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What fun to be delivering a sermon from the top of a waterfall.  
 Last Wednesday during staff meeting Susan Hunter asked  
  if it was alright for the decorations for Vacation Bible School  
   to be in the sanctuary during worship this morning.  
Perhaps there are some congregations  
 where it might be frowned on, but my answer was “Of course!”  
  Otherwise all the work would have to be  
   packed into a few hours this afternoon,  
    right before the start of the event.  
It makes no sense whatsoever to require people  
 to pack tons of work in just a few hours  
  just to preserve what some might see as  
   the sanctity of our worship space.  
It seems from our Gospel lesson this morning  
 that Jesus would agree.  
 
So you’re hearing a sermon preached from the top of a waterfall.  
 And part of it was written under watery circumstances, too. 
We have a deck in the backyard  
 and one year at the “Steppin’ Out” street fair 
  we bought a fountain fashioned from an old milk pail and pitcher.  
Water fills the pitcher, spills into copper bowls  
 and, finally, into the milk bucket,  
  making wonderful tumbling water sounds.  
Now every spring we set it up on the deck  
 and surround it with pots of Hosta and flowers the deer would eat  
  if they were planted in the yard. 
But up on the deck we can have our tiny paradise 
 of bird feeders, foliage and blossoms 
  accompanied by water we can hear even from inside.  
The deck seemed the place to write about sabbath, 
 since sabbath has ties to the Garden of Eden 
  and because birds and flowers are one sure way  
   for Rob and me to draw near to God.  
 
Drawing near to God is what sabbath is all about.   
 “Keeping sabbath,” writes pastor and author Donna Schaper,  
  “is a conscious choice to restrict input. 
   It is a decision not to work in all the available time… 
    a method for focus, rest, and play in a life 



     otherwise dominated and tyrannized  
      by scatteredness, fatigue, and work.”i 
 
Sabbath began as shabbat in Jewish thought,  
 a word that means “to cease,” “to end,” “to rest.” 
Spending time with God means stopping other things 
 especially endless cycles of work. 
Jewish theologian Arthur Waskow has pointed out   
 that shabbat is about both rest and playfulness: 
  “You stop doing…You study Torah,  
   you sing, you dance, you celebrate, and you reflect  
    on what the previous six days have been.”ii 
Thus Sabbath is for “holy remembering,” writes Schaper. 
 “It is holy seeing. It is the pause in which  
  we remember what has already happened.”iii 
 
The emphasis on remembering can be heard  
 in our lesson from Deuteronomy in which Moses reminds the people  
  of the laws of God. 
One such law is that we are to rest  
 as God rested after creating the world,  
  and we are to ensure that the people who work for us 
   are able to take a break and rest, too. 
All of which is part of remembering who we really are: 
 people God delivered from slavery, 
  and is seeking to delivery from slavery still. 
In other words work, or the sinful ways we elevate work, 
 can get in the way of knowing what matters most in life.  
The laws of God command breaks from our labor  
 not just once or twice a year, 
  but continually—once a week—in order 
   that we will be able to remember who we are.    
 
Rest, playfulness, holy seeing, taking time to recall what is past 
 all of that sounds like what it is:  
  good gifts from a good and loving God. 
 But what a far cry from the tensions  
  Jesus has to deal with in our Gospel reading. 
Instead of celebrating on the Sabbath, looking back, or being playful, 
 the Pharisees are intent on catching Jesus out 
  for not treating the sabbath the way they think he should. 
It is important to notice that this story in no way represents   
 the bulk of the Jewish community.             
  Just as there are so called devout Christians in the world today     
   who do not represent the core of Christian faith. 
Other Jews who saw Jesus and his band of disciples  



 eat grain on a Sunday may not have minded at all,  
  and certainly would not have criticized  
   his healing the man with the withered hand, 
    which is in keeping with another Jewish law that says 
     that Sabbath law may be overridden for a good reason.iv 
    This is not a story about how Jesus rescues  
     the idea of sabbath from distortion by the Jews.  
      It is a story of how rigidity can diminish faith.   
The Pharisees and later we hear Herod’s party 
 feel threatened and they object,  
  and, sadly, they have the power to make trouble. 
It is still early in Mark’s Gospel, yet Mark already wants us to see  
 that there is something about Jesus’ own 
  graceful, celebratory understanding of Sabbath,         
   and of much else about God’s law  
    that makes others want to destroy him. 
 
Jesus, too, is grieved and angry  
 at people who harden a good gift of God  
  with burdensome rules until a freedom is turned into a burden. 
Ancient Jewish rabbis knew that  
 “excessive piety could endanger the fulfillment  
  of the essence of the law.”v 
 When Jesus says “the sabbath is made for humankind,  
  not humankind for the sabbath,”  
   he may well have been quoting an existing rabbinic text.vi 
 
Our text says Jesus was reacting to the Pharisees “hardness of heart.”  
 “Hardens of heart” is a phrase that could apply  
  to the ways we in the US view working. 
We have elevated work more than any other nation in the world. 
 According to a variety of studies, the United States 
  is the most overworked developed nation in the world,vii  
   at least 134 other countries have laws  
    setting a maximum work week; the US does not.      
   We are the only industrialized nation without  
    a mandatory parental leave benefit.viii 
 
Could it be that we have become Pharisees,  
 not about how to refrain from work 
  but in our inability, ever, to cease, to end,  
   to rest, and let work go? 
Perhaps Jesus would look at us and feel grieved 
 about the ways we’ve turned work into a burden and into an idol. 
 
If that’s the case then Sabbath keeping is the antidote.  



 Sabbath keeping is not about a day; it’s an attitude toward all of life.     
  Toward every day of the year. 
Donna Schaper writes that those who observe Sabbath  
 become people “who both work and rest,  
  and who know why, when, and how we do either.  
Sabbath people know that “our” time is really God’s time,  
 and we are invited to live in it.”ix 
When I went out on my deck this week to write this sermon 
 I was startled by things I’m usually  
  much too bustling and busy to see. 
There I was sitting still in front on my laptop,  
 moving only my fingers on the keys, 
  the birds decided I was not a menace, after all, 
   and came to the feeders just a few feet away. 
A young crow fumbled its way into a nearby treetop, 
 perhaps on one of its very first flights.  
  It flopped awkwardly in the leaves,  
   which made a racket that made me look up, 
    a parent crow was nearby, cawing softly what was probably  
     encouragement and reassurance. 
A male cardinal went back and forth from the feeder 
 to a female perched on a chairback,  
  whom he gently fed from his beak. 
The soft air, the occasional shafts of sunlight,  
 the plants in full flower, the breeze were all noticed 
  and led me to thank the God who intends us 
   to be part of a whole, not isolated, exhausted, or so hurried  
    that our surroundings are only a blur.  
 
One of the places we visited on our tour of Scotland  
 was the island of Iona, where in the 600s  
  an Irish priest named Columba built a monastery. 
He was a younger son from a wealthy landed family, 
 marked for the church from a young age. 
  It was a good fit, for he was intelligent and dedicated, 
   and attracted capable people, knights and noblemen, 
    twelve of whom traveled to Iona with him. 
Iona was not primarily a mission post.  
 It was created from the start to be place of retreat and rest. 
Celtic Christianity puts a high value  
 on God’s presence in the natural world and in the rhythms  
  of work and worship, rest and play.  
Columba and his monks built a sanctuary on the island 
 with a courtyard cloister and residence halls,  
  and set about gardening and farming,  
   raising animals and carving stones, copying the scriptures 



    and living, always, in God’s time.  
Medieval kings and princes journeyed to Iona to rest and pray 
 and ask Columba’s advice, since among other things 
  he was a wise politician.  
   More than one king is buried there. 
Eventually pilgrims came, too, to pray at Columba’s grave. 
 They traveled across the water then along a road  
  marked by tall carved standing crosses  
   at which they stopped prayed along the way. 
After the Reformation the abbey fell into ruin. 
 In 1930s a Presbyterian minister George MacLeod started working  
  with out of work builders and craftsmen  
   to restore the buildings of the abbey. 
    Together they founded an ecumenical Christian community  
     working for peace and social justice.  
Today Iona’s abbey, gardens and residence halls are full again 
 with people like you and me, who go there on retreat 
  for a few days or a few weeks to pray, work, and worship. 
Then they go back to their home countries  
 and live in a rhythm of prayer and rest and work,  
  making the Iona community truly  
   a community that extends around the globe. 
Everyone I have ever spoken to about Iona says it is a “thin place,” 
 a place where God seems very near, and I felt that on Iona, too, 
  walking down the gravel streets between the fields,  
   as sheep grazed and lambs capered about,  
    and, certainly, in the abbey sanctuary and cloister.   
  It helped that it was a crystal clear day  
   and the surrounding sea a gorgeous aqua blue. 
 
But Iona is not a thin place because of where it is or because of its history. 
 It is a thin place because it is a place people go 
  to stop other things in their lives and pay attention to God. 
That means that every worship service can be a thin place. 
 Worship is not mentioned in the story except as the location 
  where Jesus healed the man with the withered hand. 
   We know that worship was part of the rhythm of Jesus’ life 
    no matter where he went from stories like this one. 
And if sabbath can take place wherever we restrict input other than God 
 then my backyard, and yours, can be a thin place, too, 
  where God’s nearness can be as clear  
   as the feel of the breeze or flutter of bird’s wings. 
    All it requires is for us to stop, to cease, to end, to rest 
     long enough for God’s loving presence to break through. AMEN.   
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