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Sabbath 1: We are enough!

Exodus 20:8-11, Genesis 1:1-31, Mark 2:23-28


I recently met someone who came from her home in the UK to Canada back in March to visit her parents for 3 weeks. She has now been here for 7 months. With her life and work and community of 20 years entirely upended, she told me (a bit tongue in cheek) that one of her recent activities is running a “Boomer Home School” for her parents.


Boomer Home School sounds full of delight – painting, qigong, hobbies to feed the soul more than the bank account. Her baby boomer parents, she explained, are not good at doing nothing. They get antsy at the prospect of staying home and cancelling plans and not accomplishing all of the things they are used to accomplishing, now that a pandemic has created new obstacles to their usual rhythms of life. My new acquaintance diagnosed this as a common struggle for our parents’ generation, when work and worth become one and the same.

I don’t know if that’s unique to one generation, or maybe it has at least been inherited. Her reflections echoed other conversations I’ve had during the pandemic, conversations about what to do when we can’t do what we’re used to. When we want to fix what is broken but we can’t put our finger on how to make it better. When we’re not sure who we are when our schedules and commitments have suddenly changed.

So that got me thinking about the practice of Sabbath. And I hope these reflections can be for wherever you find yourself. I know that some people are working jobs that only feel busier because suddenly you have to learn how to do things in new ways. Others are at home a lot with the places where you usually volunteer telling you you’re too vulnerable to come in. 
Whether you feel like someone who has been doing extra spinning or extra thumb twiddling, I believe that Sabbath speaks to us all about who we are and who God is. So I would love to hear what resonates for you in these reflections. I am preaching 2 sermons on Sabbath, 1 today, and then I’m conveniently taking 2 weeks of vacation, and then I’ll preach the second on November 15. So you’ve got time for mulling.
So, Sabbath. Let’s start with the giving of the Ten Commandments. This is recorded twice, once in Exodus and once in Deuteronomy. The lists are very close to identical, so it’s interesting that the two Sabbath commandments are rather different from each other. The basic instruction is the same, but the explanation of why the Israelites are to keep Sabbath is different. The writer of Exodus and the writer of Deuteronomy root Sabbath in two different stories. So, since we’re going to talk about Sabbath for two weeks, we’re going to spend this week exploring what Exodus teaches us about God’s invitation to Sabbath rest, and next time we’ll focus on Deuteronomy.

We have heard Exodus 20:8-11: “Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy…” and then it ends with this explanation: “For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it”.

This Sabbath commandment is rooted in Creation. Some of the images of that story have already been in our worship. And what does that story remind us about who we are? We are God’s created children!  Made in God’s image, according to God’s likeness, and we have been blessed. You know when God blessed humans? Not after they had earned it. Not after they had found meaningful employment and shown their worth by what they could do or make. God blessed humans as soon as God had created them.

Our world tells us that our worth is bound up in what we do for work, what we produce, what we achieve or accomplish. One of the first questions asked when meeting someone new is “What do you do?” as if this response will help us to really know who this person is. The creation story reminds us that our identity is bound up in being children of God. Our worth is not in what we do, but rather in who we are as God’s creation. God made us. God blessed us. And God saw that the whole creation, including humankind, was very good.

When we remember the Sabbath, we first of all remember who we are. We are God’s beloved creation. As we work and run around and fulfill our busy schedules, we can start to think that the fuller our schedules are, the more valuable we are. But on the Sabbath, when we stop working and stop rushing and stop planning, we remember that none of those other things make God love us more. It is actually enough just to be who we are in God’s presence.

You’ll notice the word “enough” in both of my Sabbath titles, because it seems to be a word that escapes us far too often. We often wish to have more time, less stress, more money, less housework, more hair, less weight… the list could go on. When we remember the Sabbath, we remember that we are enough.  Next time we’ll consider what it means to remember that God is enough, but today we celebrate that we are enough.

We are a busy and stressed out culture. We complain about being busy, and I am guilty of this too, and yet I am convinced that one reason we keep a frantic pace is that we believe that if we can’t claim to be busy, others will look down on us. Or our lives will have less value. We will not have achieved what others achieve, either as parents, as professionals in our field, or simply as members of our society.

Our society makes us want to be busy, and I am convinced of the church’s need to proclaim a different message. You see, being busy doesn’t make us more worthy; it distracts us into forgetting our worth as God’s children. The more we do, the more we think we have to do. The pandemic has done some weird things with our time, in my experience, and we are experiencing that in ways that are different from each other. In some respects, it has opened up time that used to be filled with other things, and I think that has been uncomfortable for some people in the way that the invitation to Sabbath is uncomfortable. What might happen if we let ourselves just be in that space without trying to control it?
The call to Sabbath space is a call to remember that we are enough. And we remember that truth not only about ourselves, but also about other people.

As we remember who we are, we also naturally remember who God is. God is the Creator of the world, the Creator who loves us. God delighted in the making of the world, and on the seventh day in the creation story, God rested in that delight. God blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it – made it holy, made it set apart. We set apart Sabbath because God did first. We rest because we are image-bearers of God.
I am not interested in a legalistic approach to the Sabbath commandment; I am interested in a Sabbath way of life.  Remembering the Sabbath isn’t something that we just have to do once a week.  Remembering the Sabbath is a rhythm of life that shapes us as God’s children.

How does it do that? Wayne Muller writes in his book on Sabbath that like a mother who rocks a child who is angry and exhausted from a tantrum, “The Sabbath rocks us and holds us until we can remember who we are” (Sabbath: Restoring the Sacred Rhythm of Rest). 
When we make Sabbath rest a priority in our lives, we make space for God to bring us back to God’s self.  On our Sabbath day we don’t just not work. As part of Sabbath rest, we are invited to do just what God did on the seventh day – delight in all that God has made! Delight in creation, in your family, in your friends, in the hobbies and games you love to enjoy. When we delight in God and God’s creation, we make room for God to delight in us. We remember again that God said that all of creation is very good.

Jesus tried to teach people about the nature of Sabbath. Mark records that one day, Jesus was criticized by the Pharisees, for allowing his disciples to pick grain and eat it on the Sabbath. These keepers of the law were pointing out that this action was work and should be avoided on this day. Jesus responded with a story, as he often did, and also told them: “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath; so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.”

Our creator God blessed a day of rest for us because humankind needs it! We can too easily become like those Pharisees, measuring others and ourselves by what we do and what we don’t do. We can forget to recognize the goodness in what is around us, and the goodness within ourselves.

I’m not going to tell you exactly how you need to keep Sabbath, that’s not the point. Jesus, like Jews today, kept Sabbath from Friday sunset until Saturday sunset. In the early days of Christianity, the celebration of Sabbath was eventually moved to Sunday, the day when Jesus’ resurrection was celebrated. And other people keep different days. For example, you may notice that I work on Sundays. So, like many other pastors, I keep my Sabbath on Monday every week.

It is extremely rare that I change the day of the week that acts as my Sabbath. Sabbath rest isn’t something that I schedule in when or if I have time. Sabbath is the day that reminds me that no matter how many tasks I haven’t finished, no matter how poorly I feel I’ve done the tasks I have finished, God invites me to let go of all of them and to rest.

Sabbath living is a rhythm that shapes us. And bit by bit, I am learning that God loves me when I can’t do everything I wish I could do, and God loves me as I’m still figuring out how to do new things. 

God’s invitation to Sabbath living isn’t just for our benefit, it is essential to our relationship with God. It is an invitation to re-orient ourselves to who God is and who we are. It’s an invitation to delight in God as God delighted in creation. How does sharing a worship service do that for you right now? How does going for a hike re-orient you? How does calling the friends you can’t see in person bring you delight? With the ways our Sundays have changed, and the fact that you can watch the video of this service any day of the week, you might be thinking about what rhythm restores you to God’s delight in you.
The Sabbath was made for us. It’s a gift. But it’s one of those gifts that we have to learn how to use or it will sit at the top of a closet until we suddenly realize that the giver is dropping in for a visit and will want to see it. Each of us could claim a reason that it’s hard to keep an entire day as a Sabbath rest in which we delight in God and let God delight in us. Maybe you do shift work and get different days off every week. Maybe your kids’ schedules keep you running around every day.  Maybe you’re a student and the schoolwork never ends. Maybe you’re retired and don’t see what the difference is between one day without paid work and another. 

But what I’ve learned about keeping Sabbath is that the stopping allows me to step back and look at all the rushing, and possibly to shift my priorities. Wayne Muller also writes that “like God in the creation story, we need Sabbath time to step back, pause, and be quiet enough to recognize what is good”. I’d say we may also recognize what is getting in the way of what is truly good.

There will always be reasons that keeping Sabbath rhythms will be hard, but I challenge you to believe that no matter your life circumstance, it is not impossible to live a Sabbath way of life.  It is exactly how God invites us to live. So, today, rest in God’s delight in you, because you are enough. And delight in what God has made, because this, too, is a gift. And just see what happens.  Just see what the God who made you and loves you will do.

Let’s pray…
God of the Sabbath day,

Our hearts are restless ‘til they rest in you.

Bring us to your joyful rest,

Where you remind us of our worth as your children.

We pray in Jesus’ name,

Amen

Joys & Concerns

(I have a lot to share from things that happened this week!)

Prayer Boxes - I pray that when you curl up and rest and when you run and play, you know that God loves everything about you!

Do your best to not be anxious or sad for the time will come when all is well. ~ Janet Sack

Jocelyn Sakal Froese has found a church home with The Commons for a while and, now with that congregation coming to a close, she intends to join others in plugging fully into The Meeting Place. Neither of those churches holds formal membership but it seemed like the right time for Jocelyn to withdraw her HMC membership as she engages fully in that new community. She expressed her love for HMC as she makes this change, and we also pray that God’s love would surround her with grace and peace as she makes a significant transition with her church community.
Lord, hear our prayer
Former HMC member John Cornies passed away at home on Thursday October 22, with his wife Helen and their children Ron and Sandy by his side. We pray for God's comfort to surround Helen, Sandy and her family, HMC members Ron and Karen, Kara and Henry, as they grieve this loss. (funeral details)
Lord, hear our prayer
Last Tuesday I was invited to join members of the MCEC Truth & Reconciliation Working Group to visit 1492 Landback Lane in Caledonia, which is on the Haldimand Tract and you may have read some about the current protest against development there. CPT (Christian Peacemaker Teams) has been building a relationship there and we were invited to go and meet some people and listen and learn. We know it is a complex situation even within Six Nations, so our goal really was listening, learning, and doing something different from the criminalization of indigenous people defending their land. Today happens to be 236th anniversary of the granting of the Haldimand Tract to 6 Nations, by the way, though that land has been eaten away to the small percentage that is the current reserve.

The day’s plan ended up being quite fluid and we didn’t meet everyone we hoped to, but we did deliver some supplies and we received the hospitality of strangers and I’ll just share one special moment at the end when we sort of shyly said that we were from the Mennonite Church and our hosts looked pleased and had good associations with Mennonites and they said that they welcomed our prayers for them, that prayer is important in changing hearts.

So, in the complexity, in the concerning violence by the OPP I have heard about this weekend, in generations of broken indigenous-settler relations, in all of that I pray for the possibility of changing hearts, of settlers becoming listeners, of seeking truth, and of understanding reconciliation.

Lord, hear our prayer

Also this week, we as a Mennonite church have again been grieved to learn of people among us who have been victims of sexual misconduct by a minister and leader in the Church. Mennonite Church Eastern Canada announced the termination of the ministerial credential of John D. Rempel of Niagara-on-the Lake, following an investigation into multiple complaints of ministerial sexual misconduct dating back to his years as Chaplain, residence director, and Professor at Conrad Grebel College from 1973 until 1989. He has also held roles with AMBS, TMTC, MCC, Manhattan Mennonite Fellowship, and creating liturgy for the Church.

I lament for the victim-survivors who experienced this harm, and that a place that was a safe home for me and for many other HMCers was not safe for certain individuals, and that they have had to carry this harm in their bodies and their hearts for decades. 
I also lament with those who feel a new sense of betrayal this week. John Rempel’s work within the Mennonite Church is far-reaching, global, and ecumenical, and there may be any number of emotions felt by people who trusted or learned from him.
Two years ago we hosted the play #ChurchToo in our sanctuary and we had many Sunday school conversations about Sacred Trust. We know these are hard truths and they are necessary truths to face. I trust that in our church community we can bring whatever emotions we are feeling around these announcements, hold them together, and continue to put our energies into creating communities of safety, accountability, and healing.
MCEC executive minister Leah Reesor-Keller wrote this week: 

“My prayer for us as a community of faith is that we will feel God’s presence with us on this journey. I pray that we can root ourselves in God’s love and grace, building up our courage and resolve to move forward and seek the well-being of all.”…and further: “Seeking to be peacemakers is leading us to look in the mirror and own the brokenness and pain we find there. We may not like what we see in our reflection right now, but we must keep to our path and show the world what it looks like to put our faith into action. This is our work; this is our witness.” 
Lord, hear our prayer
1
5

