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Thrush song, stream song, holy love                  
That flows through earthly forms and folds,                     
The song of Heaven’s Sabbath fleshed                
In throat and ear, in stream and stone,                 
A grace living here as we live,             
Move my mind now to that which holds          
Things as they change. 

The warmth has come.                
The doors have opened.  Flower and song              
Embroider ground and air, lead me                     
Beside the healing field that waits;                   
Growth, death, and a restoring form                 
Of human use will make it well.               
But I go on, beyond, higher                  
In the hill’s fold, forget the time                   
I come from and go to, recall               
This grove left out of all account,                  
A place enclosed in song.         

Design                   
now falls from thought.  I go amazed               
Into the maze of a design               
That mind can follow but not know                
Apparent, plain, and yet unknown,               
The outline lost in earth and sky.             
What form wakens and rumples this?                
Be still.  A man who seems to be                  
A gardener rises out of the ground,           
Stands like a tree, shakes off the dark,               
The bluebells opening at his feet,               
The light a figured cloth of song. 

- Wendell Berry, A Timbered Choir: The Sabbath Poems, 1979-1997 

 



Some of you know that I like and admire the work of the poet, novelist, and essayist Wendell  
Berry.  The poem I just recited is from his collection titled A Timbered Choir: The Sabbath 
Poems, 1979-1997.  There are dozens of poems in the book that speak to me, but this one stood 
out today for reasons I cannot fully explain.  Maybe it is the reference to the biblical command 
“Be still.”  Or the  echoes of Psalm 23 in that phrase “leading me beside…” And, that line “A 
grace living here as we live,” always hits me between the eyes, a reminder that grace is 
everywhere around us, as close as our next breath, we only have to take the moment to 
experience it. I’ve had Mr. Berry’s book for years, have loaned it out to some of you, and yet it 
always finds its way back to my desk.  I return to it from time to time, like meeting up with an 
old friend for coffee.  Immersing myself in Berry’s poetry is in itself a break from frenetic 
activity, a hitting of the “pause” button, an experience of Sabbath no matter how brief.  
 A Wendell Berry poem is a completely different understanding of Sabbath than the one 
espoused by the Pharisees in Jesus’ time.  Most of us know that the concept of Sabbath 
originates in the book of Genesis, when God rested on the seventh day after creating the world 
in six.  God intentionally incorporated a day of rest in the life of the Hebrew people when the 
Ten Commandments were handed down to Moses – commandment number four is “Remember 
the Sabbath day and keep it holy.”  It is critical to remember that the Israelites were coming 
from centuries of slavery in Egypt.  The idea of a whole day to themselves to rest their bodies 
and let their minds roam free – that would have been a major departure from the way they were 
used to living their lives.  I don’t think God ever intended keeping the Sabbath to be something 
that people could get in trouble for not keeping.  The behavior of the Pharisees, trying to “get” 
Jesus for allowing the disciples to break off heads of wheat, or for healing a man of a physical 
affliction, went against the spirit of the fourth commandment, even if Jesus and the disciples 
were violating the letter of it.          
 Somewhere in our cultural and theological history, we forgot that God intended Sabbath 
to be a gift for us, not a burden, not an obligation. It must be human nature to try to codify 
things, to make checklists that we can refer to so we can know if we are doing things right, 
because we certainly do a lot of that.  We can probably all remember stories from our parents or 
grandparents about all the things that were forbidden on Sunday (our tradition’s Sabbath day) 
when they were kids.  No movies, no card playing, no dancing, no shopping, no baseball or 
other physical games.  Our society today has gone too far in the opposite direction – the Sabbath 
is just like any other day, with people working, kids playing sports, and adults frantically 
running errands, trying to get ready for the week ahead.  I’m not happy with that alternative - 
and I suspect many people aren’t, but nor am I advocating going back to the days of legalism 
and rigidity evidenced by these two exchanges in the Gospel of Mark.  For our own well-being, 
we need to reclaim the significance of Sabbath.        
 We must to find a way to incorporate the practice of Sabbath into our lives without it 
becoming yet another weapon that we use to beat each other up. Jesus sums up that truth when 
he says to the Pharisees who reprimand him for letting the disciples pluck the heads of grain: 
“The Sabbath was made for humankind, not humankind for the Sabbath.” Sabbath is not 



intended to be a burden.  We’re not supposed to feel guilty because it’s one more way that we 
do not measure up.  In both of these cases – the chance for hungry people to receive 
nourishment or the chance to heal a person of a physical affliction – to rigidly adhere to Sabbath 
regulations would have the potential to cause discomfort – maybe even pain.  That is not the 
purpose of Sabbath.  Jesus understood that, and was trying to make the point to his detractors.    
 Having said that, I must say that I admire our Jewish brothers and sisters and the 
commitment that so many of them have to careful observance of the Sabbath within the 
framework that they have set up.  Of course there is a spectrum within that community, just as 
there is in ours.  What I mean is that they have a much clearer set of rituals and customs for 
those who choose to participate.  Christians shy away from Sabbath keeping because we don’t 
really understand what is expected of us.  The clear directive for Sabbath is “No work.”  Some 
Jews understand that to mean no driving a car, no cooking, no yard work.  For Christians, it’s 
more ambiguous.  We understand that Sabbath is meant for rest, but our tradition expands the 
concept of “rest” to include activity that is restorative or creative.  That’s wonderful, but it also 
makes things murky.  Can I sew on the sabbath, if sewing is something that relaxes me and 
helps me unleash my own creativity?  How about baking?  Gardening?    
 There’s no clear answer to any of those proposals, because one person’s drudgery is 
another person’s lifesaving recreation.  We each have to discern what it is that gives us life and 
then figure out if those activities are appropriate Sabbath practices.  On person might long to 
doze in a hammock, looking up at the trees, while another would be bored to tears.  Someone 
might be restored by a long bike ride, while someone else wants to lose themselves in a book.  
None of these activities are right or wrong, the way to Sabbath involves how we approach them 
and the spirit with which we undertake them.  Don’t get me wrong – I’m thrilled that you all are 
here this morning – communal worship and gathering as a community of faith are critical 
practices in the life of faith.  I hope, though, that everyone has other ways of keeping Sabbath 
throughout the week.  A couple of hours on Sunday morning is important, but it’s not enough to 
keep the tank full until next Sunday.  What is your way of praying, of giving thanks for the life 
God has given you, of rejuvenating your own creative well?  That’s what Sabbath is all about. 
 Let me finish with just one more thought.  When I was at the CREDO retreat a few weeks 
ago, there was a lot of talk about balance.  We need to find balance between work and play, 
church and family, all that stuff.  You all have heard that term. Women in particular are often 
asked how they “balance” all of the parts of their lives that clamor for attention.  One guy made 
a really interesting comment when we were talking about balance.  He said “If you are having 
an EKG, the last thing you want is balance.  A straight line on the monitor means you are dead.  
Balance isn’t always a good thing.  What you want is a rhythm.”     
 You could almost hear the room say a collective “Huh.”  What you want is rhythm.  That 
makes a lot of sense.  Sabbath is intended to incorporate a rhythm of rest and recreation into our 
lives.  For Christians, that has traditionally been on Sundays, but really we each have to figure 
out how to integrate Sabbath practices – prayer, study, meditation, conversation – into our lives 
on an ongoing basis, in a way that feeds our souls and keeps us going.  Just a couple of nights 



before our colleague made the observation about rhythm, one of the CREDO faculty members 
had preached at the evening worship service.  She is semi-retired, and was talking about how her 
spiritual life had changed when she ceased to work full time.  She sometimes has whole days 
with nothing planned, when she can just see what the day brings.  “I’m learning something 
about the unfettered rhythms of grace.”  I was struck by that term “the unfettered rhythms of 
grace.” Most of us have busy lives, whether we are retired or not – those whole days of freedom 
are hard to come by.  So, I’ve been mulling that problem over, trying to figure out a way that 
there can at least be pockets of time when grace is untethered, not tied to our schedules, coming 
to us in ways that surprise and delight us.          
 We are all searching for rhythm in our own lives – rest, work, recreation, time with 
family, time with friends.  Observing the Sabbath is such a significant part of that rhythm.  My 
hope for each of us is that we live in such a way that, at least once in awhile, our hearts are able 
to beat to the unfettered rhythms of grace. 

 

Thanks be to God.  Amen.           
                   
   I           
  

 


