Pre:

Americans have been celebrating Labor Day since 1882. Usually we celebrated it by taking the day off.  So, I decided that for Labor Day weekend this year, I would talk about taking time off.  In theological terminology, Sabbath.  It also seems like a good follow-up of our running series.  You can’t just keep running, without taking a rest break from time to time!  Though some of us try.  


Our inspiration for today comes from the very beginning of time, when the idea of Sabbath was born on the morning of the seventh day of creation.
If this sermon inspires you to want to explore the idea of Sabbath in your life, go to our web site, and follow the link that will be there later this week. This comes from Terry Chapman, pastor of Forked River Presbyterian Church. http://web.mac.com/terrychapman/A_SABBATH_JOURNEY/BEGIN_HERE.html

Any time we go back to the creation story, it’s good to remind ourselves that this story is not a news bulletin.  CNN was not there with its cameras and microphones.  Nor is it a chapter from a science book.  No one was there to do controlled experiments as God separated the night from day and brought the dry land out from the waters.  Only God was there. 
So this story about creation is not just a story about God making the world.  It is a story that tells us what God is like.  The story of creation in Genesis is a faith statement.  It does not try to tell us how God created the world—or even how long it took God to do it, though it speaks of seven days, for we know that to God a day is like a thousand years and a thousand years is like a day.  You can’t catch God in the act! But the story of Genesis tells us, in a very poetic and moving fashion, that God did create the world and us in it. 

As the first chapter of Genesis paints a picture of God creating the sun and moon, the stars, the vegetables and flowers, the birds and the fish, the mammals and the bugs, there are two interwoven themes that lead to the Sabbath conclusion.  One is the theme of creation ex nihilo (creation from nothing) and the other is God bringing order out of chaos.  So, I encourage you to hear this as a story that has special meaning for those who feel that their lives are empty or meaningless, or hopelessly out of control.  
God Rested. You Can, Too

Genesis 1:31-2:4


Some years ago there was a farmer whose land was right by the ocean.  He needed hired hands, but most people dreaded working there because of the severe storms that would come, wreaking havoc on buildings and crops.  So, as the farmer interviewed applicants, he got a steady stream of refusals.  Finally a short, elderly man said he would do the work.  The farmer was skeptical, so he asked, “Are you a good farm hand?” And the man said, “I can sleep when the wind blows.”  The farmer wasn’t sure what the man meant, but he was desperate, so he hired the fellow.  


The man went to work, and the farmer was pleased with him.  Then one night, the farmer heard the wind howling off the ocean. He jumped out of bed, grabbed a lantern, and rushed to the hired hand’s sleeping quarters.  “Get up,” he said, “a storm is coming.” 


The little old man rolled over in his bed and said, “No sir, I told you, I can sleep when the wind blows.”


The farmer was enraged.  He wanted to fire the man instantly, but after all, a storm was coming, so he ran out to prepare for the storm.  To his amazement, he discovered the work had already been done. The haystacks had been secured with tarps, the cows were in the barn, the chickens were in the coops, and the doors were barred. The shutters were tightly secured.  Everything was tied down. 


As the farmer inspected his property, he began to understand what his hired hand meant.  So, he went back to bed to enjoy his sleep while the wind blew. (story file, 15.12.1)


The old farm hand could rest because his work had been done.  And he was confident in the work that he had done.  
Sounds a little like God on the seventh day of creation.  

Out of nothing, God had created a world.  Out of chaos God had brought order. And indeed it was very good. And that was enough for one week.  God rested. 

God rested. And you can, too. 


I probably don’t need to tell you that you need a Sabbath rest. Our life in this world is intense, frantic, often chaotic and very crowded.  New Jersey is the most densely populated state in the Union. In Alaska, where I lived for a time, there is about 1 person per square mile.  In South Dakota where I grew up, there are about 10 people per square mile.  In New Jersey there are more than a thousand people per square mile.  In addition to being densely populated, we are more densely occupied than others. In New Jersey people, on the average, get less sleep than people in other parts of the country. We need the Sabbath.  Yet we are among the least likely to take advantage of it. 

I’m going to share three brief anecdotes.  See if you can see yourself in any of these little stories:


1-There was an elderly lady who was greatly disturbed by many troubles, both real and imaginary. Finally, someone in her family tactfully told her, “Grandma, we’ve done all we can for you. You’ll just have to trust God for the rest.” 

A look of absolute despair spread over her face as she replied, “Oh, dear, has it come to that?” (internet)

2-There was a driver of a caribou wagon in the Philippines who was on his way to market when he overtook an old man carrying a heavy load. Taking compassion on him, the driver invited the old man to ride in the wagon. Gratefully the old man accepted. After a few minutes the driver turned to see how the man was doing. To his surprise, he found him still straining under the heavy weight, for he had not taken the burden off his shoulders. (internet)
3-Philip Malancthon, a great Reformation theologian, once said to his friend Martin Luther, “This day you and I will discuss the governance of the universe.” 

And Luther replied, “This day you and I will go fishing and leave the governance of the universe to God.” (Our Daily Bread, May 18, 1996)

So, do you see God as the God of Last Resorts like the worried old woman?

Do you hang onto your burdens even when help is offered?

Do you think God needs your help running the universe? 


Perhaps you can begin to see that Sabbath is more about an attitude than it is about how you spend your day. 

I think what the writer of Genesis wants us to hear in this story is confidence.  God is confident enough to rest.  God looked at the world that God made, and said, “It’s all good.”  Well that’s a paraphrase.  God said, “It’s good, very good.”  


And that’s the Sabbath invitation—to embrace this confidence.  To trust this God who brought the world into being out of nothing, and who brought order out of chaos.  

To trust God in our own emptiness and chaos. 

The word Sabbath means to cease.  To stop.  God stopped working for a time.  What do you need to stop doing for a while?  Everyone will have his or her own answer to that question. But generically speaking, I think that we all need to stop trying to run the universe. That job has been taken.  And even God, who has that job, has the confidence to rest. 
Understand that Sabbath is not wasted time.  It is not merely doing nothing.  Like sleep rejuvenates your body, Sabbath restores your soul. It helps you to work better.  

There was a man who challenged his friend to an all-day wood chopping contest. One of the men worked very hard, stopping only for a brief lunch break. The other man had a leisurely lunch and took several breaks during the day. At the end of the day, the challenger was surprised and annoyed to find that the other fellow had chopped substantially more wood than he had. “I don’t get it,” he said. “Every time I checked, you were taking a rest, yet you chopped more wood than I did.” 

“But you didn’t notice,” said the winning woodsman, “that I was sharpening my ax when I sat down to rest.” 

When you build Sabbath into your life, what you are really doing is making room for God. You are opening yourself to everything that God wants to give you.  You are trusting God.  

You don’t have to start with a whole day.  That might be just too daunting. And it doesn’t have to be a particular day.  The point of Sabbath is to step back from your frantic life, and let God be God.  Your work will still be there when you come back. But you’ll be better equipped to handle it.
You can start with some Sabbath moments.  If you’re sitting at your desk frustrated with your work, just breathe.  Breathe out and let go of all the badness that’s built up inside.  Breathe in, and open yourself to God’s goodness.  Imagine the Holy Spirit filling you up as you breathe in. 
Then, take time to smell the roses.  Simply being in nature can be a Sabbath experience!  Don’t just walk by the wonderful things that God has made.  Look at the flowers, the birds, the bugs, the trees, the water, the fish.   Stop and look at that beauty.  Realize where that beauty comes from.  God made that!  Thank God for making this wonderful world. 

In order to have a moment of Sabbath, you may have to turn off your cell phone or step away from your computer.  Stop texting (especially if you’re driving!).  The telephone and computer are both wonderful things, but they can be slave drivers. Mark Twain was once asked to record a Christmas message on an early gramophone. This is what he said, “It is my heart-warm and world-embracing Christmas hope and aspiration that all of us, the high, the low, the rich, the poor, and admired, the despised, the loved, the hated, the civilized, the savage, every man and woman of us all throughout the whole earth, may eventually be gathered in a heaven of everlasting rest and peace and bliss, except the inventor of the telephone.” (Bits and Pieces, Dec, 1991, p. 13) Dare to step away for a time.
Rediscover the world that God made.  Look around you! Touch, taste, smell. All of this came from nothing.  All was chaos.  And God put it all together in such a wonderful way. 

Then, when you’ve created that Sabbath space, even a little tiny space, have a little talk with God. If God can bring this wonderful world into being from nothing, and if God can bring it all into order, what do you suppose God can do in your life?
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