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“Not Just Anytime”
Luke 6:1-11; Exodus 20:1-17 August 31, 2014”

Anyone who has dipped even the smallest toe into the pool 
of modern physics will know that time is about far more than 
the ticking of the clock. The physicists speak of the space time 
continuum and the bending of time through the influence of 
speed and gravity. We may measure time by hours, days, years 
or eons, but have come to know that time is a deep mystery.  

In a lecture, “Space and Time Warps,” Stephen Hawking 
asks a theoretical question:  how fast would a person have to 
go to be perceived by an observer to have gone back in time. 
He answers his own question with a limerick. 

There was a young lady of Wight,
Who traveled much faster than light,
She departed one day,
In a relative way,
And arrived on the previous night.
(www.hawking.org.uk/space-and-time-warps). 

Closer to home we wonder where has yesterday gone? 
What will tomorrow bring? Is the only time we have simply 
this present moment? Is all time the same? 

The Greeks had a way of speaking of special moments in 
time that stand out from all the rest. They spoke of these as 
kairos moments – moments that are pregnant with meaning 
and significance against the chronos of the measured clock 
that divides time into equal parts. The Hebrews had another 
way of speaking of the rhythm and meaning of time – Sabbath 
time. Sabbath time is not just anytime. Sabbath time makes all 
time holy by inviting us into God’s time. 

Many of us could share childhood memories about how 
the Sabbath was kept in your family. Some of those memories 
are happy ones that we have lost in this modern, overly 
programmed, data bombarded and hyper stimulated society.  
We have flattened time and made all days the same. Other 
memories bring to mind childhood feelings of tedium and 
boredom. We have a hard time keeping the Sabbath in the way 
God intends. On one extreme we fall into a deadly legalism 
that crushes the spirit and destroys any opportunity for joy in 
the day. On the other extreme, we live as though Sunday were 
an extra day to get ahead in our work, to gain control of the 
world around us, or to indulge our gratuitous pleasures. 

What have we done with God’s gracious gift of time? We 
need to clear away our fixed ideas about the Sabbath so we can 
hear what God intends for this holy day.  

The two versions of the Ten Commandments in the 
Bible give us different reasons for keeping the Sabbath. In 
Exodus 20 the Sabbath is a day of holy rest: “Remember the 
Sabbath day, and keep it holy… 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 has blessed the Sabbath 
day and consecrated it.” The reason for keeping the Sabbath 
is tied to the rhythm of creation. God rested on the seventh 
day not because God was tired, but because God wanted us to 
recognize that the Creator is not the same as creation. In other 
words, the mystery of God is greater than what we can see and 
know through God’s work in creation.  

In the same way, we rest so that our lives may reflect the 
rhythm of creation. There is more to life than what we do. At 
a party, the second question we may ask someone is “What 
do you do?” We imagine this will tell us the essential truth of 
someone’s life. The Sabbath rest reminds us that our lives have 
meaning apart from what we do with our hands or accomplish 
with our intellect. Life has intrinsic value because God creates 
life and declares it good. We rest from our labors to have 
breathing room so that God may labor in us. In his book, 
Signposts to Freedom, theologian Jan Lochman has written, 
“The fourth Commandment prevents us from absolutizing 
our achievements” (p. 72). When we do not keep the Sabbath, 
we don’t give God room to work in our lives.  

This coming Saturday will be a day of Sabbath rest for those 
who participate in the workshop on listening for God in the 
workshop on Centering Prayer. This is but one of the many 
ways provided for us to enter into God’s time.  

In writing on the Sabbath, the Jewish scholar Abraham 
Joshua Heschel said, “To gain control of the world of space is 
certainly one of our tasks. The danger begins when in gaining 
power in the realm of space we forfeit all aspirations in the 
realm of time. There is a realm of time where the goal is not 
to have but to be, not to own but to give, not to control but 
to share, not to subdue but to be in accord. Life goes wrong 
when the control of space, the acquisition of things of space, 
becomes our sole concern” (The Sabbath). Life goes right 
when we live in the fullness of God’s time. 

In Deuteronomy, the reason to keep the Sabbath is to 
remember that “you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and 
the Lord your God brought you out with a mighty hand and 
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an outstretched arm.” (5:15).  The Sabbath is the day we 
remember what it is to be in bondage and what it is to be 
set free. Pharaoh oppressed the Israelites and God delivered 
them. Sometimes the oppression we know is not so much 
physical as spiritual and emotional. The oppression we know 
may not be what others have inflicted on us, but what we 
have inflicted on ourselves. God frees us from our illusions 
and obsessions and delivers us from out bondage to sin. God 
takes away our despair and restores our hope. God leads us 
from self-destructive ways into a new life. Sometimes we feel 
oppressed by time itself: regret for past times, anxiety in this 
present time, and hopelessness about future times. Sabbath 
time sets us free from the bondage of time. It allows us to 
experience all our days as held in the grace of God’s time. 

We celebrate the freedom of the Sabbath not by letting 
it become an impossible burden, but by welcoming the day 
as a time to enhance life. To protect the Sabbath, Jews and 
Christians have constructed laws and traditions to define 
what is allowed and what is forbidden. Outlawing Sunday 
dancing, shopping, drinking, cockfighting, movie going, card 
playing, funny paper reading or “what have you,” is not the way 
to encourage Sabbath keeping.  Keeping the Sabbath is not so 
much a question of forbidding the negative as encouraging 
the positive. The Sabbath is a day for joyful thanksgiving. It 
gives us time for corporate worship, for studying the Bible, 
for being with family and friends, for taking a walk to delight 
in the world God has made, for doing acts of kindness and 
compassion, and for sharing our faith. We have so many 
choices before us that it is difficult to exercise freedom in 
responsible ways. 

When we do not take time to rest, our lives lose their 
essential spiritual, physical and emotional balance. Each of us 
could tell our own stories of what happens when we do not 
take time to be renewed. We think that by being a workaholic 
we are going to accomplish more. By overworking we begin 
to believe that we are the one who holds together the small 
space in which we live. We lose our strength, perspective, 
humor and effectiveness. From painful experience, I know 
what it is like to “work like the devil.” From time to time, all 
of us are capable of rising to meet new challenges or working 
overtime on a project, but no one is capable of working all of 
the time. Thinking that we are the exception is the evidence 
of just how out of balance our lives have become. When we 
try to do it all, we become sick.    

Jesus understood the purpose of the Sabbath rest.  Jesus 
knew that the Sabbath was God’s gift of freedom and rest 
for human life. On the Sabbath, his hungry disciples plucked 
grain from the fields, threshed it between their fingers and ate 
it. The Pharisees shook their pious fingers at them and said 
they were breaking the law by “working” on the Sabbath. On 

another Sabbath in the synagogue, Jesus healed a man with 
a withered hand. They accused him of breaking the Sabbath 
laws. He and his friends used the Sabbath to provide for life 
and to restore someone to full health. The terrible irony of 
the story is that the Pharisees hid behind their religious rules 
to use the Sabbath to plot the death of Jesus who said, “The 
Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.” 

What would happen if we as a community of those who 
follow Jesus kept the Sabbath as God intends. Keeping the 
Sabbath enhances life; it does not diminish life. The Sabbath 
invites us to cease our relentless attention on ourselves and 
give our attention to God and neighbor. Keeping the Sabbath 
is about stopping our frantic activity and our efforts to control 
others. Sabbath time is about shutting down those electronic 
gadgets that grab our attention and eat our time long enough 
to open a door to allow the Holy Spirit to breathe in us. What 
if we as a community kept the Sabbath in such a way that we 
invited others into the place of rest and freedom?

Together we provide a place where people experience 
the joy and freedom of Sabbath rest. Four times a year, we 
welcome homeless families to stay for a week in our church. 
Not only are we extending the hospitality of Jesus, we are 
inviting these neighbors to find a place of Sabbath rest. We are 
a community where people are known and loved not because 
of what they do but because of who they are as children of 
God. We keep the Sabbath together in our worship, but also 
throughout the week when we provide rest for those who 
are bullied in our schools, worn down by heavy burdens, or 
ridiculed by our community because they are different. We 
provide Sabbath rest for those who are overworked and lost, 
driven by ambition and spiritually empty, and out of balance 
and deprived of joy.  

It doesn’t take a Ph.D. in physics to know that time is about 
far more than the ticking of the clock. Sacred time - holy time 
- Sabbath time is about living every moment of life in God’s 
time with wonder, joy, peace and freedom. 


