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 This time that we are living in – COVID time – is a strange time to think 

about Sabbath.  On the one hand, it feels like we’ve been on an imposed Sabbath 

for almost a year now – events have been cancelled; we are staying at home more; 

traveling, shopping, and eating out less.  On the other hand, it can sometimes feel 

like everything is so much more cumbersome and difficult – so much work – that 

there is no rest in sight. 

 So, in fact, this might be an excellent time to remember God’s gift of 

Sabbath – which is not so much about doing nothing as it is about claiming control 

over time rather than letting time control us.  Sabbath, at its foundation, is about 

establishing rhythms in life; the sense of rhythm that we have likely been missing 

in these months of meeting on screens rather than in-person, working or learning at 

home, and staying in pajamas all day because, well, why not? 

 A surface reading of today’s stories from Luke might lead us to think that 

Jesus is telling the Pharisees that they are doing Sabbath observance wrong, that 

they are being unreasonably strict; and, therefore, we are off the hook.  But these 

lessons are not an excuse to ignore Sabbath and continue to live by the rhythms – 

or lack thereof – of the world around us.  They, also, remind us that Sabbath is not 

an excuse to neglect important matters of health and justice.  Properly observing 

Sabbath means taking rest – but not to rest from being a follower of Jesus.1 

 For much of the last two years, I have been reading, thinking, discussing, 

and learning about Sabbath.  It has been the focus of my doctoral studies; a group 

of church members have been helping me to experiment with and reflect on 

different Sabbath practices.  Last January, I accompanied a group of students to the 

annual Montreat College Conference with the focus on “Remembering Sabbath.”  

                                                           
1 Joana Harader from Narrative Lectionary 



By looking back on the ancient instructions and practices of Sabbath, we can 

discover new ways to rest and recharge; to remember the Sabbath and keep it holy. 

 The biblical command to remember the Sabbath day, first given in Exodus, 

is grounded in the creation story: where God rested on the seventh day and blessed 

it.  Thus, God’s people are to rest on this day because God did.  The Hebrew word 

shabbat means “cease, stop, pause.”  In Deuteronomy, the Sabbath command is 

also tied to the experience of a people freed from bondage in Egypt, where Pharaoh 

demanded the Hebrews make more bricks under harsher conditions.  Slaves cannot 

take a day off, but free people can.  Thus, when they cease working each seventh 

day, God’s people remember that the Lord delivered them from slavery.2 

 The Pharisees are often remembered by contemporary Christians as keepers 

of “jot and tittles” regarding the detailed rules and regulations of religious 

observance.  They were, in fact, part of a reform movement in Judaism to offer 

people ways of devotional practice that could be followed anywhere – even away 

from the Temple – and by anyone – without direct oversight by religious leaders.  

Luke did not include the two Sabbath stories in this reading in order to make the 

Pharisees and other religious leaders look bad.  He tells these stories because 

proper Sabbath observance was an issue for the early church, which was 

increasingly comprised of Gentiles who did not know or understand the Jewish 

traditions. 

 And so, Luke is not presenting Jesus here as claiming that the Sabbath is not 

important.  Instead, each of the two scenes makes different, but related, claims 

concerning the importance of Sabbath for the church.  The first is that Christ is lord 

of the Sabbath, not the other way around.  In Mark’s version of this story, Jesus 

says: “The Sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the Sabbath; 

so the Son of Man is lord even of the Sabbath.”  Although Luke includes only 

latter part, the logic is the same.  The Sabbath is meant to be life-giving, not to act 

as a slave master irresponsive to human needs.3  In order to rest, work is 

prohibited; but what constitutes work is up for debate.  It is interesting to note that 

Luke tells us “some Pharisees” come to confront Jesus; not all.  There may not 

have been uniformity in what they believed.  Jesus, after all, was a fellow Jew; 

here we see a difference of opinion within the same faith. 

                                                           
2 Elisabeth Johnson from WorkingPreacher.com 
3 O. Wesley Allen from WorkingPreacher.com 



The second claim from Jesus is an ethic that doing good – showing mercy – 

on the day of the Sabbath is lawful; that it fits with what the rest of scripture 

teaches us.  It is lawful to save life and not destroy it; the rabbis agreed that one 

must act to save a life on the Sabbath, even if it meant breaking a commandment.  

Some Pharisees may have argued that this man’s illness was not life-threatening, 

so the healing could have been done another day.  In Jesus’ view, however, there is 

no reason for the suffering to last even one day longer.  The church, therefore, 

should never become so focused on its own worship and traditions that it would 

fail to see the pressing needs of the people it has been called to serve. 

 Jesus says the time is always right for doing what is good, to bring about 

those things that make life complete, that keep people free.  Doing good rather than 

doing harm is holy every day of the week. What matters most for Jesus is the 

health and welfare of the most people possible; any religious rules that get in the 

way of that goal are misguided.  What is truly holy for Jesus is not a set of laws, a 

set of rituals, or a set schedule; but the health and wholeness of the people who 

were hungry or hurting. 

It may be worth noting that the first thing that Jesus does, after these 

episodes that teach about the Sabbath, is to go and practice Sabbath.  We are told, 

in verse 13, that Jesus went to the mountains and spent all night praying by 

himself; before returning to select – out of his many disciples – twelve who would 

be his inner circle of apostles.  In order to gain – and regain – the strength needed 

to act among the people, Jesus required time away from the people.  In the gospels, 

this becomes his regular practice, his rhythm: he works in the community for good 

and not harm, to save life and not destroy it; then retreats for a time of worship and 

rest; before returning to work for health and justice some more. 

The team that has been exploring and experimenting with Sabbath practices 

has focused on these two core elements – worship and rest – as well as a third: 

Sabbath as an act of resistance.  I am sure you can imagine, and likely identify 

with, the pressure Jesus must have sometimes felt to constantly do more: to impart 

more wisdom, to heal more people, to offer more hope.  Each time he escaped to 

the mountains to pray alone – returning to his rhythm of rest and retreat – he was 

probably questioned by his disciples or his critics, or both.  But Jesus knew and 

understood that to engage in Sabbath means to stop, to pause.  There will always 

be more that we can do: more emails to read, another load of dishes or laundry to 

do.  Sometimes, the feeling that we are like slaves to our work comes from the 

outside; sometimes from within. 



The world tells us that we do not need to observe the Sabbath; that it there is 

no time or good reason for it.  It could be argued that we have gone to the opposite 

extreme of the Pharisees.  There are few restrictions on what we can do on Sunday, 

our traditional Sabbath day.  Many people do not have the option of taking this day 

off.  Thus, our Sabbath practices of worship, rest, and resistance may need to be on 

a different day, or take place in a different way.  If we do not establish rhythms of 

work and rest, engagement and retreat; instead of being rested and renewed, we 

will walk through our weeks exhausted and disconnected from our God and our 

community. 

Jesus says that the Sabbath was made for humankind.  It is meant to be life-

giving, not life-draining.  It is meant to be a gift from God, a time apart from the 

restless demands of our daily life; a time for rest in God’s presence; a time to savor 

the goodness of God’s creation and celebrate God’s deliverance; a time to do what 

is good and what gives life. 

My encouragement to you, today, is to practice the Sabbath.  It may not be 

for a full day or even on Sunday.  Maybe you need stillness, a time away from 

seemingly constant work and activity.  You may choose some act of resistance: 

maybe turn off the news or your cellphone for a while so that you can meditate or 

pray.  Or, on the other hand, you might want to create an active Sabbath: take a 

walk in the woods, do a puzzle, or reconnect with a friend.  The important part, as 

our group has discovered, is that you are choosing to take control of time; setting it 

aside and making it holy.   

The Sabbath was established for the good of individuals, but also for the 

welfare of our communities.  If we establish a rhythm of work and rest, 

engagement and retreat, then each of us can play a part in becoming God’s people 

of healing and justice; being transformed more and more into the likeness of Jesus 

Christ, and his body: recreated on earth.  Amen. 

 

 

 


