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Readings: Exodus 20 1-17; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 1. 18-25; John 2. 13-22 
 

Sabbath Time 
 

I like the way the children’s Christian Education Programme called Godly Play refers to the 10 

Commandments. Instead of that familiar terminology Godly Play refers them as “The best 10 

ways to live.” When you stop to think about it that’s an excellent description for they are not 

some arbitrary set of rules, given to the Hebrew people to hem them in and restrict them in their 

living in the world-which is how some people see laws and rules and regulations; rather they are 

full of wisdom and if followed help them to live creatively and harmoniously together. I want to 

focus on just one of these ten best ways to live today-the 4
th
 one. 

 

In the Exodus recitation of the commandments we are told: 

Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. Six days you shall labour and do all your work. But 

the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; you shall not do any work – you, your son or 

your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 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 blesses the Sabbath day and consecrated it. (Exodus 20:8-11)  

The Deuteronomy recitation of the commandments adds: 

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.                                                           (Deut.5:15) 

These two themes of the celebration of the Sabbath – the remembrances of creation and the 

liberation (salvation) – are the foundation of Jewish Sabbath rituals. They also provide the basis 

from which we as Christians understand Sabbath; thus we celebrate Sabbath time because of 

God’s presence and mighty acts among and for us. 

 

As you know there us a group of us doing the second year of Education for Ministry programme 

this year. In the Education for Ministry notes for this year the Spiritual writer and Theologian 

Tilden Edwards says: 

Buried deep in within the Judeo-Christian tradition is a rhythm of time that needs to be 

uncovered and offered in fresh forms today. It is a rhythm anchored in an understanding of the 

Sabbath. The Christian Sabbath, as a practice of receptive time that balances and permeates our 

active time, has not had comprehensive, serious attention in mainline Christian thought and 

practice for a long time, I has suffered from an image of legalism, repression, and quietism, 

together with a gene5ral neglect of its history and potential as a foundational spiritual discipline 

of the Christian life. (Sabbath Time p.ix) 

 

Tilden Edwards is saying something very significant. In perhaps rightly moving away from an 

unhelpful repressive legalism which became associated with Sabbath observance we have lost 
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touch with something important and potentially of crucial benefit to our individual and corporate 

well being. Our contemporary, fast paced, instant, must happen now technological world is in 

desperate need of what lies behind the Sabbath. Opportunities to pause and reflect – to take time 

to “be” rather than just “do”.  

The keyword in all this is Balance – to have a balance between the things that take from us and 

deplete our energy and the things that nurture is, re-energise us. The EfM notes again have 

something helpful to say about this. I refer to EfM quite deliberately because I want those of you 

who have not yet experienced EfM to gain a sense of the way it helps integrate life and faith 

together.  It’s not just an academic exercise but a course which affects our living and relating in 

the world. I hope I am sowing some seeds that will make you want to seriously think about 

forming an EfM group the next time there is an opportunity. But I digress. As I was saying the 

EfM notes say in a section headed Sabbath Time: 

 

Doing as opposed to being seems to be a fixation of our Western culture. We seem to be more 

comfortable reporting how busy we are, instead of how we are in prayer, contemplation or even 

just quietness. 

The word ‘instant’ is often printed on food packages telling us that the contents can be ready in 

just a few minutes, or it may describe a camera that produces a photograph immediately. It is 

within this ‘instant’ context that we are invited to stop and explore what Sabbath means for is in 

today’s world. In the midst of our breakneck pace of life, Sabbath time may be the way to remind 

ourselves that God is present with us, even in the midst of a ‘microwave world’. 

 

The notes then encourage EfMers to engage in an exercise to help establish what it calls a 

Sabbath rhythm to life. To move forwards a greater balance between Service and Prayer, Doing 

and Being, Activity and Recreation. (In the sermon I mentioned the details of this in outline only 

– but I detail it in full here) 

 

The purpose of this exercise is to help you establish or re-establish a creative and nurturing 

rhythm of service-Sabbath. 

First, in order for you to assess your present rhythm, construct a schedule of your routine 

activities during a typical week. In blocks of time, list all you do within each 24-hour period. 

Alongside each block record a dominant feeling and thought. Highlight all the Sabbath time. 

Next, look over tour schedule and notice your present Sabbath rhythm. 

• What kind of pattern is apparent in relation to service and Sabbath now? 

• What is the framework that has given shape to the routine of your week? 

Then explore the possibility of a different Sabbath rhythm. 

• What different framework might produce a more energizing schedule for you? 

• What are the possible rearrangements you could make? 

• What support would you need from family and friends for such rearrangements? 

Decide what changes, if any, you would like to make. Design a prototype of a new schedule of 

service-Sabbath rhythm and then experiment with it. Then, after a week, and after two weeks etc. 

review your progress in living your new rhythm. Keep your focus on the outcome you desire and 

abandon actions that fail to energise you. 

• What has helped and what has hindered you maintaining this new rhythm? 

• What are you learning about yourself and your service-Sabbath rhythm? 
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The EfM notes also remind us that our individualistic life-style doesn’t help. We need to 

recapture a greater sense of community, of corporate spirituality. Again I quote from the EfM 

notes 

 

From the very beginning the first Christians formed themselves into communities from which 

grew the church. Gradually the desert fathers and mothers formed themselves into religious 

communities and developed a rhythm and rule of life through which they lives out their faith and 

served each other and the world. The Celts were among those who established praying monastic 

communities and around them a wider circle of Christian community more like a congregation 

than the mediaeval monasteries later became. They were centres of learning, community and 

spirituality where God was central and people were connected in interdependent relationships of 

living out a vision of a world as God intended it to be. 

The church desperately needs to become the community it is meant to be. The formation of 

community in our congregations should be our main task. It is the only way in my opinion 

that we can change our fragmented culture. The church is not doing well in our country 

(America) or in other Western nations because it was formed to be a community. At the 

same time this truth is our greatest asset, because God is most present in community. It is 

an absence of spirituality, the feeling of the presence of God, which has brought our 

society to the brink of destruction. If we can become God’s true community, the Church, 

we can change the world. This is a great challenge I believe only the churches can meet.  

(Jerry C Doherty) 

 

In thinking about the challenge to develop a greater corporate life together, I sense that we are 

doing that to some extent during this Lent as we journey towards Easter. We have our 2 Monday 

night Study groups, the Ecumenical one Alan Little leads, meaning so much to those who come 

from different traditions and  finding we have so much in common thus strengthening faith and 

daily living. The one at Glen and Pauline’s which I lead, which helps me write my sermon for the 

next Sunday as we read and discuss the reading for use at our services. The Friday         

reflections lead by Rex and Bridget and then there are our regular Wednesday service and the 

Thursday meditation group, plus the ‘Saving Jesus’ discussion at MAV on a Friday afternoon. 

The challenge is to find ways of building on what we are doing in Lent so we truly become the 

community Jerry Doherty talks about. 

 

I want to finish by giving the final words to something from my most favourite of books “Mr 

God, this is Anna”. Fynn the author of Anna’s story is talking about an exchange between his 

Mum and Anna. 

 

Like Anna, Mum had this lovely gift of asking questions that landed somewhere. 

‘What’, she asked us one Sunday afternoon, ’was God’s greatest creative act?’ 

Although I didn’t go along with Genesis, I answered, ‘When he created mankind.’ 

I was wrong, according to Mum, so I had another shot. I was still wrong. I ran through the six 

days of creation and drew nothing but blank looks. There was nothing more that I could think of. 

It wasn’t until I had run out of ideas that I became aware of the exchange between Mum and 

Anna. So often with Mum that smile happened. It was her Christmas-tree smile, she lit up, she 

twinkles, and there was no other place to look. She sort of gathered everything around her. Anna 

was watching her intently, chin cupped in hands. There they sat, looking at each other, Mum with 

her wonderful smile and Anna with her intense look. The insulation of the six foot or so that 
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separated them was beginning to give way. Anna drilled away at it with her blue eyes whilst Mum 

melted it with her smile. Suddenly it happened. Anna slowly placed her hands on the table and 

pushed herself upright. The gap had been bridged. Anna’s matching smile had to wait whilst 

astonishment shaped her face. She gasped, ’It was the seventh day, course it was, the seventh 

day.’ 

I looked from one to the other and cleared my throat to capture their attention. 

‘I don’t get it’, I said. ‘God worked all his miracles in six days and then shut down for a bit of a 

rest. What’s so exciting about that?’ 

Anna got off her chair and came and sat on my lap. This I knew. This was her approach to the 

unseeing and unknowing infant me. 

‘Why did Mister God rest on the seventh day?’ she began. 

‘I suppose he was a bit flaked out after six days’ hard work’, I answered. 

‘He didn’t rest because he was tired though.’ 

‘Oh – didn’t he? It makes me tired just to think about it all.’ 

‘Course he didn’t. He wasn’t tired.’ 

‘Wasn’t he?’ 

‘No – he made rest.’ 

‘Oh. He did that, did he?’ 

‘Yes, that’s the biggest miracle. Rest is. What do you think it was like before Mister God started 

on the first day?’ 

‘A perishing big muddle, I guess,’ I replied. 

‘Yes, and you can’t rest when everything is in a big muddle, can you?’ 

‘I suppose not.  So what then?’ 

‘Well, when he started to make all the things, it got a bit less muddly.’ 

‘Makes sense.’ I nodded. 

‘When he finished making all the things, Mister God had undone all the muddles. Then you can 

rest, so that’s why rest is the very biggest miracle of all. Don’t you see?’ 

Put it like that, I did see, and I liked what I saw. It made sense.  
 

From Mister God this is Anna by Fynn Fount Paperbacks 1974 p144-146 

 

Just as establishing and keeping Sabbath time and Sabbath rhythm – i.e. getting balance – in our 

lives makes sense. It helps give us space, to not get into a muddle and to sort out the muddles we 

do get into. So not in a legalistic or wowserish way, give yourselves a break regularly. Work out 

what it means for you to keep the 4
th
 Commandment, the 4

th
 of the best 10 ways to live! 

 


