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“Rest - Consider It Holy”
Genesis 1 (selected verses); Genesis 2:1-4 September 4, 2016

Perhaps it’s just me… 
But it seems like I am almost always in a rush, running from one 

appointment, one activity, one commitment to another. It seems as 
though I seldom have enough time to do all that I would like to get 
accomplished in a single day, a single week, a single month, a single year. 
And even when I do have time, I never quite completely unplug. I rarely 
get real rest.

If I discovered anything about myself during my recent sabbatical that 
this congregation so generously granted me, it was this: I had to learn 
how to rest. 

And I think that I am not alone.
In our culture, speed is honored and over-scheduling is the norm. We 

are rewarded for this pace, and we are always on this quest for more.  We 
have even come to believe that it is possible to multitask.  We eat fast 
food.  We want instant results, fast internet, and the fastest route from 
here to there and then back again. We want a multitude of choices – 200 
television stations, a full aisle or more of cold cereals at the grocery story, 
over thirteen styles of blue jeans with over thirty color choices. 

Turning on the television or surfing the internet reminds us that we 
do not have enough, or at the very minimum, we do not have all that we 
need. Everything can and should be bigger and faster…better, we are led 
to believe. We work as if our identity and very humanity depended on 
it. We fill our days and our schedules with more than could possibly be 
accomplished in twice the amount of time. Even our vacations seem to be 
filled to the brim with activity, and we return home longing for time to 
recover from our time away. 

Knit into the very fabric of our culture is the understanding that if we 
aren’t running, we are somehow behind. We are afraid that if we aren’t 
over programmed we will disappoint others, stunt our children’s growth, 
and somehow lose our very worth. 

We have all heard and perhaps even caught ourselves saying things like:
“There just aren’t enough hours in the day.” 
“I don’t have the time to do the things I really want to do.” 
“I really wish I could just find the time.”
And the result of all of this rushing around, all of this busyness, is the 

overwhelming feeling of being out of control – a sense of being overcome 
by chaos.

As I was preparing for this sermon, something incredible happened. 
It seemed as though everywhere I looked, there was this theme, this 
metronomic message of “slow down”… “slow down”… “slow down.” 

It all started with…the cover of a magazine, then a radio show, then a 
Facebook post.

On Tuesday, I found a magazine in my mailbox here at church, The 
Church Health Reader, of which former Lake Fellow Stacy Smith is the 
Editor in Chief. The cover article was based on this morning’s Scripture 
passage.

Then on Wednesday, when I got in my car to return to work after 
lunch, the TED radio hour was on NPR – yeah, I know, how nerdy can 
you get. I am not ashamed. I love NPR and the TED radio hour is one 

of my favorite programs. Sometimes I sit back and realize that I have 
indeed become my father. This entire radio show was focused on the 
topic of slowing down. There was a story from Norway about this idea 
called SlowTV, a second piece on how slowing down increases creativity, 
another on letter writing, an additional segment on slow moving art, and 
even a lengthy piece on the value of procrastination (so I put off writing 
this sermon until the night before I would deliver it). 

When I returned to my computer following that car ride, (and this is 
the part that stills seems most unbelievable to me), the top post on my 
Facebook feed was a video that a former student from this congregation 
posted on his Facebook page on what else, but that Norwegian idea 
of SlowTV. What is SlowTV? It is a program on the national public 
television station in Norway, where they take an extended period of 
time to show something as it happens in real time. The first such show 
broadcast was a widescreen video taken from the front of the engine 
of the train that journeys all the way across Norway. Over seven hours 
of video of train tracks, train stations, people waiting for the train to 
arrive standing on the platforms, and endless scenery. Over seven hours! 
Approximately 1.5 million people tuned in to watch this show at some 
point during the seven hours. That’s approximately 1/5 of the entire 
population of Norway. Since that first broadcast, other such shows have 
been broadcast. They have shown eight hours of a log burning, over three 
hours of people knitting, and five and a half days of video from the front 
of a cruise ship. Who could have ever imagined that in a world that desires 
fast pace, efficiency, and a complete story in under 30 minutes that such 
a thing would be wildly successful. Yet, there it stands in the midst of 
the frenzy and chaos. The co-creator of SlowTV said that what this show 
gives people is a chance to slow down, to take back some of the control, 
and it gives the producers and the audience an opportunity to go deeper 
into a subject. An opportunity that otherwise would not be afforded to 
them.

Something slow … a break, rest – if you will – in the midst of the chaos 
of our times.

In the 6th century BC, the nation of Israel found themselves in true 
chaos. Decades earlier, they had been taking captive by the Babylonians. 
They were violently torn from their land which had been laid waste by 
their invaders; they were separated from family members; they were 
taken from all that was familiar, sacred, and holy. As this time of exile was 
drawing to a close, the people faced a major identity crisis. Who are we as 
a people? What are we about? What do we believe? Out of and back into 
this setting and the history of this people was born an inspired piece of 
writing, a poem of sorts, that provided a framework around which they 
could understand themselves as well as the God in whom they believed. 
And the poem has done the same for countless people from countless lands 
since. It begins, “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the 
earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the 
deep, while (the breath of God) swept over the face of the waters.”Into 
the formless void and darkness of their tumultuous existence they beheld 
the breath of God sweeping over the waters, the chaos. And this God, the 
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God of their ancestors, spoke order, beauty, the magnificent art of life 
into being. The “ruah” – the Hebrew word for wind, breath, and spirit – 
the “ruah” of God speaking into this chaos creating light, sky, water, and 
land; the God of beauty and life speaking into disorder creating heavenly 
bodies, swarms of creatures to fill the air and seas, animals to occupy the 
land, and humanity to work within and alongside this creation. This 
God who creates through the divine breath in full voice then proclaimed 
that all of this … all of this … was “very good”.

Now, this poem of hope to the people living in chaos and despair 
doesn’t stop there. No, there is one more word. This God created one last 
thing … one more vital thing for all of creation … time to rest – “shabbat” 
in Hebrew. And in that rest is the assurance that all things are good, 
and there is nothing more that can be added. About this rest, my friend 
and educator at Congregation Beth-El Zedeck, George Kelly said, “As 
Jews, we see ourselves as God’s partners in the on-going creation of the 
universe.  The work that we are prohibited from doing on the Shabbat 
is work that will add to that creation. So Shabbat is a time to enjoy 
creation, not enhance creation.”

And yet, in our culture we see such an idea as a novelty. An idea that’s 
time has come and gone long ago. Even the way that we have divided 
the story betrays what we think about this idea of rest – sabbath. The 
artificial chapter breaks in the text which were added to the text in the 
13th century leave the creation of humanity as the climax of the creation 
poem, reinforcing an anthropocentric world view. However, even a 
quick read of the entire text reveals that it is Genesis 2:1-4a that should 
serve as the poem’s ultimate climax. Listen again to the text without the 
chapter break.

“God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. 
And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. Thus the 
heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude. And on the 
seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and he rested on 
the seventh day from all the work that he had done. So God blessed the 
seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work 
that he had done in creation.These are the generations of the heavens 
and the earth when they were created.”

On this seventh day, the day of perfection, the day of completion, God 
creates rest. This “rest” – “shabbat” is the ultimate act of the God who 
speaks, breathes, creation into the chaos. This is the divine subversive act 
to the patterns of the world. There was an “enoughness” to the work that 
had been done. And this is the only day blessed by the creator.

This God - the one who creates and rests - is not an outsider or alien. 
This God is in the midst of it all. This is the God who was engaged in the 
creation, rests in the creation, and is with us now.

Sabbath is a difficult concept to understand in a culture that believes 
more is always better. We chase that which is temporal as if it were 
eternal. The creation story calls us to a different understanding of the 
world and of our place in it. Sabbath rest is the great countercultural 
message to the message of chasing more and more at breakneck speed.

Hebrew Scriptures professor, theologian, and author, Dr. Walter 
Brueggemann writes, “The celebration of a day of rest was, then, the 
announcement of trust in this God who is confident enough to rest. It 
was then and is now an assertion that life does not depend upon our 
feverish activity of self-securing, but that there can be a pause in which 
life is given to us as a gift” (Brueggemann, Genesis, p. 35).

Rabbi, theologian, activist, and author, Abraham Heschel writes of 
this passage, “The meaning of Sabbath is to celebrate time rather than 
space. Six days a week we live under the tyranny of things of space; on 
the Sabbath we try to become attuned to holiness in time” (Heschel, The 
Sabbath, p. 10).

Yet, we run from this space, this rest, because somehow it frightens 
us. We have come to believe that our busyness keeps us safe. It is our 
beloved-ness threatens us. This type of intentional rest, Sabbath, spoken 
of in our text and echoed again in what has come to be known as the 
ten commandments invites us to be self in all of its glorious mystery, to 
acknowledge the self of the person across from us, and to embrace the 
mystery of the divine. In our hustle, in our rush, we miss the rest that 
allows us such a connection. Sabbath, rest, calls us into a deeply internal 
space in a world that is more often preoccupied with outer appearance and 
clutter of time and space. Rest is one of our greatest acts of resistance and 
greatest examples of what it means to be a person of faith. It is in this rest 
that we find true shalom – peace, completion, wholeness. 

Again Heschel writes, “He who wants to enter the holiness of the day 
must first lay down the profanity of clattering commerce, of being yoked 
to toil. He must go away from the screech of dissonant days, from the 
nervousness and fury of acquisitiveness and the betrayal in embezzling his 
own life. He must say farewell to manual work and learn to understand 
that the world has already been created and will survive without the 
help of [humanity]. Six days a week we wrestle with the world, wringing 
profit from the earth; on the Sabbath we especially care for the seed of 
eternity planted in the soul. The world has our hands, but our soul belongs 
to Someone Else. Six days a week we seek to dominate the world, on the 
seventh day we try to dominate the self.” (Heschel, The Sabbath, p.14).

Sabbath - rest - allows us the time to live into the belovedness of our 
existence. “It is very good.” That is not wishful thinking; that is a statement 
of the VERY NATURE of things. Look around you … look inside … it is 
very good. Only in rest can we hear the echoes of that original blessing 
reverberating all around us as well as in the very depths of our souls. This is 
a narrative of abundance not scarcity. Rest is a prophetic word and radical 
action in a world that is afraid to slow down. On this long Labor Day 
Weekend, may our lives begin to echo the divine rhythm of the seventh 
day every day; to rest, to bless, to consider it holy.  

1. May we find our time to rest – Create space to breathe, to participate 
in the divine breath that created all things; find room to simply be without 
self critique, without the pressure of what is next; take time to see, to 
behold all that has been created, all that has been declared “very good”; 
allow ourselves to be seen as we truly are. 

2. May we bless the day – In order to do so, we must take our time to 
notice that which is occurring and the time in which it is happening – the 
time that many theologians call “the eternal now”. Your day, your time, is 
blessed not because of what you accomplish, but because of the God who 
meets you there. 

3. May we consider this day holy – In our passage from Genesis the 
only thing that God consecrates as holy is time. Holy – not set apart, but 
complete.  It is within the ordinariness of our days where the divine dwells 
… the God who promises to be with us.

Let us have the courage to join in the subversive story of the God who 
rests! Carlo Petrini, founder of the slow food movement in Italy and 
author of Slow Food: The Case for Taste, said, “We have lost our sense of 
time … We believe that we can add meaning to life by making things go 
faster. We have the idea that life is short - and that we must go fast to fit 
everything in. But life is long. The problem is that we don’t know how 
to spend our time wisely. And so we burn it … Ultimately, ‘slow’  - rest - 
means to take the time to reflect. It means to take the time to think. With 
calm, you arrive everywhere.”

Sabbath – rest – allows us the time to dwell in the beauty of the good 
news that we are enough. We have nothing left to prove. 

So let us - rest in this day - bless it in all of its beauty - consider it holy. 
Amen.


