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And the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing. Luke 13: 17

Luke 13:10-17

Now he was teaching in one of the synagogues on the sabbath. And just then there appeared a woman with a spirit that had crippled her for eighteen years. She was bent over and was quite unable to stand up straight. When Jesus saw her, he called her over and said, "Woman, you are set free from your ailment." When he laid his hands on her, immediately she stood up straight and began praising God. But the leader of the synagogue, indignant because Jesus had cured on the sabbath, kept saying to the crowd, "There are six days on which work ought to be done; come on those days and be cured, and not on the sabbath day." But the Lord answered him and said, "You hypocrites! Does not each of you on the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the manger, and lead it away to give it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the sabbath day?" When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and the entire crowd was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing.

Bless us, Heavenly Father, through the Holy Spirit, in the Name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
I

One of the unavoidable major life-shaping, quality-of-life decisions that we face every day, every week, every year of our life is how we tackle our work, how we take our rest from work, and—consequently-- how we relate or balance these two things-work and rest from work- to one another. Unlike members of the animal kingdom, (who were here aplenty last week at the Blessing of the Animals), we have the ability, and the responsibility, to reflect on our patterns of life, and to shape them—knowing full well that how we shape our habits will, in turn, shape us.

If we don’t understand the importance of work, and don’t learn to enjoy work and getting things done with consistency, integrity, and thoughtfulness, indolence and slothfulness will overtake us. Laziness—of mind, body, intent, follow-through, and many other things—is a silent beast that always lies crouching at the door, you know, ready to dull our zeal for work, and drain the zest out of life. It makes us slow at our daily work, and resistant to volunteer for things at home and in the community that need to get done.  “Man,” Emerson said ( I think it was Emerson…you can correct me if you know the quote), “is as lazy as he dares to be. “ Only a strong sense of task, a vibrant work-ethic will help shape us in the way we are meant to be shaped.

And yet: work is not the whole story of mankind’s life! We were made to play and to enjoy life, to rest from work, and to balance the two. If we don’t rest, and if we don’t find forms healthy diversion from work, and take time for recreation and time to laugh and play-or just do nothing, then we let WORK take over and dominate!  Workaholism is like a gathering dust storm that will BLIGHT our homes, our relationships, and our psyches. We will become convinced, wrongly convinced mind you, that productivity alone measures us and that what we do and make is more important that who we are and more important than the non-economic things we give to the others in the world.

God’s Sabbath, a day of rest set aside to be different from the other days of the week, was meant to guard us from workaholism, among other things, and today, I would like to speak about just this one part of the complex issue of rhythms of work and play, keeping the Sabbath as acknowledging and resting in God.  I am guessing, this  sermon might be one of three types of sermons for you. (a) A Ho Hum Sermon for you today (‘I knew that’ might be your response. Or (b) maybe these reflections will be helpful for a gentle or significant midcourse correction, or (c) part of a lifeline, thrown out to you in your distress, by  the living God and by which the living God draws you into a fuller and more enjoyable way of living.  That’s between you and God.

Now, I am calling it Mark Pruitt’s Short Catechesis on the Sabbath. I hope that intrigues you! Please don’t be put off by the title. I include my name only because (1) all sermons, preachers know, before they are delivered, as well as during and after, ought to be sermons to oneself.  And (2)  if the word catechesis scares you away—maybe because it calls to mind time spent in a class where rote memory of short answers to questions that weren’t actually burning, or even asked—and thought and discussion seemed to be forestalled rather than encouraged…well, Fear Not!  This catechesis is not meant to close down thought but to put some markers down and give you lots of room for thought and independence as you fashion your life with, I hope, a the liberating creativity and wisdom promised to us by the Holy Spirit.

PLUS, I have, I think, punched up the kinds of questions we usually find in catechisms, concluding with the question you all want answered: “Is it okay to GOLF on Sundays?”

II.
So, QUESTION 1: Did God rest on the Sabbath because God was tired?

On occasion, when working through the Bible’s first book with prep school students, I would often get a “YES” to this question from a student who wanted to be QUICK with and answer rather than CORRECT. One eager student tried to recover quickly by saying “Well, even God needs to kick back and relax.” Even if his answer was a crudely anthropomorphic, he was He was getting closer to the truth with his reasoning.  You see, the meaning of Genesis is (whether you are a biblical conservative, liberal, or anything else!). . . the meaning of the seventh day is that life depends on this God who created the world and will take responsibility for it. When God rested on the seventh day, God did so, not out of fatigue. But to affirm the goodness of creation—it’s orderliness, it’s beauty, and it’s being all-set to launch human history. God took time to delight in creation and then, having done this himself, gave it as a blessing, not a burden, for the people, for the people of Israel. Thus, there is great license on the Sabbath to really enjoy life’s true joys, apart from work, and to make God—the delight in God that pulses through the Psalms and the hymns—part of that delight.
QUESTION 2: How is the Sabbath a blessing?

ANSWER: Well, the Sabbath was a blessing before it was an obligation because, first of all, practically speaking, everything needs time to be restored and rejuvenated. The animals, so important in an agrarian culture, needed to rest and , as a matter of fact, so did the fields. Fields need to lay fallow to recoop nutrients and develop them. But more than just this practical necessity, secondly, the Sabbath was meant to remind people that life ultimately depends on God—this is true for all time and all cultures. And the Sabbath means—and maybe even more provocatively to some –that this God can be known and enjoyed.

Thus, when an Israelite stopped working at the end of the day, and set aside time to rejoice in God --even if someone else in the room was tapping her foot or someone else was drumming his fingers hoping to get a few more things done before exhaustion set in (one of the tricky family dynamics to work through!)— this ideal Israelite was delighting in God. Which God? The God who will be there when all our days of work are over. In doing this, our Sabbath keeping Israelite was bearing witness to God by taking on God’s wisdom, obviously. And when this Israelite set aside a whole day—not to sleep all day or to totally veg out, which usually are corruptions of resting—to rest in God and be restored by hope and trust in god, he was bearing witness to God. But there was something else going on, too.  
This Israelite sending a confident and joyful protest against workaholism, and I must say, with some passion, that this means we don’t just bear witness to God by our love for others( irreplaceable as that is!), we also bear witness to god by acknowledging God regularly with an ordered life, with keeping the Sabbath in some way, and resting in God every day.

You will know this on a moment’s reflection to be true (and I think this is not an overstatement; God show me if it is): Others need to see that there is a way out of an overfilled life that is marked by anxiety, compulsion, exhaustion, and a fundamental sense that life is on top of them, instead of them being on top of life. You will know that for many, many people every day bleeds into the next one, and every week does the same, with no boundaries, with no real settledness, no sense that each day can be put into God’s hands at the beginning, lived in God’s presence (hard or easy as they come), and can then be put back in God’s hands in an ordered way at the end of the day.  
Jesus said ‘the Sabbath was made for you’—not as an ALIEN IMPOSITION—but as a gift, just as important as work. God set the Sabbath to set boundaries, to restore people. This is why it is so fitting that Jesus healed on the Sabbath, over the objections of some who were more interested in legalism than in life. The Sabbath is meant to be healing, to those who need rest, and to those who think that life is all endurance and no enjoyment. If you need an image to take home for yourself, consider Charles Simeon, an astonishingly productive Anglican priest who used to take walks on Sunday and say ‘ On Sunday comes the cure!’ Not a bad image, if you need one, to take home today, to remember that the Sabbath is one of the wonderful things God has done.
Question(last): Is it then permissible to golf on Sundays?

Answering this question is complex. FIRST OF ALL, those who need to hear it might well be on the third or fourth tee right now!  I have always held off on golf jokes—at least in the summer—for the same reason: the golfers are not all here!   SECOND, in today’s gospel Jesus is aiming precisely at the tradition of making lists of what can and can’t be done on the Sabbath, and forgetting the big picture of what life is about.

Those who troubled Jesus, some of the religious leaders,  knew the value of an ordered life, but they seemed to have forgotten that God is a God who loves in freedom—coming among us in Word in Israel time, and in person in Jesus—and that this freedom was supposed to bring about great freedom for us. They didn’t know, it seems, how easy it was to a have a legalistic, Phariasiacal heart, and to squash the freedom of God, and our freedom. 
Rabbi’s of his time disagreed about what might be done on the Sabbath—some thought a crippled man could not fix his crutches till the beginning of the week, others though he may—but they had a list of 39 things that one could not do—could not sow (in the field) or reap, could not sew on garments(well, one button but not two)—and they had a great commentary of practical advice on all of this: if you are a tailor don’t forget your needle somewhere the day before the Sabbath because you’ll have to walk on the Sabbath to get it, which you can’t do, so you have to get it, and waste work time doing so, on the first day of the week. Rules, rules, rules.)
What I can say is this: for the Christian, as we shape our lives and shape our Sundays, we must find our delight, first, in God and be sure not to forego building up the community. Not to sit loose to church attendance on the grounds that we get more out of something else. Hebrews 10:25 says “ do not forsake the assembling together as is the custom of some.” It seems skipping church for seemingly better things has been around a long, long time!  Our duty and our delight on Sundays is to be being connected with God and each other in a way that refreshes us, gives us some fortitude, wisdom, and some of the resources that we cannot get elsewhere. 

The Sabbath was a gift and meant to be that not a guilt inducing punishment. So yes, we can golf, or dance, or play other things, or just . . .rest, if we are mindful of God and not slipping in what we would do anyhow. ( In 1988 at a conference at the Olympics, I knew for a time someone who was the chaplain to Andre Agassi. In one of our seminars, he said he longed for the day when the Christian community would produce someone “just as intense as John McEnroe.”  I asked him whether, instead, we ought to think less of “intensity” – a very time-bound virtue—and more of enjoyment.  For one of the ways we bear witness to God is by enjoying, and taking deep delight, in sports, literature, in the outdoors, in the taste of fresh water and healthy food, in giving simple gifts . . well, you fill in the list!)

III
So this catechesis, I hope, has treated you as the adults you are and maybe has put down some markers in a vast field where you can work, and play, and ask God to help you get it right, free from compulsion. Placing the whole bundle of your life (as I do mine) in the hands of one who “The Sabbath was made for you.”
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