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As many of you know, my family and I returned just a couple of days ago from a trip to 

Scotland.  Ed and I had hoped to take our boys on such a trip for a long time – there is family 

heritage there on Ed’s side, and we even have a niece who lives there now with her husband and 

children.  Scotland is a great place to go if you are into history, as I am.  In fact, the whole thing 

worked out nicely for me.  My husband likes history and museums and sightseeing.  My children 

like outside adventures like climbing and kayaking.  I love it all, so just participated in 

everything and had a grand time!  Seriously, we had a wonderful time, and I’m sure you will 

hear more about it as I sort through in my own mind all the things we did and learned. 

One of the history things that I can really get into is looking at old castles.  My children 

DO NOT understand this, which led to heated discussions on occasion.  A working, current 

castle is fine, but I really like the ruins.  At first glance, they might look like just a pile of old 

rocks, but if you read all the information you start to get a sense of what things looked like and 

how people lived in the 13th ad 14th centuries and even further back.  You can imagine, I’m sure, 

my kids tearing through a castle ruin, maybe pausing to look at a cannon or something, and 

racing each other to the top of the highest tower while I, on the other hand, stop and look at every 

diagram, every placard, every set of “before and after” pictures of the place we are touring.  The 

boys would chide me about being so slow, but I told them that you never know which of those 

little plaques is going to have some really interesting life-enriching nugget of information!  The 

boys would just roll their eyes and I would send them to the inevitable café with money to buy 

shortbread so I could continue nerding out in peace.
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But it really is true – you learn a lot from reading all that stuff.  Take, for instance, our 

visit to Urquhart Castle, near Inverness.  It’s a gorgeous castle sometimes called the “Jewel of 

the Loch Ness,” because it is situated right on the loch.  Evidently it was once a key spot in the 

wars between Scotland and England for Scotland’s independence.  Different English kings 

would present it to English (or sometimes Scottish) noblemen who supported them against the 

Scots, or during times when Scotland had the upper hand, someone in the Scottish aristocracy 

would have control of it. Throw into that the skirmishes between Catholics and Protestants 

stirred up by the Protestant Reformer John Knox in the 16th century, and you have a really toxic 

brew of people fighting and brutalizing each other for generations.  So, the castle (like so many 

others) has changed hands and been sacked and raided and burned so many times it’s hard to 

keep track of it – but it’s all fascinating of you are into that sort of thing.

As Ed and I walked to the main tower at Urquhart Castle, my eye was drawn to a small space 

marked as the chapel.  I stopped to read about it, and learned that the chapel had stood on that 

spot for a couple of centuries, and that the Catholic bishops had traveled to the castle regularly to 

say Mass and provide communion for then.  I was momentarily touched by this image of our 

ancestors in the faith (whether they were Catholic or Protestant) keeping the faith in that harsh 

landscape during such violent times.  I felt a sense of connection to those people and could 

imagine them worshiping, and marveled that we are still doing some of the same things all these 

centuries later.

And then, I saw the last line of information on the plaque.  It said: “In the 1500s the chapel was 

torn down to make space for artillery pieces to defend the castle.”  Well.  Isn’t that always the 

way?  Can we not have anything nice?  Apparently not.  Literally and metaphorically, the space 
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set aside for spiritual nourishment, for giving thanks and praise to God, for partaking in the 

church’s sacraments, gets co-opted to make room for more big guns.  Because that’s what we 

need, right?  More big guns!

Perhaps the chapel was rebuilt in a different spot and the records of that are lost to history 

– I hope so.  But that one cryptic and tragic sentence has stayed with me.  Those few words 

speak so much.  How often are we still doing this – destroying what will truly feed us in the 

name of “defense” and “security”? 

I chose this scripture passage and sermon title before we left on our trip.  The summer 

season is an appropriate time to think about sabbath, as (at least in theory) the rhythms of work 

and school ease a bit. If we are lucky we can hit the “pause” button and have some time for rest 

and play and renewal.  Over time we have come to an understanding of sabbath as just such a 

time. We forget that when sabbath started it was a major shift in how things were done.  It was a 

radical notion when God commanded the Israelites, after they had been enslaved for centuries, 

that as part of their life as a free people, they were to take one day out of seven to rest and give 

thanks.  They had never had that kind of unstructured time and mental space before – it would 

have changed the whole concept of time for them.  God’s intention was for sabbath to be a gift.

Unfortunately, as human beings are so quick to do, we turned the concept of sabbath into 

one of obligation and legalistic restrictions.  The behavior of the synagogue leader in the story I 

just read is a case in point.  This leader gets all worked up because Jesus cured a woman on the 

sabbath, violating the letter of the law that forbids working on that sacred day.  Jesus isn’t having 

it, though.  He points out that such a rigid interpretation of what the day is supposed to be about 

actually violates the spirit of sabbath as God wanted it to be for us.  We’re not supposed to work, 
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sure, but neither are we supposed to knowingly or willingly contribute to the suffering of 

another.  Jesus alludes to people watering their livestock on the sabbath day; there are certain 

things that have to be done – especially when it comes to caretaking for the vulnerable and those 

who cannot advocate for themselves.  To not do those things also goes against what God was 

trying to create with the sabbath. 

Jesus’ final words in this exchange with the priest sum up the spirit of sabbath for me: 

“Ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be 

set free from bondage on this sabbath day?”  That’s the crux of it – the sabbath was created for 

freedom.  A rigid, fault finding approach was never what God wanted for us. 

Clearly, in our culture we have come to some kind of concept of sabbath that allows for 

flexibility.  I do hope that we all have come kind of cycle to our day or our week that allows for 

regenerative time.  I admire our Jewish brothers and sisters because they have such clear rituals 

and practices that define sabbath for them.  I imagine that those customs provide a sense of unity 

among the Jewish community, and I envy them that.  In the Christian tradition, there is such a 

wide range of understandings about what constitutes sabbath that it’s almost as if we each have 

to figure it out for ourselves, with some dialogue with and guidance from the church.  But as a 

society we do have some mutual understanding – I don’t think even the most Orthodox of Jews 

would think that hospitals and nursing homes should be empty of staff on the sabbath for 

example, or that there should be no firefighters or paramedics on duty.  We hope that those 

public servants practice the sabbath at another time, in a way that is meaningful to them. 

And yet…while I recognize the need for such flexibility – it is the only realistic way 

forward in the world we live in – I do fear that we have become to flexible in our concept of 
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sabbath that the concept is ceasing to have any meaning at all.  If we do not carefully and 

intentionally set aside time to weave sabbath into the rhythm of our week, it will never happen. 

We are all busy people, with legitimate responsibilities and demands on our time.  It’s way too 

easy to think “Oh, I’ll take 15 minutes to drink a cup of coffee on Wednesday morning – that 

will be my sabbath for the week.”  I don’t think that will do it, frankly.  However we decide to 

practice sabbath, it has to be a significant amount of time and it has to be a serious commitment.

  I wouldn’t want to go back to the harshness of Sundays as my grandparent’s and even 

my parent’s generation remembers them.  We all know about blue laws and random rules about 

not playing cards or sledding or going to movies.  One of the reasons sabbath has fallen away in 

our world is that for so long it was about things that you COULDN’T do (like heal a woman who 

has been bent over and crippled) – if we are to embrace sabbath now, it would help us to focus 

on things we CAN do.  Those who have extensively studied what God intended for us by 

creating the sabbath strongly encourage using the time for creative pursuits that renew our 

spirits.  That’s not going to look the same for everyone.  One person is restored by tending to 

their yard and another by painting a picture.  Other people are walking in the woods or sewing or 

taking a nap.  The point is that they are all finding ways to enjoy God’s creation while renewing 

their own bodies, minds, and spirits. 

The renowned rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel once wrote the following about sabbath: 

“To find Sabbath peace, you must keep the Sabbath holy.  The real and the spiritual are one, like 

body and soul in a living person.  It is for the law to clear the path; it is for the soul to sense the 

spirit.” 

So, what of that ancient castle across the sea, where a chapel was torn down to make 
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space for cannon?  I want to suggest that the most basic building block of sabbath keeping, the 

true spirit of sabbath, is holding space for the presence of God in our lives.  The reason the 

worship space being co-opted for cannon bothered me so much was that it was so symbolic of 

the way we still are all these centuries later.  At the time, I have no doubt that it made rational 

sense to put the artillery where they did, and they knew they had to be constantly vigilant about 

their defense.  But aren’t we still, in the name of safety and security, pushing our relationship 

with God to the periphery of our lives?  Aren’t we still defending ourselves with things that grow 

obsolete and usually do more harm than good?  Don’t we still participate in violence against our 

neighbors that is less obvious but no less destructive?   The health of our own souls is at stake, 

but also the health of the world and of humanity as a whole.

In her classic book on spiritual praxis titled Practicing Our Faith, Dorothy Bass writes 

the following about sabbath keeping: “The practice of keeping Sabbath bears much wisdom for 

people seeking ways through the crisis of these times and the stresses of contemporary life. ‘The 

solution to humankind’s most vexing problems will not be found in renouncing technical 

civilization but in attaining some degree of independence from it,’ writes Heschel.  Sabbath 

keeping teaches that kind of independence.  Refraining from work on a regular basis is a way of 

setting limits on behavior that is perilous for both human welfare and the welfare of the earth 

itself.  Overworked Americans need rest, and they need to be reminded that they do not cause the 

grain to grow and that their greatest fulfillment does not come through the acquisition of material 

things.  Moreover, the planet needs a rest from human plucking and burning and buying and 

selling.  Perhaps, as sabbath keepers, we will come to live and know these truths more fully, and 

thus bring their wisdom to the common solution of humanity’s problems (Practicing Our Faith, 
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p. 88).”

The passage we have looked at today is far from the only place where Jesus addresses 

concerns about sabbath and how it is practiced.  As we prayerfully seek to be guided by the spirit 

of sabbath in our own lives and choices, we also recall his words from Mark 2:27: “The sabbath 

was made for humankind, not humankind for the sabbath.”  I hope that we will take that gift, 

with the spirit in which it was intended, and unwrap it in our lives. 

 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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