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WHY WE GATHER 
Creating a Beautiful Life 

 
“Sabbath” 

(Mark 2:23-28) 
 

Dan Collison  
July 2, 2017 

 
Dramatic Reading1 
 
“Sabbaths – 1979, IV” 
BY WENDELL BERRY 
 
The bell calls in the town 
 Where forebears cleared the shaded land 
 And brought high daylight down 
 To shine on field and trodden road. 
 I hear, but understand 
 Contrarily, and walk into the woods. 
 I leave labor and load, 
 Take up a different story. 
 I keep an inventory 
 Of wonders and of uncommercial goods. 
 
I climb up through the field 
 That my long labor has kept clear. 
 Projects, plans unfulfilled 
 Waylay and snatch at me like briars, 
 For there is no rest here 
 Where ceaseless effort seems to be required, 
 Yet fails, and spirit tires 
 With flesh, because failure 
 And weariness are sure 
 In all that mortal wishing has inspired. 
 
I go in pilgrimage 
 Across an old fenced boundary 
 To wildness without age 
 Where, in their long dominion, 
 The trees have been left free. 
 They call the soil here “Eden”; slants and steeps 
 Hard to stand straight upon 
 Even without a burden. 
 No more a perfect garden, 
 There’s an immortal memory that it keeps. 

                                                
1 © Wendell Berry. This poem is excerpted from “The Selected Poems of Wendell Berry.”  
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I leave work’s daily rule 
 And come here to this restful place 
 Where music stirs the pool 
 And from high stations of the air 
 Fall notes of wordless grace, 
 Strewn remnants of the primal Sabbath’s hymn. 
 And I remember here 
 A tale of evil twined 
 With good, serpent and vine 
 And innocence of evil’s stratagem. 
 
I let that go a while, 
 For it is hopeless to correct 
 By generations’ toil, 
 And I let go my hopes and plans 
 That no toil can perfect. 
 There is no vision here but what is seen: 
 White bloom nothing explains. 
 
But a mute blessedness 
 Exceeding all distress, 
 The fresh light stained a hundred shades of green. 
 
Uproar of wheel and fire 
 That has contained us like a cell 
 Opens and lets us hear 
 A stillness longer than all time 
 Where leaf and song fulfill 
 The passing light, pass with the light, return, 
 Renewed, as in rhyme. 
 This is no human vision 
 Subject to our revision; 
 God’s eye holds every leaf as light is worn. 
 
Ruin is in place here: 
 The dead leaves rotting on the ground, 
 The live leaves in the air 
 Are gathered in a single dance 
 That turns them round and round. 
 The fox cub trots his almost pathless path 
 As silent as his absence. 
 These passings resurrect 
 A joy without defect, 
 The life that steps and sings in ways of death. 
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Introduction 
 
“The bell calls in the town…I hear, but understand contrarily, and walk into the woods. I leave labor 
and load, take up a different story. I keep an inventory of wonders and of uncommercial goods.”  
 
1. This extraordinary Wendell Berry poem reminds us that detachment from the constant flow of 

work always has been and always will continue to be a very counter-cultural idea. We now live in 
a time where life and society runs 24 hours a day and seven days a week. Technology affords us 
a globally connected existence and societal laws designed to enforce religious standards for rest, 
particularly such things as closing businesses on Sundays so people can attend religious 
services, are being repealed because of a new mindset of the acceptance of choice. And, on top 
of that, for many, the struggle to meet financial obligations requires our availability to work on any 
one of the seven days of the week. So, the idea of a consistent and complete day set aside for 
Sabbath rest feels completely unrealistic.   
 

2. Yet, rest is necessary and choosing to pause from work routines is not only refreshing, it affords 
us the opportunity to gain a more holistic perspective on life itself. The history and practice of 
“Sabbath” in the Judeo-Christian tradition is grounded in one’s commitment to the counter cultural 
weekly rhythm of life giving intervals of rest, reflection, and play that affords us a more joyful faith, 
creative imagination, and sustainable existence. This is why we have a teaching on Sabbath as a 
part of the Why We Gather Series, and specifically in the section we have called “Creating a 
Beautiful life.”  

 
Let’s first look at how Sabbath gives us a more joyful faith. 
 
A. Sabbath and Faith 
 
1. Jesus had a lot to say about the idea of Sabbath, particularly in the context of the religious 

observance of Sabbath of his time. In most cases he found himself speaking in defense of 
creating more freedom around the idea. For instance, Gospel biographer Mark recounted this: 

 
23 One Sabbath Jesus was going through the grainfields, and as his disciples walked along, 
they began to pick some heads of grain. 24 The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they 
doing what is unlawful on the Sabbath?” 
25 He answered, “Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were 
hungry and in need? 26 In the days of Abiathar the high priest, he entered the house of God 
and ate the consecrated bread, which is lawful only for priests to eat. And he also gave some 
to his companions.” 
27 Then he said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.28 So the 
Son of Man is Lord even of the Sabbath.” 

Mark 2:23-28 New International Version (NIV) 
 
2. Because we live in a time and religious culture that is far removed from such accounts, we have to 

do a little homework to understand why the religious leaders would be so upset with what Jesus 
said. The Ancient Israelite observance of “Sabbath,” one day a week set aside for rest and 
worship of God, goes beyond simple observance of a singular religious discipline. Sabbath was a 
central theme for the entire Ancient Israelite way of life. Keeping the Sabbath holy is one of the 
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Ten Commandments with the larger idea of Sabbath extending all the way back to the ancient 
Hebrew oral tradition of the creation narrative.  
 
The early Middle Eastern nomadic people envisioned rest as substantive to the created order of 
things and that which is intentionally and mysteriously woven into the origins of how our world was 
established and how the entire human experience works. Some of this mystery is evident in as 
obvious an example as sleep. I was kind of shocked when I learned that no one knows the 
ultimate reason why humans need to sleep, except that we get sleepy, and know that if we do not 
sleep, our bodies will die.2  
 

3. Sabbath is a big deal. And, Jesus felt it was important too and he practiced Sabbath as a way of 
life.3 And, he took exception to the way religious leaders in his time held it captive. Gospel 
biographer Luke was a keen observer of this in his biography of Jesus as the theme of Sabbath 
deconstruction and reconstruction can be traced as a developmental theme throughout the book 
of Luke: 

 
• In Luke chapter four Jesus was in the town of Capernaum on the Sabbath and healed a 

man possessed by a demon. Luke wrote, “All the people were amazed and news about him 
spread throughout the surrounding area.”4 No arguments here. However, word hit the 
streets, and religious leaders began to follow Jesus around like investigators because…. 

 
• In Luke chapter six, Jesus was watched and questioned. The leaders became outraged by 

Jesus’ point of view and began thinking about what actions needed to be done to 
reprimand and rein in Jesus.  

 
• In Luke chapter thirteen Jesus, once again on the Sabbath, healed a woman who had been 

crippled for eighteen years. In an attempt to publicly rebuke Jesus, the leader of the 
synagogue said to the whole gathering, “There are six days to work. So come and be 
healed on those days, not the Sabbath.”5  

 
To which Jesus replied, “You untie your ox or donkey and give it water on the Sabbath; 
shouldn’t this woman, a daughter of Abraham, be set free from what bound her?” Luke tells 
us that the leaders were humiliated, but the congregants were delighted.  

 
• In Luke chapter fourteen Luke recounted an incident which occurred on a Sabbath day 

when Jesus was eating a meal at the home of a Pharisee. “Jesus was being carefully 
watched as a man with abnormal swelling of his body approached him.”6 Jesus said to the 
experts in the law, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath or not?” Here we go again! But this 
time they were silent. Again, Jesus asked a rhetorical question. The question was about 
helping a child or ox who had fallen into a well on the Sabbath. His critics had nothing to 
say. Total silent treatment.  

 

                                                
2 http://healthysleep.med.harvard.edu/healthy/matters/benefits-of-sleep/why-do-we-sleep (accessed 7-2-17) 
3 Luke 4:14-16. 
4 Luke 4:31-37. 
5 Luke 13:10-17. 
6 Luke 14:1-14. 
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The response to Jesus’ challenge to Sabbath rules escalated in each of Luke’s accounts from 
hearing about Jesus’ challenge, to witnessing it and getting angry, to publically attempting to 
squash it, to one of the typically insidious kinds of response: silent indignation. The most 
fascinating thing is that Jesus wasn’t attempting to get rid of the practice of Sabbath; he practiced 
it himself and wanted to make it better by removing unnecessary rules and bringing it more in line 
with God’s original intention: rest is a gift not a law.  
 
But rule-emphasized religion would not have it. Rules are a necessary part of every religious 
tradition, add yet religion is at its best generally, and Christian religion is at its best specifically, 
when it understands that rules are constantly being evaluated and changed, or given freedom, as 
discernment over time deems them so. Jesus consistently disengaged and sometimes rebuffed 
rule keeping religion in favor of truth grounded principles and at the highest level God’s shockingly 
generous unconditional Covenant of grace. 
 
Rule-emphasized religion versus Covenant and principle based religion is a killer of benevolence 
and compassion. And, rule-emphasized religion is a set up for hypocrisy and hiding all the while it 
strips the Christian faith of the good news of Christ in our diverse and multi-faceted world. Jesus’ 
words in today’s text are what hold the space: “The Sabbath is for people, not people for the 
Sabbath.”  

 
Ok, so rest is to be a joyful contributor to our faith and not something that binds us up. If Sabbath is to 
be a joyful contributor, then how does it actually work and help us to be more creative and give us a 
more sustainable existence in the 21st century? 
 
B. Sabbath and Creative Imagination 
 
1. The balance of tradition in Scripture seems to promote a six to one ratio. Six days of work and one 

day of rest. Should we, every week search for a single 24-hour period of time where we 
completely cease from normal work activity in order to rest, reflect, be with community, and 
deepen our faith? If that were possible, who wouldn’t want that? But, what if it isn’t possible?  
 

2. Speaking personally, I think that it might be possible for me to carve a single 24-hour period of 
rest every week. But, true confessions, I rarely do. I can’t tell if it is because I am given to 
achievement and a heavy workload or if the creative part of my imagination resists carving out a 
strict 24-hour period. I recognize the importance of rest and I have found joy in mapping out every 
weekend such that I have intervals and combinations of rest that total approximately a day. The 
schedule of a bi-vocational pastor and civic leader can crowd my weekend calendar for sure. But, 
I always look for some combination of a night, this half-day and that half-day for naps, bike rides, 
reading, movies, play with my family and friends, and of course Sunday mornings with you!  

 
I love it and it heals me. Yet, I would say that overall I observe Sabbath in intervals over the period 
of Friday night through Sunday night.  

 
3. This certainty will not work for everybody and I do have a lot of admiration for those who approach 

Sabbath with a more certain structure in their approach, like the movement called “Sabbath 
Manifesto” found at www.sabbathmanifesto.org: 
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Their tagline is “slowing down lives since 2010.” The organizers affirm the value of ancient and 
modern Jewish traditions. They write: 

 
“Way back when, God said, “On the seventh day thou shalt rest.”  The meaning behind it was 
simple: Take a break. Call a timeout. Find some balance. Recharge. Somewhere along the 
line, however, this mantra for living faded from modern consciousness. The idea of unplugging 
every seventh day now feels tragically close to impossible. Who has time to take time off? We 
need eight days a week to get tasks accomplished, not six. 
 
The Sabbath Manifesto was developed in the same spirit as the Slow Movement, slow food, 
slow living, by a small group of artists, writers, filmmakers and media professionals who, while 
not particularly religious, felt a collective need to fight back against our increasingly fast-paced 
way of living. The idea is to take time off, deadlines and paperwork be damned. 
 
In the Manifesto, we’ve adapted our ancestors’ rituals by carving out one day per week to 
unwind, unplug, relax, reflect, get outdoors, and get with loved ones. The ten principles are to 
be observed one day per week, from sunset to sunset. We invite you to practice, challenge 
and/or help shape what we’re creating.”7 
  

Their ten principles for one complete day set aside for rest are: 
 

• Avoid technology 
• Connect with loved ones 
• Nurture your health 
• Get outside 
• Avoid commerce 
• Light candles 
• Drink wine 
• Eat bread 
• Find silence 
• Give back 

 
If it sounds strange that a website would promote avoiding technology, they say its important to 
interpret the Sabbath Manifesto as you see fit: 

                                                
7 http://www.sabbathmanifesto.org/about (accessed 7-1-17) 
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“To some, ‘avoid technology’ means not sending text messages. To others, it means not using 
a stove or riding in an elevator. To some, ‘be healthy’ means running the next NYC marathon. 
For others, it means chewing each mouthful of food you eat real slow – 18 chews a bite. 
You get the picture. Find the balance that works for you. Create rules that allow you to rest and 
reflect without destroying the fabric of your life.” 
 

4. This is really fresh in an ancient kind of way. And, for Christ followers we can take these principles 
and also add a shared value of experiencing God and Christian community as Sabbath. One of 
the joys of weekly worship is praying, singing, and learning together. Relying upon one another to 
create beauty through the Christian path. And, what we do here as Christ followers is not about 
obligation, its about Sabbath! It is our goal to want everyone to want to be hear together. This is 
where we get to see our children grow week over week, see ideas evolve, and create new 
networks of good in the name of Christ. And, to rest in worship that’s provided to us by the 
beautiful musicians and artists.  
 
Sometimes it seems that I work, work, work all week long, and when I am here and the music and 
art begins to flow, it enfolds me, my shoulders relax, and it helps me experience Christ and love 
and community. This. Is. Sabbath.  

 
The whole point being that it is in slowing and experiencing Sabbath-- we actually strengthen the 
fabric of our lives which, over the long haul, gives us a more sustainable existence. 
 
C. Sabbath and Sustainable Existence  
 
1. Believe it or not, there is a case for Sabbath in science. Dr. Stuart Brown is the founder and 

president of The National Institute for Play near Monterey, California.8 His and others research is 
showing that we learn empathy, trust, irony, and problem solving through play, something the 
dictionary defines as “pleasurable and apparently purposeless activity.”9 Brown has studied 
people and animals in this regard and he points out that:  
 

“…when animals and humans are deprived of play, they get fixed and rigid in their responses 
to complex stimuli. They don’t have a repertoire of choices that are as broad as their 
intelligence should allow them to have. And, they don’t seek out novelty and newness….we 
are designed to play through the life cycle.”10 

 
Think about it. When a nurturing and loving parent is in a spontaneous encounter with their well-
fed and safe infant child, they radiate contagious mutual joy. This hard-wired contagious response 
is the cornerstone for the child’s developing feelings of safety and intimacy. And, as children grow, 
and as adults are willing to be playful--when wrestling and chasing one another, picking up 
racquets and balls, frisbees and water balloons--it is like practicing uncertainty and the will to 
engage, evade, or intentionally rush at one another. No wonder continuing to access play is a pre-
requisite for the capacity for intimacy throughout life. 

 

                                                
8 http://www.nifplay.org/ (accessed 7-1-17) 
9 https://onbeing.org/programs/stuart-brown-play-spirit-and-character/ (accessed 7-1-17) 
10 IBID.  
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2. I need to remind myself of this constantly! I was playing basketball with some of my nephews 
several years back and they gave me an on court nick name: “seriousness.” “Pass the ball to 
“seriousness, he’ll get the job done. My response? “Ha. Ha. Did you come to play or just joke 
around?!!” I know, “lighten up Collison.” It’s one of my growth edges. The encouragement I get 
from people like Stuart Brown is that all of us have a unique play personality, and once we figure 
that out, stay in touch with it, even if it is something like me—a sort of geeky intellectualized 
seriousness kind of play!  
 

3. Beyond the idea of play and playfulness, Sabbath helps us to lead more sustainable lives in that it 
helps us momentarily disengage and reframe the struggles of our lives and society. Those who 
work for social justice over their lifetimes tell of the importance of what the Wendell Berry poem 
included in the second half of the poem: 

 
And I remember here 
 A tale of evil twined 
 With good, serpent and vine 
 And innocence of evil’s stratagem. 
 
I let that go a while, 
 For it is hopeless to correct 
 By generations’ toil, 
 And I let go my hopes and plans 
 That no toil can perfect. 
 There is no vision here but what is seen: 
 White bloom nothing explains. 
 
But a mute blessedness 
 Exceeding all distress, 
 The fresh light stained a hundred shades of green. 

 
Uproar of wheel and fire 
 That has contained us like a cell 
 Opens and lets us hear 
 A stillness longer than all time 
 Where leaf and song fulfill 
 The passing light, pass with the light, return, 
 Renewed, as in rhyme. 
 This is no human vision 
 Subject to our revision; 
 God’s eye holds every leaf as light is worn. 

 
Sabbath helps us to take that ever important step back from the conflict and our toil—in order to 
be grounded once again in the being and presence of God that is not subject to any human vision. 
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Conclusion 
 

The conclusion of Wendell Berry’ poem serves as a good ending to our teaching on Sabbath for he 
points out that the counter-cultural movement of Sabbath helps us understand our final passing 
without fear. He wrote: 
 

Ruin is in place here: 
 The dead leaves rotting on the ground, 
 The live leaves in the air 
 Are gathered in a single dance 
 That turns them round and round. 
 The fox cub trots his almost pathless path 
 As silent as his absence. 
 These passings resurrect 
 A joy without defect, 
 The life that steps and sings in ways of death. 

 
Sabbath is for us, just as God is for us in every season and stage of life, even as someday our 
Creator will welcome us into eternal consciousness. And, until then, in practicing Sabbath as a weekly 
rhythm of life giving intervals of rest, reflection, and play, we are afforded a more joyful faith, creative 
imagination, and sustainable existence.  
 
Prayer 
 
God of creation and God of rest, help us to be more aware of the importance of how you have woven 
Sabbath into the very fabric of all things—the life cycle of stars, the rotation of planets, the ever 
renewing movements of our ecosystem and soil, and yes, even our bodies and our lived experience. 
Spirit of God—help us to create beautiful lives through the healthful and counter-cultural rhythms of 
Sabbath. 
 
In Jesus Name. Amen. 
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we see Sabbath as a counter cultural weekly rhythm of life giving 
intervals of rest, reflection, and play that affords us a more joyful faith, creative imagination, and 
sustainable existence. 
 


