
1 

Sermon Series: “Work Life” 
Sermon Title: “The Job/Rest Balance” 
Scripture Text: Leviticus 25:1-7, 18-24 
August 7, 2016 
 
Opening Poem: Coming to the Woods’ Edge  by Wendell Berry 

Coming to the woods’ edge 
on my Sunday morning walk, 
I stand resting a moment beside 
a ragged half-dead wild plum  
in bloom, its perfume 
a moment enclosing me, 
and standing side by side 
with the old broken blooming tree, 
I almost understand, 
I almost recognize as a friend 
the great impertinence of beauty 
that comes even to the dying, 
even to the fallen, without reason 
sweetening the air.  
 

I walk on, 
distracted by a letter accusing me 
of distraction, which distracts me  
only from the hundred things  
that would otherwise distract me 
from this whiteness, lightness,  
sweetness of the air. The mind 
is broken by the thousand 
calling voices it is always too late  
to answer, and that is why it yearns 
for some hard task, lifelong, longer 
than life, to concentrate it 
and to make it whole.  
 
But where is the all-welcoming, 
all-consecrating Sabbath 
that would do the same? Where 
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the quietness of the heart 
and the eye’s clarity 
that would be a friend’s reply 
to the white-blossoming plum tree?  1

 
Sermon Introduction: 

At 42 years old, parent of 3, husband, pastor, urban dweller, lately I feel a little bit like 
that ragged, half-dead plum tree. One the one hand, tired and weary, and on the other 
hand surrounded by unmerited beauty, the laughter of children, the compassion of 
friends, the morning sun.  But how often do I miss the beauty, moving at my anxious 
and frantic pace, too hurried, eager to produce more fruit, but unaware of the 
overgrowth and depletion of the soil beneath me. How often do I wake tired yet filled 
with anxious thoughts of anxious voices demanding my attention, crowding the very 
little space in head and heart where my soul longs mostly just to breathe, to breathe 
deep, breathe peace.  
 
This image of the fruit tree, of life that springs forth from earthen soil, gifting the world 
with its fruit is an image of both vitality and vulnerability, of beauty and decay. It’s an 
image that strikes me as a fitting metaphor for the soul, and yet not the soul alone, but 
the soul which finds its place in a body, in flesh and bone, in aching tired muscles and 
shallow breaths.  
 
The connections of earth and body, land and soul are not new.  It is an ancient 
connection. Look at any ancient culture or religion, including our own judeo-christian 
roots, and you’ll find  deep symmetry between the patterns and rhythms of cultural and 
religious life and the rhythms of the land, of sowing and reaping, of seasons and cycles 
of life and death and resurrection.  
 
The Sabbath itself, the idea that we might set aside a day within our week to break 
from our work, is not  an invention of the industrial revolution, or of modern 
time-keeping, but of a much simpler and elemental existence, of a life rhythm where 
dependence upon the land is paramount.  In the Hebrew scriptures, the idea of 
Sabbath originates in the creation story, and is developed throughout the story of the 
Hebrew peoples as a day of rest, a ceasing of work to acknowledge God as creator 
and sustainer, to enjoy the wonder of God’s creation, and to remind the Israelites of 
the freedom they now enjoy having been liberated from the toil of slavery they suffered 
under the Egyptians.  

1 Wendell Berry, This Day: Collected and New Sabbath Poems.  (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2013), 7374. 
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Sabbath is about rest and  remembrance, it’s about being in proper relation to our 
work, to God, to one another, and to the land. It is a shift of concern from the material 
to the temporal, from space to time, knowing that ultimately, meaning is found at the 
intersection of both. The great Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote in his work 
entitled The Sabbath:  

“The meaning of the Sabbath is to celebrate time rather than space. Six days a 
week we live under the tyranny of things of space; on the Sabbath we try to 
become attuned to holiness in time. It is a day on which we are called upon to 
share in what is eternal in time, to turn from the results of creation to the mystery 
of creation, from the world of creation to the creation of the world.”  2

- Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath 
 

Now, I have to confess that in my work as a pastor, I don’t often experience my work 
as living under the tyranny of things of space. If anything, I feel like I live under the 
tyranny of time!  Perhaps that is because I don’t actually produce anything material 
with my labor, which, believe it or not causes me a fair amount of anxiety in and of 
itself.  
 
I have these moments where I wonder, what if everyone suddenly realizes that I don’t 
make anything?! What if the hours that I spend working are suddenly regarded as NOT 
valuable to anyone!  It’s not like I build houses or create websites or make people a 
bunch of money investing in the stock market.  I mean, I have a file full of sermons on 
my computer, but no one’s exactly knocking down my door offering me cash for 
sermons or book deals or anything!  
 
But to Heschel’s point, we live in a world where we monetize or assign material value 
to our work, whether it be the work of our hands or our minds. And the tyranny of such 
a world is that we begin to believe that it is up to us  to sustain ourselves and our 
families.  So whether we feel that tyranny as the limits of material resource, the limits of 
knowledge, or the limits of time, our anxiety ultimately finds its roots in the mistaken 
notion that we should be self-sustaining and the inevitable realization of our own 
limitations. No wonder it is difficult to enter into what Heschel calls holiness in time . 
Again in his book entitled, The Sabbath , he remarks: 

“(Anyone) who wants to enter the holiness of the day must first lay down the 
profanity of clattering commerce, of being yoked to toil. (They) must go away 
from the screech of dissonant days, from the nervousness and fury of 

2Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath: Its Meaning for Modern Man,  (New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 
1951).  
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acquisitiveness and the betrayal in embezzling (their) own life. (They) must say 
farewell to manual work and learn to understand that the world has already been 
created and will survive without the help of (humans). Six days a week we 
wrestle with the world, wringing profit from the earth; on the Sabbath we 
especially care for the seed of eternity planted in the soul. The world has our 
hands, but our soul belongs to Someone Else.”   3

- Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath 
 
This act of laying down, of going away and releasing the yolk of our work is essential to 
living in a manner which celebrates not only space but time.  Notice I say releasing the 
yolk and not being  released from the yolk.  While I acknowledge that there are still 
many in our world that are enslaved in work, or must work inhuman hours or in 
inhumane conditions just to survive, (that is another topic entirely), I’d venture to guess 
that many of us in this room today more often find ourselves enslaved by our own 
inability to let go, to step away from the project with looming deadline, or the incessant 
ding of email notifications blowing up our smart phone, the “thousand calling voices it 
is always too late to answer” as the poet remarks.  
 
I fall prey to the same tyranny.  And yet, as Heschel observes, unless we take time to 
stop our working, we will never come to understand “that the world has already been 
created and will survive without (our) help!”  The land can be our teacher in this regard. 
 
Illustration:  Jenni’s family - Farming  

● Farming as an exercise of radical trust (dependence on land, weather, time)  
● Yet, even farmers fall prey to the tyranny. 

○ Sell and trade in futures (betting against the volatility of commodity 
prices)  

○ Consummate weather watchers (does knowing what’s coming change 
the outcome? If it’s going to hail, it’s going to hail) 

○ Constantly pushing the limits of the land, of machinery, of their own sleep 
and sanity because the margins are so slim.  

○ Sense in which they are completely dependent on the land, but 
simultaneously can’t afford to let the land dictate their productivity. 

 
Transition: In the face of limits, it becomes difficult to trust our work to the Holy One. 
But what if our limits are for our own benefit? What if our limits are there to usher us 

3 Ibid, (parenthesis mine).  
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into holiness in time, into a relationship of radical trust with the Holy One who sustains 
and delights in us?  
 
Set up scripture text: After the Exodus from Egypt, the Israelites found themselves 
wandering around the desert for 40 years, in utter reliance upon the the grace and 
provision of God to sustain their very lives.  It was in this context that the Levitical laws 
were given regarding the Sabbath. Listen to how God instructs the Israelites in regards 
to the land that they are about to inhabit:  
  
Scripture Reading: Leviticus 25:1-7, 18-24 (NRSV)  

The Lord spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai, saying: 2 Speak to the people of Israel 
and say to them: When you enter the land that I am giving you, the land shall 
observe a sabbath for the Lord. 3 Six years you shall sow your field, and six 
years you shall prune your vineyard, and gather in their yield; 4 but in the seventh 
year there shall be a sabbath of complete rest for the land, a sabbath for the 
Lord: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. 5 You shall not reap 
the aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your unpruned vine: it 
shall be a year of complete rest for the land. 6 You may eat what the land yields 
during its sabbath—you, your male and female slaves, your hired and your 
bound laborers who live with you; 7 for your livestock also, and for the wild 
animals in your land all its yield shall be for food. 

18 You shall observe my statutes and faithfully keep my ordinances, so that you 
may live on the land securely. 19 The land will yield its fruit, and you will eat your 
fill and live on it securely. 20 Should you ask, “What shall we eat in the seventh 
year, if we may not sow or gather in our crop?” 21 I will order my blessing for you 
in the sixth year, so that it will yield a crop for three years. 22 When you sow in 
the eighth year, you will be eating from the old crop; until the ninth year, when 
its produce comes in, you shall eat the old. 23 The land shall not be sold in 
perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants. 24 
Throughout the land that you hold, you shall provide for the redemption of the 
land.  

Leviticus 25:1-7, 18-24 (NRSV)  

 
A few reflections on this passage:   4

● Creation, the land becomes the archetype of limitation 

4 I am indebted to Rob Bell for his reflections on this passage in a podcast entitled: Letting the Land Lie 
Fallow.  http://robbell.podbean.com/e/episode81lettingthelandliefallow/ 
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● This ancient practice, which is referred to as letting the land lie fallow , is still 
commonly regarded as good for or best practices for the land, though the 
demands of the farming industry has made it a less common practice.  

● Letting land lie fallow allows the soil to replenish, retain moisture and regain 
fertility in the space of a single growing season.  5

● As rational beings, we tend to try to reason ourselves around limitation, and 
while human resourcefulness is good, there comes a point of diminishing return 
when our desire for productivity and self-reliance causes us to ignore limits.  

● In the economy of creation, letting the fields lie fallow is what replenishes them, 
it is what enables their future productivity. Limitation brings vitality, but only if 
those limitations are attended to with rest. Such is the economy of our souls. 
Limitation brings vitality, but only if we heed those limitations with rest.  

 
We, like the land, need to let our bodies and minds lie fallow, that our soul might be 
nourished, and our minds and bodies find rest. Whether we like to admit it or not, there 
are limits to our capacity to produce.  And though our anxious and hurried minds often 
yearn; “...for some hard task, lifelong, longer than life, to concentrate it and to make it 
whole,” our bodies sooner or later remind us that we are finite, that we are limited, and 
that our wholeness is ultimately not bound up in what we  can create or produce, but by 
the One who creates and sustains all that is!  
 
I leave you this morning with the question posed by the poet, Wendell Berry, which we 
will follow with a brief time of rest, a few minutes of Sabbath on your Sunday morning, 
an invitation to stand side by side with the ragged wild plum tree. I encourage you to 
take these next few minutes before Dan leads us to the communion table to sit with 
these words, with the image of the ragged plum tree, and to wonder what wholeness 
might look like in your own life as you cultivate the rhythms of work and rest.  

 
...The mind 

is broken by the thousand 
calling voices it is always too late  
to answer, and that is why it yearns 
for some hard task, lifelong, longer 
than life, to concentrate it 
and to make it whole.  

 
But where is the all-welcoming, 

5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fallow_(disambiguation)#cite_note1 
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all-consecrating Sabbath 
that would do the same? Where 
the quietness of the heart 
and the eye’s clarity 
that would be a friend’s reply 
to the white-blossoming plum tree?”  6

 
Silent reflection: Instrumental reprise of Breathe 

Communion: Dan Leads  

Benediction:  As you go from here, committing your minds and bodies to the work of 
your hands, may you also find sweet moments of rest, releasing you from the tyranny 
of the things of space, and ushering you into the holiness of time, that you may trust 
radically in the Holy One, the creator and sustainer of all things, and breathe deeply 
God’s peace. Amen.  

 

6 Wendell Berry, This Day: Collected and New Sabbath Poems.  (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2013), 7374. 
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