Pre:

Many generations ago, when Noah and his family stepped off the Ark onto dry ground, God made some big promises. God said that even though people would continue to pursue evil, God would never again send a flood to destroy every living creature. Listen to this: “As long as the earth endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night shall not cease.” (Gen. 8:22)


There is a rhythm to life that will go on forever. Day and night, the seasons. Birth and death. Times for planting and growing and harvesting. And within that rhythm God has given an important gift. The gift of rest. A time for healing, restoring, renewing, preparing. 


Last week we talked about manna from heaven, the miracle that we tend to take for granted. Like manna, rest is one of those gifts from God that is sometimes hard to accept. I think that’s especially true in the culture in which we live. I expect you know this: researchers have found that people in New Jersey get less sleep than people in other parts of the country. It’s been estimated that one in five Americans have stress-related insomnia. Since 1900, there’s been a general decrease in sleep time for Americans of about 20%. Why do you suppose that is?  Do we feel like the world will stop spinning if we don’t keep peddling? 


Perhaps we need to learn what it means to truly rest. 


To help us out, I’ve chosen two passages from the Bible. In the first one, we are going back to Exodus, to the story about the manna, and what happens with manna on the seventh day of the week. And then we will turn to a Psalm written by Solomon, just two verses in which he addresses the importance of rest. 

Gifts from God: Rest

Exodus 16:22-30, Psalm 127:1-2


Our Bible passages talk about two kinds of bread.  There is manna from heaven, which is available in ample amounts and is always there when you need it.  And there is the bread of anxious toil, for which we work our fingers to the bone, and of which there is never enough.

Manna from heaven.


The bread of anxious toil.


And the question is this: which bread are you eating? 


Now, you thought this sermon was going to be about rest, not about bread! But it’s all connected. The one who eats the bread of anxious toil is the one who has not accepted God’s gift of rest. And the one who eats manna from heaven, has truly learned to rest in God. 


I’m sure you know how important physical rest is (whether you get enough or not!). It’s a part of the rhythm of life. Every living being rests. 


What happens when you sleep? Your body rebuilds cells, recalibrates your brain (sometimes even figures out the answers to problems), heals wounds, restores strength and energy. Those who don’t sleep enough, find themselves in a situation called sleep debt or sleep deprivation, which leads to a weakened immune system, irritability, and fuzzy thinking. Sleep is essential to our well being. 

There are other things that happen while you sleep, too. 

Here are a couple of stories about what might happen while you sleep. 


Do you know about Rip Van Winkle? The story of Rip Van Winkle is set in the years just before and just after the American Revolution. Rip is an easy going sort of fellow, whose home and farm suffer from his lazy neglect. Everybody loves Rip, though.  Well, except for his nagging wife.  One day he escapes from his nagging wife and wanders up the Catskills. There he meets some strangely-dressed men playing nine-pins. They offer him some liquor and he gladly imbibes, after which he settles down under a shady tree and falls fast asleep. When he awakes, he finds that twenty years have passed. His wife has died, and many of his close friends have died in war or have gone away. He immediately gets himself in trouble by proclaiming himself a loyal subject of King George III, not knowing that the Revolution has taken place. He gradually returns to a life of idleness, while some of the other hen-pecked husbands wish they could share Rip’s good fortune!

Another story, a true story this time, is about a man named Pedro Bernardo who traveled up and down the Amazon River by canoe, selling Christian books as he went from village to village. At night he would find a quiet nook by a protected bank, tie his boat to a tree limb, and drift off to sleep amid the muffled sounds of the jungle. 


One morning he awoke to discover that a battle had been fought while he was asleep. He had unwittingly tied his boat to a tree where fire ants lived. The sting of a fire ant can burn like a flame. If enough of the large creatures sting you, you die. Well, as Pedro slumbered under that particular tree on that night, an army of fire ants began marching down the rope, heading straight for the unsuspecting man. 


And then another interesting thing happened. The free end of the boat drifted back and forth until it also came to rest against the limb of a different tree. This tree contained a colony of black ants, who are the enemy of the fire ants. And this army also swarmed onto the canoe, and met the fire ants before they reached Pedro’s head. 


All night a fierce battle was fought, with casualties on both sides. Pedro was unaware until he woke up, and found that his canoe was littered with dead and dying fire ants. Their black cousins had gained the upper hand and driven the red army out of the canoe, back up the rope, and back into their tree. (internet, CDD) 


Many things happen while you sleep. The world continues to spin. The planets continue in their orbits. The night shift goes to work.


God is in charge. You are not. 


In order to sleep well, you have to be able to rest in God. Which really is the same as trusting God. 


That’s really the whole point. Last week I said that for the children of Israel in the wilderness, manna became an exercise in trust. The people had to trust that God would continue to provide the manna, and that the manna would sustain them. On the seventh day—the day of rest—they had to trust that the manna would not rot. And that there would still be enough. 


If you cannot trust, then you cannot rest. Did you notice that some of the people went out to gather manna on the seventh day, even though Moses had told them that there wouldn’t be any? They had not yet learned to trust, so they couldn’t rest.

Or you might turn that around. If you are not able to rest, ask yourself this: How’s my relationship with God going? Have I learned to trust God? Or do I think I have to do it all?


Our psalm speaks of God as the builder, and God as the guard. God as the giver of sleep to his beloved (that’s us, by the way!). Unless God builds, unless God guards, our efforts are useless. Such empty efforts cannot provide sustenance for us and our family. They only produce the bread of anxious toil. 


Many people build their lives and seek security with their own strength, their own wisdom, their own hands. They are the builders, they are the guards. What that means is that God is on the periphery of their life, not at the center. And from time to time, perhaps, they invite God to come in and help them with a problem or two. But that is not a relationship with God. What the psalm is saying here, and what is taught by the rest of the Bible is that God needs to be at the center point of your life, not at the fringe.  God needs to be in the control center, where decisions are being made, where agreements are being hammered out, and where plans are being drawn up. Where houses and families are being built and cities are being guarded. 

You can’t do it alone. You weren’t meant to. 

And you don’t have to.


“Come to me,” says Jesus. “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give your rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (Matthew 11:28-30)


In the weeks before Christmas, I found myself among the weary and the burdened. I needed rest, and I told God that I needed rest. “God please help me to rest,” I prayed. “But please don’t let that rest involve being sick or in the hospital.” Or words to that effect. Some of you talk about the importance of being very specific in your prayers. Well, I was quite specific. 

I wanted rest.  And I wanted it on my own terms. 

God answered my prayer. On God’s terms. And after a week in the hospital, having to hand my work over to others, because I couldn’t do it, and even now having to take a nap in the afternoon, or I fizzle out before the end of the day, I am beginning to learn some things about rest. 


Rest is a gift from God. But it’s not always easy to accept, because, well, you know, there’s so much to do, and I’m really the only one who can do it. Yet, if I trust God, I can rest. 

As a closing gift, I want to share a quote from Quaker George Fox who lived from 1624-1691:  “Carry some quiet around inside thee. Be still and cool in thy own mind and spirit, from thy own thoughts, and then thou wilt feel the principle of God to turn thy mind to the Lord from whence cometh life; whereby thou mayest receive the strength and power to allay all storms and tempests.” (July 1624 – 13 January 1691, one of the founders of the Religious Society of Friends)
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