SABBATH REST, SABBATH HEALING
Luke 13:10-17
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Preachers pay special attention to Jesus in these Sabbath scenes from the Gospels.  We know what it means to work on this “day of rest!”  In my years of ministry, I have generally found Sundays to be my busiest day of the week, by far.  However, I am not sure how much healing I have received or offered on that day.  It often depends what time of the day on Sunday you ask me!

Jesus makes this connection between Sabbath rest and healing more than once.  In fact, he seems to particularly enjoy those opportunities to do something helpful (as well as offer a powerful sign of the Kingdom) and unusual on the Sabbath day.  He seems to know that such acts will infuriate the prickly scribes and lawyers who scrutinize his every move and seek to humiliate him publicly.  They never succeed.
On another occasion under very similar circumstances, Jesus says the Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.  When given a choice between a principle and a person, Jesus consistently opts for the person.  

And can’t that be applied to many situations?

Notice that the woman was bent over from the crippling spirit that plagued her.  She needed healing and rest and freedom from that spirit of bondage.  Jesus knows and offers life to her in a way that means the most.  “Ought not this woman be set free on the Sabbath day?”

The laws pertaining to Sabbath rest go back to the creation story.  On the seventh day, God rested from all the work it took to speak creation into existence.  Since God took a break, we should too.  The Hebrew sages understood the depth of this wisdom.  They constructed very careful Sabbath laws that made clear how one was to keep the day holy and not profane it with common work.  These laws were grounded in both the example of God and the understanding that human beings need rest, a change of pace, an opportunity to re-charge our batteries, so to speak.  And, this should follow a weekly routine in order to do us any good … as surely as we do not stay awake and work 24 hours a day, we should not drive ourselves to work 7 days a week.
In the ancient world, this understanding of Sabbath was a unique gift of the Jewish religious tradition.  Other ancient religions and cultures had festivals and religious holy days, but they did not have such strict weekly observances of rest, of doing less, of avoiding work in order to honor God.

How good that Jesus links healing and rest!

Augustine said, “Our souls are restless, O God, until they find their rest in You.”

In the scientific community, it is a well known understanding among researchers that often the answer or breakthrough to a difficult challenge with which one has been struggling comes while the mind is asleep and at rest!  

Another way of saying we have to let go and let God.

Moving from my previous appointment to this one, from our old home to our new home, from one community to a new one has taught me this same lesson again.  (God seems to think itinerant UM pastors need to learn this lesson over and over!).

As Jennie and I adjusted to our new circumstances and got more deeply settled last summer, we remembered certain details about our stuff as we unpacked the boxes that we told ourselves would wait until later!  “Later” has arrived, especially as I hunt for those T shirts I wear to mow the grass or those running shorts I packed in some box that I failed to label accurately or those extra Band Aids or Peroxide or Q-Tips that we could not bear to throw away when we packed up in Asheville.

Actually, what I am remembering, as I search through boxes, is that I did, in fact, NOT pack some things.  That is, I left behind, gave away, threw away, or just plain forgot many things – esp. clothes, books and mementoes.  (One rule we have developed over the years is that any box that makes it through a second move unopened, never moves again!)

So, what I am really remembering is how encumbered my life can become! And this is true spiritually, as well as physically.  God knows we get so encumbered.  Our spirits become cluttered with so much junk!

We hold on to past resentments, old wounds, misunderstandings, unforgiveness, pride and prejudice, “slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” as one famous writer put it.  So much so that we need, at least once a week, to let go of that stuff and start over.  We need to unencumber our spirits.

The Quakers in America during the 17th and 18th centuries had a wonderful and peculiar understanding of this.  They were so keen on being unencumbered by the cares of this world that they wore undyed clothing, lived in houses and on furniture that were intentionally plain (no curlicues or decorative designs) and even took care in their speech to say no more than was necessary and to say it in the plainest way possible.  You’ve heard the old joke of the Quaker farmer who surprised a thief one night trying to steal the family silver.  As he pointed his shotgun at the thief, he said, “Pardon me, Friend, but thou art standing where I doth aim to shoot!”
Whether we simplify our possessions or relocate our lives or change our diets or go green, unencumbering spiritually can be a useful way to view the need for Sabbath rest and Sabbath healing.

Are we not like that powerful man who went to the sage and demanded to be taught the wisdom of the ages?   First, the wise man had his impatient student sit down for tea.  In a huff, the powerful man agreed.  Slowly the sage poured the tea from the pot into a cup.  He continued pouring until the tea over ran the cup and spilled onto the table and floor.  When the student protested, the sage said, “You are like this cup, so full of yourself and many things.  For me to fill you with wisdom, you must first become empty.”
What might you let go, in order to let God?  
What might you bring before the Lord for Sabbath healing?    
May God’s peace empty you … and fill you up!

