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Making Time for Sabbath COMMON CHALLENGES

“Remember the Sabbath day,” decrees the Fourth Commandment. “When you’re a pastor, how could you possibly forget?” is
the snappy 21st-century comeback. Yet this command presents a special dilemma for church leaders. If you observe your
Sabbath on the same day your congregation does, it’s almost impossible to experience rest and gladness and worship when

your calling is to lead everyone else in worship that day.

The spirit of the law, however, is to observe one day a week in which you “cease your labors” (stop working!), and instead,
rest and revel in the goodness and sufficiency of God. For pastors, that means finding a day other than the day of your
sacred duties to fully enter into God’s rest. Below you’ll find advice for pastors to fulfill the spirit of this oft neglected but
oh-so-sweet commandment.
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The Spirituality of Slowing
Down and Shutting Up
How do you connect with God in a society of perpetual noise and busyness?

TODD HUNTER

The word “addict” may conjure images of a disheveled drug-user. But relatively few
people are addicted to drugs. However, judging by the way we drive, the way we zone
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Silence allows us to

deal with our inner

chaos. It provides the

conditions for

out on mobile devices (even when surrounded by friends), and the way we distract
ourselves with multiple forms of media, it seems many of us are in the addictive grip of
noise and hurry.

An addiction’s power resides in the lies it tells
us.

On the surface certain stimuli look
pleasurable. And they do in fact provide a
moment of pleasure or numbness or

distraction. But addictive powers are
dehumanizing and soul-destroying. Addicts
lose the ability to self-regulate and eventually
the stimulus gains mastery over their lives.
Everything in an addict’s life is negatively
altered. Relationships with family, friends,
God—they all suffer.

Everyone would agree that alcoholism and
compulsive gambling are destructive. But
what about noise and hurry? Most of assume
noise and hurry to be just a part of life. But are

they really benign, unavoidable realities? Or
do they have the same life-destroying,
idolatrous power as drugs and alcohol? I
believe they do. And just like other addictions,
they damage our relationships, especially our

relationship with God.

The spiritual practices of being silent and
slowing down are the way out of this trap.
They have the potential to restore a rich and
intimate relationship with God.

The right kind of rest

The deepest contentment is not derived from
external excitement, but through inward rest.

Yet we’re constantly told to “rest” by
cultivating a heightened state of excitement. But constant audio and visual input
pushes God to the margins. Over-stimulation shakes our lives like an Etch-A-Sketch,
making God disappear.

On the other hand, silence and slowing down

create space for God. Silence removes the fear-
based distractions we compulsively turn to.
Silence allows us to deal with our inner chaos. It
provides the conditions for repentance,
conversion, and growth.
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repentance,

conversion, and

growth.

Removing ourselves from addicted lives of
connection, production, and consumption is
unnerving—and that is the surest sign we need it!

You might say, “I would die if I eliminated noise
and hurry from my life!” True—you would die.

You would die to a life marked by the deception of distraction. But in turn, as diversions
disappear, you would find God again and human life as God intended it to be.

In silence and slowing down we learn that we will survive, indeed thrive, as we cease
activity. We gain the trust to take a break from our work and stop distracting ourselves
through entertainment. Silence is perhaps the best nourishment for a deep and
dynamic relationship with God.

Silencing the church

Our church is located in Orange County, a place hardly known for silence and solitude.
Yet together we are employing the spiritual practices of quietness, contemplation, and
silence. And it’s working. We’re seeing deliverance from addictive powers and

witnessing people transformed into the likeness of Christ. The momentum is building
and more people are seeing the power and beauty of shutting up and experiencing God.

But, yes, we get some resistance. We’ve learned the hard way that silence is not
intuitive. People have said, “You are asking us to slow down too fast.” We have
discovered that what we think of as the gift of silence can feel to others like an

unanticipated disturbance of the soul. An inner world that has not been examined for a
long while can be a scary place to go. We’ve found we need to ease people into silence.
We need to walk with them as they cultivate these practices so they do not feel alone.
We’ve learned to gently urge worshippers to take stock of their inner lives and train
them to sense God’s presence and love.

This is not some newfangled ministry technique. Ultimately cultivating silence and

slowing down is simply about nurturing our souls and connecting with God. Now that’s
something to talk about.

Todd Hunter is the founding pastor of Holy Trinity Anglican in Costa Mesa, California.
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Sabbath-Keeping for Pastors
Making rest an indispensable part of your routine.

ABRAM KIELSMEIER-JONES

The lack of correlation between time at work and quality of work has been a recurring
theme in Harvard Business Review over the last decade. Not long ago, I received an

email newsletter with yet more research showing that working more hours does not
mean working more effectively. The article cited a study where managers could not tell
the difference in work output between employees who worked 80 hours a week and
those who only pretended to work 80 hours a week.

The article summarized its findings with this
statement: “Keep overworking, and you'll

progressively work more stupidly on tasks
that are increasingly meaningless.”

We followers of The-God-Who-Rested are
happy to find confirmation outside the
church that rest is best. After all, we worship

the One who modeled a rhythm of rest: God
created the heavens and the earth, plants,
sun, moon, stars, human beings—all of life—in
six days. And on the seventh day he didn’t
create anything. He rested.

Not only does a Sabbath day of rest follow
God’s example; it also follows his command in
Exodus 20:8–10: “Remember the Sabbath day
by keeping it holy. Six days you shall labor and
do all your work, but the seventh day is a
sabbath to the Lord your God. On it you shall
not do any work.”
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Jesus reiterates the call to Sabbath-keeping
when he says to his disciples, “Come with me
by yourselves to a quiet place and get some

rest” (Mark 6:31). The Gospels offer multiple
examples of Jesus himself going away to a
solitary place to pray. (Just to pray!) If Jesus
needed rest, surely we need it.

If quality time in the presence of God is hard
to come by during the workweek, it is good to
know there is a dedicated day to resting and
re-focusing on God. When taking a Sabbath, I more easily remember that apart from
Jesus I can do nothing. A Sabbath way of life acknowledges that God is God and I am
not. We pastors remember that the church will go on without us, and we gain much-
needed perspective for more creatively addressing the challenges of ministry.

Psalm 127:1–2 says:

Unless the Lord builds the house,
its builders labor in vain.
Unless the Lord watches over the city,
the watchmen stand guard in vain.

In vain you rise early
and stay up late,
toiling for food to eat—
for he grants sleep to those he loves.

I can’t think of any ministers who read these verses and take them as license to let go (of

all responsibility) and let God. We pastors have the opposite danger: hammer and nails
in hand, we forget that God is architect, carpenter, and general contractor.

Lead your congregation (and yourself ) into Sabbath rest.

If Sabbath is a gift, part of the abundant life Jesus promised, why don’t we observe more
Sabbath days?

One possible lens through which we might understand this question is a diagnostic grid
put together by a couple of Harvard educators, Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey. It
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helps us unearth our subtle, competing values that keep us from doing what we think
we should and what we want to do.

Kegan and Lahey have us begin with a commitment or value or belief—something we

say is really great if it happens. In this case, to adapt their language, “We are committed
to the value or importance of … Sabbath-keeping,” both as a distinct day and as a
mentality throughout the week.

Then we ask, “What are we doing or not doing that prevents this from happening?”
Pastors could invite their congregation to ask, What am I doing or not doing that

prevents Sabbath-keeping and rest? Of course there are external factors, but here the
focus is on what I am doing (or not doing) that prevents Sabbath rhythms in my life.

Underneath the answer to that question, Kegan and Lahey point out, is a competing
commitment or value or belief. Based on what I’m doing to undermine my Sabbath-
keeping—checking work email on a day off, not delegating or asking for help,
committing to more than six days of work a week—“I may also be committed to” values

like getting everything done myself to make sure it gets done right. Or, “I may also be
committed to” going on because I have to.

After helping participants unearth a competing value, Kegan and Lahey suggest that
each competing value carries with it a “big assumption” that may or may not be true.
For example, If I don’t do this task, it will never get done, and there is no one else in the

entire universe who can do it as well as I would. Or, I’m also committed to working seven
days a week (competing value), because (here’s the big assumption) if I stop and take a
Sabbath, I’ll be so stressed out catching up on the day after, it won’t have been worth it.

Walter Brueggemann talks about these tempting assumptions as having a scarcity
mentality. He says:

There’s never enough time; there’s never a moment’s rest. … But how
willing are we to practice Sabbath? A Sabbath spent catching up on chores
we were too busy to do during the week is hardly a testimony to
abundance. [It] does nothing to weaken the domain of scarcity. Honoring
the Sabbath is a form of witness. It tells the world that “there is enough.”

We have a host of competing values, commitments, and assumptions that keep us from

fully practicing God’s call to a Sabbath rest. We pastors would benefit from working
through Kegan and Lahey’s diagnostic grid ourselves to see the real reason(s) we don’t
take a Sabbath. (Find a downloadable version here.) Then we could lead our
congregations in the same exercise. It’s one part confession, one part spiritual
reorientation, and one part action planning for more faithful Sabbath-keeping.

I’ve found the exercise as helpful as it is convicting. Thinking about those weeks I skip a
Sabbath has unearthed competing values I didn’t realize I had. Here are a few internal
commitments that keep me from faithfully practicing my value of Sabbath-keeping:

I value making sure the work is done, and done by me, because I don’t want to

http://abramkj.files.wordpress.com/2016/08/diagnostic-for-competing-values_kegan-and-lahey.pdf
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prevail upon others.

I am committed to squeezing side projects into the margins so I can do more
than what is in my job description. (Sabbath becomes one of those “margins” I

invade.)

I am committed to self-protection by avoiding the work of interior reflection
that is part of good Sabbath-taking.

I value doing what I want when I want, including working on a planned day of
rest if it is expedient.

The last step in Kegan and Lahey’s diagnostic tool is to try “a modest, safe test.” Once
when I was in a margin-less season, I decided to take a full Sabbath day each week for
the next four weeks. Then I evaluated the experiment. I asked questions like, How did it
go? Did my anxiety levels rise or fall? How did the four weeks of Sabbath affect my
relationship with God? Did I find the scarcity I feared, or did I receive good gifts from
the God who gives rest to the ones he loves? For the record, during my experiment I

tasted and saw that the Sabbath and the Lord of the Sabbath were good.

Start small. See how unfounded your big assumptions about Sabbath are.

Make Sabbath-keeping a lifestyle.

How can the Sabbath—both as a day and as a way of life—make its way onto your
calendar?

A Sabbath Hour

Think small, to begin with: one hour. God didn’t say, “Remember a Sabbath hour and
keep it holy,” but observing a Sabbath hour is in line with his intention for God-
centered rest. Especially with 12-hour days of meetings, sermon prep, and leadership
development, an hour of deliberate rest goes a long way.

I don’t remember how I first got the idea of a Sabbath hour, but even when I’m
observing my Tuesday Sabbath regularly, I can lose sight of God in the pressure of the

day. I need a built-in space that comes around more than once a week, dedicated for rest
and reconnection. On these Sabbath-hour days, I feel fresher, gain better insight into
ministry needs, experience gratitude for my relationship with God, and enjoy life more.
Conversely, when Sabbath is not integrated into every day, I get impatient faster,
experience more angst, and say, “I’ll pray for you,” without following through. I’m also
more likely to attribute any success to my own efforts.
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A Sabbath Day

Which day you take a Sabbath is less important than committing to one every week. For
most working ministers, Sunday is not a candidate, but a weekday is. If “DAY OFF” or
“SABBATH” doesn’t go into my calendar as a day-long appointment, I’m likely to fill

that day with other non-restful commitments. This is especially true in my busiest
seasons, when I most need a guarded day.

A Sabbath Getaway

Once you’ve established a regular Sabbath day, go even deeper by adding a day or half-
day retreat every month. A Sabbath getaway is not just taking a day off. It’s physically
going somewhere else—to the beach, for a hike, or for an overnight camping trip.

Techno Sabbath

One of my church’s parishioners shared with me his way of practicing a holy, God-
focused Sabbath: a techno Sabbath. He didn’t mean a day devoted to electronic dance
music (though it’s an intriguing idea), but a Sabbath from technology.

Sure, we can turn our devices off for short periods of time—an hour, for the morning,
during dinner, and after. But I’ve found a full 24-hour break from technology each week

is both embarrassingly difficult and surprisingly life-giving. Rather than reaching for a
device that has a potentially life-changing notification on it, I try to offer those longings
to God.

I’ve felt especially free when observing a techno Sabbath on my weekly Sabbath day.
The price of that freedom was pushing past the unpleasant realization that I’m overly
dependent on electronic devices, not just for productivity and connection, but also for

distraction, escape, and avoiding reflection. Richard Foster in Celebration of Discipline
asks, “How do you discern an addiction? Very simply, you watch for undisciplined
compulsions.” I might never have discerned my undisciplined compulsion to “just
check” my phone every five minutes without a day of fasting from tech.

Each week follows a similar pattern: the first hour after I get home from church, my

techno Sabbath begins, but all I want to do is zone out on my iPad. The second hour is a
little easier: I spend time with my family or read a book. By evening I’m actually glad for
the break from technology. The next morning I’m so rejuvenated from unplugging, I
don’t want to check my email ever again. This is a much healthier mindset for when I
open my mail app on Monday afternoon. I don’t feel its pull as much. I don’t have to

check it.

As we more deliberately practice Sabbath-keeping, may we find Isaiah’s prayer fulfilled:
“O God, you will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are fixed on you; for in
returning and rest we shall be saved; in quietness and trust shall be our strength.”

Abram Kielsmeier-Jones is pastor of Union Congregational Church in Magnolia, Massachusetts.

Further Reading on Sabbath-Keeping

https://shawnblanc.net/2014/11/alternatives-to-the-just-checks/


1/22/23, 12:00 AM The Spirituality of Slowing Down and Shutting Up | CT Pastors | Christianity Today

https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2015/october-web-exclusives/spirituality-of-slowing-down-and-shutting-up.html 9/22

Walter Brueggemann’s Sabbath as Resistance: Saying No to the Culture of Now(2014)

Mark Buchanan’s The Rest of God: Restoring Your Soul by Restoring Sabbath(2006)

Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth(1998)

Abraham Joshua Heschel‘s The Sabbath (1951)

Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey’s How the Way We Talk Can Change the Way We Work
(2001)

Eugene H. Peterson’s Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places: A Conversation in Spiritual Theology
(2008)

Brian P. Stone and Claire E. Wolfteich‘s Sabbath in the City: Sustaining Urban Pastoral
Excellence (2008)
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BRADY BOYD

If I were to compile a list of the hardest parts of ministry, I'd top it with the fact that the
work is never done. Manufacturers get to check off each product built as "complete."
Consultants file their final invoice and call the project "done." Physical therapists
eventually declare, "That's enough … you're good to go." People who publish books and
research new pharmaceuticals and breed dogs and run cafés and play sports and engage

in a thousand other laudable endeavors have end dates. Eventually the finished product
is released, the drug is approved, the puppies are sold, the restaurant is closed for the
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Sure, it's cool to feel

wanted, needed, busy.

What's not cool is

adrenal fatigue, panic

attacks, early aging.

night, or the offseason arrives. Most professions carry with them natural finish lines—
times to pause, even if only momentarily.

Not so for us. In the ministry world, there's

always more to do. When your vocation is
spurring spiritual development in people and
training new leaders to do the same, there is
no natural time to stop. Someone is always
suffering, or seeking, or ready to try on "full

surrender" for size. Because of the incessant,
inescapable nature of our work, it's easy for us
to start believing we're indispensable to it all.

"I'm
doing
God's
work,"
we
reason.
It is
good

and noble stuff. But it will kill us if we refuse
to insert deep, restorative breaks into our
schedules. Sure, it's cool to feel wanted and
needed and to present the I'm-so-busy (and
therefore so important) façade. What's not

cool is adrenal fatigue. Panic attacks. Heart
palpitations. Early aging. Poor decisions
borne of the belief that you can't make the
roller-coaster stop.

You can try a thousand other things to cope
including telling yourself this is just a season

and things will slow down soon, distracting
yourself with busyness and hoping your soul
doesn't notice what's up. You can take
sleeping pills night after night, drink too
much alcohol, overeat, sleep in the wrong bed,

and more—but what I'm telling you: the only solution is rest. You can't ignore the
Sabbath and survive. Take it from a guy who tried. I know you're doing all these good
things for God—aren't we all!—but unless we carve out healthier rhythms, these good
and godly things will become our undoing.

Reluctance to rest

I got a call from a leader who works at a church a few miles from where a school
shooting recently occurred. Several of the families in the church had kids who were
murdered that day.
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If anyone understands the demands on a pastor and the staff following a congregational
tragedy, it's me. Three months after I came to New Life Church, a gunman opened fire
in our parking lot, killing two teenage girls. The aftermath of an attack like that is
dizzying.

There are media demands to accommodate. There are meetings with family members
to coordinate and follow-up actions to take. There are practical needs to meet. Of
course nothing we had to deal with compared with the level of agony for the immediate

family members who actually suffered the loss, but you still have to work through your
own grief and despair.

The tendency is to keep serving, keep communicating, keep offering up resources of
time and money and love. And while this is a good and godly response, it doesn't exactly
enable you to find time to rest.

My friend at the church that was now coping with their own loss was learning this

firsthand. Soon after the tragedy, the senior pastor of the church called to see if I would
be willing to walk with them through the grief that had descended on their
congregation. I said yes, and for many months I fielded phone calls and visited and
prayed on behalf of that strong but heartbroken body of believers.

One staffer who called me hailed from England. In her lilting British accent, she said,

"Pastor Brady, we are all at our wits' end here. We're exhausted and simply don't know
what to do."

Even over the phone, I could tell she was depleted.

"Tell me about your typical week," I said to the woman.

"Well, I have Fridays off," she responded.

"Tell me what you do on an average Friday," I said.

"Oh, I get my car washed and pick up groceries. You know, the usual errands."

I told her I understood the amount of stress she and her colleagues were under, that
what happened in their community was devastating, but then I said, "Those things you
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mentioned are perfectly good things to do on your one and only day off, yet they will not
bring you rest."

She was silent.

"You've got to carve out time for rest." I could tell that she was going to have difficulty
heeding my advice. During visits with her church's leadership team, I picked up on a
workaholic ethos. And when senior leaders don't rest, nobody rests. The bar gets set
way too high, and everyone kills themselves jumping for it.

"You already know everything I am telling you," I said. "You're calling me today because

you recognize your current pace is unsustainable, and you're looking for a way to slow
things down. Am I right?"

Through a knowing sigh, she murmured, "Right."

"The only solution here is rest," I said. But I could sense her reluctance. There's just no
way to take time to rest, she seemed to be thinking. They'll think I'm negligent.

Leaving things undone

This is what we all believe to some degree. We think that if we don't give 100 percent
every minute of every day, we are not deserving of our role. We think that if we don't

return every email and every phone call right this minute, that if we don't make every
meeting, that if we don't respond to every request, that if we don't apply ourselves fully
at all points throughout a given day, the universe will fall apart. This is especially true
when there has been a crisis. We forget that crises are always popping up—large and
small—and we simply can't live in crisis mode every day.

This applies to our personal lives as well. We think if we don't get every room
vacuumed, every app mastered, every bookshelf dusted, every meal made by hand,
every child's homework folder initialed, every birthday party attended, every lawn
mowed, every load of laundry folded, every lacrosse practice made, every book read,
every everything done—and now!—that somehow we've fallen short.

I lived according to that philosophy for too many years. I'm here to tell you it is bunk.

The universe will keep on spinning, even if things are strategically left undone.

The New Zealand Book of Common Prayer contains a fantastic entry called "Night
Prayer." One of the stanzas reads, "It is night after a long day. What has been done has
been done; what has not been done has not been done; let it be." That's excellent advice.
Do what you can do, and then let it be. Really. Life will go on.

This is what I tell the men and women I oversee at New Life: if they choose burnout for
themselves (because I certainly will not inflict it on them), I will come to their funeral
and will say nice things about them, but I will know that this is how they wanted to die;
they wanted to run themselves into the ground, literally.

Working to rest
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We don't wander into restful rhythms; we have to work diligently at rest. If we're
prizing restfulness, it will show. It will be (sometimes painfully) obvious to us, to our
family members, to those we lead, and most importantly, to God. Everyone around us

will know that restfulness is just "part of our deal." Yes, we may not log 16-hour days like
some ministry leaders, but when we are present, we're fully there. We're rested up.
We're prayed up. We're psyched up to go change the world. We've allowed God to lead us
into earnest periods of rest, and when God is in our rest, he can't help but be in our work
too.

Rested leaders are a divine breath of fresh air. They're visionary. They're prophetic and
encouraging and wise. No single decision will benefit your ministry more than choosing
to carve out times of bona fide rest. If you're new to the idea, here are three suggestions
I've found helpful.

1. Start small. Don't freak out over the prospect of overhauling your entire life. Instead

carve out a defined period of time—a month, say, or a week or even a single day—and
give restful rhythm a try. Pick every Friday this month from 6 to 9 a.m. or next Sunday
afternoon from when you get home until dinnertime, or 30 minutes after your final
appointment today and block it out. Assign it on your calendar: REST. Then, when the
time arrives, do just that: rest. No escapism. No self-medication. No errands. No trolling

social-media feeds. Get alone and open yourself to God. I assure you he has something
to say.

2. Say "no." Every "yes" worth pursuing requires a series of simultaneous "nos." Once
you block your time of rest, sort out what you will prioritize during that period of rest
(preferably with a journal and a pen), and what you will let slide so that those priorities

will hold.

For instance, if you intend on saying yes to solitude, interacting with others will have to
be postponed. Speaking as a full-on extrovert, this can be tougher than it seems. But the
solitude before God demands it, and writing down that intentional "no" helps keep
boundaries clear.

The dusty bookshelves, the blog woefully in need of an updated post, the long run

needed for marathon training, the 16 unreturned voicemail messages, the urgent needs
of other people that seem to spear you from all sides—these and a million other things
will still be there, waiting for you, after you enjoy a bit of rest.

3. Accept grace. I've noticed a trend with mature followers of Christ: they are really good
at extending grace toward other people, but they often stink at being gracious toward

themselves. We're the last ones to give ourselves grace. But if ever you've needed a little

https://ai.christianitytoday.com/cti/adclick/FCID=83869/random=60294586/viewid=29413956/site=leaders/area=article/category=/status=member/keyword=/platform=/position=content_1/size=300x250,600x250,600x150/test=true


1/22/23, 12:00 AM The Spirituality of Slowing Down and Shutting Up | CT Pastors | Christianity Today

https://www.christianitytoday.com/pastors/2015/october-web-exclusives/spirituality-of-slowing-down-and-shutting-up.html 14/22

TLC, adopting restful rhythms is the time. You're going to botch your early attempts at
making space for rest. Better to plan for grace before diving in. Try, fail, try again, and
fail better. I assure you, if you stick with it, healthy rhythms will emerge. And your life

and ministry will be better for it.

Brady Boyd is pastor of New Life Church in Colorado Springs, Colorado. This article is based on his most recent
book, Addicted to Busy: Recovery for the Rushed Soul (Cook, 2014).

Our 50-Hour Rule
Staff members at New Life know that I expect them to do their jobs in less than 50 hours a week. They

are also instructed not to be away from their homes more than two or three nights a week for the

purposes of doing ministry.

If they choose to work more hours than I mandate, I've found one of two things is wrong: they have too
much to do and we need to revisit their task load, or else they are not working smart. Either way,

something has to change. I know it. They know it. Their spouse knows it. In fact, a call from a spouse is

typically how I discover that a particular staff member is working too many hours. New Life staff spouses

know that I expect them to call my cell if their husband or wife is violating my 50-hour rule.

I've received a few of those phone calls over the years, and you'd better believe I take them to heart. I

pull in the staff member, we have a conversation, and together we chart a new course. During those

conversations, I remind them that if they do wish to burn out, there are plenty of churches around this

country that will welcome them with open arms. But New Life is not one of them. I help them remember
that they are part of a church community that is staunchly anti-burnout.—Brady Boyd

Silence Your Cell Phone (and Soul)
I got to work a few days ago and realized I'd left my phone at home. The ensuing overwhelming angst I

experienced was significant. I think I was more distraught than if I'd misplaced one of my children. How

was I going to get through this day without my phone?

Then I found it in my computer bag! I was reminded how utterly obsessed I am with my phone. I check
that thing a hundred times a day, swiping for the time, swiping for the weather, swiping to make a call.

Each day's crisis involves keeping my cell phone charged. Yes, this is what's called a "First-World

problem."

When God said that rest is found in him, he means that. Translation: real rest is found nowhere else.
Recently I heard a pastor in Maryland talking about the difference between amusement and rest. We tend

to do one better than the other, and the one we do well is not rest. Case in point: last year my family and

I went to Disney World for a week, and I came back more exhausted than before I left. And I was really

tired when we took off. I may have escaped the stressors of daily life, but had I even rested at all? This is
what God is hinting at here, that restfulness is tethered to the state of our souls.

We acknowledge that a healthy heart rhythm is critical for maintaining good health. A steady heartbeat is

kind of necessary, right? What we are slower to admit is that our souls require rhythm too. "All of us are

aware that a healthy heart and regular daily and yearly rhythms are essential for health," wrote Christine
Sine. "We also know that if our heartbeat is irregular, then we need to see a physician for a checkup.

Most of us, however, are unaware of the spiritual rhythms that are just as crucial to our health and we-
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being. Since our lives are increasingly disconnected from the rhythms of God's world, we do not hear the

underlying whisper of God's heartbeat that is meant to sustain us, and we are unaware of the symptoms

that should alert us to our growing ill health."

She's right. We don't hear the "underlying whisper of God's heartbeat," because we've always got wired

buds in our ears. So when God says to us, "Come to me, and I will give you rest," we don't respond. God

tries again: "Lay your burdens down, children. Walk with me, and your walk will be burden-free." Again,

we don't respond. God says, "I want you to be fascinated not with trinkets, but with me." Still no
response.

Ever patient and ever persistent, God tries again: "Slow down. Look up. Linger here with me." We think

we hear something. Wait. Was that the voice of God? We glance skyward and say, "Huh? God? Was that

you? What's 'linger'?"

But before he has a chance to reply, we hear dings from our phones—alerting us to new text messages.

We can't help but move our thumbs across our phones. Score one for the Enemy of our souls.—Brady
Boyd

Copyright © 2015 by the author or Christianity Today/Leadership Journal.
Click here for reprint information on Leadership Journal.

Reply on Twitter Join the conversation on Facebook

ADVANCE BIBLICAL JOURNALISM AND BEAUTIFUL STORYTELLING
Give to our nonprofit ministry today.

LEADERSHIP

Exhausted!
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VERNAL R. WILKINSON

"I'm exhausted."

"You look exhausted."

It's a familiar word. Exhaustion accurately
describes the feeling that usually comes with
ministry. At times during my 37 years of
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ministry, I've wondered, When did it happen?
When did exhaustion set in?

When I moved to a new ministry in a new

state and met cultural barriers, exhaustion set
in. When a former youth pastor of a church I
served was accused of child molestation and I,
the new pastor, had to deal with the tidal wave
of suspicion, fear, and anger, exhaustion set

in. Whenever I realized that one more extra
effort or hour would not lessen this demand
or solve that pressing problem, exhaustion set
in.

A lonely place

I began to look to the wisdom of Jesus in
order to keep going. I've found the keys to
restart an exhausted ministry are in Mark

6:31, "And he said to them, 'Come away by
yourselves to a lonely place and rest a while.'
(For there were many people coming and
going, and they did not even have time to
eat.)"

Jesus saw exhaustion afflict his own disciples.
The exhausting circumstances that Jesus saw
parallel those pastors experience today. The
first is the "tyranny of the urgent"—that sense
that something or many things must be
handled immediately to stave off disaster. The

second is the press of unrelenting need—the
realization that around every turn is another need to be met.

Urgency and need characterized ministry with Jesus; in Mark 28 times between
chapters one and seven, "immediately" is repeated. Jesus was on the go. When traveling
with him, every event or encounter was fraught with importance for the kingdom of

God. As soon as one person was helped, another was there seeking the hand of the
Master. It often outstripped their ability to meet the need (Mark 9:14-16). No matter
how much time and effort they invested, more, it seemed, would be required to
complete the work.

Jesus' followers then, like many pastors today, experienced urgent busyness. We can

begin to feel unproductive or guilty if our ministry is not constantly involved in the
urgent business of the kingdom of God. Exhaustion is a result. Jesus saw the signs of
this exhaustion in his disciples.

Signs of exhaustion
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One sign of exhaustion is our eating habits. Setting the stage for Jesus' invitation to
come away, Mark notes the effect this ministry had on the disciple's eating habits, "…
and they did not even have time to eat." They were not even eating to keep pace with the

constant urgent demand of ministry.

Sometimes in the urgency of ministry one does not eat. Or, more often, one eats fast
foods that stave off hunger but do not nourish. The fast food habit leads to breakdown.
Eating without leisure to enjoy the food and to refresh oneself, or eating without the

time to reflect with sincere thanksgiving and restore relationships over a common
board actually exhaust us. The drive and enthusiasm needed for ministry decline.
Emotional and physical resources for ministry dissipate.

When those in ministry neglect the time to prepare, consume, and clean up after meals,
we lose relationships, nourishment, and the opportunity for thanksgiving. Not eating—
or eating whatever is handy to kill hunger—is a sign of a ministry that is too busy.

Exhaustion lies ahead.

Exhaustion also shows itself when the evil of this fallen world lands on us. The disciples
had returned from a successful preaching tour only to hear the grisly news of John the
Baptist's death (Mark 6:28-29). The details of John's death reminded them that they
could suffer for this ministry as well as glory in it. Following Jesus could be life

threatening. Worse, because John's death resulted from a cruel and frivolous court
intrigue, they realized that rather than being heroic, their death could be ignominious
and purposeless.

Very often a defeat, setback, or tragedy brings postponed exhaustion to the forefront. A
pastor friend explained once how he hit bottom. He had grown a small church to several

hundred in attendance but had carried increasing weight in the ministry. At that point
he received a call to another larger church, and took it. At first the new challenge and
the enthusiasm of the congregation buoyed him. But as time wore on the complaints
came, and the problems seemed to go unresolved in spite of his best efforts. Eventually,
he broke from the cumulative exhaustion. He is back in ministry today and wiser for the
experience, having learned that even when successes seem to carry one along for

awhile, without the right kind of rest you only postpone exhaustion.

In the same way, exhaustion can slump our ministry when we are faced with
unexpected tragedy, failure, or betrayal. One close colleague was pastoring in a very
difficult place. People had come to Christ, and the church had grown. A building

https://ai.christianitytoday.com/cti/adclick/FCID=85793/random=69433456/viewid=3124963/site=leaders/area=article/category=/status=member/keyword=/platform=/position=content_1/size=300x250,600x250,600x150/test=true
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program had been completed without debt because of the skills this pastor brought to
the project. But then a church leader betrayed him, and a person close to him died
suddenly. The rest he needed came too late. His undetected ministry exhaustion—when

combined with grief—could not be reversed. He had no ability to restart the ministry.

But it isn't always negative things that exhaust us. Another friend sat down to talk: "I
don't know how to explain it, but I'm tired." All seemed to be going well. His ministry
had been growing slowly and steadily. His nearly 15 years of ministry in that place had
created a wide network of rewarding relationships. People who had trained under him

had successfully entered the ministry. His family was doing well. Yet when he slowed
down enough to pause for a moment, he felt tired. He saw the signs in time and planned
an extended time away, which brought him back, with renewed joy, to his church ready
to deal with staff changes and even a death in his family.

Recognizing the signs of exhaustion is critical. Jesus' directive to his disciples then is
the necessary preventative for his disciples today as we experience the signs of

exhaustion, "Come away by yourselves to a lonely place and rest a while."

Qualities of rest

When Jesus saw these two signs of exhaustion (poor eating habits and deep
discouragement), he issued a command: Rest. While a brief retreat from ministry work
can be refreshing, Jesus urged his disciples to come completely away to a place where
they could shut down before restarting in the demands of their ministry.

Jesus' words describe a rest with three qualities.

First, separateness. Jesus puts in an emphasis as if to say, "Come away you, yourselves …
" Don't bring anything with you but leave it all behind. You've had this experience to
where you attend a conference or retreat and return "refreshed" with a new enthusiasm
for a new program or initiative only to realize that the same old ministry must be
maintained and you've added a new layer of activity for yourself. In this busy world
separating oneself is the first step toward the cure for exhaustion. We may be tempted

to bring along a journal or other "professional" reading or a few notes for a preparation.
It seems holy to pray for your church, community, or co-workers. But these must be left
behind. Jesus wants us to build a wall of separation between us and the responsibilities
of ministry. Henri Nouwen says, " … [I]t is important to look at our daily calendars again
and schedule some useless time in the midst of our busy work."

https://ai.christianitytoday.com/cti/adclick/FCID=83868/random=69433456/viewid=3124963/site=leaders/area=article/category=/status=member/keyword=/platform=/position=content_1/size=300x250,600x250,600x150/test=true
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The next quality is loneliness. Jesus specifies the desert place. His intention is to put his
disciples in surroundings that will poise them for recovery. While pauses in the stream
of events are refreshing, and a hiatus from demand provides some balance in ministry,

exhaustion cannot be dealt with if the neediness and urgency of ministry are just over
the horizon—or if the white noise of expectation rings in our ears. "Desert"
surroundings are uninhabited by others, and force us to ourselves. A person can shut
down completely. A lonely time and a lonely place open us up to re-examine the sources
of our true worth, and to re-establish our core values. In a busy place we gauge our

worth as by how omni-competent we are. In a "lonely place apart," our true worth and
value in Christ become apparent.

The final quality is rest. We find needed refreshment in complete rest. Refreshed
resources and renewed reserves that arise out of rest begin the restart of ministry. Our
make up as God's creatures is one that will renew itself if given a restful opportunity.
Sleep every night naturally refreshes the body. No miraculous act of God and no curing

formula are needed to effect this refreshment, it is an internal work. But it takes time.
No power nap replaces a night's sleep. Neither can a ten minute meditation be sufficient
for refreshment in ministry. Time should be taken to put off ministry demands that
disrupt sleep. Habits should be developed that provide more leisurely and less efficient
approaches to life's activities. Intentionally pacing oneself to the beat of a slower

metronome takes time, but brings on this quality of rest.

Deep breaths

Henri Nouwen said,

"Prayer is not a way of being busy with God instead of with people. In fact it
unmasks the illusion of busyness, usefulness, and indispensability. It is a
way of being empty and useless in the presence of God and so of
proclaiming our basic belief that all is grace and nothing is simply the
result of hard work. Indeed wasting time for God is an act of ministry,

because it reminds us and our people that God is free to touch anyone
regardless of our well-meant efforts. Prayer as an articulate way of being
useless in the face of God brings a smile to all we do and creates humor in
the midst of our occupations and preoccupations."

A deep breath, a releasing of the tensions in the shoulders, a prayer excluding all but the

Lord provides rest in devotional moments. Added rest in the form of a late morning or
afternoon nap is a priority. Rest can come while lingering over meal time. For me an
extra cup of coffee after breakfast provides time to practice the habits of reflection and
contemplation as I view the day from the dining room window or in the summer from
the deck.

Howard Hendricks was quoted as saying, "If you don't come apart, you'll come apart."
This summarizes Jesus' directive to his disciples in Mark 6:31. Jesus saw this possibility
in his disciples' exhaustion. He foresaw it in us as well. He has directed us, "Come away
by yourselves to a lonely place and rest a while."

Jesus has commanded it. Will we heed it?

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+6%3A31
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Vernal Wilkinson is a former District Representative with Village Missions and currently is an instructor at
Tacoma Bible College. He is the author of The Bible, Live: A Basic Guide to Preaching and Teaching in Small
Churches.

Tips for Getting Away
One often overlooked period of rest is the sabbatical—a longer time off for rejuvenation. Extended time

away distinguishes a sabbatical from a break or vacation. When you can, take advantage of facilities that

offer time away for pastors. Steve Altabef works with pastors in burnout and recommends Peace Haven

Ministries of Camano Island, Washington, for those going through this kind of struggle, "If they are
already in burnout, then an extended time away is a good start. Something like Peace Haven with an

element of counseling (in some cases) is a great way to rejuvenate."

If you have the privilege of planning a sabbatical, there are some elements common to the healthy time

away to which Jesus calls us:

Ginger Applegarth (in an online MSN Money article from October 2004) advocates goal setting
for a sabbatical. Others who have taken refreshing sabbaticals agree.

Jerry Kennedy, during the course of twenty eight years of ministry, has taken two sabbaticals.
He urges those planning a sabbatical to set time limits with the intent of returning to ministry.
He says, "Get away from your home and field (of ministry)."

Then be sure to mix help with fun in your sabbatical planning. The help may be from a
counselor. Counseling is very helpful in confirming those things that one is doing that ought to
continue.

From a pragmatic point of view, expense can be an issue in planning extended rest. Bob Silver
who has taken a couple of sabbaticals in his over thirty five years of ministry notes that when
the church or denomination do not fund a sabbatical the financial difficulty can be overcome by
planning well in advance to house sit or trade parsonages with someone else. Also planning
for the time away in the tourist off-season can make your housing budget go much further.
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