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“Take a Nap”
Matthew 12:1-8 August 11, 2019

The comedian Jim Gaffigan has a wonderful take on 
the challenge of getting his children to take a nap. He 
compares it to a hostage negotiation…in reverse. Parents 
standing outside a child’s door: “Look if you stay in there, 
I will give you whatever you want. I will meet all of your 
demands. What do you want? Ice cream? Popsicles?  A 
helicopter ride to Disney World? Anything. Just stay in 
there!” Have you been there? I certainly have. 

It’s a drama that plays out from one generation 
to the next. I remember a particularly difficult day in 
kindergarten when I had to deliver a note to my parents. 
“Chris needs to be reminded to stay on his mat during 
nap time and to leave the teachers alone.” My excuse? I 
was trying to help them out. After all, how could they 
possibly manage the classroom without my active 
assistance—we had work to do! I’m afraid the passage 
of time has not seen much growth for me in this area. I 
continue to avoid naps, and the larger rest of Sabbath, out 
of this irrational and unfaithful concern that the world 
cannot go on without me. Or, perhaps more accurately, 
the concern that the world will do just fine without me. 

In its Spring/Summer 2016 edition, the Johns 
Hopkins Health Review published a piece with 
the intriguing title, “The Cult of Busy.” The author, 
Elizabeth Evitts Dickinson, argues that the epidemic of 
overscheduling is having a profoundly negative impact 
on our health. Citing statistics, surveys, and personal 
stories, Dickinson suggests that the stressful pace and 
overwhelming expectations of life these days is robbing 
us of meaningful relationships and satisfying experiences. 
Instead, we fill our time with what we think we must do, 
and run out of energy before we can reach the things that 
bring meaning and joy.i  The conclusion reminded me of 
a favorite cartoon drawing of a woman seated on a chair, 
leaning forward, frantically knitting with all her might. 
The caption reads, “I like to stay as busy as possible to 
take my mind off how much I hate the things I do to stay 

busy.” I wonder how many of us, at least from time to 
time, resemble this remark. I certainly stand before you 
today as a confirmed member of the cult of busy, and I 
assume I am among friends. What’s more, this particular 
vice is both enabled and encouraged by the cultural 
expectations that surround us. Like many modern 
phenomena, this epidemic of ceaseless activity has even 
given rise to new vocabulary. My favorite is the phrase 
“crazy busy,” which seems to be the only acceptable 
response when we are asked how we are doing… “crazy 
busy, how about you?”  We rush from one task to the 
next with almost no opportunity to appreciate the 
silence and space in between. Our lives are lived at such 
a frantic pace that often we lose entire weeks or months 
and find ourselves wondering, “where did the time go?” I 
have heard more than a few parents over the years lament 
the fleeting years while their children were young. I 
can’t believe how quickly they grow up. As we prepare 
emotionally for day one of kindergarten for a son who 
was a toddler yesterday, I can already sense the swiftness.

Among Dickinson’s most enlightening observations 
is her citation of a study conducted by researchers at 
Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School regarding people’s 
perceptions of how they use their time. In the study, 
participants were asked on a Friday how they would 
spend their weekend. On Monday, researchers followed 
up to see how that time was actually spent. Participants 
who said they were planning to engage in restorative 
activities—like reading a book or hiking in the words—
actually did things like plopping in front of the television. 
Can anyone relate to this research? This leads to an 
interesting twist in Dickinson’s conclusion: We think we 
don’t have free time when we actually do. We’re simply 
frittering it away with mindless versions of passive leisure 
that don’t register as restorative, even when we plan or 
hope to spend time in mindful or restorative activities.

Our religious tradition has a word for this mindful 
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and restorative time—Sabbath. The word itself suggests 
a simpler, slower time now long gone. But the research 
I read and the experiences I have confirm the truth we 
find in scripture—Sabbath is essential to the good life. 
We learned it in  kindergarten, but we’ve forgotten the 
value of taking a nap. 

And so, I think we need a reintroduction to Sabbath 
for the 21st Century believer. Sabbath is a practice of rest 
and of worship. It involves slowing down and centering 
ourselves in the presence of God. And it is extremely, 
tremendously, difficult for you and me and our whole 
“crazy busy” culture. I will speak for myself—I regularly 
find myself asking “where did the time go?” We mean to 
rest, to enjoy unhurried time with family and friends…
we intend to spend a few hours tending to the care of our 
body and soul. We want to receive the gift of Sabbath. 
And yet, somehow, time gets away from us…and true 
Sabbath never rises to the top of our long list of priorities.

I’m not sure whether it is comforting or discouraging 
to find that Jesus struggled with Sabbath. The gospel 
accounts of his life paint an exhausting picture of 
movement and activity. “Foxes have holes, birds of the 
air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay 
his head.” In fact, one of the most consistent causes of 
Jesus’ troubles with the Pharisees is his refusal to follow 
the letter of the law on the Sabbath.

The Pharisees in this morning’s gospel text are like 
those children in the class who are big on the rules. They 
often get a bad rap for this, but you have to remember 
their context. They had been raised and taught to honor 
the law above all else—it was God’s gift to God’s people. 
And yet, their preoccupation with the mechanics and 
technicalities of the sabbath laws blinded them to the 
notion that Sabbath is a gift.  In Mark’s version of this 
story, Jesus concludes with a reminder that Sabbath was 
created for humanity, not the other way around. In other 
words, Sabbath, like a good nap, is a practice that keeps us 
human. I love the way Presbyterian author Anne Lamott 
gets at this truth, writing “Almost everything will work 
again if you unplug it for a few minutes, including you.” 
The same is true for us together. 

The church itself is in danger of forgetting the gift of 
Sabbath, becoming a purely programmatic institution 

with little interest in offering sacred centering and rest 
in God’s presence. Too often churches seek to compete 
with the local YMCA, soccer league, coffee shop, 
daycare, and even country club. Activities and programs 
are a wonderful part of the church’s life, but they are not 
our reason for existence. The church exists to offer an 
invitation to a faithful way of life, to give an experience of 
the sacred. We must not allow the cultural obsession with 
busyness to overtake this basic purpose. I was fortunate 
enough to attend a college that has a great, towering, 
unmistakable sacred space in its literal center. In the 
midst of an overcrowded schedule and stress-filled day, 
I would often sneak into the chapel. What I needed was 
not another item on my to-do list, but the opportunity to 
simply be in God’s presence. Often I would sit in silence, 
sometimes a choir would be practicing or an organist 
playing. Sabbath. Sacred rest.

For over twenty years, the poet Wendell Berry in 
Kentucky spent his Sunday mornings outdoors; walking, 
meditating, and writing. The result was a collection of 
Sabbath poems which he titled “A Timbered Choir.” My 
favorite was written in 1997:

Best of any song
is bird song
in the quiet, but first
you must have the quietii

Indeed, it is the quiet that is most absent from our 
world, and our lives. If we are going to keep the Sabbath, 
we will need to have some quiet. We will need to pause, 
to breathe, to walk, to sit, to pray, and to center ourselves 
in the presence of God almighty.

But Sabbath is not only about taking a break or 
some time off, as important as that may be. It is also the 
opportunity to realign our lives with God’s purposes. 
The practice of Sabbath-keeping is a disorienting and 
reorienting one because it forces us to reexamine our 
living in the light of God’s presence. Like each of the 
practices that we will examine this Lent, keeping the 
Sabbath requires us to focus more on God and less on 
ourselves, to make space and time for God.

Last spring, I noticed that my natural optimism 
was slipping and I was headed into a full-fledged funk. 
Unsure of what to do or where to begin, I chose to 
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worry. And, like a snowball rolling downhill, my worries 
compounded by the moment, becoming less realistic and 
more unmanageable as they grew. Has this ever happened 
to you? You begin by worrying about something very 
specific and achievable, but before you know it, you are 
convinced that everything depends on you and nothing 
will turn out well. I find that I am most vulnerable to 
these feelings at four in the morning. The work will not 
get done. The fraying relationship will not hold. The 
results of the test will confirm the worst. The kids will 
not be alright. The permanent marker will never come 
out of the couch cushion. Those demons of doubt loom 
large in the early morning hours.

Over a much-needed cup of coffee, I was proudly 
describing to a friend how I had fended them off. I 
reorganized my to-do list, redoubled my efforts, and 
reduced my hours of sleep to compensate. Much to my 
surprise, he was unimpressed. “I think you’re taking the 
wrong approach,” he dared to suggest. I was prepared 
to debate but paused long enough to hear him out.  My 
friend described the concept of “balcony time.” Perhaps 
you’ve heard of it. The premise is that the pace of our lives 
leaves us with little or no time for reflection or evaluation 
and that without such intentional time, we forget what 
is most important. We miss moments of genuine joy and 
opportunities to learn. At this speed, every encounter 
becomes a task to complete rather than an invitation to 
grow. Balcony time is time intentionally set apart to be 
apart; to exit the rushing current of your “normal” life 
and gain some perspective.

Balcony time—time to remember what is most 
important. I decided to give it a try. I left my phone on 
the kitchen counter and went for a run. I sat in a coffee 
shop and read a book. I joined in a spontaneous game 
of basketball with the elementary students in afterschool 
care. I attempted an art project with Samuel and tried to 
forget the permanent marker stains. I rolled a ball back 
and forth with Ben. I ended each day with specific prayers 
of gratitude and began each day by writing a thank you 
note. I refused to be overwhelmed by the urgency of so-
called breaking news and tried to take the long view of 
God’s redemption of the world. Here’s what happened. 
I began to notice things I had not seen before. These 
beautiful small acts of kindness between strangers. The 

smile of a church member when a longtime friend joined 
her in the pew. The laughter of children playing outside. 
A long phone call reconnecting with an old friend. So 
many reminders of the grace that is always present.

In what is left of the summer, spend some time in the 
balcony. Take the long view, or a long walk. Give yourself 
the gift of laughter. Share words of love and gratitude 
with someone else. Read a book. Write a letter. Say a 
prayer. Take a nap. Remember the Sabbath in the way 
that works for you. Remember the grace that holds the 
world together in spite of our efforts and without our 
help. Remember…and rest. Amen.

_________________________
i  http://www.johnshopkinshealthreview.com/issues/spring-summer-2016/
articles/the-cult-of-busy
ii  Wendell Berry, “A Timbered Choir: The Sabbath Poems 1979-1997.” 
Counterpoint, 1998. p. 207. 


