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Two monks were once walking through a forest on the way back to their monastery. One was the 

abbot of the monastery, a man getting on in years; the other was a young novice. The two came 

to an opening at a riverbank, and it was clear there was no bridge or boat to take them across; 

they would have to go through the river on foot. Also on the bank was a young woman who, not 

being a swimmer, was fearful of crossing the river; yet she, too, had to get to the other side. So 

the abbot picked up the young woman in his arms and carried her across, accompanied by the 

younger monk. When they reached the opposite bank, the woman thanked him and went on her 

way, as did the two monks on theirs. They walked in silence for a time, but it was clear from his 

demeanor that something was troubling the young brother. Finally he said, “Father, we are 

forbidden physical contact with women, yet you cradled that woman in your arms, close to you, 

as we crossed the river. How could you, our leader, have such flagrant disregard for our rules?”  

The abbot replied, “It is indeed true, my son, that I carried that woman across the river. But I set 

her down as soon as we reached the opposite bank. It appears, however, that you are still carrying 

her.” The young brother had been so caught up in the “rules” of his religious order that he failed 

to see the compassion in the abbot’s actions, focusing instead on the fact that his superior had 

broken one of those rules. The question that arises from this story is, which of the monks was 

truly doing God’s work? The young novice who was trying to keep the rules about purity, or the 

abbot who helped a young woman find her way home? 

 

When the Pharisees catch Jesus and his disciples gleaning – that is, plucking heads of grain - on 

the sabbath, it might indeed seem like a violation of the Law, specifically the fourth 

commandment: “Remember [or observe] the sabbath day and keep it holy…you shall not do any 

work….” (We might wonder why the Pharisees were following Jesus and his crew around 

through the grain fields on the sabbath in the first place, waiting and hoping for them to “break 

the Law” – after all, wouldn’t that be work for them?) We are not even 80 verses into the gospel 

of Mark and this isn’t even the first time that conflict with the religious authorities has been set 

in motion; conflict that will ultimately send Jesus to Calvary and the cross, which is why the 

Pharisees are watching them so closely now. And now that Jesus has their attention, once they’d 

subsequently entered the synagogue and seen the man with the withered hand, we’re told they 

“watched him to see whether he would cure him on the sabbath, so that they might accuse him.”   

The Pharisees cannot answer Jesus’ question about the legality of doing harm or good on the 

sabbath without condemning themselves, but upon witnessing the healing, they immediately 

conspire with the Herodians – who were not in any way their friends! – to bring about Jesus’ 

downfall. At this point, of course, the argument is already becoming less about the specifics of 

maintaining the holiness of the sabbath or keeping the law, and more and more about weakening, 

even preventing, Jesus’ distinct and growing threat to the Pharisee’s credibility and authority. 

 

Still, sabbath keeping is the focus of this particular interaction, and that calls for some 

understanding of its nature and purpose, things that we may not be aware of or have forgotten:  

• For example, while Jews worship on the sabbath, Christians generally do not. Most of us 

worship on the first day of the week: Sunday, the day of resurrection, the Lord’s Day. 

The sabbath is still the seventh day of the week – that hasn’t changed, nor is it likely to.  



• The original intent of the sabbath – to rest as God had rested – was for the benefit and 

blessing not just of the children of Israel, but of all people (including resident aliens) and 

all creation – hence the injunction against letting even one’s animals labor on this day. 

Other people, other creatures, don’t get to work on your behalf. Sabbath is a blessing and 

a gift from God, not a privilege for the chosen few.  

• The sabbath is the crown of the week, a day dedicated to God. And to paraphrase Jesus, 

which is more likely to glorify God: showing compassion, even if it involves “work”; or 

ignoring the legitimate need of a neighbor? That’s why Jesus makes it clear that the 

sabbath is made for humanity, and not humanity for it.  We’re not meant to be servants of 

“rules”, but servants of God – that’s part of the freedom God has given us. 

• Like all the law, the fourth commandment was given to a people, a community, for the 

benefit of all. The children of Israel were very much aware of their corporate identity, in 

prosperity, in exile, in diaspora. It was a sign that they were a covenant people, and that 

God would always be faithful even when they were not. The law bound them to God, but 

the law was not God. 

 

The Pharisees are not bad people for taking their own jobs of maintaining and interpreting the 

Law seriously. They’re not bad people for questioning Jesus – his disciples did that too, as we 

know. They were doing what they believed was necessary in order to help Jewish identity 

survive in what were extremely, often violently, hostile and threatening circumstances. But they 

don’t like having this upstart rabbi, one of their own people, call them out, and they don’t like 

that he’s using examples from their own history and scripture to do it.  

 

The Jewish New Testament scholar Amy-Jill Levine has stated that the Jewish law is law by 

which one lives, not by which one dies. And we might recall when Jesus said no one should 

think he had come to abolish the law; he had come to fulfill it. That’s in Matthew, not Mark, but 

it’s important to remember. Jesus isn’t trying to get rid of the sabbath, or negate the importance 

of the law, or diminish the religion into which he was born and that he practiced so faithfully.  

But what Jesus’ whole life illustrates, what he embodies (that is, incarnates) is the love of God 

that wants all of creation to be whole and healed and restored – no matter what day of the week it 

is. 

 

That’s the key to the restorative power of sabbath. And we all need that. My friend Suzanne 

Guthrie writes, A friend once said that a miracle is simply the healing we're all destined for with 

the time taken out of it. The miracle of the healing of the withered hand took place on the 

Sabbath. The Sabbath is the day of rest, of living toward the fulfillment of the unfolding of 

creation. It is time lived outside the constraints of time. Of COURSE, Jesus healed on the 

Sabbath.i We all need sabbath, because we all need to be restored and made whole again. And 

part of observing our own sabbath is making sure that God’s work of justice, mercy, and love 

still gets done. That’s one thing we dare not ever take a rest from. 

 

i http://www.edgeofenclosure.org/proper4b.html 

                                                           


