“Remember the Sabbath day…”
Isaiah 58:9b-14

Luke 13:10-17

“And God said…Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  Six days you shall labour and do all your work, but the seventh is a Sabbath to the Lord your God.  On it you shall not do any work…”

You will, of course, instantly recognise the fourth commandment, and it’s what we’re doing right now, here today, keeping the Sabbath holy.  It’s interesting that in the Christian faith we still use that word ‘Sabbath’, even though it’s a Jewish word, and even though for the Jews it means Saturday, not Sunday.  The Sabbath’s also known as ‘the Lord’s Day’, or ‘the Day of Rest’, or ‘the seventh Day’- although according to my answer machine at home Sunday is in fact the first day of the week, something which really confuses me whenever I have to set the date and time!

I wonder what springs to mind for you when you think of Sunday.  Church, maybe, hopefully, as you’re all here!  But perhaps other things too, a roast lunch, a long walk, a trip to the beach, a cricket match.   Sundays sometimes makes me think about the 3 years that Fred and I spent in Germany, because one of the things that was really different there was the fact that all the shops were shut on Sunday, and I mean all, you couldn’t buy anything, and in fact most weekends they closed at Saturday lunchtime.  So we had to adjust, we had to be prepared for the weekend, and it could be frustrating if you’d forgotten to buy something, but it gave Sunday a very different feeling, that this was a day not at all the same as the rest of the week.  And where we lived there were rules as well about not mowing the grass or using garden machinery on a Sunday, and you might think that’s a bit nit-picking, but in fact it was lovely, you could sit in your garden and listen to the birds, and the breeze in the trees – it was peaceful.  So although shopping and mowing were things we weren’t allowed to do on a Sunday because of rules and regulations, it was actually rather nice to be told not to do them, to have permission not to do them in a way.
Here in 21st century England Sunday is becoming more and more like any other day of the week, but when we hear the words from the fourth commandment that I started with, it’s clear that God’s intention was for us to set apart one day a week that is to be both holy, and restful.  It’s a good idea, but as ever, when people get hold of God’s ideas, they seem to get hold of the wrong end of the stick, things get distorted, bent out of the shape God intended.  Both of our readings today tell us something about God’s original intention, about how to keep the Sabbath, and indeed how not to keep the Sabbath.

Isaiah is speaking to a people who believe that God has given up on them.  Just before the passage we had today they’re complaining, “Why have we fasted, and God has not seen it?  Why have we humbled ourselves, and God has not noticed?”  We’re doing our bit in other words.  Isaiah warns them that they are simply going through the motions.  They’re saying one thing, and doing another.  They seem eager to know about God, he says, but in fact even on the day of their fasting, they do just what they want, quarrelling with each other, cheating in their business dealings, and in all things simply looking out for themselves.  Because of their hypocrisy they’re not keeping the Sabbath at all, in fact they’re breaking it, Isaiah calls it breaking the Sabbath with their feet, or as one translation says, they’re ‘trampling’ on the Sabbath, which gives us a vivid image of something being spoilt and discarded.
In our gospel reading we find more hypocrisy.  Jesus is teaching in the synagogue, on a Sabbath, and he sees a woman who is crippled, who is completely bent over, and has been like that for 18 years, and he heals her.  But according to the letter of law healing is classified as work, and so he’s accused by the synagogue ruler of breaking the Sabbath.  In fact there are a number of occasions in the gospels where Jesus is criticised for his behaviour on the Sabbath, and they’re nearly all to do with healing.  His response is always to point out that there couldn’t be anything more appropriate to do on the Sabbath.  God is a loving God, a compassionate God, our concerns are his concerns and healing is God’s holy work.  In John’s gospel, after again being accused of breaking the Sabbath by healing a paralysed man, Jesus says, “My father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, am working.”  God is God, all day and every day, reaching out to those who need him, and that never stops.
Both of these readings show us what happens when we get the wrong end of the stick about observing the Sabbath, when we separate God from our daily lives.  The risk is that we end up putting God in a little box that says Sunday, or even just one hour on Sunday morning at 10.30, and then we tick that box, and leave God there and get on with Monday to Saturday, when all the stuff that really matters happens.  The risk is that we go through the motions, like the people of Israel, but it doesn’t make a jot of difference to what we do the rest of the time.  Or perhaps, to be fair, we do more than that, we really try to make the Sabbath holy, but still in a way that is disconnected with the reality of God, and his purpose for the world.  We need to say to ourselves that every day is holy, the Lord’s Day, if you like.  Every day has room in it for prayer.  Every day would benefit from an awareness that God is with us in all that we do, our work, our rest, our play, our sleep. True worship is not about opening up our prayer books before God for one hour a week, about getting the ritual right, but about opening our lives to him.
But, even if every day of our lives should be holy, and filled with God, we would be quite wrong to think that that means we no longer need to keep a Sabbath, that the Sabbath needn’t be different.  God told us to set one day apart to be kept holy and restful because he knows we need it.  Jesus himself, on another of those occasions when he was accused of breaking the Sabbath, said “the Sabbath was made for people, not people for the Sabbath”.  It isn’t for his benefit, it’s for ours.  So it isn’t that God decided that he wanted one day a week when everyone worshipped him, and we need to fall into line with that.  Rather it’s that he created people, and he loved them, and wanted them to know and love him, and he knew they would need rest, and an opportunity to be closer to him.  Even Jesus withdrew at times, to be quiet, to rest, to spend time with God.  It’s important.  It matters.

So how do we make the Sabbath a day of rest, how do we keep it holy?  Well, I think the not working idea is important.  I know that some people have to work on a Sunday, and I also know that some work never stops, being a parent for example, or caring for those who are sick.  But it is possible to slow down - a lot, to give ourselves a break, and the wonderful thing is that we have divine permission to do it!  So try it.  Don’t spend hours on a Sunday catching up with office paperwork, don’t put up the shelves, don’t go shopping, don’t do the ironing, don’t mow the grass – that’s a bit radical, I know - don’t switch on the computer, even, maybe, don’t answer the phone (especially if it’s a mobile, and everyone at work knows the number).  Now you  may be thinking that’s all very well, but if I don’t do those things, I’m just making life even more difficult for myself, I’m going to be even more stressed.  I know there are deadlines sometimes that we can’t ignore.  But still I would say try it, it is more possible than you think, and you may well find yourself blessed in many ways, not least by having a peaceful garden! Learn to look around not at what needs doing, but at what we have to be thankful for.  Trust God to keep the world spinning without your help, and trust God to help you get those things done another time.  I’ve been reading a book by Rob Bell that we’re going to be talking about in our Christian book club next time, and he writes about just this thing, how he realised he had to slow down, and he started to try and take one day a week when he didn’t do any work, to keep a Sabbath in that way, and he says that at first, it made him really low, quite depressed by the middle of the afternoon!  He realised that his life was all about keeping the adrenaline buzz going, and that he was only really happy when he was on the go all the time.  But after a while he found that slowing down for that one day a week brought real peace, a sort of healing for his stress and busy-ness, and among other things he says this: “Sabbath is a day when I remember that when God made the world, he saw that it was good.”
And that’s what brings me on to the holy part.  This divine permission to be idle has a purpose.  Because when we de-clutter a day, we give ourselves the space to look at God, and see that he is good.   As I mentioned earlier in the service, when Jesus healed the bent over woman, she straightened up, and got a wonderfully new perspective on things.  She could see the sky, instead of the ground at her feet.  And she could look Jesus in the face and see him properly.  And her response, her immediate response is to praise God, and the passage ends with all the people in the synagogue rejoicing, delighted with all the wonderful things Jesus was doing.  It’s perfect Sabbath activity.  On a Sabbath with Jesus present, we find healing, prayer, praise and thanksgiving, all taking place in a community of faith.  I think that’s what God intended all along.
And that’s the whole point of keeping the Sabbath restful and holy.  To be released from the things that burden us and keep us bent over looking at the ground, the drab, dreary, never ending ground, and instead to look at the heavens, to come face to face with God, and to grow in trust that he is good.  It’s not a day of restriction, but a day of opportunity.  No wonder that Isaiah says “If you keep your feet from breaking the Sabbath, if you call the Sabbath a delight, then you will find your joy in the Lord.”  The Sabbath is for us, to be a delight and a joy.  That doesn’t mean we have to pretend that life has no problems at all, and I know that some of those problems are very tough.  But it does cast them in a new light. And perhaps in that sense it would be very appropriate to think of the Sabbath as the first day as well as the seventh day.  A day that restores us, but also a day that sets us up for the week that lies ahead.  A day to remember that we are loved for who we are, not what we do.  A day that brings us closer to God, so that we can’t help but take that closeness with us as we step out again into the world.  A day to stop – and look at God – and see that he is good.
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