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Let us pray: 

God made known / in human frailty; / your chosen one / walked through fields / where 

bitterness flourished / and mercy was enclosed: / break through our conspiracies / of unholy 

power / and teach us what it means / to save and honor life; / through Jesus Christ, lord of 

the Sabbath. / Amen. 

 

We live in a culture that worships at the altar of busyness, so Sabbath sermons and articles and 

meditations in our context tend to be about how to step away from busyness into intentional 

rest. Spiritual teachers advise us to lay aside our tasks and deadlines so we can focus on being 

rather than on doing; to put our to-do lists down and put our feet up, as it were. 

Yet, today we have read verses in Mark’s Gospel that tell of Jesus and his disciples doing things 

on the Sabbath. These are not stories about rest but about intentional actions. The disciples 

pluck grain as they walk through a field – both traveling and working on the Sabbath. Jesus 

heals a man’s withered hand. Are these texts in conflict with our standard contemporary 

message of Sabbath rest? Or do they perhaps invite us to reconsider how we are meant to 

understand and keep the Sabbath? 

The divine instruction for Sabbath-keeping is included in the Ten Commandments which Moses 

receives from God on a wilderness mountain top and brings down to the people. The books of 

Moses which make up the first section of our Bible offer two different explanations for the 

inspiration and meaning of Sabbath. In the Exodus listing of the Ten Commandments, the 

fourth is: Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy … For 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. (Exodus 20:8, 11) The book of Deuteronomy 

includes another recitation of the commandments, but here the people are exhorted to 

sabbath-keeping for a different reason: “Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy, as the LORD 

your God commanded you … Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD 

your God brought you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore 

the LORD your God commanded you to keep the sabbath day. (Deut. 5: 12, 15) 

These two explanations for Sabbath are different, but not in conflict with each other. They both 

invite God’s people to live within a rhythm which includes time for both work and rest. Indeed, 

God establishes that rhythm in the very act of creation. When the world and everything in it has  
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been made, God does not rush on to the next task, but takes time to rest and to rejoice in the 

completed world; to look at all that has been made and declare it – and us – “very good”. 

In the time of Moses, God’s people are enslaved in Egypt and forced into a routine of relentless 

work, endlessly producing bricks for Pharaoh’s construction projects. The constant effort 

demanded by Pharaoh denies God’s people the opportunity to live within the Sabbath pattern 

established by God at the time of creation. God hears their cries and sends Moses to lead the 

people from slavery to freedom. They are then commanded to observe the Sabbath and keep it 

holy as a regular and sincere expression of gratitude for this divinely bestowed freedom. 

Sabbath-keeping as the life-sustaining pattern of these liberated people is intended to keep 

them from falling back into a pattern of imposing on themselves or their own slaves the same 

sort of relentless demands and expectations from which God has liberated them. 

When we look at these explanations for Sabbath in the Hebrew scriptures, we can understand 

why Jesus says to the Pharisees that “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not 

humankind for the sabbath”. The rhythm of work and rest decreed holy by God allows us to 

remain centered in God. It is blessing, not burden. Presbyterian pastor and theologian Thomas 

Long writes that Jesus’ goal in his words to the Pharisees and in his sabbath actions “was not to 

annihilate the sabbath, but to restore it to its true purposes. The sabbath is about participating 

in and anticipating God’s rest and God’s justice for all. These are the gifts from God that make 

life human and full and it is in this sense that ‘the sabbath was made for humankind.’”  

The Gospel accounts of Jesus’ conversations and conflicts with religious authorities make it 

plain that for Jesus, theology is always about God and about people, about how we express our 

gratitude to and nurture our relationship with God. Jesus never puts policy or polity first.  

But that is what the Pharisees seem to have done. They have placed power in the regulations 

governing sabbath observance rather than in the gift of sabbath itself and the God who has 

given it. Their “words, motives, and actions – as Mark describes them – are compelling 

depictions of what happens when someone is so bent on keeping the particularity of the law 

that they are willing to overlook the sheer joy of a man’s withered hand being restored. They 

are compelling depictions of what it means to focus on the exactitude of the letter of the law 

and to miss its spirit entirely.” (Mark Davis, Left Behind and Loving It blogpost) One 

commentator writes that “The rather terrible implication of this story is that normal and natural 

religious commitments render us indifferent to human suffering and true community.” (Farley, 

Feasting on the Word, B3, p. 96)  

Jesus, focused on people rather than on prohibitions, is attentive and responsive to his 

disciples’ hunger. He is attentive and responsive to the man in the synagogue who has a 

withered hand. In both these cases, Jesus overrides sabbath rules in favor of relieving human  



Rev. Kathryn Escandell, Sabbath Keeping, page 3 

 

need. The Pharisees might want to argue that neither of these is a life or death situation and 

both could have waited until the Sabbath was over for resolution. That’s true. The disciples 

might have been hungry, but they would not have starved. The man had lived with a withered 

hand for some length of time, perhaps his entire life. He could have lived with it for a few more 

hours.  

So we might wonder if Jesus is simply trying to antagonize the religious authorities by allowing 

his disciples to pluck the grain and by healing the man? But perhaps he is making a point about 

the relative merits of religious regulations and human lives? From the beginning of his ministry, 

Jesus invites his followers into a new perspective on how we experience and respond to God’s 

grace. He gives priority to real, present people and their needs rather than to tradition or 

traditional religious authority. 

I would like to point out that we should not interpret this conflict between Jesus and the 

Pharisees as a case of generous Christian theology clashing with rigid Jewish theology. Jesus 

cites Jewish scripture and theology to support his claim that Sabbath was made for humanity. 

His objection is to the Pharisees’ tendency to control and “absolutize those things which 

mediate faith to us” (Farley, p. 94), not to the wisdom and traditions and faith practices which 

nurture and sustain the Jewish people. 

In trying to control Sabbath, the Pharisees have lost sight of the freedom which Sabbath-

keeping is designed to offer us. They are caught up in a system which keeps them more 

attentive to regulations and restrictions and unyielding expectations than to God or neighbor. 

In trying to protect Sabbath, they distort its meaning and lose its heart. Their focus on rules 

requires such mental and emotional effort that they have no energy left to recognize and revel 

in God’s generous grace. 

I once read a magazine story about a woman who cared very much about the cleanliness of her 

home. She took great pride in her housekeeping skills and had developed a schedule and 

routine which maintained her home in pristine condition. Her sister, who lived in the same 

town, became ill. As the sister navigated the diagnostic process, she called to ask this woman to 

drive her to the hospital and stay with her during a needed biopsy. The housekeeping woman 

instantly responded with, “I can’t do that. That’s the day I vacuum the drapes.” She did not 

drive her sister to the hospital or sit with her during the medical procedure. She stayed in her 

immaculate home and vacuumed her already immaculate drapes. But as she did so, it finally 

occurred to her that she had substituted things for people; she was living in a way that focused 

her days on a rigid set of rules and expectations; this focus interfered terribly with her 

relationships with even those whom she loved. She had given her attention to objects and 

actions which led to emptiness rather than to life.  
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Sabbath calls us to look at where we give our attention and our effort. We keep Sabbath when 

we resist what distracts us from God’s grace and respond to what centers us in God’s grace. 

Sabbath is not about idleness for the sake of idleness. It is about resting in the presence of God. 

And sometimes that “resting” might be in doing something. In our verses from Mark’s Gospel, 

Jesus rested in God’s grace and mercy by holding out healing to a man who, with that healing, 

was restored to wholeness and thereby also able to rest in God’s abundant mercy and grace.  

The disciples rested in God’s grace by receiving gratefully the nourishment of ripe grain which 

surrounded them in a field. 

How might we rest in God’s mercy and grace this day? What might we do – or not do – that 

nurtures and expands our ability to live in grateful response to God?  

Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. 

 

Amen. 

 


