
 
  

 
 There have been a few times over the years, when, frayed from the day, I 
approached our house on Riverview Drive, it’s familiar red brick exterior, green shrubs 
and thick Bermuda grass, turned up into the driveway and heard the familiar hum of the 
garage door opening as it had so many times before. I opened the door from the garage 
straight into the kitchen, the smells of food on the stove, and the sounds of footsteps 
bounding down the stairs to envelope me in joyous greeting. The clink of silverware on 
plates amid conversations about our days – easy conversation, ready laughter, words of 
love and support lifting us from the table to clean up and then play together, read bedtime 
stories, and collapse in the brown leather chair - - the weight somehow lifted: a sanctuary, 
a Sabbath, home.  
 
 Home. Home is what we speak of when we speak of Sabbath. The command to 
keep Sabbath was given when the people of Israel were homeless, wandering in the 
wilderness, the images of a previous home fresh in their minds. Egypt, declares Moses, 
was not and is not home for you. Your home lies elsewhere. When you keep Sabbath, 
you receive its rest as a gift. The rest reminds you that you are no longer in Egypt, where 
there was no rest. You remember you were slaves in Egypt, and now you are free. Free to 
cease, free to rest, free to simply be, free to worship.  
 
 You remember that the people forgot, when Moses was away, and made a golden 
calf to worship.  
  
 When we forget, the idols are not far behind. John Calvin said the human heart was 
a factory of idols. When we do not take regular moments to rest and remember, it is easy 
for us to begin to trust in our own prowess, our intelligence; it is easy to set up the golden 
calves of power or wealth or fame or success. It is easy to chase after the gods of 
busyness, wielding our overcrowded calendars as a sign of having arrived rather than a 
sign of being oh so far away from home.  

 
And so, Moses again, this time right before the people are to cross the Jordan River 

into the Promised Land, recites the commands. Moses speaks for thirty chapters in 
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Deuteronomy, as the people get ready to go home, to remind them that Egypt is not their 
home, and that the land they enter is only home to the extent they take time to rest and 
remember, and to extend that rest and remembrance to all.  

 
And that is not all. Even as we remember that Egypt is not our home, in the 

Sabbath, we also experience something of the home to come. Abraham Joshua Heschel 
tells an old rabbinic tale: “At the time when God was giving the Torah to Israel, God said 
to them: ‘My children! If you accept the Torah and observe my Sabbath, I will give you 
for all eternity a thing most precious that I have in my possession.’ 

 
‘And what,’ asked Israel, ‘is that precious thing which Thou wilt give us if we 

obey Thy Torah?’ 
 
‘The world to come.’ 
 
‘Show us in this world an example of the world to come.’ 
 
‘The Sabbath is an example of the world to come.’” 

 
The Sabbath, moments of Sabbath, are not only a time to remember. They are also 

a foretaste of that day when the world will be transformed as God intended. 
 
I went to a funeral once of a man who loved golf. I knew him late in life, and even 

then, he played several times a week. The preacher for the service said something like, 
“I’m sure John is up in heaven right now playing golf, and every shot is a hole-in-one.” It 
about made me sick. How could this preacher trivialize the kingdom of heaven into a golf 
course? 

I’ve heard that people were up in heaven fishing on the eternal lake forever, sitting 
on the porch with a mountain view forever, sitting on a beach for eternity. Someone once 
said to me, of her grandmother, “She loved her margaritas. I know now the tab is never 
closed in heaven’s bar.”  

 
My response to all these images of the life to come, and so many more (Alabama 

football fans are more excited to see Bear Bryant than Jesus), my response to all of them 
has been, “What?” 

 
But the phenomenon is based on something I find deeply true. Almost all those 

examples are things that the person, when doing them, feels completely free, at peace, 
non-anxious, joyful even. It’s not so much the activity or the place, but what the activity 
or place makes us feel. The feeling is one of ceasing the normal flow of time and stepping 



into something that hints at eternity. Maybe I shouldn’t cringe so much at the examples, 
because they point to something real – we all know what Sabbath time feels like. 

 
 But it is also true that Sabbath is not just a day off or a block of uninterrupted time 
or a special place. It is a day off or a block of time or a special place sanctified to God. 
Patrick Miller reminds us that the Sabbath as given by God always incorporates rest, 
worship, and remembrance of God’s grace, or thanksgiving.  
 
 Sabbath is also a matter of justice, because we are all too aware that there are many 
people who cannot take the time to do those things which bring them joy, who struggle to 
make ends meet and cannot find those Sabbath days. Moses reminds us it is a day for all, 
for the foreigner in the land, for what in those days were servants. For all. Sabbath is 
God’s gift for the flourishing of all humanity. 
 
 Sabbath is a time to remember that we exist in relationship to God and one another, 
that our lives are in many ways defined by these relationships. Christianity, unique 
among all religions, proclaims that God is relationship, the relationship of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit. The world was created out of the great love that exists in that triune 
relationship, and Sabbath is a time when we can remember that relationship, strengthen it, 
and live into the blessings of the relationships we have with one another. 
 
 Wendell Berry captures this truth in one of his Sabbath poems: 
 
 Learn by little the desire for all things 
 which perhaps is not desire at all 
 but undying love which perhaps 
 is not love at all but gratitude 
 for the being of all things which 
 perhaps is not gratitude at all 
 but the maker’s joy in what is made, 
 the joy in which we come to rest. 
 
 Berry locates our desire, our love, our gratitude right in the heart of the joy of our 
maker, the triune God, in whose joy we come to rest, we come home. 
 
 If we know these things, why then, the prophet asks, do we spend our money on 
that which does not satisfy? Why do we not structure our days and the days of our 
neighbors so that Sabbath is a real possibility? Why, indeed? 
 



 Someone in the church sent me a beautiful piece written in the New York Times by 
Margaret Renkl. Margaret is an Alabama native who now lives in Nashville. She wrote 
about returning to Birmingham recently, and commented that when she left Nashville it 
was springtime, but when she arrived in Birmingham it was already full summer. She was 
there to attend the funeral of the father of her childhood friend.  
 
 When she arrived at her sister’s, where she was staying, plans were underway for 
her nephew’s graduation. She recalls, “The night that child came home from the hospital, 
my job was to take him to his mother when he was hungry and put him down to sleep 
when he was full, but instead I stayed up all night marveling at all that life so neatly 
packaged in a tiny person. All I did was turn my back for a second, half a second, and he 
was grown.” 
 
 The next morning, she wanders the old neighborhood where she grew up and finds 
her childhood house, which has been refurbished. In the front yard is the silver maple that 
they had given her parents on their silver anniversary. “It towers over the house now, the 
back side of its leaves glinting in the breeze.” She writes, “I stood listening to those 
trembling leaves for longer than anyone watching from inside would have understood.”  
 
 As she listens to the eulogy at the funeral, she thinks, “How have I allowed myself 
to become so busy…I spent much of my childhood on my grandparents’ farm, playing in 
the graveyard next to their church. I’ve recognized the reach of mortality for the better 
part of five decades. It is always hurtling toward us faster than spring turns into summer 
on a southbound highway. Faster than a sapling becomes a shade tree and a house 
becomes someone else’s home. Faster than a newborn baby becomes a man. And yet I 
conduct my life as though I have all the time in the world, filling my days in ways I can’t 
always account for when evening falls.” 
 
 And so, we are left with an invitation this day. Take time, that most precious of 
gifts, and hallow it. Heschel says Sabbath is a sanctuary in time. It is a home, a foretaste 
of our true home. Take time to rest, to worship, to remember, to anticipate. Make the 
world the kind of place where Sabbath is available to all. And then may we come to the 
end of our day, and our days, not marveling at how quickly it went by and how much we 
missed, but filled with gratitude for the gift and the giver. May we thus find ourselves 
home. Amen. 


