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Sabbath is one of the most powerful symbols in the gospel texts. But far from being a
symbol of rest, it operates mostly as a site of contest. In Jesus’ ministry, the question
of Sabbath observance is one of the key places at which the difference between his
vision of godly life and that of the religious establishment is enacted. So as we begin
our own observance of Sabbath time, I'd like to start by exploring what’s at stake in
this difference.

According to Jewish law, as you know, God commands God’s people to rest on
the seventh or the Sabbath day. By refraining intentionally from labour one day each
week, God’s people are called to remember that everything they have and are is the
free gift of God. The Sabbath is an embodied expression of reliance on and faith in
God’s provision. As one contemporary Jewish commentary has it: ‘For six days a
week human beings are involved in the act of making, shaping, and transforming the
world’. On the Sabbath, we are commanded ‘to change our relationship to the world
—to refrain from acting upon it and, instead, to stand back and celebrate the
grandeur and mystery of creation’." In a similar vein, biblical scholar Walter
Brueggemann wrote: ‘Sabbath is not simply the pause that refreshes. It is the pause
that transforms’. Whereas humanity is always tempted to acquisitiveness and
anxiety, engaged in a round of continuous production and consumption, ‘Sabbath is
an invitation to receptivity, an acknowledgement that what is needed is given and

need not be seized’.?

! Cited in Marva J. Dawn, Keeping the Sabbath Wholly (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing,
1989), p.204.

? Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance: Saying NO to the Culture of Now (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox Press, 2014), p.45.



And yet, our reading describes Jesus and his disciples as not refraining from
action on the Sabbath day. The disciples pluck grain, Jesus heals the man with the
withered arm. So when the Pharisees accuse them of doing ‘what it is not lawful to
do on the sabbath’, they have a point —and one that seems to be more than just nit-
picking. Because if Sabbath observance really matters, then once you start diluting it
when it suits you, don’t you risk undermining the practice all together? As a leader of
the synagogue objects in yet another instance of Jesus’ many healings on the
sabbath, ‘There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those days
and be cured, and not on the Sabbath day’ (Luke 13. 14). In other words, I’'m very
happy for you to be healed, but don’t put the integrity of the Sabbath at risk.

Jesus, however, disputes the Pharisees’ interpretation of what it is ‘lawful’ to
do on the Sabbath. He appeals to God’s desire for ‘mercy not sacrifice’, and points
out that if there are exceptions to the rule against labouring on the Sabbath when it
comes to the care of livestock, then why can’t there be exceptions in relation to
meeting human need? In fact, Jesus claims baldly and in direct contradiction of the
authorities, ‘it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath’.

Well, we tend to read this contest primarily as if it’s about ‘Pharisaical’
legalism versus spiritual liberty, or about cold-hearted rule following versus warm-
hearted, spontaneous care for those in need. We know whose side we’re on. But | do
think there’s a danger lurking in this interpretation. Because if, as Jesus says, ‘it is
lawful to do good on the Sabbath’, then that seems a short step from saying, it is
lawful not to keep the Sabbath at all. Because isn’t there always more ‘good’ that
could be done ... isn’t there always someone in need of our attention, our help? And
in fact isn’t that why so many of us struggle to permit ourselves or justify enjoying
Sabbath rest in this world of infinite need? Is that where Jesus is leading us?

Well, maybe. But | wonder if what Jesus is getting at in these confrontations is
actually more subtle. The Sabbath, remember, is about enacting our ultimate
dependence on the goodness of God. It’s not some arbitrary religious rule, but a way

of expressing in our use of time, in the disposition of our bodies, in the surrender of



our compulsive activity, that fundamental trust and receptivity out of which all our
good action must flow. And indeed, this is not just what the law concerning Sabbath
was about, but it’s the point of the whole Jewish Law. According to Rowan Williams,
‘law was given to Israel as a gift, as the possibility of a pattern of behaviour
honouring God, [opening people to God], in every detail of individual and corporate
life’.? It was, you might say, a kind of national mindfulness exercise where everything
you ate or refrained from eating, what you did with your time, how you related to
others and to the land, everything reminded you of the call to be rightly related to
God and the world.

The problem was that, for many in Jesus’ day, the Law had ceased to function
like this, as a means of sustaining awareness of and connection to the mercy and
love of God. Instead, it had turned into an end in itself, ‘a matter’, says Williams, ‘of
abstract demand’, policed by religious authority. From the perspective of these
authorities, if you successfully keep the Law, you are deemed socially acceptable and
can be confident in your own righteousness; you even have some ‘claim’ on God’s
favour. But if you fail, well, you’re not only condemned by God but justifiably
condemned and cast out from among the rest of us. And you might think of
something like the morality police in Afghanistan and Iran.

And here’s the key point. If this is what the law of Sabbath had come to signify
in Jesus’ day, if the authorities’ policing of Sabbath was in this kind of spirit, then
ironically their very keeping of the Sabbath has become a kind of denial of the
Sabbath. If the strictness of their Sabbath observance is about earning and
maintaining power and control, then it’s clearly not about enacting and expressing a
shared sense of radical dependence on God. It’'s more about toting up brownie
points, than practising receptivity to gift. And if this is right, then when Jesus
deliberately provokes these confrontations with the authorities on the Sabbath-day,

it’s not so much because there’s always more to be done and he can’t afford to take
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a day off; it’s because he’s trying to unsettle their relationship to the law. He’s
reminding them that it’s not arbitrary rule-keeping that assures you of righteousness,
but remembering your moment to moment dependence on God. That’s the gift to
which Sabbath observance is designed to recall you, and that’s the only sense in
which we keep the Sabbath holy. And only when we keep it in that spirit, does it
become possible to discern that a particular occasion might call for us to work on the
Sabbath day, without that degenerating into a habit of compulsive activity and self-
reliance, an inability to stop or cede control.

In this Sabbath month at Benedictus, we are seeking to practise Sabbath in
this spirit of receptivity to gift, as an invitation to embody in the rhythm of our daily
lives the call to trust in God. What that looks like will be different for each of us ...
but the invitation of this month is to create (as you can) some space, some time for
intentionally laying down the tasks and anxieties of your life to rest simply in the
presence of God, consciously to enjoy the gift of your life. And in coming weeks,
we’re going to explore other practices that, like the practice of Sabbath, can enable
our commitment to God to be enfleshed in the warp and weft of our individual and
corporate life, practices that enable the Word to become flesh, more fully realised in
our bodies, in our time and place.

In monastic communities, such practices are often brought together in a ‘rule
of life’. Of course, like the ‘Law of ancient Israel’, such monastic ‘rules of life’ can be
corrupted, coming to function moralistically, legalistically as means of coercive
control and criteria for measuring successful spiritual performance. But, at its truest,
a rule of life is a gift, a scaffolding of simple disciplines which ‘enable a community to
grow’* and offer ‘a pattern of life, a means of becoming, a life-giving way’.”’ To help
us reflect on these themes in the next few weeks, | will be drawing on a
contemporary rule of life developed by Richard Carter and the Nazareth community

in London which | think has much to offer us, here at Benedictus.
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Sabbath is one of the practices of the Nazareth Rule of Life and for now, let
me end with how this community expresses its commitment to keeping Sabbath:
‘We commit to creating a place and space in our lives each week for rest and
relaxation and time to replenish our lives and spirits through beauty and creativity.
We heed God’s call to be refreshed by the wonder of God and to find life in all its
fullness. We recognize that we were created to love and praise God. We recognize
that our hearts are restless until we find our rest in God’.® And so may this month of

Sabbath be a blessing to us, and a blessing to our world.
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