If God isn’t a workaholic then why should we be?
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Text: Genesis 2:1-4

Theme: On this Labor Day weekend it is important that we reestablish that balance between work and rest that was demonstrated and mandated by our Creator.
Perhaps you remember a comedian by the name of Yakov Smirnoff, a strange speaking visitor from Russia.  On one of his trips to the US he was impressed by the variety of instant products in American grocery stores that were not available in his country.  In one of his routines he said, “On my first shopping trip I saw powdered milk – you just add water and you get milk.  Then I saw powdered orange juice – you just add water and you get orange juice.  Then I saw powdered mash potatoes – you just add water and you get mashed potatoes.  But then I saw baby powder and I thought to myself ‘what a country!’”  
What a country indeed.  Even though we protest our hectic lifestyles from time to time we love our fast-paced world.  We love our instant communication.  We love text messaging and cell phone communication.  We love email over snail mail.  We love express lines, fast food, and drive through espresso stands.  We may talk about slowing down but its only talk.  We love hurry.  All of this hurry reminds me of an old story about a guard in a prison who was in an inquisitive mood when he was questioning a new prisoner.  “What are you charged with?” the guard asked.

“Doing my Christmas shopping early,” replied the defendant.

“That is certainly no offense,” said the guard, “How early were you doing this shopping?”

“Before the store opened,” countered the prisoner.

On this Labor Day holiday weekend I would like to pause from the frantic rush of life and look once again at the delicate but necessary relationship between work and rest, labor and sabbath.  I would like to pose the questions: If God was not a workaholic, then why should we be?  If God established a rhythm between work and play or creation and renewal then shouldn’t we be following it?
Let us go back and look at the ending of the great creation story.  The first chapter describes a Cosmic Craftsman busy creating light and dark, sun, moon, and planets, water and air, mountains and sky.  The first image we have of God is one of a busy Creator.  God brings order out of chaos, shapes, molds, forms, and makes things that are good.  When humankind is created they too are put to work.  God didn’t say, “Relax and I will bring you everything you need.”  Instead God instructed humankind to be co-creators in an ongoing process of bringing order out of chaos and shaping the world.  Work was never intended to be a curse-related activity but something that brought meaning, purpose, self-esteem, and blessing.   
But notice the rhythm of the story.  In each of the six days of creation God fashions into being a portion of the universe and then pauses long enough to reflect and call it good.  But these momentary reflections are not enough.  The rhythm is still too intense and the pause is not long enough.  So on the seventh day God suspends all work and rests.  Perhaps the most profound and earthshaking verse in the entire creation story is not “in the beginning God created” but the simple words at the end where the ancient poet says, “the work was done and God rested.”  Can you imagine, the most powerful force in the universe, the most creative power in history, the One who can command into being light and dark with just a word - RESTS.   
Now don’t you think if that is necessary for God to rest then it is necessary for us as well?  If this is the rhythm that God established for ordering and running creation then shouldn’t it be the order that we embrace as co-creators?  If God was not a workaholic then why should we be?  
Let me tell you a true story.  Dr. Dean Ornish wrote a book not to long ago entitled “Stress, Diet, and Your Heart.”  In it he wrote about all sorts of techniques for managing stress and maintaining a good balance in life.  The book was extremely successful and became an overnight bestseller and you would have thought that it would have been his dream come true.  But when it soared to the top of the New York Times bestsellers list he started having problems associated with success.  He went on the circuit promoting his book, was away from his family longer, and was always answering calls or doing interviews.  His days mushroomed in length and soon he was working 80 hour weeks.  
One day while he was on one of his tours promoting his book, he got on an airplane and collapsed into his seat.  The flight attendant noticed how exhausted he looked and remarked, “You look harried.”

“I feel harried,” he replied.

Then the encouraging attendant said, “I just read this book that might help you.  It is a book I recommend highly called, ‘Stress, Diet and Your Heart.’”  Then she went on to tell him about all the wonderful stress management techniques the author had written about.   That was a wakeup call for Ornish.  He decided right then and there to take his own advice and slow down and rest.

Why do we do this to ourselves?  What is it about our action-oriented, goal-directed, result-focused lives that demeans rest and renewal.  Why do we look at rest as wasted time?  Why do we forget that time alone with God is necessary for our spiritual journeys?  Why are we so consumed with producing?  Why are we so hesitant to slow down and practice the spiritual discipline of sabbath?

Sabbath literally means “to separate.”  There is intentionality in Sabbath that we miss because we have too long thought of Sabbath as merely a day in the week where we are supposed to go to church.  But there is so much more to the concept.

Sabbath is an intentional time where we separate ourselves from the busyness of life so that we can make sense of where we are and what we are doing.  It is a space where we can reestablish God’s holy rhythm between work and rest, service and renewal, activity and silence, must and may, or as one person stated it between our work boots and our dancing shoes.  It is not one place or another but the place in between where we listen for God’s voice, or become connected to God’s vision and purpose for our lives.  It is a place of finding our true north in a world where our compass might be spinning out of control.

I told you this story a couple years ago but it is one that has stayed with me as a powerful example of dysrhtymia – or ignoring sabbath.   I was in the waiting room at the ICU in the hospital and happened to catch the eyes of a woman sitting across from me.  She was in her early sixties and terribly distraught.  She was fumbling with her cell phone trying to make a call and finally got the numbers right and it seemed as though she reached her daughter.  “Daddy’s cancer has spread to the other lung,” she said, “There is nothing the doctors can do for him.”  With those words she broke down into tears and vanished into a side room to have more privacy.

When she returned I told her that I was a pastor and that I could listen to her if she needed a little comfort.  “No,” she said impulsively, “I am fine now…” but then the tears returned and within seconds she was telling me about the new diagnosis and the dreaded words that the end was near for her loving spouse.  Now the reason I tell you this story is that she went on to say that this was extremely unfair that he had just retired and that they had been planning so many things to do.  Her husband was a high level manager for a major corporation where he had dedicated nearly every hour of his life to work and career and had no hobbies so this was his chance at discovering life’s bounty and adventure.  

They were so busy doing and earning and spending that they had very little time just being and now she was regretting some of their earlier life decisions.  She then said that of the five managers who worked with her husband four had died within their first year of retirement.  “How sad,” she said, “how tragically sad.”

Sabbath separates us from the overwhelming flow of events, activities, possessions, and desires so that we can gain a holy and proper perspective of life – BEFORE LIFE IS OVER.

Sabbath is vital to our spiritual, emotional, and physical wellbeing.  We know how important rest is after we have done a major physical task, well the same is true with spiritual and emotional rest.  Rest, silence, separation, renewal is as important to our souls as air is to our bodies.  

Sabbath is more than Sunday, in fact it is not concept limited to or defined by a day of the week.  It is more than a day off from work where we end up catching up on all our household tasks or running errands we didn’t have time to do during the week.  Sabbath moments can be done anytime during the week.  They can involve very long rituals and periods of retreat and renewal or they can be very short pauses in the middle of our busy work days.  Sabbath events include three important elements:  separation, remembering, and renewal.  We separate from the busyness of our lives, we remember who we are and whose we are and that all of life is a gift from God, and we renew our relationship with God, others, and self and we renew the rhythms that God intended for our lives.
Sabbath restores the sacredness of God’s gift of time.  Malcolm Forbes, known for his lavish lifestyle and abundant wealth once said, “Unless you are serving time there is never enough of it.”
  Isn’t that true?  Time is the greatest commodity we have.  You can always make more money, we can always add to our piles of possessions, but every one of us will eventually run out of time.  Sabbath helps us to understand, appreciate, and balance our God’s gift of time.
Writer Carl Sandburg advised, “Time is the coin of your life.  It is the only coin you have, and only you can determine how it will be spent.  Be careful lest you let other people spend it for you.”
  When I first read that quote I stumbled over the ending.  I asked myself how do I let others spend my time? Then it dawned on me.  I let it happen all the time when I say yes to something I don’t really want to do.  I let it happen when I waste an hour or so in front of the television watching some meaningless show when I could be doing something else with those I love.  I let it happen when I feel that I need to prove myself by looking busy all the time and not enjoy the simple pleasure of relaxing.  I let it happen when I make excuses not to be alone with my Maker, not to study the Word, and not to spend time in solitude and quiet.  I let it happen when I let the hurry of life drain me of my joy.
John Wesley, the founder of our denomination, once said, “I have no time to be in a hurry.”  This is a man who preached 40,000 sermons and traveled a quarter of a million miles on horseback to do it.  To put that in perspective if I were to preach three sermons a week it would take me 256 years to equal his total!  If I were to try to match his mileage at the current rate that I do visitation and travel it would take 40 years or more and I have a car!  He journaled every day, published more than 400 articles, and attended evening prayer meetings nearly every night.  With his kind of schedule you would think that he would be hurrying everywhere.  But he didn’t.  He grounded himself in solitude and prayer before every day began.  He was practiced the discipline of sabbath so the could be more present to God, others, and himself.    
This is a man who understood God’s gift of time and he treasured every moment of it.  He was one who avoided hurrying through life.  

Sabbath is a holy mandate to interrupt our unholy abuse of time.  It calls us from our busyness, noise, and confusion to simply sit before our Creator and be refilled.  Listen to the words of Mother Teresa: 
“We need to find God and he cannot be found in noise and restlessness. God is the friend of silence. See how nature - trees, flowers, grass - grow in silence; see the stars, the moon, the sun, how they move in silence.  Is not our mission to give God to the poor in the slums?  Not a dead God, but a living, loving God. The more we receive in silent prayer, [in our sabbath times] the more we can give in our active life. We need silence to be able to touch souls. The essential thing is not what we say, but what God says to us and through us. All our words will be useless unless they come from within - words which do not give the light of Christ increase the darkness.”

Let us pray…
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