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 I never thought about how one’s computer work habits offered a window 

into your state of mind until I happened to see the screen of my former boss and 

pastor Joe’s laptop. As he was working on his MacBook laptop that day, Joe had 
open at the same time nearly 100 or more different programs, documents, 

spreadsheets, apps, emails, you name it. I know that number because after I 
exclaimed loudly at the sight of it and chastised him a little (not sure why I 

thought it would be good to chastise my boss about his computer use, but that’s 

for another day!), we counted them up and sure enough, the number of different 
areas in which he was working all on one screen was staggering. I filed that 

experience away and didn’t think much about it until one similar day, Josh saw 
my own laptop open to my internet browser, exclaimed loudly and chastised ME 

abut the number of tabs I had open at that one time with dozens of websites 

represented therein. I don’t remember what project I was working on, but like I 
do, I wanted lots of options, lots of research, lots of irons in the fire. My very 

practical husband just looked at me straight in the eye, and said, “Emily, close 
your tabs.”  

 What could have been a very practical piece of advice on my internet 

behavior instead has become a metaphor for my way of life, which is often 
overstuffed with those irons in the fire: more things for a to do list, more big 

ideas about projects or initiatives, more emails and books and notes and plans 
than I can keep up with, more more more. In the same way that common sense 

tells us to unplug something if it’s not working properly, sometimes I just need to 

close my tabs.  
 Today we step into the practices of Christian faith by exploring the 

practice of ‘keeping sabbath.’ Perhaps your understanding of sabbath is less 
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informed by tabs, windows, browsers, and plugs, but in your life, you may 

remember a day when the Christian experience of sabbath was full of gloomy 

rules, restrictions, legalisms, and prohibitions. For many, pious sabbath-keeping 
and stoic American Puritanism intermingled to produce Sundays filled with 

silence and boredom. Keeping sabbath was even legislated, our country’s “blue 
laws” an attempt to enforce a day without work, economy, alcohol, sales, you 

name it. For generations of active kids whose experience was immortalized in 

that classic movie Footloose, “sabbath” was synonymous with less, even NO: less 
delight, less joy, less to do, and certainly no playing, dancing, gaming, kissing, 

you name it! 
 Regardless of how our sabbath practices have been informed — either by 

unplugging from the matrix or stepping away from alluring pleasures — we all 

can learn from some of the great thinkers, theologians, and faithful followers 
who have defined and interpreted the gift of sabbath for us all. The word 

sabbath means — quite literally — “the time of rest, for taking a deep breath, 
for reverie,” for what Jews call nefishin, which means “the time for air,” “time 

cleared-for-play.”  Sabbath is “a sphere of inaction… [where] the practical 1

benefits of technology are laid aside, and one tries to stand in the cycle of 
natural time, without manipulation or interference.”  In what Walter 2

Brueggemann calls the “rat race of anxiety,” the celebration of Sabbath is “an 
act of both resistance and alternative… the most difficult and most urgent of the 

commandments in our society, because it summons us to intent and conduct 

that defies the most elemental requirements of a commodity-propelled society 
that specializes in control and entertainment, bread and circuses … anxiety and 

violence.”  So then to keep sabbath “is to be in step with the way God intends 3

 Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, The Particulars of Rapture: Reflections on Exodus, p115, 298.1

 Michael Fishbane, Sacred Attunement: A Jewish Theology, p125-127.2

 Walter Brueggemann, Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of Now, p xiv.3
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the world to work, participating in an act of ‘re-creation’ in which we are put 

back in touch with the way in which God intends for life to be enjoyed.”  4

 That sabbath way in which God dreams the world to work is rooted within 
the most profound of our biblical traditions and stories: creation, exodus, and 

resurrection. First, our creation stories tell us that after six days of work, God 
hallowed that seventh day and rested. The great rabbi Abraham Heschel 

reminds us that the first holy thing in all creation was not a people or a place but 

this resting day! Time and time again in creation, God made and then 
pronounced good… but when God rested on that seventh day, God called it 

holy.  And we can imagine that God didn’t technically need the rest, right? But 5

rather, God was modeling for all creation the time, space, and rhythm for 

sabbath. 

 From the pause amidst creation to the plight of the exodus, we see the 
purpose and meaning for sabbath expand, as it hits the top ten list of things that 

are important to God. One biblical scholar attests that the fourth of the Ten 
Commandments that Bob and Gayle read earlier — “remember the sabbath day, 

and keep it holy” — becomes the “crucial bridge” that connects the first three 

and the God who rests with the latter six about care for our neighbors.  Those 6

Ten Commandments, if you remember, came as gift and direction to the 

Israelites fresh from a miraculous release from slavery in Egypt. There, gathered 
at the base of Mount Sinai, the people of Israel met their liberator — YHWH, the 

God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; YHWH, who called Moses through the fire of 

freedom to “let my people go.” And there, YHWH reminds the Israelites: “I am 
the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 

slavery.” It is as if YHWH was saying, “in all the exodus excitement — the 

 Stanley M. Hauerwas & William H. Willimon, The Truth About God: The Ten Commandments in 4

Christian Life, p57.

 Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel from his book The Sabbath, as described by Barbara Brown 5

Taylor in her book, An Altar in the World, p127.

 Patrick D. Miller, The Ten Commandments, Interpretation, 117.6
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plagues, the Red Sea, the army — let’s not forget. Let’s not forget the trauma of 

Egypt. Let’s not forget Pharaoh’s relentless and stifling demand for work, for 

brick after brick laid on the backs of Hebrew slaves to build his empire. Let’s not 
forget this system of suffocating heaviness and stifling anxiety, of domination, 

authoritarianism, absolute power, threats, violence, exploitation, opulent wealth 
and abject poverty, frantic productivity.  Let’s not forget that in the face of 7

lightness and play and rest, Pharaoh sad “let heavier work be laid upon them.” 

Let’s not forget the all-consuming scarcity from which you came. 
 “For I am the Lord your God,” YHWH says. I am different from Pharaoh. I 

am unlike any other god you’ve ever heard of or known. I am the God who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. I am the God of 

abundance, the God who commands that you rest! 

 That same promise stretches from the Israelites to the people of Galilee 
and Judea, those who heard a wandering teacher speak of these things. Jesus 

who reminded us to “come unto me, you who are weary and carrying heavy 
burdens, and I will give you rest,” is the Jesus who we meet in the Gospel of 

Mark, getting into trouble with the temple leaders in these two stories about 

what is proper behavior on the sabbath. As with any other rule or restriction or 
commandment or practice properly observed by the Jewish leaders around him, 

Jesus opens up the meaning of holy practice, showing them by his actions that 
sabbath should be understood rooted in humanity, not in the law.  Whether the 8

issue was prompted by grain plucked or a man healed, Jesus reminded them that 

“the Sabbath was made for humankind, not humankind for the sabbath.” Such a 
countercultural, revolutionary word then and now, it’s no wonder the leaders’ 

hearts were hardened like Pharaoh generations before, no wonder they began 

 Brilliant analysis on the system of Pharaoh vs. the gifts of YHWH as described in Exodus 7

20:12-17 from Walter Brueggemann in Sabbath as Resistance, pp20-33.

 William Brosend, “Mark 2:23-28,” Feasting on the Gospels: Mark, p77.8
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immediately conspiring to destroy them. Sabbath-keeping needs resurrection 

too. 

 Sabbath in creation, sabbath in exodus, sabbath in resurrection: that’s all 
nice and such, but how then are we to keep Sabbath today? For many of us who 

live and die by our calendars, whose to do lists birth other to do lists, whose 
browser tabs are always open, emails always dinging, texts and calls always 

coming in, Barbara Brown Taylor suggests a first step, one that we practiced just 

this morning in Sunday School. If you are intrigued by the thought of practicing 
sabbath and want to try it, she says to make two lists on a piece of paper. On 

one side, write down all the things you know to be life-giving for you but that you 
never take the time to do. And then on the other side, write down all the reasons 

why you think it’s impossible for you to do those things. It’s that simple; just keep 

the lists handy. And as she reminds us, “promise not to shush your heart when it 
howls for the list it wants.”  9

 When those heart-howls deafen your ears clanging with the noise of the 
everyday, I suppose it’s time to listen. As one scholar says, “For the the reverie 

[of Sabbath] to be possible, time has to be made for time.”  For one day a week, 10

loosen the bonds of your job. Take your hands off the plow of productivity. Stay 
away from the office for a day of rest and trust that the world will not end simply 

because you are resting! Step back from the identity and self-worth and 
usefulness you gain through what you do. Live into your identity as a human 

being, not a human doing. Remember that God is God, and you are not — and 

that’s OK! So fill the day with all the goodness and holiness that God infused 
within it at creation. As a wry theologian once said, “it takes a people confident 

in God to rest.”  11

 Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World, p138.9

 Zornberg, p497.10

 Hauerwas & Willimon, p58.11
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 What your sabbath will look like is up to you — there’s no one right way to 

keep sabbath! One practice I’ve started on my sabbath is to use a different 

coffee mug on that one day than I do every other day of the week. I admit that 
the coffeepot is my first stop of the morning, but on my sabbath, I intentionally 

begin with a shift, however small. Even from my first taste of the new day, my 
sabbath mug reminds me that the day is to look and feel different than the rest. 

In it, I will taste and see that the Lord is good! And even when my sabbath 

practices yield imperfection or incompletion (as they did yesterday when I 
couldn’t discern a weed from a flower and the base for my chicken salad didn’t 

emulsify right!), I am reminded that God is God and I am not, but that I am 
beloved purely because I am God’s child — not for how perfect my lunch is or 

how well I weed my garden.  

 For you, it may not be a sabbath mug; perhaps it is a pair of sabbath 
jeans. Maybe it is a sabbath rhythm of subtraction — one without electronics 

(email, texting, browsing, social media-ing, even TV), or spending money, or 
generating anything other than space for rest and renewal. Or perhaps it is a 

rhythm of addition — adding in a thing or two from that list of life-giving actions: 

a walk, a meal with a friend, a nap, a book, a workout. I heard once of a family 
whose rules for sabbath practice were as simple as this: “you can do no work on 

the sabbath unless it is a joy. If planting bulbs in the yard is work, then it must 
wait until [tomorrow]. It it is a joy, then it is sabbath work.”  Wayne Muller says 12

that “Sabbath can only begin if we close the factory, turn out the lights, turn off 

the computer, and withdraw from the concerns of the marketplace. Choose at 
least one heavily used appliance or device — the phone, television, computer,  

washer and dryer — and let them rest for a Sabbath period. Whether it is a 
morning, afternoon, or entire day, surrender to a quality of time when you will 

 As quoted in Hauerwas & Willimon, p64. 12
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not be disturbed, seduced, or responsive to what our technologies have to offer. 

Notice how you respond to its absence.”  Notice how you are able to rest.   13

 An excellent and in-demand physician once spoke about the nature of 
exhaustion on the quality of work he does. You see, this doctor is like every other 

medical professional in his field — trained and ingrained with the capacity to 
work while exhausted, producing and healing and fixing while sleep-deprived, 

stressed, and hurried. “I discovered in medical school,” he said, “that if I saw a 

patient when I was tired or overworked, I would order a lot of tests. I was so 
exhausted, I couldn’t tell exactly what was going on. I could see the symptoms, I 

could recognize the possible diagnoses, but I couldn’t really hear how it all fit 
together. So I got in the habit of ordering a battery of tests, hoping they would 

tell me what I was missing. But when I was rested — if I had an opportunity to 

get some sleep, or go for a quiet walk — when I saw the next patient, I could rely 
on my intuition and experience to give me a pretty accurate reading of what was 

happening. If there was any uncertainty about my diagnosis, I would order a 
single, specific text to confirm or deny it. But when I could take the time to listen 

and be present with them and their illness, I was almost always right.”  14

 Brothers and sisters, how might you close some tabs, close down the 
factory, and keep your sabbath holy for silence, rest, and restoration? Just 

imagine what it might open up! Amen!

 Wayne Muller, Sabbath: Finding Rest, Renewal, and Delight in Our Busy Lives, p27-28. 13

 As quoted by Muller, p6.14
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