure of gender
or internet porn or the millions of questions people have
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about violence in the Old Testament or the fall of celebrity
pastors or Donald Trump. | don’t know.

How would you answer that question?
[ bet very few of us would default to “hurry” as our answer.

But read the Bible: Satan doesn’t show up as a demon with
a pitchfork and gravelly smoker voice or as Will Ferrell with an
electric guitar and fire on Saturday Night Live. He's far more
intelligent than we give him credit for. Today, you're far more
likely to run into the enemy in the form of an alert on your
phone while you're reading your Bible or a multiday Netflix
binge or a full-on dopamine addiction to Instagram or a
Saturday morning at the office or another soccer game on a
Sunday or commitment after commitment after commitment-
in a life of speed.

Corrie ten Boom once said that if the devil can’t make you
sin, he’ll make you busy. There’s truth in that. Both sin and
@syness have the exact same effect—they cut off your
connection to God, to other people, and even to your own
soul.

—

The famous psychologist Carl Jung had this little saying:
“ Hurry is not of the devil; hurry is the devil.
Jung, by the way, was the psychologist who developed the

framework of the introvert and extrovert personality types and
whose work later became the basis for the Myers-Briggs
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Type Indicator test. (INTJ, anybody?) Suffice to say: he knew
what he was talking about.

Recently | was running the vision of our church by my thera-
pist, who is this Jesus-loving, ubersmart PhD. Our dream
was to re-architect our communities around apprenticeship
to Jesus. (That feels so odd to write because what else would
we be doing as a church?) He loved it but kept saying the
same thing: “The number one problem you will face is time.
People are just too busy to live emotionally healthy and
spiritually rich and vibrant lives.”

What do people normally answer when you ask the custom-
ary, “How are you?”

“Oh, good—ijust busy.”

Pay attention and you'll find this answer everywhere—across
ethnicity, gender, stage of life, even class. College students
are busy. Young parents are busy. Empty nesters living on a
golf course are busy. CEOs are busy; so are baristas and
part-time nannies. Americans are busy, Kiwis are busy,
Germans are busy—we're all busy.

Granted, there is a healthy kind of busyness where your life
is full with things that matter, not wasted on empty leisure or
trivial pursuits. By that definition Jesus himself was busy. The
broblem isn't when you have a lot to do; it's when you have
too much to do and the only way to keep the quota up is to
hurry.
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That kind of busy is what has us all reeling.

Michael Zigarelli from the Charleston Southern University
School of Business conducted the Obstacles to Growth
Survey of over twenty thousand Christians across the globe
and identified busyness as a major distraction from?piritual
life. Listen carefully to his hypothesis:

———y
e

[t may be the case that (1) Christians are assimilating -

to a culture of busyness, hurry and overload, which leads
to (2) God becoming more marginalized in Christians’
lives, which leads to (3) a deteriorating relationship with
God, which leads to (4) Christians becoming even more
vulnerable to adopting secular assumptions about how
to live, which leads to (56) more conformity to a culture of
busyness, hurry and overload. And then the cycle begins
again.®

And pastors, by the way, are the worst. He rated busyness in
my profession right up there with lawyers.and doctors.

I mean, not me. Other pastors . . .

As the Finnish proverb so eloquently quips, “God did not

create hurrx.”

This new speed of life isn't Christian; it’s anti-Christ. Think
about it: What has the highest value in Christ’s kingdom
economy? Easy: love. Jesus made that crystal clear. He said
the greatest command in all of the Torah was to “love the
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your sout . . .
and with all your strength,” followed only by, “love your
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neighbor as yourself.”” But love is painfully time consuming.
All parents know this, as do all lovers and most long-term
friends.

f—

Hurry and love are incompatible. All my worst moments as a
father, a husband, and a pastor, even as a human being, are
when I'm in a hurry—late for an appointment, behind on my
unrealistic to-do list, trying to cram too much into my day. |
ooze anger, tension, a critical nagging—the antitheses of love.|
if you don’t believe me, next time you're Fying to get your
type B wife and three young, easily distracted children out of
the house and you’re running late (a subject on which | have
a wealth of experience), just pay attention to how you relate
to them. Does it look and feel like love? Or is it far more in
the vein of agitation, anger, a biting comment, a rough glare?
Hurry and love are oil and water: they simply do not mix.

Hence, in the apostle Paul’s definition of /cive, the first de-
scriptor is “patient.”®

& There’s a reason pecple talk about “watking” with God, not

running” with God. It’s because God is love.

In his book Three Mile an Hour God, the late Japanese
theologian Kosuke Koyama put this language around it:

God walks “slowly” because he is love. If he is not love he
would have gone much faster. Love has its__spg_e_d. [t is an
inner speed. It is a spiritual speed. It is a different kind of
speed from the technological speed to which we are
accustomed. It is “slow” yet it is lord over all other speeds
since it is the speed of love.®
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In our culture slow is a pejorative. When somebody has a low
IQ, we dub him or her slow. When the service at a restaurant
is lousy, we call it slow. When a movie is boring, again, we
complain that it's slow. Case in point, Merriam-Webster:
“mentally dull: stupid: naturally inert or sluggish: lacking in
readiness, promptnes\s,br willingness.”°

The message is clear: slow is bad; fast is good.
But in the upside-down kingdom, our value system is turned

on its head: hurry is of the devil: slow is of Jesus, because
Eesus is what love looks like in flesh and bigod.

The same is true for joy and peace—two of the other core
realities of the kingdom. Love, joy, and peace are the trium-
virate at the heart of Jesus’s kingdom vision. All three are
more than just emotions; they are overall conditions of the
heart. They aren’t just pleasant feelings; they are the kinds of
people we become through our apprenticeship to Jesus, who
embodies all three ad infinitum.

And all three are incompatible with hurry.

Think of joy. All the spiritual masters from inside and outside
the Jesus tradition agree on this one (as do secular psycholo-
gists, mindfulness experts, etc.): if there’s a secret to happi-
ness, it's simple—presence to the moment. The more present
we are to the now, the more joy we tap into.

And peace? Need | even make a case? Think of when you're
in a hurry for your next event, running behind: Do you feel the

24 The problem

e B

T T T T g

e TP = A G SR T 7

deep shalom of God in your soyl? A grounded, present sense
of calm and well-being?

To restate: love, joy, and peace are at the heart of all Jesus is
trying to grow in the soil of your life. And all three are incom-
patible with hurry.

Again, if you don’t believe me, next time you’re dragging the
family (or if you're single, the roommate) out the door, pay
attention to your heart. Is it love and joy and peace you feel?
Of course not. :

At lunch my non-mentor mentor John wisely observed: |
cannot live in the kingdom of God with a hurried soul.”

Nobody can.

Not only does hurry keep us from the love, joy, and peace of
the kingdom of God—the very core of what all human beings
crave—but it also keeps us from God himself simply by
stealing our attention. And with hurry, we always lose more
than we gain. -

Here for the win, Walter Adams, the spiritual director to C. S.
Lewis:

Hurry is the death of prayer and only impedes and spoils

[\ To walk with Jesus is to walk with a slow, unhurried pace.
our work. It never advances it."

Meaning, very little can be done with hurry that can’'t be done
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better without it. Especially our lives with God. And even our
work for God.

Here from Ronald Rolheiser, my undisputed favorite Catholic
writer of all time, with hurricane force:

Today, a number of historical circumstances are blindl‘y

flowing together and accidentally conspiring to produce

a climate within which it is difficult not just to think about

God or to pray, but simply to have any interior depth

whatsoever. . . .

We, for every kind of reason, good and bad, are

distracting ourselves into spiritual oblivion.

~ Itis not that we have anything against God, depth,
(\and spirit, we would like these, it is just that we are
habitually too preoccupied to have any of these show
up on our radar screens. We are more busy than bad,
more distracted than nonspiritual, and more interested
in the movie theater, the sports stadium, and the shop-
ping mall and the fantasy life they produce in us than we
are in church. Pathological busyness, distraction, and
restlessness are major blocks today within our spiritual
\ lives.1?

I love Rolheiser’s turn of phrase: “pathological busyness.”

Again, a certain level of busyness is fine or at least
unavoidable.

There’s even a time and place for hurry—in a 911-caliber

emergency, when your wife’s water breaks or your toddler
runs into the street.
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But let’s be honest: those moments are few and far between.
The pathological busyness that most of us live with as our
default setting, the chronic hurry we assume is normal, is far
more, well, pathdlogical, as in the technical sort: a pathogen
let loose into a mass population, resulting in disease or death.

We hear the refrain “I'm great, just busy” so often we assume
pathological busyness is okay. After all, everybody else is
busy too. But what if busyness isn’t healthy? What if it's an
airborne contagion, wreaking havoc on our collective soul?

Lately I've taken to reading poetry, which is new for me. But |
love how it forces me to slow down. You simply can’t speed-
read a good poem. Last night | picked up the Christian
savant and literary master T. S. Eliot. A little of it | even
understood, like his line about “this twittering world” where
people are “distracted from distraction by distraction.”t3
Meaning, a world with just enough distraction to avoid the
wound that could lead us to healing and life.

Again: We are “distracting ourselves into spiritual oblivion.”
As Ortberg has said,

For many of us the great danger is not that we will

a renounce our faith. It is that we will become so distracted

and rushed and preoccupied that we will settle for a
mediocre version of it. We will just skim our lives instead
of actually living them.14

Do you see what’s at stake here? It’s not just our emotional
health that’s under threat. As if that’s not enough. We move
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so fast through life that we're stressed out, on edge, quick to
snap at our spouses or kids. Sure, that’s true. But it’s even
more terrifying: our spiritual lives hang in the balance.

Could it be that Willard was right? That an overbusy, digitally
distracted life of speed is the greatest threat to spiritual life
that we face in the modern world?

| can't help but wonder if Jesus would say to our entire
generation what he said to Martha: “You are worried and
upset about many things, but few things are needed—or

indeed only one.”®

The need of the hour is for a slowdown spirituality.’®

28, The problem
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SABBATH




A WAKE-UP CALL

@ Sabbath is the most precious present humankind

has received from the treasure house of God.

ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL

I AM QUITE CERTAIN I would not be alive today if it were

not for God’s gift of sabbath. And not just a weekly sabbath day,
but also daily sabbath moments cultivated in solitude and si-
lence, and sabbatical seasons for letting the soil of my soul lie

fallow. These rhythms have given shape and form to a life—my
life—lived as a creature in the presence of my loving Creator;
these sabbath rhythms have, quite literally, kept me in the game.

But I have not always lived this way.

My wake-up call regarding God’s gift of sabbath came
when I was in my early forties, serving on staff in a high-
performance church culture, married with three busy and
athletic children, writing, teachinge and guiding others in
spiritual practices, and yet . . .I'was actively resisting sabbath.
I knew sabbath was a thing. But on a level I had not yet been
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willing to acknowledge, I was too busy, too important, too
caught in cultural expectations, to consider ceasing my work
one day a week. In addition to my grandiosity, the logistics of
family life and work made it all seem just beyond our reach.
Sunday was the only day it was even possible for our busy
family to attempt a sabbath, yet traveling sports teams com-
peted on Sundays, my husband’s place of work was open on
Sundays, and my own job on a church staff made Sunday the
busiest day of my work week! Sigh.
The deeper truth is that I just wasn’t that attracted to
sabbath as a concept. I had been raised in a fundamentalist
environment where sabbath was kept, but in a very legalistic
way. For me, sabbath had been a day of contradictions. We went
to church in the morning and since my dad was the pastor we
kids had to work very hard at behaving. Sitting in the front row
knowing people were watching us from behind while our dad
watched us eagle-eyed from the pulpit was stressful, to say the
least. Even the most minor infraction (like giggling or whis-
pering) was treated with great seriousness when we got home.
This was not restful or delightful at all.

Added to this was the fact that as the pastor’s family we
often had guests for dinner or were guests at someone else’s
home most Sundays after church. I enjoyed the communal
nature of the hospitality that was part of our sabbath routine
(in fact, T still miss it!), but I will say that the womenfolk—
including myself as “the responsible eldest”—worked very hard
at cooking, serving, and cleaning up while the menfolk visited
in the living room. In fact, I'm not sure there was any other day
of the week in which we women worked harder than we did on
that day; it didn’t take long for me to grow resentful.

4

A Wake-Up Call

Our guests usually stayed through the afternoon, so we re-
mained in our “Sunday clothes” all day, were limited in what
we were allowed to do (no biking or swimming), and then it was
back to church in the evening. All in all, sabbath was pretty
exhausting and slightly punishing, so when I left for college
and eventually established my own family, I was glad to leave
that particular brand of sabbath-keeping behind. It was conve-
nient to dismiss it as a practice we didn’t need to worry about
anymore—not to mention the fact that as a young adult I was
really into working and achieving, and Sundays were a day
when I could get a lot done. I was so driven by my goals and
aspirations that I really did not want to stop—for anything or
anybody, including God! That is, until years later [ was so tired
from my overachieving ways that in unguarded moments I
started dreaming of a way of life that was not so exhausting.

I developed a bit of ‘a guilty pleasure—reading beautiful
books about the sabbath, allowing the longing to well up within
me for a few minutes, living insidethe fantasy for just a bit, and
then setting the book aside as a private indulgence full of
pleasures I could imagine for others but not myself. I kept my
explorations to myself because I wanted to dream without
interruption—at least for a little while. I did not want the nay-
sayers telling me sabbath-keeping was not possible.

By this time I had been to seminary and understood the
basic hermeneutical principle that if you want to know what
matters to God, you look for the great themes of Scripture, the
arc if you will. The way I saw it, the theme of sabbath and rest
was a vibrant thread running throughout Scripture—I had no
patience for theologically resistant folks raising questions

about whether or not sabbath-keeping is for today and why
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Jesus didn’t teach about the sabbath.ﬁo my knowledge God
4 / had never “taken back” the gift of the sabbath—it was one of
the Ten Commandments, after all, and the best one if you
ask me!
It seemed to me that ]esus never taught about sabbath be-
rZause it was just assumed: as practicing Jews, he and his dis-
ciples kept the sabbath and that was that. Yes, he brought fresh
nuance to it by making it clear that the sabbath was made for
humankind and not humankind for the sabbath, and that he is
Lord even of the sabbath (Mark 2 :27). So rather than doing ; away
with it, he actually rescued it from legalism, reframing > it in
. Such away that it is even more life-giving for us as his followers.
And then, to put an even finer point on it, the writer of Hebrews
stated in no uncertain terms that the promise of sabbath rest
is still available to the people of God and that to refuse such
restis to harden one’s heart i Iin disobedience (Hebrews 4:9).

So, while I longed for this kind of rest and was corﬁﬁggely
convinced of its importance, biblically speaking, I did not want
to wrestle with all the complications and practical challenges
just yet. Somehow, just knowing the possibility of sabbath ex-
isted and that somebody somewhere was able to figure out how
to have it, lit up my soul from the inside. Yet it still felt impos-
sible for me.

STOPPED IN MY TRACKS

Then I had this biking accident—one I now see as something
similar to God knocking Paul off his horse and leaving him
alone and sightless for three days so he could ponder his life, I
will refrain from retelling that whole story here, except to say
that after the initial euphoria of having survived such a thing
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_wore off, I went right back to work. But as relief gave way to

other levels of awareness, God used a couple comments to help
me ponder the meaning of things. One friend, after expressing
his initial concern, laughingly commented, “Ruth, when are
you going to learn that when you’re on a bike, you can’t take on
a van?” Another friend, curious about the fact that I wasn’t
taking any time to recover, commented, “You know, you did just
get run over by a car. You could take a day off!”

And then there was this sentence from Wayne Muller’s book
Sabbath that kept buzzing around in my head like a pesky fly
buzzing against a windowpane: “If we do not allow for a rhythm
of rest in our gverly busy lives, illness becomes our Sabbath—
OET E;umon;a, our cancer, our heart attack, our accident
create Sabbath for us.”,

Boom.

I did not want to hear this. I did not want to consider the fact
that perhaps this accident, while not God’s fault, was a way in
which God was trying to tell me something. I did not want to
acknowledge the possibility that it might Qe that hard for God
to get my attention; nor did I want to face the fact that foryears
I had been thumbing my nose at human limitations, behaving
as though I Was beyénd needing a sabbath. It was a nice idea
for retired people or people who weren’t in demand, but surely
I'wasni’t one who needed a sabbath.

Except now I did.

And that is how God began nudging me to take next steps on
my sabbath journey. Unbeknownst to me, my sabbath journey
had already begun because I had been practicing solitude in a
profoundly different way than the busy “quiet times” I had
been schooled in during my youth. Through the witness of the
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desert Abbas and Ammas (particularly Henri Nouwen’s seminal
reflections in The Way of the Heart), 1 had been learning how to
cultivate solitude as a place of rest in God—body, mind, and
soul. It was wonderful. It was restful. It was bringing me back
to life. Little did I know that in my practice of solitude and
silence, I was already experiéncing what Tilden Edwards calls
“a special quality of time available daily”—a way of being in time
that is open and  receptive, restful and replems:}iﬁé “““““““““
God used my accident to stop me in my tracks—to provide
the right kind of space to really con51der my human limitations

and the layers of exhaustion that eX1sted ;Wy/\fitﬁlntme In_ this
space I was a

€ to stay with my desire for a more sustainable
existence long enough for it to takemesomewilerew Even
though I do not believe God caused the accident, I do beljeve
the Holy One used it to get my attention and draw me into his
invitation to take a next step in sabbath living—from a few
delicious sabbath moments daily to a full day once a week, and
then eventually longer sabbatical seasons—until here I am
today, able to testify that God’s gift of sabbath is far more than

A SANCTUARY IN TIME

Sabbath-keeping is a way of ordering all of life around a pattern
of working six days and then ceasing and resting on the seventh.
It helps us arrange our lives to honor the rhythm of things—
work and rest, fruitfulness and dormancy, giving and receiving,
being and doing, activism and surrender. The day itself is set
apart, devoted completely to rest, worship, and delighting in
God’s good gifts, but the other six days of the week must be

lived in such a way as to make sabbath possible. Paid work -

-
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needs to be contained within five days a week. Household
chores, shopping, and errand running need to be completed
before the sabbath comes or they need to wait. Courageous
decisions must be made about work and athletics, church and

community involvement.

This pattern of tithing one-seventh of our time back to God
is woven deep into the fabric of Christian tradition. It is a
pattern God himself established as he was doing the work of
creation, and it was incorporated into Jewish tradition in such
a way that it ordered their whole existence as a nation. For
Jewish folks, the sabbath observance began on Friday evening
and ended on Saturday evening, providing a sanctuary in time
even during seasons in their history when they had no physical
sanctuary. The practice of keeping the sabbath holy and com-
pletely set apart was and still is at the heart of their national
identity. “It was as if a whole people were in love with the

seventh day.”

I have experienced this love myself in the joy and relief that
washes over me when sabbath comes . . . when the house has
been prepared, special food has been bought, computers have
been turned off and cellphones powered down . .. when final
emails have been sent and the laptop has been closed, when
work obligations have been completed or set aside . .. when
the candles or the fireplace have been lit . . . and it is time to
stop;-whether everything has been ﬁnlshed or not. I know
what it is like to rest for hours untﬂ I have eﬁétg?to delight in
something—savory food, a good book, a leisurely walk, a long-
awaited conversation with someone I love. I know what it’s like
to feel joy, hope, and peace flow back into my body and soul

when I thought it might never come back again. I know what
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it’s like to see home and family, friends and community, differ-
ently through sabbath eyes of delight in God’s good gifts. I have
experienced rest that turns into delight, delight that turns into
gratitude, and gratitude that turns into worship. I know what it
is like to recover myself so completely that I am able, by God’s
grace, to enter back into my work with a renewed sense of God S
calling and God’s presence. ’
How could you not love a day that does all that? How could
you not sell everything you have for this pearl of great price?

A SABBATH PROGRESSION

It you ask me, sabbath is one of God’s greatest gifts to us in our
humanity—right up there with salvation through Christ. It is a
gift that is both beautiful and functional, luxurious and es-
sential all at the same time. And every time you open it, it feels
~ brand new.

For me, sabbath-keeping has been a progression that started
with cultivating a daily practice of solitude and silence as a
place.of rest in, GOd whereI began to experience for the first
time what it felt like to cease striving, to give in to the le limits of
being human, and to rest myself upon God s care and mercy.
What an amazing experience this was for one who had worked
so hard on so many things—including my spirituality—for so
long. In the process I became more aware of my drivenness and
how deeply entrenched it was. I had to really own the propen-
sities of my personality and say, “Yes, this is what’s true about
me.” Sitting uncomfortably with that admission, I could finally
get honest about just how tired I was—deep in my bones—and
this awareness prepared me to really hear God’s invitation to
set aside my work and my ceaseless striving for an entire day
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once a week. These shorter, daily periods of resting in God in
solitude gave me a taste of what could be.

As my capacity to let go and cease striving increased
through this daily practice of solitude and silence, God drew
me back to the biblical practice of a whole day set apart for
rest, worship, and delight—a practice I had rejected but now
God was returning to me in the most winsome way. Now I
wanted it badly enough that I was willing to do pretty much
anything to get it.

There were several fundamental principles that got me
started with my sabbath practice—all of which we will explore

" in different ways throughout this book. The first was really

digging in and seeking to understand God’s heart and intention
in giving us the sabbath—that we as his children would expe-
rience this rhythm of ceasing and resting, worshiping and de-
lighting. Eventually it dawned on me that everything we choose
to do or not do needs to somehow fit into God’s purposes for
this day. There is so much to this that it will take the first half
of this book to plumb the depths! -

The second principle is that it is important to establish a
regular rhythm if at all possible. The human body and soul is
accustomed to.living in rhythms— rhythrns of nlght and day,

rhythrns of the seasons, rhythms of eating three meals a day,

and so on. Part of the restfulness of sabbath is know1ng that it
alwdgz?»c“omes at the same interval so we’re not making deci-
sions about it every week. When sabbath is not observed on the
same day evéry week, there will be weeks when we go longer

than seven days without a sabbath, and that is not optimal.

E After seven days without rest, we risk becoming dangerously
t

ired and unable to bring our best selves to anyone or anything.
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\Third, I eventually grasped that sabbath-keeping is not
primarily a private discipline. It is and always has been a com-
munal discipline or at least a discipline to be entered into with

E’ those closest to us. After experiencing church communities
™ that ramp up their activities on Sundays versus guiding their
people into sabbath rhythms I _could see that the reason
sabbath worked in the Jewish community is that they all did it
together The communal nature of sabbath is such an im-
portant topic that we will devote an entire chapter to it later
on. But having these foundational principles was enough to
get me started. .

FALLING IN LOVE GRADUALLY

Jewish folks had it right: the only way to even begin taking
steps toward a sabbath practice is to let yourself fall in love
with this day so that you long for it as yourwo“ui'd' long for a
loved one. Rabbi Heschel puts it this way: “There is a word that

is seldom said, a word for an emotion almost too deep to be
¥ | expressed: the love of the Sabbath. The word is rarely found in
our literature, yet for more than two thousand years the

L emotion filled our songs and moods. It was as if a whole people
were in Jove with the seventh day.” This beautiful perspective
has guided me to resist making sabbath-keeping a weighty ex-
ercise but to fall in love gradually—to explore it with delight—
as though God and ] were learnj
in a new and special way.

Falling in love with the sabbath does not mean it is always
easy or that I have never given in to the temptation to pursue
my own interests on God’s holy day (Isaiah 58:13). But twenty
years later, I can say that I am a passionate lover of the sabbath
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who would not be standing in the middle of my life and calling
today if it weren’t for this essential rhythm. The journey has
continued to unfold as God has invited me into longer periods
of retreat, and then finally into embracing sabbatical as part
and parcel of my sabbath life in leadership.

A particular delight was discovering that I can bring this

pauses.” I could take a moment to rest in God between one
activity and the next. I could pause before entering a room or
a nemww situatibﬂn“t‘o orient myself to God and invite God’s
presence. Before meals I could sometimes create space for a
moment of quiet gratitude rather than just offering up a per-
functory prayer. While waiting for an appointment I could
choose to cease and just be instead of scrolling through the
apps on my phone. I ¢ould:use time i1 ] )
be st111 and allow God to replenish me rather than turning on
rnus1c or podcasts or maklng phone calls. All of these are simple
means of introducing a sabbath way of being into other days,
and moments of the week,_ afﬁrmlngﬂthat sabbath.is.a quality-
of-time way of being that is pQS_,S__iplQ: anytime, anywhere.

Taken together, this sabbath progression has kept me navi-
gating within sane rhythms of work, rest, and renewal for long-
term sustainability. It all starts with longing and love as we
allow ourselves to get in touch with the desire that stirs deep
w1th1n our soul— des1re foraway of 11fe that works. A way of life
1n wh1ch we are not so tired all the time. A way of life that rec-
ognlzes accepts, and even honors the limits of our humanity,
foster1ng contentment through delighting.in God’s truest gifts.
When we are brave enough to be in touch with this stirring of
th?sorﬂ God meets us right there in the middle of our desire 1
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with the revelation of this amazing gift that is fitted pérfectly

for us. Then we simply say yes to a God who knows us so well

and loves us so much that he has provided us with such a good
+ gift—if we can just arrange our lives to receive it.

The encouragement to “simply say yes” is not to imply that
sabbath-keeping is easy; it is not. In fact, sabbath-keeping has
only gotten more complicated as our culture has moved away
from drstrngurshrng any one day as different from the rest. And
the ubrqurtous nature of technology has added layers of chal-
lenge and difficulty to the prospect of unplugging and resting
from constant connection and stimulation.

To enter sabbath time despite all the challenges, there must
be areal yes, deep down inside. Yes to our need, yes to our des-
peration, yes to God’s invitation and the rightness of it—before
we even know how we’re going to make it real in our own lives.
This is the very definition of faith—to say yes when we have no
idea how.it’s all going to work_ out, but ‘we.rltnow. it’s-what-we
need to do. It is that deep  interior yes that will carry us into and
through all the knotty issues sabbath raises until we emerge

with a sabbath practice that works. There really is no shortcut,

no other way, except through the doorway of desire, accom- - -

panied by faith that God is calling us and will show us the way.
In this process, we learn for ourselves that yes, indeed, the
sabbath is the most precious present humankind has received
from the treasure house of God.

EMBRACING SABBATH TOGETHER‘

Because it takes whole communities embracing sabbath to-
gether to ensure that we can all participate in this God-
ordained way of life, in this book I am unabashedly addressing
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pastors and leaders of churches and ministries who gather in

‘ Jesus’ name Sa@tchommunrtres do not happen by accident;

- they must be led by leaders who are practicing sabbath them-

selves so they have the inner authorrty to guide others. And
then -thesesabbath principles need to be lived into with others
supports and catalyzes thrs practrce

so that-our shared_ 1i
rather than working against it.

In part one we explore the personal and communal practice
of a weekly sabbath as foundational to a way of life that works
and honors the God who made us. We conclude with the story
of Pastor Dan and how God stirred in his heart and life to lead
his community in embracing sane rhythms of work and rest
together Then in part two we explore the practice of sabbatical
as an extension of our sabbath practice. There are many prac-
tical tools for sabbath and sabbatical offered throughout the
book, including a conversation guide for communities seeking
to explore becoming a sabbath community. Knowing about this
communal emphasis, you may want to consider reading and
engaging this work with a few other leaders in your community
who have the desire, will, and capacity to move forward on this
with you.

But first, let’s take a few moments to pay attention to what
is stirring deep within our own souls as we reflect on God’s
invitation to sabbath. Someone has said, “You’d be surprised
what your soul wants to say to God.” And, I might add, “You’d
be surprised what God wants to say to your soul.” At the end of
each chapter, there is a section intended to create space for
letting yourself be surprised by what your soul wants to say to
God and to keep the space open long enough to listen for what
God wants to say back to your soul.
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Desirei ire is the Ianguage of the soul and every spiritual practice corresponds

to some deep desire ofthe human'heart The practice ofsabbath corre-

sponds to the human desire for rest and replenishment. Freedom Delzght
Away of life that works. The commitment to actually embrace a sabbath
life (rather than just reading about it, as I did for a while) emerges from
a deep connection with our own souls and the desires that stir there, so
we can eventually say something true to God about it. Here you can let
your response to what you have read flow freely, and then sit quietly to
listen for what God wants to say about how you can live a sabbath life. I
pray you will not skip this part, because the best and most consistent
practice always emerges from being in touch with our truest desires and
then seeking to order our lives from that place. So go ahead and express
the desire that stirs in response to this reading. Speak to God directly, in
whatever words are coming to you right now.

Also, reflect on your own history with sabbath-keeping. How did you
first learn about the sabbath, and who taught you? Are those early voices
still with you, and what do they say? If you do not have any history with
sabbath-keeping, name that as well.

What insight emerges as you reflect on this history from your current
vantage point? And what is God’s invitation to you now?

2

BEGINNING with GOD

There is a realm of time where the goal is not to
have but to be, not to own but to give, not to control

but to share, not to subdue but to be in accord.

ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL

ONE OF THE WAYS I got around sabbath-keeping for solong
is that I dismissed it as “a Jewish thing” that had very little to
do with me. It was certainly a nice idea, but I wasn’t convinced

- it was something important from God for me. I am not alone in

this; it seems many have had a tendency to dismiss sabbath asj
be1ng part of another culture, a relic of another place and time
Th1s is why it is so important to begin our exploration of the
sabbath by fully grasping that this whole idea actually begin§
with God. God lived it first and later shared it with his chosen

people as the optimal way to 11\@;
When time had no shape at all, God created “a holiness in

time” by working six days and then ceasing on the seventh. Over
time this rhythm became uniquely associated with the Jewish
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culture because the Israelites were the first group of people to
practice sabbath and experience its benefits, but the pattern of

working six days, and then resting on the seventh is something .

who ﬁrst 1ncorporated sabbath keeplng 1nto their way of life
and learn all we can from thém (which certainly puts the Judeo
back into our Judeo-Christian tradition!),i'knowing that the
practice of sabbath-keeping really cannot be relegated to one
group of people in one time period. Sabbath begins with God.

MORE THAN A LIFESTYLE SUGGESTION

Sabbath is more than a lifestyle suggestion or an expression of
one’s ethnicity. It is a spiritual precept that emerges from the
creation narrative where God expresses God’s very nature by fin-
ishing the work and then ceasing on the seventh day. In an ar-
ticle about Shabbat, the Jewish Sabbath, George Robinson writes:

In the Torah it is written, “On the seventh day God finished
the work. .. and ceased from all the work . .. and God
blessed the seventh day and declared it holy, because on it
God ceased from all the work of creation” (Genesis 2:2-3).
But what did God create on the seventh day? Didn’t God
“cease from all the work of Creation” on the seventh day?
What God created on the seventh day, the ancient rabbis
tell us, was rest.

pua—

Rabbi Abraham Heschel in his seminal work, The Sabbath
elaborates:

3

After the six days of creation—what did the universe still
lack? Menuha. Came the Sabbath, came menuha, and the
universe was complete. Menuha which we usually render
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with “rest,” means here much more than withdrawal from
labor and exertlon more than freedom fromtoil, strain or
act1v1t_y of any klnd Menuha is not a negative concept but
something real and intrinsically positive. ... What was

created on the seventh day? Tranguilg , Serenity, peace \}‘@ﬁ»

and repose. To the biblical mind menuha is the same as
—_— .
happiness and stillness, as peace and harmony.

What a thrilling thought! What if rest has already been
created and all T have to do is find ways to participate? What if
God has already done the ¥ work of creating this.sanctuary in
tlmaﬁ&all T havevt&d@ is-enter-in? What if, on this one day a
week, I am freed to cease my own work and productivity and
can simply be-at one with all that has already been created?
And if this pattern of working six days and then entering into
tranquility and peace, happiness and harmony on the seventh
has always been there for us—established by God at the very

beginning of the created order—how might this change our

o N g

1 fwe full dit ficance? v

ives if we fu s-fgraspe 1.s significance Cg@g@,
George Robinson continues: o= S )

Shabbat offers us a chance for peace with nature, with
society, and with ourselves. The prohibitions on work are e
designed to make us stop—if only for one day a week—our
relentless efforts to tame, to conquer, to subdue the earth

and everything on it. The prohibition against making fire e

is also said by the rabbis to mean that one should not

kindle the fires of controversy against one’s fellow humans.
And, finally, the sabbath offers us a moment of quiet, or
& DT AREL D
serenity, of self-transcendence, a moment that-allows-us
to seek and perhaps achieve some kind of 1nterna1 | peace.
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That sounds exactly like what our world needs now. It is exactly
what Ineed right now—to stop arguing and pushing and wrestling—
for one day a week! Entering into this God-ordained thythm is one
very concrete way in which God’s people can become partakers of
the divine nature (2 Peter 1:4). Sabbath is a means of grace, a
practice that creates channels for God to impart something of
God’s self so we can then be a conduit of God’s nature to the world.

When we first start practicing the sabbath, we might not
always experience this peace and serenity right away or even

| every time. The first thing we might experience is the discomfort

of discovering how addicted we are to human striving and hard
work; we might discover that we do not even know who we are

when we are not working. As we unplug from our normal ways of
being connected, we might experience intensifying feelings of
angst or fear of missing out, or we might be ambushed by emo-
tions we have kept at bay by staying so distracted and busy. This
is all very normal and most of us will encounter some of these
inner dynamics from time to time, making sabbath feel anything
but peaceful. But after twenty years of practice and learning to
wait fhrough the initial discomfort, my experience now is that
this peace, this tranquility, this shalom descends more quickly
as I unplug and power down, trusting my weary soul to God.

Given the stresses and strains that are part and parcel of lifeina
fallen world, what God does in and through my feeble attempts
to try and enter in is a wonder each and every time.

SABBATH AS CEASING

Pastor David Alves offers this important clarification about
what God actually did on the seventh day that is very helpful
for our own reflection:
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The Hebrew word shabbat, used by God in Genesis, is

really a stopping or ceasing more than ﬂé_,fft‘ God never
tires. He did not rest on the seventh day. He is the one who

never sleeps nor slumbers. He needs no rest. Bible trans-
lators would have better served us to stay closer to the

denotative definition of the Hebrew than to have made it
seem that God just took a short breather. He ceased from
his work. He stopped what he was doing. That is what He
meant to communicate. Therefore, that is what he calls us
to do on our Sabbath—make an abrupt end to our labor.
All labo}? No, our usual labor—the labor we’ve been doing

the other six days of the seven-day week.

One of the reasons I find this nuance to be so life-giving is
there are some activities that could be considered work that
bring such delight to me I actually save them for the sabbath—
so [ can savor them rather than just push through to check
them off my list. '

One of those activities is being in my yard planting new
plants, adding a few flowers, observing the beauty and the
growth of what’s already there; wandering around to rejoice at
the tiny new shoots of perennials as they emerge from winter,
the buds on my flowering trees, the courage of the daffodils as
they dazzle us with their color before knowing if winter is even
over yet. On the sabbath, I move slowly, dig deeply in the soil,
pull up a dandelion here and there, and savor God’s good earth
without worrying about having a little bit of it under my fin-
gernails. During the different seasons, being present in nature
actually puts me in touch experientially with the different dy-
namics that undergird the spiritual life. Wayne Muller writes,
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Sabbath honors the necessary wisdom of dormancy. If
certain plant species, for example, do not lie dormant in
the winter, they will not bear fruit in the spring. If this
continues for more than a season, the plant begins to die.
If dormancy continues to be prevented, the entire species
will die. A period of rest—in which nutrition and fertility
most readily coalesce—is not simply a human psycho-
logical convenience; it is a spiritual and biological ne-
cessity. A lack of dormancy produces confusion and
erosion in the life force.

Where else can we actually learn this except by being in the
garden? Yes, I suppose you could call this work, but it is a dif-
ferent kind of work, done in a different way. On the sabbath, I
settle more deeply into the soil of my own life and call it good.
And not just good, but very good! Now, if farming or gardening
is your everyday work, this might be a different kind of choice
for you and it probably should be! But the point here seems to
be an emphasis on ceasing one’s usual labors, whatever that is
for each one of us. Tilden Edwards speaks to this distinction
when he writes,

The principle involved here . . .is not so much the physical’
nature of the activity but its purpose. If its intent signifies

human power over nature, if it shows human mastery of
the world by the purposeful and constructive exercise of
intelligence and skill, then it is meluchah, work, that vio-
lates the restful intent of Sabbath time to recognize our

dependence on God as ultimate Creator-Sustainer.

What is so important about this clarification is that it keeps
us all on the hook—in the best possible way. No one can say
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(like I did for the first half of my adult life), “I'm not tired so I
don’t need a sabbath,” or “I'm so busy and my work is so im-
portant that I can’t afford to take a sabbath.” The fact that'the
God of the universe, who is infinite in time, space, and energy,
chose to cease usual labor on the seventh day—not because of
exhaustion but because the rhythm itselfis simply good—offers
abeacon of hope for us all. It is a manifestation of God’s innate

goodness that is oh-so good for us.

THE BEAUTY IS IN THE RHYTHM

But let’s be careful not to create any false dualisms here. What
the creation narrative clearly shows us is that the beauty of all
this is in the rhythm. Work is not better than rest nor is rest
better than work; God did both, and the goodness is in the
movement back and forth between the two.

Work offers us the privilege of partnering with God in God’s
creative purposes through the use of our gifts and our own life-
giving energies. It can be a place of deep union and communion
with God if we know how to approach it with that desire and
intent. As Fr. Ron Rolheiser states so beautifully,

We know God not just in our conscious awareness and in
prayer, but also in a deep inchoate way, by participating
with Him in building this world—by growing things,
building things, carving things, creating things, cleaning
things, painting things, writing things, raising children,
nursing bodies, teaching others, consoling others, hu-
moring others, struggling with others, and loving others.
Work, like prayer, is a privileged way to get to know God
because, when we work, we are toiling in partnership
with Him.
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}Q And thanks be to God for that, since most of us spend eight to the rhythm of the inhale and the exhale. Without the

ten hours at work each day!

In a very real sense, work gives meaning to our I rest because
without work, there would be no reason to rest. But rest also

gives meaning to our work as we step back from it, behold it,

take the time to call it good, and savor its fruits.

When we practice ceasing in the way God intends, we touch
the very ground of our being. We experience ourselves to be
creatures in the presence of our Creator—beloved children
who are cared for and loved as human beings rather than as
human doings. We begin to actually feel the love our heavenly

Parent has for us beyond what we can produce or accomplish,

which is part of the tenderness of the day—at least this is
what happens to me. To experience ourselves cherished for
who we are while not achieving anything or doing anything
to earn the air we breathe is a revelation each and every
sabbath. As-we allow our energies to be replenished—rather
than behaving like automatons who can just keep going and
going—we are able to reengage our work as energized
partners with God in the goodness God wants to bring about
in the world.

Wayne Muller offers another metaphor that helps us grasp
the beauty of this rhythm.

In the book of Exodus we read “In six days God made
heaven and earth, and on the seventh day God rested and
was refreshed.” Here, the word “refreshed,” vaiynafesh, lit-
erally means, and God exhaled. The creation of the world
was like a life-quickening inhale; the Sabbath is the
exhale. Thus, in the beginning, all creation moves with
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sabbath exhale, the life-giving inhale is impossible.

THE GOAL OF ALL EXISTENCE

The weekly rhythm of work and rest here on this earth is a
powerful end in itself and it points to a far greater reality. For the
Israelites, their weekly sabbath pointed to the greater reality that
they would evehtually “rest” from the rigors of their wilderness
journey by entering into the Promised Land where they would
finally settle and live on God’s terms for them. Today, the weekly
sabbath practiced by God’s people points to the greater reality of
the ultimate rest God is preparing for us in heaven. The writer
of Hebrews connects the dots between the Israelites’ experience
of struggle to enter into God’s rest and our own struggle—in
chapters three and four the practice of sabbath rest presently
and the promise of eternal rest are inextricably intertwined:

Therefore, while the promise of entering his rest is still
open, let us take care that none of you should seem to have
failed to reach it. . . . A sabbath rest stillremains for the
people of God; for those who enter God’s rest also cease
from their labors as God did from his. Let us therefore
make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one may fall

through such disobedience as theirs. (Hebrews 4:1, 9-11)

Clearly the issue of rest is really important to God; in a para-
doxical way, sabbath keeps us present in the here and now
while at the same time pointing to the h!g_gpxe_gfgiirililxihalom
in the future."As it turns out, sabbath rest is not an optional
reprieve in the midst of an otherwise frantic or obsessive life.

esehe® e an

It is the goal of all existence.

~
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Give yourself a few moments to reflect on the truth that sabbath begins
with God, that it is a part of God’s very nature, that God then shares with
creation by embedding this pattern within it. What does this mean to you,

or what could it mean if you let it fully sink in?

Hebrews 4:1-11 contains a rather stirring ode to the promise of rest that
still remains open for us as the people of God. The writer encourages us to
make every effort to enter into that rest so that no one may fall through
disobedience and hardness of heart. Read this passage slowly and reflectively,
allowing yourself to wonder if there is any way in which you have hardened
your heart toward God'’s invitation to rest or if there is any resistance to this
promise. It might be practical resistance (Ijust don’t know how I can make
it work in my life), psychological (I've worked hard all my life and I really
don’t know who I am when I'm not working and producing), or spiritual
(I'm so used to depending on myself that I'm not sure I really believe God
will provide for me if I take a break one day a week); or maybe it’s some-
thing else. But the point is, take this opportunity to go all the way to the
bottom of any resistance you feel, and talk to God about it.

Now reflect on 2 Peter 1:4. Does it resonate with you at all that perhaps
sabbath rest is one of God’s “precious and very great promises”? What is
it like to consider practicing rhythms of work and rest as one way we can

become partakers in the divine nature?
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Lesson 3: Big Read

Sabbath as Resistance:
Saying No to the Culture of Now
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Chapter 1

SABBATH AND THE FIRST
COMMANDMENT

INTERPRETATION SERIES EDITOR PATRICK MILLER HAS
shrewdly observed that the fourth commandment on
Sabbath is the “crucial bridge” that connects the Ten
Commandments together.! The fourth commandment
looks back to the first three commandments and the
God who rests (Exod. 20:3-7). At the same time, the
Sabbath commandment looks forward to the last six
commandments that concern the neighbor (vv. 12-17),
they provide for rest alongside the neighbor, God, self,
and all. members of the household share in common
rest on the seventh day; that social reality provides a
commonality and a coherence not only to the commu-
nity of covenant but to the commandments of Sinai as
well. For that reason, it is appropriate in our study of
the Sabbath commandment to begin with a reflection
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on the first commandment and, subsequently, to finish
our work with a consideration of the tenth command-
ment that concludes the Decalogue.

The first commandments concern God, God’s
aniconic character, and God’s name (Exod. 20:3-7).
But when we consider the identity of this God, we
are made immediately aware that the God who will
brook no rival and who eventually will rest is a God
who is embedded in a narrative; this God is not known
or available apart from that narrative. The narrative
matrix of YHWH, the God of Israel, is the exodus nar-
rative. This is the God “who brought you out of the
land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery” (v. 2). Thus
the Sabbath commandment is drawn into the exodus
narrative, for the God who rests is the God who eman-
cipates from slavery and consequently from the work sys-
tem of Egypt and from the gods of Egypt who require and
legitimate that work system. It is, for that reason, fair
to judge that the prohibition against “the other gods”
in the first commandment pertains directly to the gods
of Egypt (see Exod. 12:12) and other gods of the sanie
ilk in Canaan, or subsequently the gods of the great
empires of Assyria, Babylon, or Persia. In the narrative
imagination of Israel, the gods of Egypt are stand-ins
for all the gods of the several empires. What they all
have in common is that they are confiscatory gods who
demand endless produce and who authorize endless
systems of production that are, in principle, insatiable.
Thus, the mention of “Egypt” brings the God of Israel
into the orbit of socioeconomic systems and practices,
and inevitably sets this. God on a collision course with
the gods of insatiable productivity.

Sabbath and the First Commandment 3

The reference to “Egypt” indicates that the God of
Sinai who gives the Ten Commandments is never sim-
ply a “religious figure” but is always preoccupied with
and attentive to socioeconomic practice and policy. If
we want, then, to understand this God (or any god),
we must look: to the socioeconomic system that god
legitimates and authorizes. In the case of the Egyp-
tian gods (who are in contrast to and in competition
with the God of the exodus), we look to Pharaoh’s
system of production that is legitimated by the gods
worshiped by Pharaoh. In Exodus 5, we are given a
passionate narrative account of that labor system in
which Pharach endlessly demands more production.
What the slaves are to produce is more bricks that
are to be used for the building of more “supply cit-
ies” in which Pharaoh can store his endless supply
of material wealth in the form of grain (see Exod.
1:11). Because the system was designed to produce
more and more surplus (see Gen. 47:13-26), there is
always more need for storage units that in turn gen-
erated more need for bricks with which to construct
them. Thus, if we follow the required bricks from the
slave camps, we end with surplus wealth, taken as a
gift of the gods of Pharaoh.

In this narrative report, Pharaoh is a hard-nosed
production manager for whom production schedules
are inexhaustible:

—~ “[W]hy are you taking the people away from
their work? Get to your labors!” (Exod. 5:4)

- “...yetyou want them to stop working!” (v. 5)

— . “You shall no longer give the people straw to
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make bricks as before; let them go and gather
straw for themselves. But you shall require of
them the same quantity of bricks as they have
made previously; do not diminish it, for they are
lazy.” (vv. 7-8)
— “Let heavier work be laid on them; then they
- will labor at it and pay no attention to deceptive
words.” (v. 9)

— “Iwill not give you straw. Go and get straw your-
selves, wherever you can find it; but your work
will not be lessened in the least.” (vv. 10-11)
“Complete your work the same daily assignment
as when you were given straw.” (v. 13)

- “Why did you not finish the required quan-
tity of bricks yesterday and today, as you did
before?” (v. 14)

- “No straw is given to your servants, yet they say
to us, ‘Make bricks.’” (v. 16)

- “You are lazy, lazy; that is why you say, ‘Let
us go and sacrifice to the Lord.” Go now, and
work; for no straw will be given you but you
shall still deliver the same number of bricks.”
(vv. 17-19)

— “You shall not lessen your daily number of
bricks.” (v. 19)

The rhetoric is relentless, all to the single point, as
relentless as is the production schedute.

It is clear that in this system there can be no Sab-
bath rest. There is no rest for Pharaoh in his super-
visory capacity, and he undoubtedly monitors daily
production schedules. Consequently, there can be no
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rest for Pharaoh’s supervisors or taskmasters; and of
course there can be no rest for the slaves who must
satisfy the taskmasters in order to meet Pharaoh’s
demanding quotas. We may imagine, moreover, that
the “Egyptian gods” also never rested, because of their
commitment to the aggrandizement of Pharaoh’s sys-
tem, for the glory of Pharaoh surely redounded to the
glory of the Egyptian gods. The economy reflects the
splendor of the gods who legitimate the entire system,
for which cheap labor is an indispensable footnote!

It requires no imagination to see that the exodus
memory and consequently the Sinai commandments
are performed in a “no Sabbath” environment. In that
context, all levels of social power—gods, Pharaoh,
s@ervisors, taskmasters, slaves—are uniformly caught
up in and committed to the grind of endless produc-
tion.

Into this system of hopeless weariness erupts the
God of the burning bush (Exod. 3:1-6). That God
heard the despairing fatigue of the slaves (2:23-25),
resolved to liberate the slave company of Israel from
that exploitative system (3:7-9), and recruited Moses
for the human task of emancipation (3:10). The rea-
son Miriam and the other women can sing and dance
at the end of the exodus narrative is the emergence of
a new social reality in which the life of the Israelite
economy is no longer determined and compelled by
the insatiable production quotas of Egypt and its gods
(15:20-21).

The first commandment is a declaration that the
‘God of the exodus is unlike all the gods the slaves have
known heretofore. This God is not to be confused with




Eﬂ Exod. 34:6-7). At the taproot of this divine commit-
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or thought parallel to the insatiable gods of imperial
productivity. This God is subsequently.revealed as a
God of mercy, steadfast love, and faithfulness who is
committed .to covenantal relationships-of fidelity (see

ment to relationship (covenant) rather than commodity
(bricks) is the capacity and willingness of this God to
rest. The Sabbath rest-of God. is the acknowledgment
that God and God’s people in the world are not com-
modities to be:dispatched for endless production and
so dispatched, as we used to say, as “hands” in the
service of a command economy. Rather they are sub-
jects situated in an economy of neighborliness. All of
that is implicit in the reality and exhibit of divine rest.

- Thus the Sabbath command of Exodus 20:11 recalls
that Godrested on the seventh day of creation, an allu-
sion to Genesis 2:1-4. That divine rest on the seventh
day of creation has made clear (a) that YHWTH is not
a_workaholic, (b) that YHWH is not anxious about the
full functioning:of creation, and (c) that the well-being
of creation does not depend on endless work. This per-
formance and exhibit of divine rest thus characterize

- the God of creation, creation itself, and tl{e creatures

made jin the image of the resting God. Creation is to
be enacted and embraced without defining anxiety.

-+ Indeed, such divine rest serves to delegitimate and dis-
- mantle the endless restlessness sanctioned by the other

" gods and enacted by their adherents. That divine rest on
the seventh day, moreover, is recalled in the command-
ment of Exodus 31:12~17, wherein God is “refreshed”
on the seventh day. The God of Israel (and of creation)
is no immovable, fixed object, but here is said to be
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depleted and by rest may recover a full sense of “self”
(nephesh). » '

The second commandment is closely related to the
first. The commandment against “graven images” (idols)
is a prohibition against any artistic representation of
YHWH, for such representation would serve to “locate”
YHWH, to domesticate God and so to curb the freedom
that belongs‘ to this erupting God (Exod. 20:4-6; see 2
Sam. 7:6-7). Suchimages have the effect of drawing God,
in imagination and in practice, away from covenantal,
relational fidelity and back into a world of objects and
commodities. The temptation to produce an “image” of
God in artistic form is always, everywhere a Chanée to
produce a commodity out of valuable material, at best
gold if it is available, or lesser valuable material if there
is no gold. When a god is fashioned into a golden com-
modity (or even lesser material), divine subject becomes
divine object, and agent becomes commodity. We may
cite two obvious examples of this temptation in the Old
Testament. First, in the narrative of the “Golden Calf”
in Exodus 32, it was gold that was fashioned into the
image that readily became an alternative god who jeop-
ardized the covenant. The ensuing narrative of Exodus
33-34 tells of the hard and tricky negotiations whereby
covenantal possibility is restored to Israel after its foray
into distorting images (Exod. 34:9-10). Less dramati-
cally, it is evident that Solomon’s temple, designed to
“house” YHWH, became a commodity enterprise pre-
occupied with gold (emphasis added):

The interior of the inner sanctuary was twenty cubits

long, twenty cubits wide, and twenty cubits high; he
overlaid it with pure gold. He also overlaid the altar
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with cedar. Solomon overlaid the inside of the house .
with pure gold, then he drew chains of go/d across .
in front of the inner sanctuary, and overlaid it with
gold. Next he overlaid the whole house with gold, in

~ order that the whole house might be perfect; even
the whole altar that belonged to the inner sanctuary:
he overlaid with go/d. (1 Kgs. 6: 20——22)

So Solomon made all the vessels that were in the
‘house of the Lorp: the golden altar, the golden table
for the bread of the Presence; the lampstands of pure
gold, five on the south side and five on the ‘north, in

- front of the inner sanctuary; the flowers, the Iamps o
and the tongs of go/d, the cups, snuffers, basins, dishes .
for incense, and fire pans of pure gold the sockets for
the doors of the innermost part of the house, the most

* holy place, and for- the doors of the nave of the temple v
of gold (7 48-50). : : : :

'.Even as YHWH was honored by such extrava~
gance, the temple was clearly intended to reﬂect honor
on Solomon and on his regime. The attentlon to gold
objects clearly skewed the snnple and direct matter of
covenantal possibility. Commodlty desue has, for the
most part, crowded out the covenantal tradition.

In the modern world, Karl Marx reﬂected most
deeply on the compelhng power of commodlty He
took his famous phrase ,‘_‘comm_odlty. fetishism” from
current study of the hvistor.y. of r.eligions in which it was
judged that “primitives” had such fetishes that occu-
pied their desire and thelr devot1on Marx transferred
that idea from “prnmtlve practice to modern market
fascination and came to see that possessing commodi-
ties of social value generated a desire for more such
value so that commod1ty took’ on a power of ifs. own
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that consisted of desire for more and more. It is easy
enough to see Pharaoh's compulsion for more grain
(a measure of wealth) beyond anything he could have
needed, simply so that he could exhibit his great wealth
and power. His desire for more created a restlessness
that could permlt no Sabbath rest for himself or any
in his domain. And clearly Solomon is sketched out as
the one who would possess all-of his available world
in his insatiable need for more (see 1 Kgs. 10:14-25).

~..For good reason the book of Deuteronomy ponders
the force and danger of “images of God.” In what is
likely a late exposition of the first two commandments,
this sermonic chapter looks back to the danger done by
“commodity religion”:

Since you saw no form when the LorD spoke to
you at Horeb out of the-fire, take care and watch
yourselves closely, so that you do not act corruptly .
by making an idol for yourselves, in the form of .
any figure—the likeness of male or female the like-
ness of any animal that is on the earth, the likeness -
of any winged bird that flies in th'e'*air, the like- -
ness of anything that creeps on the ground; the -
likeness of-any fish that is in the water under the
earth. And when you look up to the heavens and
see the sun, the moon, and the stars, all the host of
" heaven, do not be led astray and bow down to them’

and ‘serve them, things that.the Lorp your God

“has allotted: to all the.- peoples everywhere under
heaven. (Deut. 4:15-19) :

The danger 1§ to compromlse the pecuhanty of YHWH
and of Israel.

After this mventory of p0551b1e 1rnages the rhetorlc
of verse 20 v01ces the alternative:-



T~

10 Sabbath as Resistance

But the Lorp has taken you and brought you out of
the iron-smelter, out of Egypt, to become a people of
his very own possession, as you are now.

The emancipatory gift of YHWH to Israel is
contrasted with all the seductions of images. The
memory of the exodus concerns the God of freedom
who frees. The clear implication is that fixed images
preclude freedom and become icons of stable equi-
librium. Such image-religion becomes a way of sus-
taining status quo socioeconomic power that negates
the emancipatory impulse of Israel’s God and Israel’s
defining narrative. Thus it is credible to see that the
culmination of creation in Sabbath and the culmina-
tion of exodus in Sabbath together refuse Pharaoh’s
pursuit of commodity. This refusal is decisive for Isra-
el’s faith and Israel’s management of the economy: Do
not worship such objects or make them your defining
desire! That radical either/or is precisely the issue of
the first commandment. It concerns the two teinpta—
tions Israel faced, a temptation toward idols and an
economic temptation of Israel to commodity.

YHWH is a Sabbath-keeping God, which fact
ensures that restfulness and not restlessness is at the
center of life. YHWH is a Sabbath-giving God and a
Sabbath-commanding God. Israel, for that reason, is
always again to re-choose between “life and death”
(Deut. 30:15-20), between YHWH and “the gods of
your ancestors” (Josh, 24:14-15), between YHWH and
Baal (1 Kgs. 18:21), between the way of Torah and the
way of sinners (Ps. 1). Sabbath becomes a decisive, con-

crete, visible way of opting for and aligning with the

7 God of rest.
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That same either/or is evident, of course, in the
teaching of Jesus. In his Sermon on the Mount, he
declares to his disciples:

No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either
hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the
one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and
wealth. (Matt. 6:24)

The way of mammon (capital, wealth) is the way of
commodity, which is the way of endless desire, endless
productivity, and endless restlessness without any Sab-
bath. Jesus taught his disciples that they could not have
it both ways.

In the tradition of Matthew, the next verses (Vv.
25-33) exposit the power of anxiety as the alternative

to trust. It is, of course, in the same gospel tradition

that Jesus comes to these familiar words:

Come to me, all you that are weary and are carry-
ing heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my
yoke upon you, and-learn from me; for I am gentle
and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your
souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.
(11:28-30)

“Weariness, being heavy-laden, yoke” are all ways
of speaking of the commodity society of endless pro-
ductivity. In context, this might have referred to the
strenuous taxation system of the Roman Empire, for
“yoke” often refers to imperial imposition. Alterna-
tively, this may have referred to the endless requirements
of an over-coded religious system that required end-
less attentiveness. With reference to imperial imposi-
tion or over-coded religion, Jesus offers an alternative:
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come to me and rest! He becomes the embodiment of
Sabbath rest for those who are no longer defined by and
committed to the system of productiveness. In this.role
he is, as he is characteristically, fully in sync with the tra-
dition of Israel and with the Sabbath God who occuples
that tradition. ‘ - S S

Because Jews and Chrlstlans continue to attend to
these commandments as contemporary mandates, we
may' consider-the ways in which the first command-
ment (concerning the ‘emancipatory God and no other)
and the second commandment (concernmg images
as commodities) pertain to our common life. Tt i is, of
course, the case that the commandments always per-
tain to the constancy of the human condition and to
gospel possibility. But we 'hla'y”fno're particularly con-
sider the peculiar and immediate way in which the first
two commandments pertain to our. present circum:
stance. The “choice of gods is, in context,_a choice of
restlessness or restfulness. o

The reality of restlessness in our contemporary
soc1ety is obvious and epidemic. The identification
of that restlessnéss ‘perhap?@es‘back to the catego-
ries of Martin Luther concerning “faith and works,”
with the accent on “works”. indi_cating a need to pro-
duce, perform, and qualify for the goodness of God.
It is an easy move to take that Reformation accent
on “works” and see in-our current social restlessness
evidence of not yet being good enough or having done
enough. Or perhaps such restlessness is rooted in the
Enlightenment discovery of the individual and. the
emergent ideology of individualism that cuts us off
from the buoyant sustenance of community and tradi-
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tion. In that ideology, one is not only free to secure
one’s own future without answering to any other; one
is also required to secure one’s own future, because a
laissez-faire economics mandates that one must sink
or swim by one’s own effort, and it is never enough
simply to tread water.

These rootages in Reformation and Enlightenment
categories have created a contemporary circumstance
in our society that generates an endless pursuit of
greater security and greater happiness, a pursuit that
is always unsatisfied, because we have never gotten or
done enough . . . yet. The gods (“other gods”) of this
system are the gods of market ideology that summon
to endless desires and needs that are nevér met but that
always require yet greater effort.

The various elements of that restlessness of “not
enough vet” and “greater effort required” are evident
everywhere. But they are grounded in a theological
desire for an ultimate reality of total satiation that is
no reality at all. That theological “mis-commitment”

e

is apparent in economic performance that can never
fully satisfy. Such an intrinsic and systemic inadequacy
is a recognizable echo of the ancient Hebrew slaves,
harassed by many supervisors and taskmasters who
kept reminding them of the inadequacy of their pro-
duction.
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— It is impossible, is it not, to overestimate the level of

anxiety that now characterizes social relationships in
our society of @t\e restlessnessy That violent restless-
ness makes neighborliness nearly impossible.

None of this is new; all of it is much chronicled
among us. All of it is as old as Pharaoh’s Egypt. The
narrative of the exodus is not a “one off” miracle. The
portrayal of the slave camps of Egypt and the deliver-
ance of the exodus do not constitute an isolated mir-
acle. The narrative is a rendering of recurring social
relationships legitimated by anti-neighborly gods who
give warrant, in the interest of commodity, to redefine
neighbors as slaves, threats, rivals, and competitors.
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Only when we ponder the “other gods” and the
systems they authorize can we appreciate the radical
nature of these first two commandments. Into this
arena of restlessness comes the God of rest who offers
relief from that anxiety-producing system. This God
has no hunger for commodities and does notlegitimate
commodity systems. This God is attentive rather to the
cries of those “left behind” and comes to open futures
by exit (exodus) from systems of restlessness into the
restfulness of neighborliness.

The two commandments go beneath social perfor-
mance and social appearance to the deep, elemental,
defining issue of “God versus the gods.” These gods
of commoditization for the most part go unchallenged
in our world. As a result, their exploitative systems go
unchallenged and unnoticed. The abuse becomes nor-
mal. Restlessness is unexceptional. Anxiety is a given,
and violence is unexamined as “the cost of doing busi-
ness.” It is all a virtual reality in which we become nar-
cotized into a system that seems to be a given rather than _

a construction.
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" Chapter2

RESISTANCE TO ANXIETY
Exodus .20 ]2-] 7

SABBATH-KEEPING IS A DISTINCTIVELY JEWISH ART FORM.
It is, however, a practice and a discipline that has long
preoccupied Christians who have responded to a core
requirement of the God of covenant. It is unfortunate
that in U.S. society, largely out of a misunderstood
Puritan heritage, Sabbath has gotten enmeshed in
legalism and moralism and blue laws and life-denying
practices that contradict the freedom-bestowing inten-
tion of Sabbath. Such distortions, moreover, have led
to endlessly wearying quarrels about “Sunday activi-
ties” such as movies and card playing and, currently in
my state, purchasing liquor on Sunday.

All that common lore in U.S. society, of course,
amounts to a pitiful misrepresentation of Sabbath-keeping
as an art form. When taken seriously in faith by Jews—

20
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and derivatively by Christians—Sabbath-keeping is a way
of making a statement of peculiar identity amid a larger
public identity, of maintaining and enacting a counter-
identity- that refuses “mainstream”identity, which itself
entails anti-human practice -and ‘the worship of anti-
human gods. Understood in this way, Sabbath is a bodily
act of testimony to alternative and resistance to pervad-
ing values and the assumptions behind those values. In
these expositions, con51derat10n will be glven to Sabbath»-
keeping as testimony. and resistance, acts of faith com-
monly shared (in different forms) by Jews and Christians.

I
Our beginning pointis the Sabbath command at Mount
Sinai in Exodus 20:8-11, Israel arrived.at Mount Sinai
directly after it miraculously departed from the exploit-
ative environment of Pharaoh’s Egypt. Without know-
ing what would happen at the mountain with YHWH
or what it would be like to meet the emancipator God
of the exodus, Israel came to the mountain to enact
and acknowledge “regime change,” an embrace of the
rule of the God of the covenant as ‘an alternative to
the rule of Pharaoh, who was still so well remembered.
The regime change itself had been accomplished dra-
matically in the wonder of the exodus whereby YHWH
had acted in power and exposed Pharaoh as a weak
and failed governor. The departure from Egypt evoked

a great celebrative hymn from Israel that contmues to
have echoes in Handel s Messzah '

The Lorp will reign forever and ever. (Exod 15:18)
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Israel embraced the new governance, but then it had
to receive and accept the new rules of governance that
would enact the will and purpose of the new Governor
in the world. That is what happened at Sinai. Israel
received and swore allegiance to the new commands of
YHWH that were in stark contrast to the commands of
Pharaoh: - ‘

Then he took the book of the covenant, and read it in
the hearing of the people; and they said, “All that the
LorD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedi-
ent.” (24:7) '

While there are other commands from YHWH at
Sinai, the oath pertains centrally to the ten command-
ments (20:1-17). In that recital of new “policies,”
Israel is enjoined to “love God” in a singular way
(20:3-7) and to “love neighbor” in respectful ways
(20:12-17).

IT

The utterance of the ten commandments by YHWH
to Israel begins, amazingly enough, with reference
to Pharaoh and to Egypt. The recent departure from
Egypt, still vividly remembered, provides the context
and urgency for the new rule of YHWH: ’

I am the Lorp your God, whd brought you out
of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.
- (20:2) -

All parties at Sinai—YHWH, Moses, Israel—could
well remember what it had been like in the world of
Pharaoh:
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They could remember that Pharach was regarded,
andregarded himself, as a god, an absolute author-
ity who was thought to be immune to the vagaries
of history, a force with insatiable demands.

They could remember that Egypt’s socioeco-
nomic power was organized like a pyramid,
with a workforce producing wealth, all of which
flowed upward to the power elite and eventually
to Pharaoh who sat atop that pyramid.

They could remember that Pharaoh, even though
he was absolute in authority and he occupied the
pinnacle of power, was an endlessly anxious pres-
ence who caused the entire social environment to
be permeated with a restless anxiety that had no
limit or termination. ‘

They could remember that Pharaoh, who con-
trolled the Nile, nevertheless had nightmares of
anxiety, as he dreamed of famine and as he imag-
ined that the creation would not produce suffi-
cient food (Gen. 41:15-32). . -
They could remember how that nightmare of
scarcity, which contradicted the wealth and
power of Pharaoh, led to rapacious state policies
of monopoly that caused the crown to usurp the

" money, the cattle, the land, and, finally, the bod-

ies of vulnerable peasants (47:13-26).

- They - could remember that such - exploitative

policies eventually reduced the peasants to state
slaves, who were kept busy building granaries to
store the vast food supplies of the state monopoly
(Exod. 1-11). : :

They could remember that the frantic policies of
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- Pharaoh, based: on anxiety about food produc-
.-tion, would lead to heavy-handed misery and
- the need to keep working and keep producing
in order to meet-insatiable imperial- ‘quotas that

. were without end. o -
— They could remember a]l of that when the God
- of Sinai announced God’s self as the one “who
~-‘brought you out of the land of - Egypt out of the

house of slavery

Pharaoh was remembered at Sinai. But Pharaoh was
not at Sinai. He was left helpless and disabled at the
bottom of the waters (15:4-10). At Sinai, while Pha-
raoh was remembered, YHWH was front and center as
the decisive force who: enwrapped Israel in new prom-
ises and new social possibilities. Israel was so eager to
trade off Pharaoh’s hopeless commands and require-
ments for those of YHWH that, even before they heard
the new commands; they gladly swore their readiness
to'sign on for the new regune

The people all answered as, one' “Everythmg that the
Lorp has spoken we will do.” Moses repQrted the
words of the people to the LORD (19 8)

Without knowing what would- be required they had no
doubt it would be better than the demands of Pharaoh.

And then God spoke ten t1mes in the m1dst of fire
and smoke. - ' -

God spoke three times in self regard wzth a clazm of exclu~

sivéness:
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- T am the Lorp your God, who brought you out of the
land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall
have no other gods before me.

You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether
in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or
that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water

- under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or
worship them; for I the Lorp your God am a jealous
God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents,
to the third and the fourth generation of those who
reject me, but showing steadfast love to the thou-
sandth generation of those who love me and keep my
commandments.

You shall not make wrongful use of the name of
the LorDp your God, for the Lorp will not acquit any-
one who misuses his name. (20:2-7)

This claim of exclusiveness sounded at first like the
exclusive claim of Pharaoh, for Pharaoh also required
absolute authority without any rival. But the exclusiv-
ity of YHWH was different because of what followed.

God spoke six times about the neighbor:

Honor your father and your mother, so that your days
may be long in the land that the Lorp your God is
giving you.

You shall not murder,

You shall not commit adultery.

You shall not steal.

You shall not bear false witness agamst your
nelghbor

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you
shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female
slave, or ox, or donkey, or anything that belongs. to
your neighbor. (vv. 12-17)

This terse summary was quite unlike any decree
of Pharaoh, because it includes the neighbor in the



26 Sabbath as Resistance

social calculus-and dares to imagine the maintenance
of a neighborly ‘c‘ommunity It was not so in Egypt.
There were no ne1ghbors in that system only threats
and competltors In his contmued 1nterpretat10n of the
commands, Moses spoke more about the most vulner-
able of the neighbors who receive attentive consider-
ation and protectlon by the Lord of the covenant

You shall not wrong or-oppress a resident alien, for
" you were aliens in the'land of Egypt. You shall not
abuse any widow or orphan. If you do abuse them,
when they cry out to me, I will surely- heed their
cry; my wrath will burn, and I will kill you with the
sword, and your wives shall become widows and
your children orphans (22:21-24) '

If you lend money to my people, to the poor among

" you, you shall not deal with them as.a creditor; you
~shall not exact interest from them. If you take your
nelghbor s cloak in pawn, you shall restore it before
the sun goes down, for it may be your neighbor’s only
clothing to use as cover; in what else shall that person
sleep? And if your neighbor cries out to me, I will lis-
ten, for Tam compasswnate (vw. 25-—27) a

You shall not oppress a resident alien; you know the
heart of an alien, for you were aliens i n the land of
Egypt. (23:9)

These folk are put at the center of Sinai imagination,
even though they are nowhere in the horizon of the
Egyptian system. ’ i '

But that posed a deep question for those fresh ﬁ'om Egypt.
How does one regard the neighbor seriously when one

has imbibed the profound anxiety of the Egyptian sys--

tem? If one is a slave, one has anxiety about the brick
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quotas. If one is a Pharaoh, one is anxious about the
food monopoly. In fact, Pharaoh and slave colluded in
a common enterprise that made neighborliness impos-
sible. To that issue, YHWH spoke one more time from

the fiery mountain and placed this utterance exactly
between the exclusivity of YHWH and the production

of the neighbor:

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 Lorp your God;
you shall not do any work—you, your son or your
daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock,
or the alien resident in your towns. For in six days
the Lorp made heaven and earth, the sea, and all
that is in them, but rested the seventh day and con-
secrated it. (20:8-11)

How strange to use themost airtime at the mountain on the
Sabbath command. The divie uttetance must have come as a
shock to the listening Israelites. Thete had been no Sabbath in

Egypt, no w otk stoppage; no w otk stoppage for Pharoah w ho

w otked day and night to stoy atop the pyramid. Thetre had
been no w ork stoppage for the slaves, because they had to
gather sttaw during thier off; no w ork stoppage of anybody
in the Egyptian system, because frantic productivity drove the
entire system. An now YHWF nullifies that entire system of
anxious production. Thete ate limits to how much and how

long slaves must produce bricks! Thete are limits to how much

food Pharoah can store and consume and administet. The
limits is set by the w eekly w ork pause that breaks the
production cycle. And those w ho patticipate in it break the
anxietv cvcle. Thev aie
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invited to awareness that life does not consist in frantic
production and consumption that reduces everyone else
to threat and competitor. And as the work stoppage per-
mits a waning of anxiety, so energy is redeployed to the
neighborhood. The odd insistence of the God of Sinai is
to counter anxious productivity with committed neighborli-
ness. The latter practice does not produce so much; but it
creates an environment of security and respect and dig-
nity that redefines the human prOJect ’

IV

Perhaps someone would ask for a basis for work stop-
page that contradicts the core enterprise of the eco-
nomic rat race. YHWH, at the mountain, anticipates
~ such a question and answers:

For in six days the Lorp made heaven and earth, the
sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day
and consecrated it. (20: 11) ~

God. rested! God enjoyed a work stoppage! The
verse is a direct reference to the creation liturgy of
Genesis 1:1-2:4a. In that well-known liturgical recital,
the world begins in chaos, “formless and void.” The
narrative account reviews the steady pace of God’s cre-

ative activity.in taming and ordering chaos and making

viable life in the world possible. The verses articulate
the way in which God ordered the world to be fruitful
and generative and the way in which God substanti-
ated the power of blessing in the intrinsic ordering of
creation. And the congregation responds in the recital
with the repeated formula, “It is good.” It is good that
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- order defeats chaos. It is good that the world is ordered

for fruitfulness. It is “very good” that creation bears the

life-giving power of the creator. It is very good indeed!

And then, reported as the culmination of the liturgicat
recital, God rested. God rested on the seventh day. Q—IE,’Q
did not show up to do more. God absented God’s self
from the office. God did not come and check on creation
in anxiety to be sure it was all working. God has complete
confidence in the fruit-bearing, blessing-generating pro-
cesses of creation that have been instituted. God exhibits
no anxiety about the life-giving capacity of creation. God
knows the world will hold, the plants will perform, and the
birds and the fish and the beasts of the field will prosper.
Humankind will govern the earth in a generative way. All
will be well, and all manner of thing will be well!

Israel, in its many songs, voices complete confi-
dence in the food-producmg, life- -assuring potential of
the earth:

These all Iook to you

to give them their food in due season
when you give to them, they gather it up;

when you open your hand, - '
they are filled with good things. (Ps. 104:27-28)

The eyes of all look to you,
and you give them their food in due season.
You open your hand,
satisfying the desire of every living thing.
(145:15-16)

The world is an anxiety-free one of well-being because
the creator is anxiety-free and publicly exhibits that free-
dom from anxiety by not checking things out. God is not

(e
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~God is not a Pharaoh. God does not keep

' Jackmg up producuon schedules. To the contrary, God

rests, .confident, serene, at peace. God’s rest, moreover,
bestows on. creatureliness a restfulness that contradicts
the “drivenness” of the system of Pharaoh.

V

Moses at. Smal says to the new post—Pharaoh commu-
mty of covenant

, 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 Lorpyour God; you shall not do -
. any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male
or female slave, you'r livestock, or the alien resident in~
your towns. For in six days the Lorp made heaven and
earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the
seventh day and consecrated it. (Exod. 20:8-1 1)

Rest as did. the creator God! And while you rest,
be sure that your neighbors rest alongside you, Indeed,
Sponsor a system of rest that contradicts. the system of
anxiety of Pharaoh, because you .are no longer subject
to Pharaoh’s anxiety system. Create restfulness with
theological rootage, political viability, and economic
significance for all in the domam of covenant~—a11 sons
and daughters, all slaves, all cattle,,all immigrants, all
who depart the death: system of Pharaoh—who engage
the offer of life given in covenant. Those who live by
the death system:

~ “are bound to dishonor parents and all non—

producuve kin;,
\
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—  are bound to engage in killing violence, because

the others are a threat;
- — are bound to reduce sexual mteracuon to exploit-

ative commodity;

— are bound to usurp from others 1f it is somethmg
they want;

— are bound to engage in d1stort10n and euphe-

mism to gain advantage,
— are bound to be committed to acquisitiveness.

Moses recited all the commandments. You who keep
Sabbath do not need

— . to dishonor mother and father,
- to kili,

~ to commit adultery,

- tosteal,

— to bear false witness,

— to covet.

You do not need to because you are able to depart the
exploitative system. -

—So imagine, says Moses at Sinai, you who engage
in production and consumption are not little repticas of
anxiety-driven Pharaoh. You are in the image of the cre-
ator God who did not need to work to get ahead. Nor
do you! God invites the ones at Sinai to a new life of
neighborly freedom in which Sabbath is the cornerstone
of faithful freedom. Such faithful practice of work stop-
page is an act of resistance. It declares in bodily ways
that we will not participate in the anxiety system that
pervades our social environment. We will not be defined
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by busyness and by acquisitiveness and by pursuit of
p——r T .
more, in either our economics or our personal relations
an—————— . oo »
or anywhere in our lives. Because our life does not con-
sist in commodity. E :

It is no wonder that Jesus. 1nv1ted hIS dlsc1p1es out
of the anxiety system:

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life,
what you will eat or what you will drink, or about
yout body, what you will wear: Is not life more than
food, and the body more than clothing? Look at the
birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather
into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.
Are you not of more value than they? And can any
of you by worrying add a single hour to your span
of life? And why do you worry about clothing? Con-
sider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they nei-
ther toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all
his glory was not clothed like one of these. But if
God so clothes the grass of the field, which is alive
today and tomorrow is throwti into the oven, will
he not much more clothe you—you of little faith?
Therefore do not worry, saying, “What will we eat?”
. or “What will be drink?” or “What will we Wear’?”
- (Matt. 6:25— 31) '

The birds and the lilies are attestation that creation
works! Trust it and live out righteousness, and your
“heavenly Father”-—the creator—will see to your well-
being. Behind the sermon away from anx1ety by Jesus
1is the good word of Moses :

: SlX days you shall do your work but on the seventh
‘day you shall rest, $o that your ox and your donkey

' may have relief, and your homeborn slave and the res-
-ident alien may be réfreshed. Be attentive to-all that
I have said to you. Do not invoke the names of other . - -
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gods; do not let them be heard on your lips. (Exod.
23:12-13)

- The “other gods” are agents and occasions of anxi-
ety. But we, by discipline, by resolve, by baptism, by
Eucharist, and by passion, resist such seductions. In so
doing we stand alongside the créator in whose image
we are made, By the end of six days God had done all
that was necessary for creation . . . so have we!

-
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Thus, the resurrection of Christ
from the dead is a watershed moment in human history. It is the

dawn of the last days and of the age to come—the consummation of

human history. It stands parallel to the creation of the world in its
s1gn1f1cance and scope. N

Overall, understanding what the resurrection is and means
for human history helps us to understand its implications for the
Sabbath. The Sabbath, we have seen, is a creation ordinance. God
instituted it at the creation so that human beings might remember
God’s creation of the world in six days. By settingA the Sabbath on

the seventh day, God was showing humanity his goal for human

3. G. K Beale, New Testament Biblical Theolo The Unfoldi
New (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 339, i "ol of the O Testament i the

4. Beale, New Testament Biblical Theology, 339,
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existence—the worship of him who made all things. Later, in Deu-

teronomy, the Sabbath comes to take on added significance as God
tells Israel that it is a day to remember how he redeemed them from
bondage in Egypt.

Connected to both of these purposes, the resurrection is equally

the dawn of the new creation in human history and part of the

unique, once-for-all work of Christ to save sinners from among the

nations. In fact, all those and only those whom Christ has redeemed

by his life, death, and resurrection are given entrance into the new
creation (2 Cor. 5:17). In this way, God is bringing his purposes for
humanity to realization. It is by the work of the last Adam, the second
man, that God redeems sinners in every age. And this new human-
ity, forged in Christ, communes with the triune God through faith
in Christ.

The Sabbath, then, comes to commemorate God’s work of new

creation and redemption in the resurrection of Christ. There contin-

ues to be one day in seven when God’s people lay down their earthly

lil_)_c_)_g_s__a_g_d\c’ommliments and gather togethet~to worship God. Thus

the substance of the command is unchanged. However, the particular

day does change. Beginning at the resurrection, the appointed day for

Gods people to assemble in the holy resting of worship is Sunday. On

this first day of the week, we are to remember that Christ was raised

from the dead. In Christ, we have witnessed God’s purposes for the

creation come to fulfillment and fruition and we engage in that for

which we were made—worshlp of our great t God.5 We also remember

that, by his death and resurrection, Christ redeemed a multitude of
sinners. What the exodus anticipated in shadow form, Christ has
accomplished in his saving work. Thus, on the first day of the week,

we look back in grateful remembrance on the fact that Christ was

5. Of course, the people of God worshipped him before Christ’s resurrection as well.

<

]

J
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“raised for our justification” (Rom. 4:25) and that, in union with the
risen Christ, we have been brought from death to life (Eph. 2:5-6).
But if, on the first day of the week, we look back upon Christ’s
resurrection as the inbreaking of new creation into human history
and as the saving victory of God to redeem his people, we no less

look forward. The Sabbath, in other words, continues to be eschato-

IWre. The new creation has been inaugurated in Christ
but not yet consummated. Redemption has been fully accomplished,
once for all, but it will not be fully applied to all the elect until Christ
returns in glory. United with Christ, believers have already begun to
share in his resurrection. But we have yet to experience all that he has
won for us in his resurrection. The resurrection of the body, in con-
formity with Christ’s resurrection body, is the sure and certain hope
of every Christian (1 Cor. 15:35-58; 1 Thess. 4:13-18; Phil. 3:21).
And the “redemption of our bodies,” Paul tells us, is of a piece with
the renewal of the whole creation (Rom. 8:23; see Rom. 8:18-25).
Fully redeemed, we will dwell with God in Christ in new heavens
and new earth. .

In light of what the resurrection means—for Christ, for believ-
ers, and for God’s purposes in human history—we are better able to
appreciate why God moved the Sabbath from the seventh day of the
week to the first day of the week when Christ rose from the dead.
God’s work of creation and redemption finds its center and culmina-
tion'in the person and work of Jesus Christ. The consummation of
God’s purposes for humanity and the world has found its beginnings
in the death and resurrection of Christ. It is on Sunday then, when
people are to look back to what God has done in Christ and to look
forward to what God will certainly do in Christ. Fittingly, on the

very first Sabbath under the new covenant—the day on which Christ

was raised from the dead—we see Christ meeting in fellowship with

his people, we see the word of Christ bringing blessing, instruction,
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guidance, and direction to his people, and we see the people of God
assembled to worship the Savior. It is precisely these features that will
characterize the life of the early church on the first day of the week.
Thus, we may now turn to explore what Acts, the Letters, and Revela-

tion tell us about the Sabbath under the new covenant.

Acts, the Letters, Revelation, and the Sabbath

AcTs
In Acts, we see the church developing from a handful of Jewish
believers to a multinational body numbering in the tens of thou-
sands. By the authoritative command of the risen Christ (Acts 1:8)
and the power of the Spirit of Christ (1:5, 8), the apostles carry the
gospel from the Jew to the Samaritan to the rest of the nations (1:8).
The apostle whom Christ preeminently tasks with extending the
gospel to the Gentiles is Paul (9:15; 22:21; 26:17). Paul consistently
made it a point to present the gospel to Jewish audiences when he
first arrived in a new location;\he would find the local synagogue
and preach Christ there. Luke, in fact, tells\lls that this was Paul’s
“custom” (17:2). For this reason, Paul was often found on the Jew-
ish Sabbath in the synagogues of the cities where he was preaching.
Typically, his preaching met with both acceptance and resistance.
And this resistance occasioned two important steps on the part of
Paul. First, he would signal his commitment to take the gospel to the
Gentiles. Second, he would gather those who had accepted Christ
and form a distinct community of those who had professed faith in
Christ and of their families. This is precisely the trajectory of Paul’s
ministry in Corinth (18:5-8) and it was likely replicated in other
cities as well.

However, Luke is clear that in separating from the synagogue,
the church in no way repudiates the Scriptures of the Old Testament.
On the contrary, the Old Testament finds its intended fulfillment in
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the person and work of Christ (see Luke 24:25-27, 44-49). Thus,
the apostles preach Christ to Jewish audiences from the Scriptures
of the Old Testament (see, representatively, Acts 17:2-3), and when
Jewish audiences reject Jesus Christ, they are rejecting their Scrip-
tures and the God who authored those Scriptures. This is one rea-
son why Christians in Acts form communities distinct from existing
synagogues. Baptized into Christ, disciples live out their faith and
life together in the church. Together they take up the mission that
Christ has entrusted to his church—to carry the name of Jesus into
the world and to live under the lordship of Christ.

One feature that is constant to the churches that Luke describes in
Acts is that they are worshipping communities. We see them gathered
in prayer (Acts 1:14; 4:23-31; 12:12) and under the ministry of the
preached word (see 19:9; 20:20, 21, 27). Luke tells us that, from the
beginning, the disciples “devoted themselves to the apastles’ teaching
and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (2:42).

Because Luke is primarily concerned to document the extension of

the gospel from the Jews to the nations, we have comparatively few
details about the services of gathered worship in the early churches.
But we do have one such account, and we are likely intended to take
it as representative of the church’s public worship under the supervi-
sion of the apostles.

In Acts 20, toward the end of Paul’s last documented missionary
journey in Acts, Paul gathers with the church in Troas. Luke—who
was accompanying Paul on that journey—says, “we were gathered
together to break bread,” a reference to the Lord’s Supper (20:7;
ct. 1 Cor. 10:16; 11:23, 24). Further, before they observed the Supper,
Paul “prolonged his speech until midnight” (20:7)—that is to say, he

preached the word of God before he administered the Supper to the
church (20:11). Thus, overall, word and sacrament characterized the

public worship of the churches of Jesus Christ.
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There is one further detail about this particular gathering that
helps us to understand the pattern of Christian worship at the dawn
of the new covenant—Luke tells us that the church in Troas gathered
¢5n the first day of the Wem This expression is also found
ir‘; Luke 24:1 and in John 20:1 (cf. 20:19). Its use in Acts, therefore,

it

’—/_r . . - L al) .
points to this particular day as having special significance in the

Christian church.

One might suiapose that perhaps the church met on this day bé‘-‘""‘"

cause it was convenient to the itinerary of the apostle Paul. After all,
we learn later that Paul is “hastening to be at Jerusalem, if possible,
on the day of Pentecost” (Acts 20:16). However, when we look more
closely at Paul’s itinerary, a different picture emerges. Paul is indeed
in a hurry to be in Jerusalem by Pentecost. His trip from Philippi (in
Macedonia) to Troas (in northwestern Asia Minor) took “five days”
(20:6). Previously, Paul had sailed from Troas to Philippi in just two
days (16:11). Adverse winds likely accounted for the delay. Yet, his
haste and this deficit of time no/lcwithstanding, Luke tells us that Paul
and his fellow travelers “stayed [in Troas] fog__;seven days” (20:6).

So why did Paul spend an additional seven days in Troas, given
his tight schedule? The answer comes in the following verse. Paul
was waiting to gather with the church in Troas “on the first day of
the week” (20:7). The “first day of the week” was, of course, the day
on which Christ had been raised from the dead. And, under the new
covenant, it is now the particular day on which God’s people observe
the weekly holy resting that he had required of them since creation.
Thus, Paul does not call the church to gather for public worship on

an earlier day, even though that would have been far more conve-

nient for him, but arranges his travel schedule so that he can observe
that day in worship with the church. ,

Overall, these events confirm that in the early church, the first
day of the week had been set by di:z—ir_lg_ag_t_}_l_ority. And because
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there is nothing in this account that suggests that what transpired
on this Sunday in Troas was peculiar either to the circumstances of
the church or to the location of this particular church, it seems this
practice was one universaﬂy embraced by the apostolic churches and
intended for the church in every place and in every age. This conclu-
sion finds confirmation from the Letters of the New Testament, to

which we now turn.

LETTERS

There are two passages in the Epistles of the New Testament that,
in different ways, point to the first day of the week as the day when
local churches were to gather to worship God by divine command.
The first comes from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians when he

writes,

Now concerning the collection for the saints: as I directed the
churches of Galatia, so you also are to do. On the first day of
every week, each of you is to put something aside and store it
up, as he may prosper, so that there will be no collecting when
I come. And when I arrive, I will send those whom you ac-
credit by letter to carry your gift to Jerusalem. If it seems ad-
visable that I should go also, they will accompany me. (1 Cor.
16:1-4)

Here, Paul is likely taking up a question or concern that has come
to him from the church.® He mentions a “collection for the saints”
(16:1), and the Corinthians seem to already be familiar with it. This
collection is one that Paul is gathering from the Corinthians, the

Galatians, and the churches in Macedonia (see 2 Cor. 8-9). As Paul

6. A point rightly captured by the ESV’s explanatory note, “The expression Now concerning .

introduces a reply to a question in the Corinthians’ letter”” ESV Study Bible, ed. Wayne Grudem
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 2216n1.
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explains in his letter to the church in Rome, this collection will be
an expression of fellowship and unity between its givers (predomi-
nantly Gentile churches) and its recipients (the predominantly Jew-
ish churches in Judea) (see Rom. 15:22-33).

In these verses, Paul tells the Corinthians that he wants this col-
lection to be taken up in the same way that he had told the “churches
of Galatia” to take it up (1 Cor. 16:1). In particular, the collection is
to be gathered from willing givers in the church “on the first day of
every week” (16:2). This appears to be a regular prgvision for the

church—until Paul arrives in Corinth, the Corinthians are to be tak-

ing up the collection on a weekly basis.

But why-does Paul instruct churches in two different regions
(Achaia and Galatia) to take up the collection “on the first day of the
week”? The reason is because he knows that these churches—just like
the others—are already gathering together on that day for worship.
The day’s significance, of course, derives from the fact that it is t};—}
day on which Christ rose from the delld.

Thus, it is likely that Paul intends the taking up of this collection
to be a part of the public worship of God in the church on the first
day of the week. As an act of worship, the members of the church
generously give what they have thoughtfully prepared beforehand
to give. In this instance, the collection will serve to meet the tem-
poral needs of brothers in another part of the church. And even
after the collection is gathered and disbursed, Paul likely expects the
churches to continue to take up a collection in public worship to sup-
port, among other benevolences and ministries, the genuine needs
of fellow Christians. As under the Old Testament, so under the New

Testament—God wants his people to worship him from hearts that

are sensitive to the earthly needs of others, particularly fellow believ-

ar——

ers, and are willing to take concrete and practical steps to address

those needs. As we have already seen in Isaiah, the worship of God is
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primarily vertical, but it has an indispensable horizontal component
to it; the love of God may never be divorced from the love of one’s

brothers and sisters in Christ.

A second passage that points to the regular, weekly gathering of

the church for public worship is Hebrews 10:24-25, which exhorts _

believers to “consider how to stir up one another to love and good
works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but
encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day draw-
ing near” The core of this exhortation is that they are not to “neglect”
to “meet together” Since the author to the Hebrews delivers this com-
mand to his audience without qualification, we are safe in conclud-
ing that it pertains to the whole church—that is to say, the church is
under a divine command to assemble.

This command derives a certain urgency from the fact that
“some” are in the “habit” of neglecting to gather. The writer does not
tell us exactly who these people are or specify the details or motives
of such failure to gather with the church in these meetings; he only
says that it is a standing or habitual neglect. The writer is clear, how-
ever, that this behavior is a violation of a divine command.

To be sure, the writer does not specify exactly when the church
is to “meet together” But, in the context of the teaching of the New
Testament as a whole, it is almost certain that he has in mind the
gathering of the church for worship on the first day of the week. As

we have seen above, this was the practice of the churches in Troas;

Galatia, and Corinth, churches that were under the superVISlon of

the apostle Paul. This practice, furthermore, was a matter of obedi-

; ence to a command of the risen Lord Jesus Christ.

In addition to the exhortation to gather, the writer of He-
brews also describes what he expects will happen on this par-
ticular day when the church gathers, and these details confirm

the conclusion that the meeting in view here is the regular gath-
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ering of the church for worship on Sunday. First, this is a day
when believers “stir up one another to love and good works,”
when they “encoﬁrag[e] one another” Such activity takes place
in the context of the fellowship of believers and is the fruit of the
ministry of the preached word in the church. The word supplies
both the commands (“love,” “good works”) and gospel motiva-
tion (“encourag[ement]”) that enable believers to undertake this
ministry to one another. Furthermore, the singing of “psalms and
hymns and spiritual songs” is the “content (or possibly manner) of
the ‘teaching and admonishing”™ in Colossians 3:16.” Thus, when
God’s word is sung in public worship, believers are instructing
and encouraging one another. It is in these ways, then, that the
writer is urging his audience to be faithful in attending and par-
ticipating in the public worship of the church so that they may
urge one another on to fruitful living for Christ.

Second, the writer tells the Hebrews to commit to regular, gath-
ered worship because “the Day [is] drawing near” (10:25). This
“day” is, of course, the return of Christ in glory. As the writer goes
on to say, it will be characterized by judgment and condemnation to
those who do not truly belong to Jesus Christ (Heb. 10:26-31), but
it will also be a day when God’s people fully enter into their “better”
and “abiding” “possession” and “receive what is promised” (10:34,
36). It is this prospect, the writer reasons, that should motivate be-
lievers to engage in the regular, gathered worship of God on the first
day of the week.

Strikingly, the writer has earlier termed this hope of the Christian
a “Sabbath rest” that “remains . . . for the people of God” (4:9). It is
this future “rest” into which every believer will enter when Christ

returns in glory on that “day” (4:10; 10:25). As we saw earlier, calling

7. G. K. Beale, Colossians and Philernon, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testa-
ment (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2019), 303.
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this rest a “Sabbath” rest indicates that the creation ordinance of the

p——

weekly Sabbath continues under the new covenant, It points to the
eschatological life in Jesus Christ that believers have yet to experi-

M The weekly Sabbath, then, serves to point believers to
their heavenly hope so that they may strive toward it along the path
of faith and good works.

Thus, although the writer of Hebrews does not use either the
term “rest” or “Sabbath” in his argument in chapter 10, his lines of
argumentation in chapters 4 and 10 run on parallel tracks and serve
to complement and reinforce one another. The return of Christ is
the hoped for “day” when believers will receive their “possession,”
“reward,” and “rest” (10:34, 35; 4:9). Presently, believers are on pil-
grimage and therefore require “endurance” in the way of “faith”
(10:36, 39); they need to “strive to enter that rest” through “faith”
(4:11, 2). So, as a help to believers, God calls his people to gather
together weekly (10:25; cf. 4:9). These weekly gatherings serve, by
the grace of God, to “stir up” believers “to love and good works” and
to “encourag[e]” them (10:24, 25)—that is to say, God intends those
meetings to be precisely the help that pilgrims need as they make
their way toward their heavenly home. The final book of the New
Testament, Revelation, helps us understand the foundation and ef-

fects of such encouragement more fully.

REVELATION

Revelation opens with the apostle John in exile on the island of Pat-
mos (Rev. 1:9). He hears an authoritative voice (1:10-11) and sees
a vision of the exalted Christ (1:12-16) while he “was in the Spirit
on the Lord’s day” (1:10). The expression “Lord’s day” is otherwise
Tnattested in the New Testament, although later Christians would
soon pick up the phrase to designate Sunday as the weekly day of
Christian worship, but we may reliably draw some conclusions about
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this phrase’s meaning by attending to a few details in this verse and
its surrounding context.?

First, the adjective “Lord’s” (kyriakos) appears in one other
place in the New Testament (“the Lord’s supper;” 1 Cor. 11:20). In
both places, it likely denotes possession. In other words, the “sup-
per” or “day” in view is one that belongs particularly to the Lord; he
lays unique, proprietary claim to that meal and period of time. In
the case of the phrase in Revelation 1:10, John is saying that Jesus
Christ has set this day apart from the other six days of the week.
The phrase “the Lord’s day” thus “simply means the day belonging
to the Lord.”

Second, the immediate context of the phrase helps to clarify and
to sharpen our understanding of its meaning and significance. After

hearing the authoritative voice, John sees a vision of Jesus Christ.

He writes,

Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and
on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst
of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long
robe and with a golden sash around his chest. The hairs of his
head were white, like white wool, like snow. His eyes were like
a flame of fire, his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in
a furnace, and his voice was like the roar of many waters. In
his right hand he held seven stars, from his mouth came a
sharp two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining
in full strength. (Rev. 1:12-16)

8. Seethe discussion of the second-century evidence in R. J. Bauckham, “The Lords Day;” in
From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: A Biblical, Historical and Theological Investzgatzon, ed. D. A. Carson
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1982), 222-32. Bauckham concludes that “the use of kyriake
in the Didache, Ignatius, and the Gospe] of Peter seems to presuppose a well-established usage,
and in that case it is rather probable that kyriaké hémera already meant Sunday in the reign of
Domitian” Bauckham, “The Lord’s Day; 232.

9. Roger T. Beckwith and Wilfrid Stott, This is the Day: The Biblical Doctrine of the Christian
Sunday (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1978), 36.
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After seeing Jesus, John then hears his voice saying, “Fear not,
I'am the first and the last, and the living one. I died, and behold I am
alive forevermore, and I have keys of Death and Hades” (1:17-18).

Overall, what John sees is a vision of Jesus Christ in power and
glory. When Jesus speaks to John, he identifies himself as one who
has been raised gloriously from the dead, will never die again, and
has absolute authority over death as the one who conquered death
in his resurrection. This self-identification of Jesus underscores the
fact that the one John sees in Revelation 1:12-16 is the powerful and
glorious risen Christ.

This vision is precisely what John and his readers need to see.
John, after all, is in exile on Patmos “on account of the word of God
and the testimony of Jesus” (1:9). He has been punished by the civil
authorities for his faith in Jesus. Further, John is not unique in his
suffering for Jesus Christ—he identifies himself to his readers as
“your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and
the patient endurance that are in Jesus” (1:9). Thus, what all these
suffering Christians need is a vision of the reigning, glorious, risen
Christ who is sovereign over his church and the world.

But how does this setting and message help us to understand
the meaning of the phrase “the Lord’s day” in Revelation 1:10? This
context shows us that the “Lord” of this day is the risen Lord Jesus
Christ. In light of this pairing of the resurrection of Jesus Christ and
a day Christ particularly claims for himself, it is difficult to avoid
the conclusion that “the Lord’s day” is the first day of the week, the
day when Christ rose from the dead, and the day when Christians—
under apostolic supervision—gathered together to worship God,

remembering the resurrecti rist.
T

Overall, this passage helps us to understand at least two basic

characteristics of this day and of Christian worship on it. The first
is that on this day, the church remembers that Jesus Christ has been
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raised from the dead and has conquered death and Hades; he is sov-

ereign over all things. As the church experiences persecution and
tribulation in the world, believers need this weekly reminder of the
victiory that Christ has already won, of his absolute lordship over
anyone and anything that would threaten to harm them. The church
needs this perspective in order to persevere faithfully in the face of
threats both external and internal to the church (see 2:1-3:22). Thus,
on this “Lord’s day;” the risen Christ gives his servant John a message
for the church—"“fear not” (1:17). Every time the church gathers to
worship on the Lord’s Day, then, they are reminded that they have
no reason to fear the people and authorities who stand opposed to
Christ and te his church.

Second, “it is through the corporate worship of the church that
Christ’s lordship is actually realized in the life of the church™ In
other words, the church’s willing and faithful obedience to this com-
mand of the Lord Jesus Christ is itself an expression of his abso-
lute lordship. Further, as the word of Christ is proclaimed in the
churches on the Lord’s Day, believers are equipped to “confess Christ
as Lord” in every area of their lives." Thus, the Lord’s Day visibly
demonstrates Christ’s lordship when his people gather to worship
him, and as believers live in accordance with the word of Christ in
their families, schools, places of work, and communities, they further

give expression to the lordship of Christ in front of a watching world.

The Law, the Sabbath, and the Christian

As we have seen, the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead was

an epochal event in human history. It marks the inbreaking of the age

to come, the beginning of the last days, and the dawn of the new cre-

ation. As such, it transforms the worship of the people of God. They

10. Bauckham, “Lord’s Day;” 245.
11. Bauckham, “Lord’s Day;” 245.
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continue to observe the weekly Sabbath rest that God had appointed

for all people at the creation; Hebrews confirms that the eschatolog1~

cal Sabbath rest remains s future to them, implying the continuation

of the weekly Sabbath in anticipation of that rest. But the particular

day of that rest has changed. From the creation to the resurrection
of Christ, the Sabbath fell on the seventh day of the week. This day

commemorated the completion of God’s work of creation in six days.

From the resurrection of Christ until his return, the Sabbath now falls

on the first day of the week. This day commemorates the new creation
};’that has dawned because of Christ’s resurrection from the dead.
There is no command in the New Testament that explicitly spells
out this change of day. We learn of this change, rather, in implicit
ways. The Gospels show us not only that Christ was raised from the
dead on the first day of the week but also that he met with his dis-
ciples on the first day of the week The events that transpire during

those meetings anticipate what the New Testament tells us happens

when believers gather together each week to worship God-——the min-

istry of the word, the breaking of bread, and the presence of Christ

in spiritual blessing to his people. As we have seen in the Letters and

Revelation, the church, under the supervision of Christs apostles,
met regularly on the first day of the week, the “Lord’s day” (Rev.
1:10). And on this day Christian congregations worshipped God

through the reading and preaching of the word, the administration

of the Lord’s Supper, and the taking up of a collection. Every indica-

\ tion from the New Testament is that churches observed this day in
v obedience to Jesus Christ. !

The absence of an explicit Sabbath command in the New Testa-

, ment letters (such as, “you shall keep the first day of the week as the

Sabbath under the new covenant”) has troubled some Christians

enough for them to conclude that the New Testament’s apparent si-

¥ lence points to an abrogation of the Sabbath under the new covenant.
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However, we have argued in this chapter that the New Testament is
not silent on the matter and offers multiple positive indications of
the church’s regular and widespread observance of the Sabbath as a
divine command.

Further, there is an additional line of teaching in the New Testa-
ment that helps to confirm this conclusion—as the New Testament
reflects on the implications of the finished work of Christ, it does so
in relation to the Mosaic law. Thus, we will now briefly explore three
passages that point us to the Decalogue (which, of course, includes
the Sabbath command) to spell out Christian obligation under the
new covenant. We will also address a few passages that some have
taken to say that the Mosaic law (generally) or the Sabbath (particu-

larly) has been abrogated under the new covenant.

THE DECALOGUE

In at least two passages, the apostle Paul shows us that the Ten Com-
mandments summarize the duty of the Christian under the new
covenant. First, in Romans 13, Paul helps us to understand the rela-

tionship between love and the law of God when he writes,

Owe no one anything, except to love each other, for the one
who loves another has fulfilled the law. For the command-
ments, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder,
You shall not steal, You shall not covet,” and any other com-
mandment, are summed up in this word: “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself” Love does no wrong to a neighbor;
therefore love is the fulfilling of the law. (Rom. 13:8-10)

In this passage, Paul shows us that, far from there being any ten-
sion between love and the law of God, love actually fulfils the law.
It is precisely through the keeping of God’s commandments that
believers love their neighbor (and love God). Further, Paul does not
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leave us in doubt as to what those commandments are. He quotes
several of the Ten Commandments, and he quotes them in the form
that they appear in the Decalogue (“You shall not commit adultery,
You shall not murder, You shall not steal, You shall not covet”; see Ex.
20:13-17; Deut. 5:17-21). Paul understands this list to be representa-

 tive and not exhaustive (as he adds “and any other commandment”).

Thus, he sends us to the Ten Commandments to find the standards
of Christian duty.

Paul does not cite any commandment from the Decalogue re-
garding our duty to God, including the Sabbath commandment.
But the context of these verses affords a ready explanation for why
Paul only mentions the portion of the Decalogue that addresses our
duty to our fellow human beings—this section of Romans (Rom.
12:1-15:13) is overwhelmingly concerned with the Christian’s duty
toward other people, whether fellow believers, those outside the
church, or the civil magistrate. Thus, Paul’s omission of those laws
in the Decalogue addressing our relationship with God should not
be taken to mean that they are no longer binding on the Chris-
tian. In fact, given the ongoing normativity of the portion of the
Decalogue summarized by the command to “love your neighbor
as yourself,” one may reasonably presume that the portion of the
Decalogue summarized by the command to “love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
mind” is no less binding (see Matt. 22:34-39).

The way in which Paul directs Christians to the Ten Command-
ments in Romans 13, then, speaks volumes about his understand-
ing of the Sabbath commandment in the Christian life. Paul points
the believer to the Ten Commandments as the rule or standard of
Christian obedience. The Sabbath is among those Ten Command-
ments. Therefore, the Sabbath remains a commandment that God’s

people under the new covenant must observe.
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A second passage offers a critical qualification to what we have
observed from Paul’s handling of the Ten Commandments in Ro-
mans 13:8-10. In Ephesians 6:1-3, Paul gives the children of the
church in Ephesus specific direction, telling them, “obey your par-
ents in the Lord, for this is right. ‘Honor your father and mother’
(this is the first commandment with a promise), ‘that it may go well
with you and that you may live long in the land.” '

Ashedid in Romans 13, Paul quotes the commandment to honor
oné’s parents in the same form as the Decalogue (see Ex. 20:12; Deut.
5:16). That Paul is doing so intentionally is confirmed by the fact that
he parenthetically comments, “this is the first commandment with a
promise” He then goes on to supply the reason annexed to the com-
mandment from Deuteronomy 5:16, “that it may go well with you
and that you may live long in the land”

What is striking about Paul’s citation of this promise is that while
its original recipients were Israelites who had been redeemed from
Egypt, the apostle applies it to the children of a largely Gentile con-
gregation in western Asia Minor (see Eph. 2:11). In other words,
the Ephesian children are neither Jewish (for -tile most part) nor in-
habitants of Canaan. Tellingly, Paul does not cite the remainder of
Deuteronomy 5:16, “the land that the LorD your God is giving you.”

Paul, then, understands the commandment and its promise to have
a wider and more extensive application than it does for old covenant
Israel. It is “valid not merely for the Jew who worships the Father in
Jerusalem, but for all those true worshippers everywhere who wor-
ship him in spirit and in truth™?

In fact, the way Paul interprets and applies this particular com-

mandment from the Decalogue is a window into how he interprets

12. B.B. Warfield, “The Sabbath in the Word of God,” in Selected Shorter Writings, ed. John E.
Meeter, 2 vols. (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1971, 1973), 1:323. Warfield renders the word translated
“land” (ESV) as “earth” While this is a defensible translation of the underlying Greek word, one
need not concur with Warfields translation in order to affirm his argument here.
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and applies each one of the Ten Commandments. Overall, his ap-
plication reflects the momentous changes in redemptive history be-
tween Sinai and Calvary. The death and resurrection of Christ has
meant that the law has come to fulfillment and has undergone trans-
formation. And as a result, anything specific to the Israelites under
old covenant (such as promises relating to the land of Canaan) has
been correspondingly affected—that is to say, the law undergoes the
changes necessary to reflect the fact that God’s people, in the age of
fulfillment, is comprised now both of Jews and Gentiles.

This transformation guides us in understanding how Paul ap-
proaches the Sabbath commandment—this commandment binds
believers under the new covenant insofar as this commandment
reflects transformation in light of the finished work of Christ. For
the New Testament writers, including Paul (see 1 Cor. 16:2), that
transformation entails a change of day. By divine appointment, the
holy day of resting now falls on the first day of the week rather than
the seventh day of the week. The commandment has not undergone
any substantial changes, just as the commandment to honor one’s
father and mother has not undergone any substantial changes. The
change, rather, is a circumstantial one, and it reflects the triumph
and victory of Christ’s resurrection, the dawn of the new creation
in human history.

The apostle James confirms what we have seen in the apostle
Paul—that believers are bound to the Ten Commandments as the
standard of Christian duty under the new covenant. Similarly to Paul
in Romans 13:8-10, James tells us, “if you really fulfill the royal law
according to the Scripture, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself;
you are doing well” (James 2:8). Love, in other words, is the fulfill-
ment of the law of God. James then explains what he understands
this law to be—he mentions two commands, “Do not commit adul-
tery” and “Do not murder” (2:11), both of which are drawn from the
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Decalogue. Thus, we can conclude that James understands the “royal
law” (2:8)—that is, the “law of liberty” (2:12) to which Christians
are held to account—to be the Decalogue.” Although James only
mentions the commands governing adultery and murder, he “might
have taken any others of the precepts of the Decalogue to illustrate
his point—the Fourth as well as the Sixth or Seventh™*

AN OBJECTION

On the other hand, the apostle Paul makes statements in his letters
that have suggested to some readers that he understands the Sabbath
commandment to be abrogated under the new covenant. Here are

some examples:

Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of
food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon or
a Sabbath. These are a shadow of the things to come, but the
substance belongs to Christ. (Col. 2:16-17)

But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be
known by God, how can you turn back again to the weak and
worthless elementary principles of the world, whose slaves

you want to be once more? You observe days and months and

o M—————
seasons and years! I am afraid I may have Iabored over you in
v a——

e

vain. (Gal. 4:9-11)

One person esteems one day as better than another, while
another esteems all days alike. Each one should be fully con-
vinced in his own mind. The one who observes the day, ob-

serves it in honor of the Lord. (Rom. 14:5-6)

13. “The Decalogue evidently lies in [James’s] mind as a convenient summary of fundamen.tal
duty; and he says in effect that it is binding on us all, in all its precepts alike, because they all alike
are from God and publish his holy will” Warfield, “The Sabbath,” 315.

14. Warfield, “The Sabbath,” 315.
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Overall, each of the letters in which these statements appear re-
flects the confusion of some individuals concerning the Mosaic law.
We may look at each of them in turn. First, in Colossae, there are
teachers who are “pass[ing] judgment” on the Colossians “with re-
gard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath” Paul declares these to
bea “shadow” of the “substance;” namely, Christ. As such, the church
is not bound to observe these particular days. The phrase “a festival
Or a new moon or a Sabbath” is one that surfaces a number of times
in the Old Testament (see 1 Chron; 23:31; 2 Chron. 2:4; 31:3; Neh.
10:33; Ezek. 45:17). It serves to describe the liturgical calendar that
God gave to Israel in the Mosaic law. Importantly, “a Sabbath” is
plural in the Greek (sabbaton). Tt refers, then, strictly to the multiple
feast days in Israel’s calendar that God added to the weekly Sabbath.
Thus, what Paul is telling the church in these verses is that the litufgi-

——

cal calendar in the Pentateuch has served its purpose now that Christ

has come; believers are no longer under any obligation to observe it.
Paul's comments, however, say nothing about the weekly Sabbath.
Similarly, the churches in Galatia were under the influence of
teachers who were pressing the observance of the Mosaic law for
their justification. Paul pens this letter to dissuade them from that
teaching and to remind them of the gospel that he had preached to
them and that they had believed. Here, Paul rebukes the church for
“observ[ing] days and months and seasons and years” (Gal. 4:10).

And again, in context, this expression refers to the liturgical calendar

of the Mosaic law, which set apart periods of time for Israel’s worship.

Now that Christ has come (4:4), Paul reasons, Israel’s calendar has
fulfilled its purpose in redemptive history. Thus, for new covenant

Christians to try to observe this calendar is a return to bondage.s

15. Paul sees the bondage in view in Galatians in two lights. There is the comparative bond-
age of God’s people’s existence under the Mosaic covenant relevant to their existence under the
new covenant (Gal. 4:1~6). And there is the added bondage of attempting to keep the law for
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Last, in the church in Rome, there was a division among believ-
ers whom Paul identifies as “weak in faith” and “strong” (Rom. 14:1;

15:1). This division centered around food (14:2) and the observance

- of days (14:5). Here, Paul views the individual who abstains from eat-

ing certain foods and who “observes one day as better than another”
to be a believer, but one who is weak in faith (14:5). The coupling of
dietary restrictions with calendrical observances suggests that the
issue in the church in Rome concerns the keeping of the dietary

laws and the liturgical calendar of the Mosaic law. Thus, for a third

time, when Paul implicitly tells the Roman Christians that they are
not divinely obligated to regard “one day as better than another,’
he is not talking about the weekly Sabbath—he is talking about the
feasts and festivals of the Mosaic calendar. As in his letters to the

churches in Galatia and Colossae, Paul helps the Roman Christians
to understand that those aspects of the Mosaic legislation unique
to Israel—such as laws regarding food, feasts, and festivals—are no

longer binding under the new covenant.

Conclusions
Overall, the New Testament shows us that the resurrection of Christ
effected a profound transformation of the Sabbath. The Sabbath,
now observed on the first day of the week, commemorates the in-
breaking of the new creation at Christ’s resurrection. It continues
to point to creation, redemption, and consummation, now in light
of the finished work of Christ. The Sabbath commemorates God’s
work of creation, even as it points forward to the rest that awaits
the people of God, and the Sabbath commemorates God’s work of
redemption shadowed in the exodus and accomplished in the death
and resurrection of Christ. It is Christ, the second Adam, who brings

justification, something God never intended for Israel to do with the law that he gave them
(see Gal. 5:1-6). ’
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creation to its intended goal, and it is Christ who guarantees that
each of his redeemed ones will enter into their appointed rest. In our
final chapter, we will think about some implications that this biblical
theology of the Sabbath has for the way that we read the Bible and
live the Christian life.
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Sabbath and Work

Six days a week the spirit is alone, disregarded, forsaken, forgotten.
Working under strain, beset with worries, enmeshed in anxieties,
man has no mind for ethereal beauty. But the spirit is waiting for
man to join in.

Abraham Heschel, The Sabbath

The Sanctity of Work

In the previous chapter, we examined the biblical roots of a theology of Sab-
bath and time. Qur journey now moves us toward engaging human work
with explicit regard to how the Sabbath renews our vocation in this world. In
the beginning, Adam and Eve worked. Their tasks? To care for, and nurture,
the garden of Eden. The responsibility of naming the animals was placed
on Adam. They were to “be fruitful and multiply.” What this teaches us, of
course, is that nothing remains as close to human identity as the work God
has invited them to partake in. Work was not, and is not, punishment for sin.
Work precedes sin, -~

Have you ever wondered whether you will have a job in heaven?

Will we work for eternity?

Will resurrection offer us al] a much-desired career change?

If humans worked in the ga:'rden, will humans work in heaven?

In a little examination of the prophet Isaiah, When the Kings Come
Marching In, Richard Mouw discusses the biblical portrayal of the new

25
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Jerusalem, where “the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the Lord”
{Isa. 11:9). This soon-coming new Jerusalem is intricately detailed as a
resurrected, renewed old Jerusalem. Mouw points to the “flocks of Kedar,”

“rams of Nebaioth,” and the “ships of Tarshish,” which freely enter the
new Jerusalem carrying sﬂver, gold, and costly woods of cypress, plane,
and Lebanese pine. These are welcomed alongside camels from Midian,
Ephah, and Sheba carrying gold and frankincense. What is this all about?
The prophet Isaiah, Mouw contends, is using extraordinary measures to
describe the future Jerusalem in fundamentally physical, real, elemental,
earthy terms. “Animal, vegetable, mineral,” concludes Mouw, “are all brought
into the renewed Jerusalem.”

By no means is this the only depiction of the new Jerusalem that includes
animals, technology, and artistry. Concluding a parallel passage in the New
Testament text of Revelation 21, John depicts the new Jerusalem in equally
earthy terms. Heaven is depicted as a city. Unlike popular Christian art, heaven
is not depicted as that place where the saints reside eternally on billowy white
clouds while playing harps and reading hymnals. What is found, however, is
an actual city where Christ is the ruler; the city includes a river, buildings,
food, drink, feasts, and jewels and metals gathered from the nations. There,
we will have physical bodies—“He will wipe every tear from their eyes” (Rew.
21:4). The new Jerusalem will be spiritual and physical. Mouw even suggests
that the “ships of Tarshish” referenced in Isaiah—widely identified as icons
of pagan culture—will enter the new Jerusalem as sanctified items that have
been cleansed of their former pagan “functions.” In heaven, they will still be
boats. This time, however, they will be boats for the glory of Yahweh, not
the tyranny of the pantheon.?

This is the renewal of all things. Isaiah and John both look forward to that
time when Christ will rule and reign., In fact, the biblical language regarding
the future is noticeably absent of humans “going to heaven.” Quite the op-
posite, in fact: John sees “the new Jerusalem, coming dowsn our of heaven
from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed” (Rev. 21:2}. God makes all
things new. God does not make all new things. This distinctio inderscores
a theological reality—a great similarity and continuity will exist between
this world and the nexr. Mouw drives this point home: “The Holy City is
not wholly discontinuous with the present conditions. The biblical glimpses
of this City give us reason to think that its contents will not be completely
unfamiliar to people like us, In fact, the contents of the City will be more akin
to our present cultural patterns than is usually acknowledged in discussions
of the afterlife.”® The Bible’s depiction of the new Jerusalem is surprising;
heaven will ook a lot like earth.
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The new Jerusaletn is a renovated, not teplaced, city. Indeed, this raises
countless theological possibilities and problems. What of our bodies? What of
our artistic creations? Will we have tattoos in heaven? { have long surmised that
we may retain our tartoos in the world to come, I wonder if our tattoos—like
the “ships of Tarshish”-—will continue into glory but be sanctified of their
old purposes, resurrected into the glorious presence of Churist. Why would
this not be the case? Jesus had the marks of his death on his resurrected body.
Other possibilities of the eschaton remain to be teased out.

In light of all this, could it be that many of out creations and achievements
might actually resurrect into the new world? In a groundbreaking work, theo-
logian Miroslav Volf echoes Mouw by contending that human work and
cuitural flourishing must be understood not as being destroyed in the coming
of God’s kingdom but as being purified. In fact, Volf argues that our tech-
nological advancements that have changed human culture for the good, such
as Gutenberg’s press, may actually be included in the renewal of all things.
“Through their work,” contends Volf, “human beings contribute in their
modest and broken way to God’s new creation.” Humanity does not have
. the power to resurrect our work, Still, God may resurrect the very human city
we have built. In short, the new creation, uniike the first, will not be created
ex nibilo (out of nothing). It will incorporate aspects of this present creation.

What, then, does one do with texts regarding a coming worldly destruc-
tion? For example, 2 Peter 3 says the “present heavens and earth are reserved
for fire, being kept for the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly”
(2 Pet. 3:7). This does not necessarily mean that the world must be destroyed
for God’s kingdom to fully come. Evangelical biblical scholar Douglas Moo
points out that the thrust of 2 Peter 3, among other texts, describes a world
being renewed rather than destroyed. Moo points out that throughout Scrip-

iy ' 121 (755 of
value ut anninilates the worthiess.” We must be cautious: this is not to say

that we are currently building the new Jerusalem and that heaven only comes
down on the earth metaphorically. Rather, this is to suggest that God will
take elements of the present creatiou and resurrect them while purlfymg the
: ‘ ~worthless elements. In the same way that we canuot resur-
rect Chnst from the grave, we cannot “build” the new Jerusalem. The new
Jerusalem, we remember, comes down out of heaven from God {Rew. 21:2).
Heaven is not from around here. The new city comes down to us and is put
on top of our existing one. :

1 have a hunch: we will have jobs in the new Jerusalem. We will work. As
Eden was a place of work, so will heaven be. Work was not a result of sin.
Why? Because humans are bomo faber (hnmans who work), created to “tend
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and keep” and enjoy the fruits of their work. So close to their human function
was work that the biblical author uses the same word for “tend” as “worship.”
Tocare for the garden was to worship the Creator. Eden was a divine domain
of work and worship, not a world of sedentary laziness or unproductivity.
The created world was to bg creatively worked and nurtured. Work is not a
mistake or a curse. Yet work becomes our curse when it becomes what we
worship. “Labor is not,” writes Abraham Heschel, “only the destiny of man;
it is endowed with divine dignity.™

Jewish rabbis have a phrase, melechet machshevet, to itlustrate chis reality,
meaning that our work “is done unto the realization of God’s plan and vi-
sion.” When Adam and Eve werte placed in the garden, they were placed with
a purpose to work and cultivate and nurture the created space. Their task was
to bring about God’s desires through their vocation. Qur task is and will be
no less. Qur work is valuable, and it matters to God. Although work is holy,
the human tendency as a result of sin is to exalt work as the central part of
the hutman vocation. But work, or activity, is not our core identiry. At the heart
of the human vocation is to be with God, not to do anything. It is tempting
to think of Sabbath as the intrinsic result of a job well done, but it is not.
Sabbath is not a wage for our hard work. Sabbath is not a benefits package.
Rather, work is a reflection of Sabbath-keeping. Work is a benefit of our rest,

Worshiping Work

“A.gési_e_}@mglt,” once wrote Mary Bell, “is the alcchol of our time,”® Work is our
drug, our numbing agent, escape hatch, and anesrherizing bebhayigr. Achieve-
ment makes us feel the semblance of some glow of heightened, idolized identity
where we are what we do. In this modert world, we have become addicts to
doing, making, producing, and accomplishing. Our modern dogma is that of
Batman: “It’s not who you are underneath. {t’s what you do that defines you.™
How did it come to this? Why has our work taken center stage in our lives?

[We are what we accom?jigf?—or $o goes the unquestioned popular dogina.
The origins of this devilish approach to life are iltustrated in the early pages
of Scripture as we observe the destructive effects of siu taking root. Adam and
Eve were created to work in the garden, yet their telationship to that work
fundamentally changes once sin invades the garden. We see that work—done in
service to God and creation—iinmediately gets twisted into acts of abuse and
sinfulness and injustice. When Adain is assigned the responsibility of naming
aninals, God extends to him freedom and creativity to live in harmony with
and have authority among the created realm. In the ancient world, to name
something or someone was to have a sense of authority over it, Naming the
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animals implied Adam’s God-ordained authority over God’s creatures and
his responsibility to them. But he is to name the animals and the animals
alone. Thus, the woman is given no name in Genesis 1 and 2 when she is
created. She is simply called “woman.” The implication is profound: Adam
had authority over the animals. Bur with the woman, who was his helper, he
was to walk side by side.

The fundamental relationship between the man and the woman was one of
mutuality. As Peter Lombard long ago observed, we must remember that Eve
was taken out of Adam’s side, not from his head nor his feet. Why? Because
Adam was never to rule over the woman or be ruled by her. Rather, she came
out of his side; she was to be his helper.!® Similarly, Matthew Henry in his
Commentary on the Whole Bible writes, “The woman was made of a rib out
of the side of Adam; not made out of his head to rule over him, nor out of
his feet to be trampled upon by him, but out of his side to be equal with him,
under his arm to be protected, and near his hearr to be beloved.”?

Sin changes everything, turning the good world upside down. Once Adam
and Eve sin, the blame game begins. The first couple hide from God, and
their very relarionship to the land and the rest of creation is changed. They
are banished from the garden of Eden, becoming wanderers on the earth,
displaced from place. Now, their work will be toilsome. God was left with a
difficnlt choice—discipline was necessary, He offers strong words of discipline
to each guilty party. God curses the serpent, saying he will be at enmity with
the woman and her seed. God then speaks to the woman and says child labor
will be painful and she will yearn for her husband, but he will “rule” over her.
Then, to Adam, he describes how Adam’s relationship to work will be greatly
marred. Then he speaks over the man and woman the consequences of their
decision, Immediately, we see a change in the relationship within humanity’s
first family. The very next thing Adam does reveals that somethmg is shat-
tered iu their relationship,

Adam names the woman “Eve.”

Her new name meant “mother of the living.” In fact, naming the woman
becomes the very first thing Adam does after God names their punishment.
Immediately. Remember, God never instructed Adam to name Eve. When
God created Eve out of the side of Adam, Adam sang a song over her-—*“this
is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” But Adam did not name her
at first. She was his partner, his wife, his “suitable helper.” Adam had permis-
sion to name the animals, but Eve was not an animal. From the beginning,
man and woman were to work together, side by side, in the garden, tasked
with loving and serving God, each other, and creation. This act of Adam
naming Eve initiates, I believe, a perversion of God’s desire that Eve would
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work alongside Adam in loving, mutual harmony to wotk and care for the
garden. In fact, God saw it coming when sin entered the world. When God
tells Eve that Adam will “rule over her,” he is simply lamenting what is to
come. God is not commanding it. His language is descriptive, not prescriptive.
Adam naming Eve, putting her in her place, was neither what God ordained
nor desired. It is interesting that he names her for what he sees she is good
for—having babies.

Sin turns the world upside down. Just as Adam’s relationship to the woman
is perverted, so is his refationship to his work. God says of Adam’s work: “By
the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground,
since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return” {Gen.
3:19), Adam’s work—which originally brought life and fruicfulness—now
turns to toil. When some Christians read the curse narrative, they wrongly
assume that work itself becomes the consequence of sin. As New York Uni-
versity’s Daniel Fleming has aptly shown, the phrase “by the sweat of your
brow” does not mean that physical labor is cursed. Rather, this was an an-
cient way of speaking of a new anxiety around worls that is the result of fear
and accomplishiment.” Sin, in the words of Sandra Richter, causes work to
become about “perspiration-inducing fear.”" Humanity ceases to work as
God intended and starts to worty about its work identity.

After the fall, humanity becomes enslaved to work.!* The very vocation
God created to serve the world ceases to be an act of worship to the Creator
and becomes about self-fullillment. Humanity ceases being purpose driven
and becomes fear driven. It is interesting that as God judges Adam, he says,
“[The ground} will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the
plants of the field” {Gen. 3:18). Notice the word plants; the Hebrew word is
eseb, The word is used for an annual, any plant that must be planted every
single year. An annual dies every year, A perennial, however, is any plant that
produces year after year without needing to be replanted. I have long theorized
that the food God planted in Eden was exclusively food from perennial plants
that came back every year—apples, asparagus, oranges, and pomegranates.
Notice that Eden had trees. Trees produce food year after year after year,
God’s provision is visible even in the landscape.

After their exile from Eden, however, humanity relies on annuals for sut-
vival. No longer will Adam and Eve reside in the garden that God himself
had planted with all of its perennials; they are now forced to raise their own
plants that will die each year. Annuals are the landscape of displacement,
of a people not at home. The only way one can eat perennials is by being
established in a place. The joys of a perennial must be enjoyed in the same
place year aftet year.
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Eden was abundant with perennials. This is why Adam and Eve could rest
and eat on their first day of existence—the work was already done for them.
God himself had planted the garden. Can you imagine living in a place free
from toil, a garden of perennials, the way Adam and Eve did? In exile from
Eden, humanity has been thrust to self-production and subsistence rather
than trust and abundance. The annual replanting year after year illustrates a
world without rest. Ours has become a world mostly of annuals. Do not be
misled: annuals are not bad. But they are not the fulluess of God’s original
design. Perennials and annuals were meant to exist together, but we have an
unhealthy reliance on annuals, which is taking a toll. In fact, our heavy reli-
ance on annuals is actually destroying our planet. In his book Dirt, David
Montgomery describes the reality that we are “skinning our planet.”" Ecolo-
gists would tell us that our methods for cultivating crops, primarily annuals,
deplete the earth’s soil at a rapid rate. The Levitical commands to tet the
land rest every seven years were the result of what? Sin. Why? Before exile .
from Eden, humanity lived off of the perennial foods of the garden and never
needed to let the perennials rest. The land only needs to rest when we work
it. Again, God gave us a world of delight to work and play in. Only when we
ignored his way did he have to give a law to call us back to the original aim.

Have you ever wondered why Jesus wore a crown of thorns at his death?
Why thorns? Thorns are eseb. At his death, Jesus literally wears on his head
the sign of the curse—thorns from annuals. Our curse became his crown. It
was as he wore our annual that he brought the perennial grace and love and
forgiveness of the Father.

What we learn is that sin changes our relationship with work. In a world
of perennials, work was not something that humanity did to falsely find its
meaning. Instead, work was done in the context of trust and provision. After
sin, work that was originally entered into as an act of worship became the
thing we worshiped. I think God knew humanity would sin. And I think God
knew we would be prone to worship our work, which is why God initiated
rest and Sabbath before the fall. In sin, humans are prone to worship the
good things of this world over the Ultimate, the Creator. “They exchanged
the truth about God for a lie,” writes Paul, “and worshiped and served cre-
ated things rather than the Creator” (Rom. 1:25). We turn good things into
ultimate things. This gives us a helpful theological and biblical framework
for understanding why we are workaholics. Work is not the problem—it is
our replacing God with work that is a problem..

That is why eveu good work can turn bad. T have a friend who travels the
world and speaks on rest and well-being, She is brilliant, Catch the irony: she
burned out speaking about rest and well-being, How is it possible for someone
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to burn out traveling the world teaching on rest? By putting a good thing in
the wrong place in our lives.

Nearly ten years ago, as a college pastor at the University of Oregon, I
toiled nearly eighty hours a week doing the “work of the Lord.” No bound-
aries. No rhythms. No intention. No rest. Every crisis was sy crisis. Every
complaint was my problem, Everythmg and everyone came to me. Anxiety
was the norm; fear was my god. The long and short of jt: I began to burn out.
And [ knew there was a problem when I started hoping I would burn out.*
Burnout offered a way out of all the insanity. Though [ had never thought it
possible, I was, in Paul’s words, beginning to “weary in doing good” (Gal.
6:9). The cost was high. I constantly got sick, my matriage was struggling,
and my ministry became misery as I went frantically from crisis to crisis.

Flannery O’Connor has this little throwaway line where she speaks of a
priest who is “unimaginative and overworked.”” That was me. There was only
one problem: the ministry was thriving, People were getting baptized, Students
were repenting. The group was growing. It all came to a head one Saturday
morning. After an eighty-hour workweek, I scheduled an appointment with a
student in our college ministry for 10:00 a.m. that Saturday morning, Having
not slept well for over a month, I missed my appointment, not even hearing
the sound of my alarm. I woke up to a voicemail on my phone: “How could
you miss this appointment? Pastors shouldn’t miss appointments. You have
failed me.”

Thad become a “quivering mass of availability”® A need-filler. A gofer. A
Christian handyman, available to everyone and everything but the Lord my
God. Standing there, I nearly broke my flip phone over my knee and threw
it against the wall. I had been working tirelessly only to let one more person
down. I could not go on like T had been. By the sovereign grace of God, I had
been reading a book by pastor and theologian Eugene Peterson. Through
reading the book, I discovered something I had completely ignored in ten
years of Bible reading—this thing called the Sabbath. Peterson eloquently
discussed how one day a week he would say no to ministry demangds and go

L qn hikes, eat good food, read poetry, and meet with God. I was intrigued. Was
this not a waste of time? Was he not wasting his time on selfish endeavors?
Then it clicked.

Up until this time, I had thought Sabbath-keeping was selfish. And Ithought
that if T did rest, it was a sign of weakness. Then I had the epiphany of a

lifetime: [ had been trying to be selfless. In helping everyone else, I had forgot-

? ten myself. I had become the preacher of the gospel who needed the gospel
himself. Or, wotse yet, I subconsciously thought God wanted me to forget
about myself so I could serve others. But that is not the gospel. Jesus loves
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me too. I could love others only to the extent that 1 could recognize God’s
fove for me. I could see to the needs of my community only to the extent that
1 admitted my own needs. I could care for God’s people only to the extent
that I would allow him to care for me. In forgetting all this, I had neglected
to care for the body God had given me, the spirit he breathed into me, this
soul that he molded with his own hand.

Wisdom prevailed. I admitted my limits and embraced my finitude. It was
one of the first “not goods™ in my life where I recognized Thad a deep, human,
God-created need. In living for everyone else, I had been trying to be omnipo-
tent and omnipresent, neither of which God desited for me to be, As 1 read
the Gospels, it became cleatrer and clearer to me that Jesus himself was not
selfless. Jesus went into the mountains and prayed to the point that even his \Nt-?
disciples could not find him. Jesus ate. ]esus drank, ]esus slept. He took cate B,
of himself. And never once was Jesi: 2 CE..COnTIC
by a busy schedule. Jesus lived a rhythm cornpletely dxfferent flOITL anyone
a%gm-nfm thythm of his life was, in itself, a prophetic act against the
thythms of the world.

Sabbath rhythms are not meant for paper; they are meant to be practiced.
“Holy days, rituals, liturgies—all are like musical notations which, in them-
selves,” one Jewish scholar writes, “cannot convey the nuances and textures of
live performance.” We are not to know about the Sabbath. We are to know
the Sabbath. In the years since starting to practice the Sabbath, my family
and T have become avid, albeit itnperfect, amateur Sabbath- keepers One day
a week, my family turns all the screens off, lights some candles, prays, and
invites the God of Sabbath to bring us rest. This practice, which, again, we
do far from petfectly, has saved my marriage, my ministry, my faith, and, I
might even say, my life. However, we have come to find that Sabbath never
just happens. In our 2447 world, 1 have never. onge seen someone accz'denmﬂy??,g{ 1
keep a Sabbath. Sabbath is an action of great purpose, one that demands
feisty intenti onahty It requires us to live in a th thim tha that squarely opposes
the dangerous pulse and the habits of our world. Sabbath-keeping is not just a
small vignette in the Bible. Page after page, story after story, book after book,
Sabbath comes to us. This is not 2 minor motif in the story of the Bible—it n
is one of the greatest themes of the Bible. Sabbath is not extra credit. It is a-]
commandment, not a suggestion.

Sabbath is God’s eternal way of helping us worship our good God and no?]
worship the good work he has given us to do. <

The Sabbath, Jacques Ellul contends, “shows that work is not after all so
excellent or desirable a thing as people often tell us.”” In other words, Sab-
bath provides work with a healthy framework within which good work can be
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done. The fourth commandment, we must remember, only prohibits us from
work on Sabbath. Nothing else is prohibited. This simple act of not working
revolutionizes our lives by re-centering our identity on being with God rather
than on what we do for the world. Workaholism, in the end, is the result of
our sense of self not fully coming into the light of Christ. Workaholism is very
different from alcoholism—for the alcoholic there is no slowly reintegrating
alcohol into their life after getting clean. They must go cold turkey; there can
only be a clean break. Workaholism is different. For a workaholic, the issue
becomes learning to live rightly in relationship to work. A workaholic will
most likely have to get back to work. As for my work, studies continue to
reveal that pastoral burnout is connected to the pastor’s sense of being and
worthiness.? | became a workaholic chiefly because 1 had not allowed the
grace of Jesus to reside in the depths of the caverns of my soul. I even used
to think the Sabbath was a break from ministry. Now I see Sabbath #s min-
istry. It frees people. Tt helps others i the church. It establishes boundaries.
And, above all, it proclaims the good news of Jesus. As I read Peterson, one
gnestion came back to me over and over again: How can I preach salvation
by grace when my life is built on an altar of workaholism??

In our culture, in place of a meaningful relationship with Jesus where we
are defined by the Father’s love, we will continue to relish our overstuffed,
busy lives. Busyness will be our trophy. More often than not, the only way
we can truly feel good about our lives is if we are burning out doing it, We
want scars to brag about. We have, as Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “made

*an idol of exhaustion. The only time we know we have done enough is when
we’re running on empty and when the ones we love most are the ones we see
-least.”® It seems this cultural mantra has been treated like a command from
God, but God never asked ns to work to the point of burnout.
We were not created just to work.
Work is not our Ultimate.

Defining Work, Defining Rest

In teaching, preaching, and writing on the Sabbath, I have observed some
generational differences regarding rest. At one point, a baby-boomer pastor
confessed his frustration over the Sabbath principle because he perceived
miilennials as being lazy. His sentiment was that the older generation wotked
too much and the younger generation worked too little. Certainly this may be
true. Indeed, older generations may very wel tend to work seven days a week,
while younger ones may work only three or four days a week. Each generation
has its own neuroses. One may even wonder whether the younger generation
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does this as a response to overworking in their parental generation. But this
raises a critical point: Sabbath rest assumes work, That is, the Bible has a
word for Sabbath minus any work: laziness. Likewise, the Bible has a word
for work without a Sabbath; slavery. Rest is not truly possible without work,
and work is not done appropriately without rest. A balance is required for
them to both be what they were created to be.
The weighty sense of godesh, “holiness,” implies uniqueness from the
other weekdays. Sabbath was set apart from the other days—it embodied a"™y }@;
different purpose. Six days of work, one day of rest. That was the cadence, L~ oot

Consider any piece of music, Music is never merely an endless strean of notes
played at the same tempo; rather, there are pauses, intentional breaks, and
nal breaks,
a_variety of notes, Even the Psalms have a selab—a | pause—to the praise of &

Yahweh, Work without rest js like music with 1o thythm, the Psalms minus
selah, every song with no refrain.

Marlk’s Gospel illustrates how Jesus embodied a rhythm of both work and
rest. In one account, Jesus’s disciples return from healing the sick, raising
the dead, and preaching the kingdom. Kingdom activity indeed was happen-
ing among them. The ministry success was so remarkable that the disciples
“did not even have a chance to eat” (Mark 6:31). Mark’s portrayal likely
hits close to home for many whose work offers but a few paltry minutes to
stop for fast food on the way to the next activity. How does Jesus respond
to such an insane workload? Jesus sees, and responds, to the disciples’
needs: “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some rest”
(Mark 6:31). Jesus does not condemn their hard work. Rather, he honors
their hard work, inviting them to rest within it. The fow of discipleship
was engagement, ministry, and work, followed by rest, quiet, and solitude.
Work and rest are meant to be bedmates. In Matthew’s Gospel, in fact, we
find that Jesus calls himself both the “Lord of the harvest” {Matt. 9:38) and
the “Lord of the Sabbath” (Matt. 12:8}. Personally, that reminds me that
Jesus is Lord over my work and Jesus is Lord over my rest. He is not Lord
over just one. Both are realms of his [ordship and my discipleship. Jesus is
Lord of rest and work.

Still, the transition between work and rest can be daunting. As anyone begins
to Sabbath, they will often report on the difficulty in transitioning from days
of work to the day of rest. Certainly, Israel knew precisely how challenging
this transition was. In Egypt, Israerl was enslaved under Pharaoh’s rule. Then,
after the Passover, they were led fo Mount Sinai, where God gave them the
len Commandments. One commandment was to Sabbath one day a week.
One can only imagine how difficult this commandment was to receive for the
simple fact that they had been living in a system of slavery for so many years
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that they had come to objectify themselves. Israel had maybe even come to see
themselves merely as their own slavish work. Henri Blocher describes Israel’s
relationship of work to rest:

Now what is the meaning of the Sabbath that was given to Israel? It relativ-
izes the works of mankind, the contents of the six working days. It protects
mankind from total absorption by the rask of subduing the earth, it antici-
pates the distortion which makes work the sum and purpose of human life,
and it informs mankind that he will not fulfill his humanity in his relation to
the world which he is transforming but only when he raises his eyes above, in
the blessed, holy hour of communion with the Creator. . . . The essence of
mankind is not work!?

The transition from slavery to rest proved nearly impossible for Israel, as it
might for us. Their story is our story. In fact, in any Passover Seder meal, it is
read, “In every generation—bachol dour va dour™; or, “every Jew must feel
as if he himself has come out of Rgypt.” [srael’s journey toward the Sabbath
is our journey to the Sabbath.

™~ By experience [ have learned that I rarely enter the Sabbath day with a
finished to-do list. In fact, there is no such thing as a finished to-do list for
a pastor. Ministry is never done. Nor is anyone’s work ever really done
on the Sabbath. We rarely rest becanse the work is done. In fact, it often
feels like there is more work at the end of the day. I normally find that I go
into my Sabbath with tasks and conversations intentionally set aside for
afterward.

For each of us, the Sabbath is such an important rhythin because it dethrones
our workaholic tendencies and reminds us that the uldmate work is not that
which can go on a to-do list. Rabbi Heschel ponders this very question: *Is
it posstble for a human being to do all his work in six days? Does not our
work always remain incomplete?”® The Sabbath reminds us that nothing that
is worth doing can be fully achieved in one day. Indeed, our work is always
incomplete. By the grace of God, Sabbath is not the result of all the work
being done. Mark Buchanan briltiantly touches on this:

The rest of God—the rest God gladly gives so that we might discover that part
of God we're missing—is not a reward for finishing. It’s not a bonus for work
well done. It’s sheer gift. It is a stop-work order in the midst of work that’s never
complete, never polished. Sabbath is not the break we’re allotred at the tail end
of completing al! our tasks and chores, the fulfillment of all our obligations.
It’s the rest we take smack-dab in the middle of them, without apology, without
guilt, and for no better reason than God told us we could.
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If we wait for the work to be completely finished before we can rest, we
will never enter rest. The powerful lesson is that God remains at work on the
Sabbath—in us. Listen to something interesting from the creation story: “Thus
the heavens and the earth were finished. . . . And on the seventh day God fin-
ished the work that he had done” {Gen. 2:1-2 NRSV). Note, first, that God
“works.” When humanity works, we are imitating God, Work is not only a
human activity—it 1s also a divine action. But there is a mystery in this story:
God “finished” his work on the sixth cﬂy and then “finished” it on the sev-
enth, How can God finish something on two different days? Heschel calls this
the “puzzle” of the text.” Theologian Nathan Stucky unpacks this seemingly
confusing passage: “The text suggests that on the seventh day, creation is both
finished and unfinished. . . . Creation remains incomplete or unfinished. God
finishes creation on the seventh day, not by way of further creative activity but
by way of God’s own rest and the implied invitation to all creation to participate
in God’s rest.”” God had finished his work on day six, yet it was not complete
until day seven, when he provided creation with menukbah, the rest of God.

The lesson of this paradox is beautiful: work is never actually complete
without rest.

Early on, I experienced something extraordinary and unusual in my
Sabbath-keeping. When I skipped a Sabbath, my week would go by in the
blink of an eye, and I would be far less productive. It seems counterintui-
tive: the more days I had to work, the less T accomplished. But when 1 did
Sabbath, it was as though God stretched my time. I once heard that some
Jewish mystics believed that when we rake a day of rest, as a gift, God
literally stretches our time on the six days we do not work. I don’t know
exactly how it works, but I can say from experience'that it was almost as
though God was finishing my work. He was putting the finishing touches
on that which I had been doing all week long. It was as though God were
multiplying the fish and the loaves of my work. Not only would there be
enough—it was like there were leftovers.”

I once encountered a story that illustrated this. There is a legend that 5ays
that when the Oregon Trail was brimming with praitie schooners, those who
kept a Sabbath arrived in the Oregon territory sooner. The ones who did not
keep a Sabbath arrived much later.®® When we entrust our responsibilities to
God and rest, God puts his finishing touches on our work.

Sabbath is not God steppifig away from creation or from us.* Sabbath is
God finishing us, fulfilling us. This teaches us a lesson, does it not? Unreflec-
tive creativity and impulsive labor is not the work that God honors—that
is merely anxious “sweating from the brow.” To work and toil and strive
and never take a moment to stop and enjoy it all is living under the curse
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rather than God’s promise. Reflective labor, however, is at the heart of God.
The ultimate work is the work of God in our lives. Martin Luther writes
of Sabbath, “The spiritual rest which God especially intends in this com-
mandment is that we not only cease from our labor and trade but much
more—that we let God alone work in us and that in all our powers we do
nothing of our own.”® Sabbath is the day that we rest in God’s presence
even when our to-do lists are not even close to done. We choose to enter rest
even before the work is complete. Why? Sabbath is not a reward for a job
well done. Sabbath is the result of a world that is oriented toward a good
and generous and loving God.®

What is work, and what is rest? This is a very important question to ask.
Jesus, of course, kept a Sabbath. Luckily, alongside practicing Sabbath, Jesus
taught a great deal about Sabbath. Every generation has certain issues and
questions it wrestles with. Perhaps the most controversial conversations in
our time are about sexuality and racial injustice. In Jesus’s time, however,
cultural conversations were often about the Sabbath. Jesus dealt with the
popular issues of the first century, refusing to skirt around them. So it
should not be surprising how many conversations about the Sabbath Jesus
willingly entered: “What is Sabbath?” “What is work?” “What can one do
on the Sabbath?” Among the religious classes of his time—particularly the
Pharisees and Sadducees—there was great consternation and disagreement
over these questions, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?” they asked at one
point (Matt. 12:10). Is one to save a sheep if it falls into a pit on the Sab-
bath, as Matthew 12:11 suggests? Is picking heads of grain work, or can it
be done on the Sabbath day, as Matthew 12:1-8 and Mark 2:23-28 discuss?
Conversations around these particular questions were quite heated largely
because Sabbath observance was one of the main ways a Jewish person in
the first century demonstrated to the world and their community that they
were indeed Jewish.

In those days, great attention was devoted to the question of what was
work and what was not work. This question is illustrated in what was
called melachakb, or the thirty-nine categories of work, a list the rabbis
wrote to spell out what was forbidden on the Sabbath day. The list included
the following;

* kneading
* baking
» slaughtering animals

* hammering




sabbath and Work 39

dyeing wool and weaving

o performing strenuous activity
» traveling

« worrying

+ earning money

s tying a knot

+ plowing

» planting or harvesting

« lighting or extinguishing fire
« cutting fingernails

» writing more than one letter of the alphabet
* boiling eggs

o putting out a lamp

+ petting a haircut up to an hour before afternoon prayers before the Sab-
bath so that if the scissors broke, they would need to be fixed*

Many of these were connected to biblical commands. For example, the
prohibition against lighting a candle is derived directly from Exodus 35:3.
Others, however, were not biblically rooted. Even today there are many Sab-
bath prohibitions that surpass the biblical commands. In Jerusalem today
there are “Sabbath elevators,” in which people do not have to stop at floors
other than the desired one. Sabbath elevators are not derived from any bibli-
cal mandate. This invention came out of a culture that was formed by these
lists. These rules may seem extreme to us, yet they articulate how serious this
conversation was in the first century.

The same question presses today: What constitutes Sabbath rest, and
what constitutes work? Jesus, again, offers us clear teaching on this par-
ticular question. In Mark 3:4, Jesus asks a question that summarizes the
purpose of the Sabbath: “Which is Jawful on the Sabbath:todo good or to
do evil, to save life or to kill?” Sabbath is, for Jesus, about doing good and
not evil, saving life, not killing. Our family has summed it up like this: Is
the activity in question life giving, oris it Tife Taking? That 1s, does it bring
us life, rest, hope, wholeness? Or does it drain us, pour us out, stress us,

or load 1s down?

Instead of asking “Is this allowed on the Sabbath?” the question we should
ask ourselves is “Is this day ful.],. of menukbah?” Sabbath is a day we are to
be free from work, toil, and productive activity. In short, it is a day we are no
longer trying to improve the world. John Mutray points out that “Sabbath

=
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... 1s not defined in terms of cessation from activity, but cessation from the
kind of activity involved in the labours of the other six days.” The ques-
tion is not always what we are doing but what we are ceasing doing. Tilden
Edwards adds, “If its intent signifies human power over nature, if it shows
human mastery of the world by the purposeful and constructive exercise
of intelligence and skill, then it is meluchab, work, that violates the restful
intent of Sabbath time to recognize our dependence on God as ultimate Cre-
ator and Sustainer.” The pressing issue is the purpose behind the activity.
Why is it being done? Yet God is the only one who can discern the hearts of
people. Why does God reprimand Sarah alone when both she and Abraham
had laughed at God for the promise of a child in old age (Gen. 17:17; 18:12)2
Why is Abel’s sacrifice acceptable to God and yet Cain’s is not? Recause God
alone knows the purposes of the human heart. -

Does this mean that we should refuse to help others on the Sabbath? By no
means. Emergencies happen on the Sabbath. This is a particulatly important
question in pastoral ministry. Emergencies arise in the life of a church. So
what are guiding principles for when to help or when not to help?

First, we must recognize thar “Sabbath emergencies” will happen. They do
to everyone, They did to Jesus. They will to us. And it is important to recog-
nize that the “Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath” (Mark
2:27). It was on a Sabbath day that my grandfather passed away. Because our
phones were off, my mother-in-law had to drive to our house to inform us that
he had died. Emergencies do happen on the Sabbath. And we must remember
that the Sabbath exists to serve us, not the other way around.

Sabbath is a benevolent servant but a malevolent master. Through properly
understanding our relationship to it, we learn to resist lepalistically closing
ourselves off from acts of compassionate love toward others needing help.
The Jewish tradition, in light of this, speaks of the “necessary works” of the
Sabbath-—being the Sabbath acts of care and compassion toward others.”
Crises happen on the Sabbath. We will need to attend to them. Jesus, we -
find, cast out demons and healed the [ame on the Sabbath. This has direct -
import to our lives today. For example, if a storm hits on the Sabbath, isa =
farmer expected to ignore the needs of his animals? Or should he not care
for a crop in bad weather, though his livelihood depends on it? For a pastot, -
what if someone loses a family member on the Sabbath? Situations like these”:
* create a need for discernment. This much is true: Sabbath is no hall pass from
responsibility or compassion. We will learn to care for people, animals, an
crops in a discerning and sensitive way. The underying principle is that we
are called to be more faithful to Jesns than we are to the rules of the Sabbath
Jesus is the Lotd of the Sabbath. Thus we act in obedience both by restin




Sabbath and Work 41

and caring for others. [ have often wondered whether, in the parable of the
good Samaritan, the Jewish priest passing by the man robbed on the Jericho
road was late to some Sabbath engagement. The Sabbath should never be a
disengagement from the love of neighbor.

Second, not every disturbance on the Sabbath is a “Sabbath emergency.”
Our technological society allows us to be reachable at any and all moments
of the day. As a result, we are pressured to be perpetually available. What
should we do when our phones are in our pockets all the time? In our family,
one of us will leave our phone on during the Sabbath in case of an emergency.
More often than not, my wife will leave her phone on. She discerns whether
an issue that arises is indeed a legitimate emergency or something to which
a response can wait. Discerning the difference berween a legitimate Sabbath
emergency and something that can wait is an art form acquired over time.
In my work, two parishioners in a relational spat is not an emergency. An -
elder needing to talk through a finer point of theology is not an emergency.
A conversation about a roommate who needs to do the dishes better is not
an emergency. | learned long apo that if I am needed to help resolve everyone
else’s “emergency,” then I am discipling people to be more dependent on me
than on God and even on each other. Thus, if I am compelled to respond to
every pressing need, | am creating a context in which my parishioners have an
unhealthy relationship of dependence on me. The result: I start developing an
overinflated sense of my importance. The longer I have kept a Sabbath, the
more [ have found that not answering nonemergency Sabbath issues actually
releases people to grow in their dependence on God and on other people in
the community. Again, Sabbath is ministry My Sabbath-keeping helps others

lear fITSTET YO ONE anOLRET, : - g
Psalm 92, known as the “Psalm of the Sabbath Day%is deeply edifying in

thisTégard. 1he psalm was written to be read on the Sabbath day and was
used in public worship as God’s people gathered to praise the God of Sab-
bath. While reading it, one is struck by the immediate presence of God. The
psalm, writes Norman Wirzba, demonstrates a strong “contrast to our current
stressful, exhausting, death-wielding ways.”®® It overflows with thankfulness,
praise, a strong declaration of the love and mercy of God, rejoicing with
songs and with instruments, looking on God’s works with joy, and trusting
in God’s justice. As we think about what to do and not do on the Sabbath,
we should be quick to realize that our question should be less about certain
activities and more about how we are posturing our hearts, Psalm 92 invites
us to bow low and love the God of Sabbath.

What defines work? And rest? Our hearts. Are we entering into trust and
love and peace and goodness? Are we being thankful? Can we be stili? Sabbath
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invites us into the freedom of God’s fove. Hear the psalmist’s invitation: “It
is good 1o praise the Lorp, and make music to your name, O Most High”
{Ps. 92:1).

QUESTIONS

" o How might Sabbath be a way of resisting the instinct to worship work?

4o * Canyouidentify areas of your own life where work or achievement have
served either as a numbing agent or as what provided your identity?

¢ How might your work be driven by either fear or purpose?

o Why did God give the law of Sabbath rest?

¢ What do you think about rest being a way to worship God?

+ How might admitting your own needs altow you to care for the needs
of your community?

> What needs of yours are currently unmet?

' ﬁk‘. What are the thythms of your life saying to the world around you? Do
they indicate that you serve a God of grace ot that you serve at the altar
of workaholism? o

* Have you experienced a titne when God did the seemingly impossible
when you entrusted something to him (like God stretching time)?
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Lesson 6: Big Read

Embracing Rhythms of Work and Rest:
From Sabbath to Sabbatical and Back Again

by Ruth Haley Barton
pp- 95-111, (Chapter 8: Shaping Sabbath)
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SHAPING SABBATH

w L

; Sabbath is not simply the pause that refreshes,

it is the pause that transforms.

(
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I AM A BETTER PERSON on the sabbath. I am not as stressed.
I move slower, talk slower, and listen better. I am kinder, more
patient, more loving, and more grateful—for the big things and

the small things. I am more in love with my life and the people
God has given me than on any other day of the week. Somehow,

in a way I cannot explain, I come back to myself and to what’s
most important. I sink and settle into the gifts of my life and}&
savor them with abandon. “

I am really not sure how all this happens, but on the sabbath
I am more at home in mzﬁm_gépﬂijy, more satisfied, and less

driven. I am insanely happy to putz around and just be, letting
the day unfold. In this quieter, slower pace with fewer distrac-
tions, I am often able to plumb the deeper well at the center of
my being, and from that place say true things to God—things

95
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