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My stepfather worked at grain elevators for over fifty years.
If you have driven through the heartland, they are those tall concrete towers you can see from miles away, rising up out of the prairie.  Those towers store grain, and are the point of delivery and sale for farmers and buyers.  This was a solid, blue-collar job that  didn’t pay much, but it was back in the day when family health insurance and paid time off were a thing, we owned our home, and he could make a fair living.
He unloaded farmers' grain trucks at harvest, loaded that grain into boxcars headed to market, and meticulously measured, tested and recorded the weight and moisture and quality of every load bought and sold. He worked 8 to 5, Monday through Friday, regular holidays off, extra time during harvest, and always a vacation in the summer.
We spent those vacations on car trips to places like the Grand Tetons, Glacier National Park, and Yellowstone, or to the Oregon coast to visit family.
I am not sure he would have called weekends and vacations Sabbath, but I think that is what it they were. Time apart. Time to set work down and relax. As I reflect, we were lucky in that way.
In the Ten Ways to Live in Community, which is what I call the Ten Commandments, the fourth is to "remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy." In Exodus, the commandment is modeled on how the Holy worked in creation: six days of making, one day of rest. In Deuteronomy, the commandment asks the people to remember that they were enslaved. Enslaved to an Egyptian oligarch who forced them to build his empire, toiling in the sun and heat, making bricks, building storehouses for Pharaoh's riches. The people receiving this commandment had not known rest for generations.
By offering these Ten Ways to Live, God was teaching them how to live as free people and with each other. How to live in a covenant—mutuality~~that included Sabbath. 
In his little book Sabbath as Resistance, Walter Breuggeman wrote  that Pharaoh was more than an ancient king. Pharaoh was—and still is—a system: an economy of endless production and accumulation.  In Pharaoh's world there is never enough. Never enough bricks, never enough grain for the store house, and never enough work done from the bodies doing the work. Never enough money, even though you have amassed a trillion million dollars of personal wealth.  Never enough for you, even though MORE for you just doesn’t mean less for those around you, but actually ravages everything and everyone around you. 
Brueggeman, in his consideration of Sabbath, argues that when God tells a people fresh out of enslavement to stop for one day in seven, God is not advocating for a spa day, but rather a strike.  A resistance. A holy refusal with  whole bodies, week after week, saying we do NOT  BELONG to the Pharoah System any more.  We belong to each other, to God, to ourselves.  
Sabbath.  Shabat. The Hebrew word shabat simply means stop. Lutheran scholar Rolf Jacobsen calls Sabbath the first labor law on the books. Long before anyone bargained for a forty-hour week or a summer vacation, God broke into history and said: Everybody gets a day off. From property owners to immigrant workers, all the way down to the animals. Once a week, the whole economy halts, and the landowner and the day laborer stand in exactly the same place: resting. Once a week, the world is reminded that a person's worth has nothing to do with what they produce.
Pharaoh is still with us, right? Pharaoh lives in the phone that buzzes at ten at night. In the second and third job. In that small, relentless voice inside so many of us that says, you haven't done enough yet. You aren't enough yet.
My childhood vacations were a blessing, but they weren’t luck.  As an adult, I realize that somebody, somewhere fought for them. Somebody remembered, whether they knew it or not,  that people were once enslaved in Egypt. Rest is never be a matter of luck. It is a matter of covenant. It is a matter of justice.
Sabbath is indeed a holy resistance to the culture of not-enoughness.  AND, Sabbath is also gift—not a chore. 
Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote a luminous book called The Sabbath. His daughter, Susannah Heschel, remembers Friday evenings in their home. Whatever was still undone in the kitchen, when the moment came, it was simply left. Laundry half-folded.  Dishes unwashed.  Email inbox full.   Suddenly, it was time. The candles were lit, and the Sabbath was blessed in.
Suddenly, it was time. Sabbath time. 
Sabbath arrives in the way the sun goes down.  Not when you are ready for it or when you have earned it. It just comes, and we are invited to stop and receive it, leaving what is unfinished where it is at.  It will wait. 
In Jewish practice, the Sabbath is kept with joy: festive meals, singing, guests at the table. Traditional observance includes not working, not driving, not writing, not handling money. From the outside, that can look like a list of restrictions. But Heschel says these prohibitions are not deprivations, not like a fast. They are simply the implications of what doesn't matter on the Sabbath. Because the Sabbath is a gift of time.
Hear this again:  They are simply the implications of what doesn't matter on the Sabbath. You don't handle money, not because money is evil, but because on that day it just doesn't matter. What matters is the candlelight and the person sitting next to you at the table.  What matters is this holy time set apart, to simply let go of doing and simply be. 
Heschel calls the Sabbath a cathedral in time. For six days, we live in the realm of space: building, acquiring, making, meeting, managing. On the seventh, we are invited into the realm of time, where nothing needs to be controlled, finished, or won.
But note this:  It’s not that the other six days are bad.. The danger is letting the six days swallow the seventh.  Wayne Mueller, in his gorgeous book, “Sabbath” goes further by saying that Sabbath time is NOT spiritually superior to the rest of our time. In other words, God is not more present in our resting than in our working.  The grain dust on my stepfather's boots was holy too. The boxcars he loaded fed people he would never meet. All of it was part of a life, and life, all of it, is infused with Holy Presence. 
This is essential for us to remember.  Sabbath doesn't rescue us from the rest of the week. It lets us see the rest of the week. Work and rest, labor and gift, doing and being: it is all one fabric, and the Sabbath is the thread that reminds us whose hands wove it.
So how do we do this, in our actual lives? Especially if we're retired and every day feels like Saturday, or caring for someone around the clock with no day off at all?
Wayne Mueller speaks to both.  He notes that Sabbath doesn’t have to be a day.  It can be an afternoon. Or an hour. Or a single breath taken on purpose. He also warns that if we don't allow a rhythm of rest in our busy lives, illness can  become our Sabbath. Some of us know exactly what he means. We didn't stop, so our bodies stopped for us.
Mueller offers several invitations on how to practice Sabbath, and here are a few: 
Sabbath Stones. Place a stone in your pocket or your purse, or on a surface where you'll see it. There is something about holding a small stone in your hand that slows the mind down to the speed of the body. Take your three Benedictine breaths, the mantra Mark taught us a few weeks ago: I am a child of God. I am beloved. All shall be well.
Make a Sabbath box. Find a box, a basket, a drawer. At the start of your Sabbath time, however long it is, put your phone in it. Put your to-do list in it. Put whatever you can't stop reaching for in it. It'll be there when you come back. The world will not end.
Remember that time itself can be shared. Mueller tells the story of the Kellogg company during the Great Depression. They shortened the workday to six hours which made room for about 30 percent more workers to be hired. People's rest became other people's paycheck. Sabbath isn't only a private practice; it is a way of making room for one another. That is Deuteronomy all over again—your rest becomes the animals rest, the earth’s rest, the worker’s rest. 
I want to be honest with you before we go. Not everyone can stop. The nurse on her fourth shift can't. The mother with three kids and two jobs can't, not this week. Pharaoh's system is still running, and rest is still, for far too many, a matter of luck.
So Sabbath asks two things of us at once. It asks us to receive the gift: to stop, to be still, to let ourselves be loved without doing a single thing to deserve it. And it asks us to fight for the gift, for everyone. The ox and the donkey. The immigrant in our town. The apple-pickers whose names we'll never know.
Rest and resistance. Gift and justice. The candle and the public protest.  
So this week, I invite you to Sabbath.  Take a walk around the block or down the hall where you live.  Jump in the car and go to Bullington Gardens to see the dahlias in bloom.  Sit on the porch, close your eyes and feel the autumn sun on your face.  Touch the stone in your pocket while waiting in the doctor’s office.  Leave your phone in the other room. 
Don’t worry about what isn’t finished. Whatever is left will still be there.
Yes, our lives are full.  And always, in the middle of everything Sabbath calls.  Suddenly, it is time.  Sabbath invites you to shift from holy space to holy time. What will you decide? 

I hope you can stop, remember, breathe and receive.  Make room for everyone, including you, to rest.
Amen.

