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Shabbat 

Deuteronomy 5:12-15 

12  Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as the LORD your God commanded 

you.  13  Six days you shall labor and do all your work. 14  But the seventh day is a sabbath to 

the LORD your God; you shall not do any work--you, or your son or your daughter, or your 

male or female slave, or your ox or your donkey, or any of your livestock, or the resident alien 

in your towns, so that your male and female slave may rest as well as you. 15  Remember 

that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from 

there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God 

commanded you to keep the sabbath day. 

 

Mark 2:23-3:6 

23  One sabbath he was going through the grainfields; and as they made their way his 

disciples began to pluck heads of grain.  24  The Pharisees said to him, "Look, why are they 

doing what is not lawful on the sabbath?"  25  And he said to them, "Have you never read 

what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need of food? 26  He 

entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate the bread of the 

Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and he gave some to his 

companions."  27  Then he said to them, "The sabbath was made for humankind, and not 

humankind for the sabbath;  28  so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath." 3:1  Again he 

entered the synagogue, and a man was there who had a withered hand. 2  They watched 

him to see whether he would cure him on the sabbath, so that they might accuse 

him.  3  And he said to the man who had the withered hand, "Come forward." 4  Then he 

said to them, "Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?" But 

they were silent.  5  He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness 

of heart and said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." He stretched it out, and his hand was 

restored.  6  The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians against 

him, how to destroy him. 
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Introduction 

The insightful social prophet, Jeremy Rifkin in his book Time Wars has put a finger on the 

frustration of our age.  He writes: “It is ironic that in a culture so committed to saving time we 

feel increasingly deprived of the very thing we value.”[i]  Isn’t that the case?  All of our 

tomorrows seem to be spoken for.  We rarely have a moment to catch our breath, to 

contemplate the future toward which we race with accelerated speed and diminished 

enthusiasm.  “Despite our alleged efficiency,” writes Rifkin, “we seem to have less time for 

ourselves and far less time for each other.  Even the idea of savoring an experience has 

become an anachronism in a world where ‘being’ is less important that ‘becoming’ and 

where experience is a substitute for participation.”[ii] We are slaves to calendars of 

expectation.  Today we do not own computers; they possess us.  Technology has been a 

blessing, but also a bane.  We have so digitalized  time that we have altered our way of 

experiencing time. Television screens show three or four programs at the same time.  Experts 

tell us that few people can sustain a single mental image for longer than ten seconds – the 

approximate time between television commercials.   (my time is up!) 

  

The great Rabbi and prophet [Abraham Joshua] Heschel has written:  “The solution of 

mankind’s most vexing problems will not be found in renouncing technical civilization, but in 

attaining some degree of independence from it…"  

I.  The Organization of Time 

One of the tasks of every civilization is the organization of time.  Descendants of Abraham: 

Jews, Muslims and Christians have organized time on the basis of a seven day cycle; six days 

for work and one for Shabbat.  Shabbaton – was the well-enforced and highly observed time 

of rest, rejuvenation and renewal.  We call it Sabbath.  Academics call it sabbatical. 

Genesis tells us: "And on the seventh day, God finished the work—and rested … (Genesis 2:2) 

The Hebrew narrative may be literally translated, “For on the seventh day, God caught 

God’s breath.” 

Observant Jews offer a prayer on the Sabbath.  It begins, "Days pass and years vanish, and 

we walk sightless among miracles." (Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Invitation to Sabbath). 

What is the value if we gain the wealth of the whole world and still lose our souls to walk 

sightless among miracles? 

There is a fine Chicago theologian named Dorothy Bass.  In her book, Practicing Our Faith, 

worries about not only sustainability, but survival — "How," she asks, "can we live faithfully and 

with integrity, here where the pace of existence is so fast…?  We need Sabbath,” she 

suggests, "even though we doubt we have time for it."  There is a Greek proverb that states 

“the bow that is always bent will soon cease to shoot straight.” 

  

II. Sabbath Keeping 

My instructor in Sabbath keeping, the art of hallowing time, was not on the faculty at 

Seminary.  Nor was he a certified spiritual Director giving relaxation workshops at Retreat 

Centers.  He was, in fact, a gentleman farmer from a previous parish - a humble, simple man 

of sainted memory -- a man, who while small in stature still stands as a giant for me.  Lyle 
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Thorburn had retired from a distinguished tenure as a Vice President at Michigan State 

University.  Lyle’s "Shabbat seminar," I recall, re-occurred on a regular basis.  “I think you’re 

doing one heck of a job Jeffrey!  I hope you can walk away from it once in awhile.” At that, 

my Shabbat seminar would be over. I’ve not always done very well about abiding by Lyle’s 

loving words of wisdom – but their refrain re-occurs in the depths of my soul with regularity. 

When I consider how to stay keen in ministry and keep body and soul together, Lyle 

Thorburn’s short and sweet “Shabbat seminar” comes to my mind. 

Now whenever someone callously remarks about vacation time taken, “Remember: the 

devil never takes a vacation,” My only response is: “That’s right, and that’s exactly why he 

acts like the devil.  If I don’t, I’ll act like him too!”   I have never heard a retired father say to 

me, “My only regret is I wish I had spent more time at the office.”  As I look in my own rear 

view mirror, I lament the ways my workaholism made me what I call an absentee Dad and 

spouse. 

We live in a market place that is open 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  Sabbath keeping 

is a gift; not a burden. It is a recognition that we need a rest that comes for an intentional 

use of leisure and from restoring relationships among family and friends.  We each need to 

take spiritual inventory of our lives.  Where are we going, and why are we headed that 

way?  We need time to rest, to reflect, to contemplate matters that ultimately matter. We 

need to nourish our spirits, refresh our souls and enter into communion with God.  We need, in 

short, an equivalent of the Hebrew Shabbat. 

Says Rabbi Heschel: "On the Sabbath we specifically care for the need of eternity planted in 

our own soul." And John Calvin, the founder of what we know as the Protestant Ethic said: 

“On the Sabbath we cease our work so God can … work in us."  And so when Jesus and his 

disciples broke a handful of Sabbath laws by picking and eating grain as they walked 

through a field on the Sabbath. The Pharisees were watching for just such an infraction, 

caught and accused him. His response: 

"The Sabbath is made for human beings, not human beings for the Sabbath." 

  

Conclusion 

Poet Wendell Berry, a deeply spiritual man, takes a walk every Sunday morning and then 

goes homes and writes a Sabbath poem. They are wonderful. Here is one he wrote in 1979: 

                         "Whatever is foreseen in joy 

                         Must be lived out from day to day. 

                         Vision held open in the dark 

                         By our ten thousand days of work. 

                         Harvest will fill the barn; for that 

                         The hand must ache, the face must sweat. 

  

                         And yet no leaf or grain is filled 

                         By work of ours; the field is tilled 



                         And left to grace. That we may reap, 

                         Great work is done while we’re asleep. 

  

                         When we work well, a Sabbath mood 

                         Rests on our day, and finds it good.[iii]" 

  

Only through Sabbath shall we discover transcendence.  It is a time to face God; A time to 

recall life’s meaning; A time for giving thanks; A day of serenity, a day for healing and the 

restoration of energy.  It is a time for qualitative interaction with family and friends.  On 

Sabbath we move from discord to harmony, from disease to wholeness, from chaos to 

order.[iv]  Only through observance of Sabbath shall our existence be rescued from absurdity. 

If the true purpose of the Hebrew Sabbath was to provide an opportunity to catch one’s 

breath, stop for Shabbat. Entertain the revolutionary thought that your work includes the 

necessity of stopping—stepping back—enjoying what you have done.  God’s holy gift to you 

is time. Cherish it. Rest in it. Enjoy it. Hallow it. Create a Sabbath. Keep Sabbath. And consider 

this your little “Shabbat seminar.” 

 

 

 

[i] Jeremy Rifkin, Time Wars: The Primary Conflict in Human History, (New York: A Touchstone 

Book, published by Simon & Schuster Inc., 1989), p. 19. 

[ii] Ibid. 

[iii]Wendell Berry,  A Timbered Choir: The Sabbath Poems 1979-1997, X of The Sabbath Poems., 

Counterpoint Press., 1998. 

  

[iv] Matin Buber, Moses: the Revelation and the Covenant (New Yourk: Harper & Row, 

Publishers, 1958), pp. 80-85. 
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