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Today is the first Sunday in the season of Lent. We began Lent by 
gathering here on Wednesday night for the Ash Wednesday service. 
Each year on Ash Wednesday, we take time to remember our 
beginning, from dust we have come, and face our ending, to dust we 
will return. We consider our purpose and how we would like to spend 
the time we have on this earth. We consider the things in our lives that 
separate us from  God and that keep us from fully connecting with one 
another. We commit to using the Lenten season to draw near to God 
and do the, sometimes hard, work of changing our hearts and our lives 
that we might become more like Jesus, whose ways we seek to follow.  
 
I think it’s useful for us to reflect on Lent as a journey…a journey God 
invites us into. It’s a journey that looks back at Jesus and the 
community of people that surrounded him, people who chose to follow 
him all the way to Jerusalem where he was greeted, at the beginning of 
the week, by crowds of people crying Hosanna, “Save us,” and yet by 
the end of the week, the crowds were gone and his friends were 
scattered. We are invited to this journey, to reflect on Jesus’ words, and 
Jesus’ ways. We are invited to reflect on his living and his dying.  
 
And this particular Lent, I’m asking you to reflect on your own living and 
to consider that your life really could be, and perhaps, should be 
different and that the way of Sabbath might be both a way to resist the 
“culture of now” and an alternative to it. I believe observance of 
Sabbath can transform us as individuals ( I know that I am hoping for 
that in my own life). Sabbath can transform us as Disciples Christian 
Church, and ultimately the world beyond these walls. And so we begin 
this journey together. We begin with: 



The dust that shapes the journey,  
The cross that guides it, 
The color that surrounds it, 
The light that fades through it, 
The word that foretells it, 
The wilderness that invites it. 
 
This is Lent, 
And into its wilderness, 
God calls us. 
 
Come, brothers and sisters, 
Christ is heading for Jerusalem. 
 
And we are invited to go too. 
 
These items will remain on the communion table throughout Lent. They 
will remind us of our common journey from dust to wilderness, from 
suffering to joy, and the God whose light is never extinguished and 
whose love calls to each of us. 
 
This journey requires us to extract ourselves from the insatiable 

requirements of the world in which we live. It requires us to resist…to 

resist the temptation that urges us to do more and have more.  It 

requires us to reject the assumption that there is a technological 

resolution for every human problem and to reject our need to be in 

control and the anxiety that seizes us when we realize we are not.  

This journey is for all of us who are “weary and heavy laden”, 

overwhelmed, disconnected, frustrated, doubtful, desperate, or just 

plain fed up.  And it’s for the ones who have to live with and interact 



with all of the above. It’s for all of us who want to be different in the 

world and who want the world to be different too. 

I invite you into a season of intentional Sabbath practice, which I hope 

will evolve into a way of life where the restfulness of God counters the 

restlessness of the world. The more I study the Bible, and the more I 

learn, the clearer it is that the biblical writers understood Sabbath as an 

important part of the rhythm of life. In the Hebrew Bible alone, Sabbath 

is mentioned 191 times. Let’s look at the very first Sabbath observance.  

2 Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their 

multitude. 2 And on the seventh day God finished the work that he had 

done, and he rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had 

done. 3 So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it 

God rested from all the work that he had done in creation. 

4 These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they 

were created. 

This passage is the culmination of the Bible’s first creation story. In the 

story, God spoke the earth and everything on it into being, celebrating 

the beauty and wholeness of creation by declaring all of it “good”. And 

then on the 7th day, God stopped the creative work and rested. God’s 

ability to rest, according to theologian Walter Brueggeman, hinges on 

God’s confidence in the world that God made.  

In his book, Introduction to the Old Testament: the Canon and Christian 

Imagination, Brueggeman writes, “The day of cessation from work 

declares that God’s creation is, at root, an un-anxious environment for 

life that is not defined by energetic productivity or self-preoccupied 

consumption, but is defined by the peaceableness that has confidence 

in the reliability of the world as God’s creation without excessive 



exertion on the part of God or of humankind.” In other words, God was 

satisfied with God’s masterpiece and so God rested. 

In our culture, we don’t value rest, we place great value on work. When 
was the last time you went to a party and a new acquaintance asked 
you what you do to rest? The question is usually, “What do you do for a 
living?” or “Where do you work?” From the time our children are very 
little, we ask them what they want to be and do when they grow up. I 
wonder, would we be satisfied with the answer, “I want to be happy,” 
or, “I want to be free,” or, “I want to grow closer to God.” 
 
It is important to us to do and be something “useful”. When I was a 
youth minister, I noticed a growing trend…it seemed that the busier we 
are, the more important we perceive we are. I used to hear parents 
talking about how their families rush from one activity to another, 
barely meeting each other in the hallways of their homes. In some 
respects, being busy has become yet another status symbol, like 
owning an expensive car or living in a fancy house. To all of this, I say, 
“Stop, “ if only for a day. 
 
8Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9Six days you shall labor 
and do all your work. 10But 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. 11For 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 blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it.  
 
God declared the 7th day holy. Now, there is order to our days. There is 
regular time and holy time. Resting is holy. The Sabbath commandment 
recalls the Genesis passage, “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it 
holy.” The people are to remember the creation story. They are to rest 



on the holy day because God did, remembering that in both work and 
rest, human beings were created in the image of God.  
 
This is the fourth of our ten commandments. Unlike the other 
commandments, this commandment is all inclusive… 
On the seventh day, God rests, the head of the household rests, all 
members of the household, including the slaves, rest, anyone visiting 
rests and even the animals rest. Production grinds to a halt.  
 
Conversely, commandments 1-3 concern our interaction with God only-
--who God is, how God should be represented, and how God’s name 
should be used. And commandments 5-10 concern our interaction with 
other human beings only…honoring our parents, and the “Thou shalt 
nots.” The Sabbath commandment is the only one that includes God, 
our neighbors and ourselves.  
 
Let’s look, though, for a minute, at the first commandment. 
2I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out 
of the house of slavery;3you shall have no other gods before me. 
 
Here, in God’s identity statement, we see the connection between the 
God of the covenant, “I am the lord, your God,” and the God of the 
Exodus, “…who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house 
of slavery…” In the biblical narrative, the God who creates, also rests. 
The God who binds Godself in covenant, also frees. The God of Israel is 
unlike the gods of Egypt and unlike Pharaoh from whom the people 
were freed. What these other gods and Pharaoh have in common is a 
never-ending appetite for production.  
 
While in Egypt, the people of God were subject to Pharaoh’s relentless 
demands to produce more, faster. In this system of oppression, there is 
no Sabbath for anyone. Anxiety won’t allow Pharaoh to rest. Pharaoh 
won’t allow Pharaoh’s taskmasters to rest. Certainly, for the slaves 



there is no rest. And we can extrapolate that there is no rest for the 
gods of Egypt either because those gods don’t look good if Pharaoh 
doesn’t look good. In his book, Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No to the 
Culture of Now, Walter Brueggemann writes that, in this system, “…all 
levels of social power are uniformly caught up in and committed to the 
grind of endless production.” 
 
This spoke to me. We live in a world where everyone, everything, and 
every system seems committed to producing more. In short, we live in 
a world of restlessness. Sabbath keeping calls us to resist restlessness.  
If we can begin to understand God as a Sabbath keeping God, then we 
can begin to see Sabbath as resistance and an alternative to the ways of 
the world in which God and human beings are commodities to be used 
for endless production.  Brueggemann writes, “Sabbath becomes a 
decisive, concrete, visible way of opting for and aligning with the God of 
rest.” Each moment we choose Sabbath over excessive production, we 
choose God. 
Choosing Sabbath is an act of faith…faith that is tied to God’s creative 
work and not tied to our own work. We can rest because God’s act of 
resting shows us that the world does not hinge on our work, on our 
production. If God can rest, surely, we can too. 
 
So, what keeps us from it? Why do we continue to be caught in these 
systems of excessive production? Honestly, I have spent almost every 
waking hour since worship on Ash Wednesday trying to sort this out in 
my own life. On Wednesday, we were asked to write on a paper star 
the thing or situation that keeps us from fully connecting with God, 
from living into who we were created to be. On my star, I wrote “The 
need to be perfect; worry and anxiety over not being enough.” At the 
end of the service, we all went outside and put our stars in the fire, 
leaving these obstacles in the dust.  
 



Since the service, I have obsessed over the things I thought I could have 
done/said differently with regard to that service. I have agonized over 
this sermon. I have felt guilt that I spent yesterday working on my 
sermon instead of spending time with my husband. The list goes on and 
on and on. I am desperately caught in the very restlessness I am asking 
you to resist. I have tried to resist, I really have.  I keep thinking about 
part of our Lenten devotional…the one on Ash Wednesday, “…God 
never asks us to be more than we truly are….” (Fellowship of Prayer, 
written by Sharon Watkins and Rick Lowry, published by Chalice Press) 
 
What about you? Have you gotten in touch with the restfulness God 
wants for us? In his book, Brueggemann writes at length about what he 
sees as the root of our inability to be restful rather than restless.  
 
The truth is, we don’t observe Sabbath because we are more 
comfortable working for Pharaoh than we are resting in God. So, what 
or who is your Pharaoh? What is at the root of your restlessness? What 
or who, like the taskmasters of the Hebrew slaves, is whispering (or 
shouting) in your ear that you are not enough? 
 
Brueggemann suggests that, in our culture, consumerism, and the 
progression of educational, political, and military requirements that go 
with it, is our Pharaoh.  Let me explain. In our country, there seems to 
be a limitless pursuit of consumer goods. There is always one more 
thing, that if acquired, would finally make us safe or acceptable. The 
fastest smart phone, a bigger house, a new car, a wardrobe for success, 
a fatter retirement account, more alcohol, a more potent drug. 
 
In order to buy these things, we need high paying jobs, which, in order 
to have a real chance at securing them, require, in many cases, a costly 
education. That education comes at a very high cost when we consider 
the learning opportunities lost because teachers are forced to teach to 
standardized tests. Not to mention the stress placed on students to get 



high scores to get into the best schools…so they can get the best 
jobs…so they can buy the best stuff. There are also extra-curricular 
activities which, for some, morph from fun recreation to financially 
costly drudgery that sucks the time and life out of families…all with the 
purpose of a chance at a college scholarship, to get the good education, 
to get the great job, to buy the cool stuff. 
 
Brueggemann takes this progression beyond education and into 
political efforts to control legislation and judicial appointments which 
affect tax codes, banking regulations… you know Wall Street vs. Main 
Street. This restlessness leaves many people behind, a few rising to the 
top, while most sink to the bottom. In the book, he muses at the irony 
that a pyramid seems the perfect image for this “few at the top reality.”  
 
This social restlessness that plagues our culture manifests itself in many 
ways, including excessive military spending and destructive, ruthless 
attitudes that cause us to cling so tightly to what we have that 
neighborliness is impossible. The bottom line is that our desire to have 
more and do more, our excessive production and consumption is 
creating many of the things we, as Christians claim to abhor. It is time 
for us to resist restlessness. It is time to rest in God whose creativity we 
can trust and whose response to God’s own creative work in human 
beings was to declare us very good. Yes, friends, before we had 
produced a single thing, we were enough.  
 
Imagine for a moment, how you might feel if you really took time for 
Sabbath. Would you feel refreshed, renewed, confident, capable, 
loved? Imagine how our children’s lives could be different if we taught 
them the importance of rest? Would we free them to learn what they 
love? Would they look us in the eyes and tell us they want to be happy 
and connected with God when they grow up? 
 



How would our relationships be different if resting with one another 
was a thing? What would we learn about each other if there was no 
product to produce, no agenda to be met, no meal to be cooked, only 
resting in one another’s presence? Maybe we would learn what our 
friends and family dream about. Maybe we would learn about the ways 
that God has revealed Godself to the people we love.  Maybe we will 
begin to feel comfortable in silence. 
 
What might we learn about our God? That God is more easily heard on 
a porch swing? Or that God’s love for us doesn’t depend on what we 
produce or how much we earn?  God’s love for us is only dependent on 
God. What would this world be like if everyone, everywhere discovered 
the depth of God’s love for them? What might our Easter at the end of 
this journey of Lent be like then? 
 
That sounds like a pretty lofty aspiration for one Lenten season, doesn’t 
it? Maybe so. But, what if everyone in this room discovered and lived 
into the depths of God’s love for them? What would Easter in this 
room, in our lives, be like then? I believe that love is waiting for us in 
the arms of God who said through Jesus, “Come to me, all you that are 
weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me, and you will find rest for your 
souls…”  
 
May your Lenten journey draw you close to God…and may you find 
rest. Amen. 
 
 
 


