
 
  

 
 A few years ago, Kim and I took our usual vacation the week after Easter in the 
mountains of western North Carolina. We were at about 4,000 feet, but nestled in 
between two peaks in a kind of valley, which, though it doesn’t give you the high, 
soaring views, does have its own kind of beauty. It was early spring, and most of the trees 
at that altitude were still bare. But at the side of the cabin was a small dogwood tree. You 
could see that it was on the verge of blooming.  
 
 Kim set out to document the blooming by photographing the tree from the same 
angle every day. I documented it by writing about it in my blog.  
 
 “It is rare that I notice the quiet opening of the trees to spring. This is probably 
because the trees make their annual transformation in the midst of a busy time in the life 
of the church and in my life as a pastor. If I’m honest, it takes an extraordinary act of will 
to stop long enough to notice, much less pay attention to, the quiet work the trees do in 
spring, opening to light and life in an explosion of color and beauty that the best artists 
can only approximate.” 
 
 Watching a tree bloom requires a different kind of time-keeping. One must have 
the patience, the quiet space, the unhurried time to pay attention to the slow unfolding. It 
is a kind of Sabbath. 
 
 Did you notice that when Paul seeks to describe life in the Spirit, he uses the words 
“works” and “fruit?” The “works of the flesh” are those patterns of behavior – strife, 
jealousy, anger, quarrels, and the like - that emerge when one believes that the flesh, that 
is, the realm of the historical, earthly, natural sphere, is the ultimate reality. The sphere of 
the “flesh” for Paul is not inherently bad. It is, after all, where we live our lives. But if we 
believe that the flesh is all there is, if we base our living on the idea that what we see, 
touch, produce, succeed at, and accomplish is all there is, then the soil we cultivate is ripe 
for the grapes of wrath, for the works of the flesh. 
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 The Spirit of God, on the other hand, is the power of the new age in Christ. It is the 
source of vitality and mighty works. For Paul, Christ has brought into the world the gift 
of the Spirit. One cannot work to produce the gifts of the Spirit, one simply receives its 
power, which manifests not works but fruit. And when Paul describes that fruit, it 
becomes clear that what the Spirit gives is love. 
 
 Love, it is clear, lives in a different kind of time, a holy time, a Sabbath time. 
Peace, patience, kindness, self-control, and gentleness do not emerge from a frantic pace, 
but only when we are able to quiet the mind. For Paul, such a quiet mind is not something 
we can do or accomplish, but only receive as gift. The gifts of the Spirit shape the life of 
the spiritual person.  
 
 While it is nothing more than grace, and we can do nothing to coerce grace, we 
can, as the late Shirley Guthrie used to say, put ourselves in the places where grace has 
been known to happen. Sabbath spaces and places are those crucibles of grace. But it is 
not easy in our culture to put ourselves in those places where good soil can produce good 
fruit. 
 
 I have been reading a book by an ecologist called The Forest Unseen: A Year’s 
Watch in Nature, by David George Haskell. Inspired by the Tibetan Buddhist practice of 
creating sand mandalas, and the insights of Christian mystics like Saint Francis of Assisi 
and Saint Julian of Norwich, he created a one-meter by one-meter mandala in an old 
growth forest on the plateau in Tennessee. Julian of Norwich once said she could see the 
kingdom of heaven in a tiny hazelnut if she gave it her full attention. Haskell sought to 
observe this small patch of forest throughout the year. He had a few rules: visit often, be 
quiet, keep disturbance at a minimum, no killing, no removal of creatures, no digging or 
crawling over the mandala.  
 
 He describes the first bloom, a tiny Hepatica plant in early spring. “The flower’s 
opening motion is too slow for my eyes to perceive directly. I try to still my breathing, 
slowing to flower-speed, but my brain races too fast, and the slow, graceful motion 
eludes me.” 
 
 Such is the task, and gift, of Sabbath – to slow to flower-speed, that we may sense 
the movement of grace, opening like a fresh bloom in spring. 
 
 Mary Oliver suggests it is out among the trees where such grace can be found: 
 
 When I am among the trees, especially the 
 willows and the honey locust, equally the 



 beech, the oaks and the pines, they give off 
 such hints of gladness. I would almost say 
 that they save me, and daily. 
 
 I am so distant from the hope of myself, in 
 which I have goodness, and discernment, 
 and never hurry through the world but walk 
 slowly, and bow often. 
 
 Around me the trees stir in their leaves and 
 call out, “Stay awhile.” The light flows from  
 their branches. 
 
 And they call again, “It’s simple,” they say, 
 “and you too have come into the world to do 
 this, to go easy, to be filled with light, and to 
 shine.” 
 
 And you too have come into the world to be filled with light, to shine.  
 
 If there was any doubt about the scope of the commandment to keep Sabbath and 
its promise to all, the poet and prophet Isaiah puts it to rest. Israel had been taken into 
exile by Babylon, but now they were being allowed to return home. The prophet 
addresses those who are coming home, and those who have been in the land already. 
How will they walk into this new reality? 
 
 One way before them is to continue as they were before, to draw the boundaries 
narrowly. Both Leviticus and Deuteronomy speak of the purity of the people before God. 
In order to preserve themselves, they are not to allow foreigners, or eunuchs, among 
many others. It says it clearly in Deuteronomy 23.  
 
 But there is another way, and the prophet announces it as a new word from God 
that nullifies the previous word. Foreigners are now welcome, and eunuchs! But this is 
not cheap grace. There are requirements for the foreigner and the eunuch. Keep Torah, 
says the prophet. And then he gets more specific. Keep my Sabbath.  
 
 Keep Sabbath. This is how you know you belong to God. This is how you are 
distinctive as a people. Keep Sabbath. Brueggemann writes, “Good fruits arise from the 
peaceableness of Sabbath. The destructive fruits of the flesh are generated by rat-race 



living. Isaiah wants no rat-race companions. He wants, rather, the fruits that arise from 
Sabbath.” 
 
 It is true for us as well. The church is at its most vital when we create space for 
what Haskell calls “flower-speed,” when we answer the call of the trees to “stay awhile” 
and be filled with light, when we keep Sabbath we can see blooming in our midst those 
most precious of gifts: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control. There is no law that compels such things; they are the fruit 
of Sabbath living.  
 
 Abraham Joshua Heschel writes, “The higher goal of spiritual living is not to 
amass a wealth of information, but to face sacred moments.” Sabbath gives us the space 
to face those moments.  
 
 Today we are commissioning a new Stephen Leader and three new Stephen 
Ministers. I have been thinking about their work this week in relation to Sabbath. In 
many ways, they offer something rare in today’s world – one hour a week of time, 
Sabbath time, to listen, pray with, simply be with those who are in need of a spiritual 
friend. They have engaged in a time of discernment, training, and spiritual growth in 
order to be able to offer this gift. 
 
 The thing I hear most often when offering the gift of a Stephen Minister is, “I don’t 
have the time. I’m already swamped in dealing with life and the thought of adding one 
more thing, one more hour, is just overwhelming.” 
 
 I have no doubt that is all true. I know I’ve said it myself when being offered the 
gift of care. But let me suggest to all of us that it is just precisely at that point when you 
don’t have time for one hour a week, when you feel overwhelmed with the pace of living, 
when the troubles of life threaten to convince you that Sabbath is not possible – it is just 
then that it is most needed. To wait until there is more time means for too many that 
Sabbath will never happen. Sabbath is, as Heschel writes, “a cathedral in time.” It 
happens in the midst of our living or it doesn’t happen at all. 
 
 When we do carve out the time, when we put ourselves in the space where grace 
has been known to happen, slow down to flower-time, sit among the trees, pay attention, 
surely, we will see what it always already there for the uncovering – love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  
 
 We may say, “There’s not enough time.” I agree. There’s not. So why would we 
not, in the time we have, make room for Sabbath? May it be so. Amen. 


