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Having recently returned from vacation, perhaps I was more sensitive than I might have been to today’s gospel reading, in which Jesus’ invites his disciples to rest, to take some time off—some sabbath time.  

Now, by “sabbath,” I don’t mean Sunday, nor am I referring to the period from sundown Friday until after nightfall on Saturday observed by our Jewish friends.  I’m talking about an alternative to the daily busyness that consumes the disciples—and most of us.

We usually think of that alternative as vacation, and summer, of course, is the traditional season for “getting away from it all.”  If you’re a visitor or guest today, you might actually be on vacation, as many of our missing members are—thank you for helping to fill the pews in their absence!  

But are you aware that, as a group, Americans take less time off and enjoy fewer vacation days than just about any industrialized nation?  We average a little over two weeks, compared with, say, the Germans, most of whom receive six weeks, or the French, who average just over five—and this without any difference in productivity compared to we “vacation poor” Americans.

In today’s gospel, Jesus’ followers have been working hard at being disciples.  When they gather with Jesus to report “all that they had done and taught,” Jesus has to be impressed.  On the other hand, maybe not, because he invites them to “come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest awhile.” 

No doubt, Jesus proposes this breather because so many people want to be fed and healed and taught that the disciples hardly have time to eat.  So they eagerly accept Jesus’ offer.  They get into a boat and head for a beach that’s usually deserted.  But, alas, the crowds get there first and they have to go back to work.  

The way I read this text, Jesus is giving his sincere, hard working followers permission to take, if not a vacation, at least some time off, to stop doing what they’re doing, to enjoy some downtime.  He’s inviting his followers to engage in a time of not working, which is what the Hebrew word for sabbath literally means.  

Well, you may be thinking, in contrast to some of Jesus’ more demanding requirements, this is easy!  But in reality, what could be more demanding in a culture like ours?  In my experience, we who consider ourselves sincere, responsible, committed, hard working people are the worst offenders when it comes to dialing down our frenetic pace.  Maybe it’s not intentional, but my ceaseless activity can give the impression that I think that it’s up to me to do good, or good won’t get done…that it’s up to me to set the world right, or the world won’t be right…that it’s up to me to bring in God’s kingdom, or the kingdom won’t come at all.

That was my attitude early in my ministry, so I hardly ever took a day off— until a wise Christian educator disabused me of that mind-set, that is, much to the relief of my young family starved for intimacy and attention.  I finally saw how egotistical my attitude was.  It was arrogant, almost idolatrous, to think that God couldn’t get along without me for twenty-four hours!  Remember the opening words of Genesis?  “In the beginning, God created…”  Or the first line of the Apostles’ Creed?  “I believe in God…maker of heaven and earth…”  Both these texts affirm the faith that God is not only Creator, but also the one who creates without any help from me! 

And what about the Ten Commandments, especially that pesky fourth one that urges, “Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy”? Interestingly enough, it’s the longest of the ten God gives to Moses—about a third of the whole Decalogue.  It’s almost as if God is spelling it out to make sure we get it.  What’s more, as Rabbi Abraham Heschel points out, the sabbath is the only one of God’s creations called holy—everything else God calls “good.”  As Barbara Brown Taylor observes in a sermon on sabbath keeping, “Sabbath is the first and truest medium of God’s presence and holiness.”

So, the bottom line is that, not only is it okay to take time off—it’s a commandment!  We can relish times of inactivity, reflection and the good grace of doing nothing and not feel guilty about it!  What a gift—the gift of rest, the gift of stopping, the gift of sabbath, the gift of divine downtime.  

Divine downtime works whenever and wherever you can escape the rat race, the daily grind, the pressure of responsibility, or the grim realization that you’re just a cog in a wheel that turns incessantly, 24/7.  The holiness of the sabbath commandment is found in ceasing from work and resting, as God did.  Although the fourth commandment isn’t about worship as such, but about not working, period, one if the ways people of faith have come to use sabbath time is to worship God.

Here in this or any sanctuary, on any given Sunday of the world, we do lots of activity—praying, singing, speaking, standing and sitting and standing again, baptizing, eating and drinking.  Ironically, very little of what we do here is useful, productive or even essential—at least as the world defines those things.  Here we simply relax, rest, and enjoy being together with each other and with God.  In some ways, it’s a foretaste of our eternal destiny, of sabbath rest in the presence of God.  And that rest isn’t the result of our hard work, or even our good work, but of God’s work and God’s amazing grace.

This may fly in the face of what some of us consider the purpose of worship.  A man I once knew described it as “A time to learn where I’ve gone wrong and be motivated to do right.”  A woman I know said, “Worship inspires me for more committed service to God in the world.”  There’s certainly truth in both these statements.

I don’t think it’s an “either-or” proposition, but a “both-and.”  Worship is also part of the gift of divine downtime, a time to rest.  I don’t mean to rest, as in nodding off during the sermon, but to retreat, if only for a while, from the burden of our efforts to control our world, to be on top of everything, to stay one step ahead of the competition, or to fulfill our work or family obligations, whether imposed by self or circumstance.

What we really come to worship for is—as they say in AA—to let go and let God, to celebrate, not ourselves and all we’ve done and taught, but to glorify what God in Jesus Christ has done and taught.  Worship, after all, is about God, not us.

The gift of divine downtime is also about bearing a credible witness in the world to the values of our faith.  We live in a culture where we’re not known or valued individually as persons, but collectively as consumers.  It’s a society built primarily on production and consumption and expendability, to which we’re all, it may be fair to say, slaves, whether we like it or not.

Old Testament scholar and teacher Walter Bruggemann compares this state of affairs to the slavery of the Israelites in Egypt, who spent almost every waking minute of every day of their oppression making bricks to supply the material for Pharaoh’s grandiose construction projects.  “More bricks!  More bricks!” the overseers would shout as they bloodied the backs of the slaves with their barbed whips.  

The insatiable hunger for more bricks seems an appropriate metaphor for the preoccupations of a culture caught up in the vicious cycle of production and consumption.  Ironically, it might even be a factor in the current global economic recession.  

But is that all there is?  Is making bricks what life is all about?  Is that what God intended when God made human beings the crown of God’s creation?  Was that what God had in mind when God decided to become incarnate in the person of Jesus Christ?  Is the number of bricks we produce the measure of our worth as persons made in the image of God?

Imagine you’re driving down the street and you come to a stop sign.  You take your foot off the gas pedal as you eye the cross street for oncoming traffic.  You don’t see anything approaching from either direction so you nudge the pedal and roll through the intersection….Come on, I know you’ve done it.  I’ve done it.  We’ve all done it!  It’s only pretending to stop, and that’s exactly what we do whenever making bricks becomes more important than making time—for ourselves or for God.

No, real sabbath time is when we put on the brakes and come to a full stop.  Not only that, we turn off the engine and get out of the car and lie down in the cool grass and watch the cotton-ball clouds floating in a cerulean sky and listen to the birds chirping and the wind in the trees and the sound of children playing in the distance and the clear water gurgling in the stream nearby and the beating of our own hearts—and maybe even the still, small voice of God.

Perhaps the reason we Americans average only a couple of weeks of vacation annually is an underlying and ultimately toxic conviction that any downtime is worthless time.  But, rightly understood, divine downtime, sabbath time—whether on Sunday or any other day—isn’t useless time, but time we use…to remember who we are and who God is.  

In an agrarian society like the Ancient Near East, the imperative would be to put down your hoe or take your hand off the plow.  Today it’s turn off your cell phone or your iPod, put down your Blackberry or close your browser.  As the psalmist muses, don’t set your sights too high or occupy yourself with things too great for you.  Instead, calm and quiet your soul, like a child in the arms of its mother.  Find a quiet place in the woods or within yourself.  It’s all right—you can trust God to run things.  

There’s work to be done for sure—the crowds are coming and going and milling around like sheep without a shepherd, and the places you thought were deserted are teeming with need, whether elemental, like hunger, disease and abuse, or with those who have lost their way in the morass of greed, self-serving and cruelty.  But you won’t be any good doing the work God calls you to do unless you accept Jesus’ invitation to rest once in a while, to lie down in green pastures, to let God lead you beside still waters and restore your soul. 

So “come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while,” Jesus says to weary disciples.  He said it then, and he says it now.  Do you hear him?  Will you accept his invitation?  After all, God rested on the seventh day, and God offers us the same gift of grace, the gift of divine downtime.  

And for that what can we say, except thanks be to God!
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