1

LIBERATING SABBATH

Published by Resource for Anglican Renewal Ministries
Meeting Point House
Southwater Square
Telford TF3 4HS
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any form, apart from
the exemptions below, without prior written permission from the publisher. Permission is
granted for printing and sharing for use in small and other Church groups. Small extracts
(no more than 250 words) may be used for review purposes.
The website addresses recommended throughout this book are offered as a
resource to you. These websites are not intended in any way to be or imply an
endorsement on the part of Resource for ARM, nor do we vouch for their content.

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New
International Version® Anglicized, NIV® Copyright © 1979, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.®
Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. Scripture quotations marked
NRSV from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright
1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of
Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved; ESV® Bible
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing
ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved; NJB from The
New Jerusalem Bible®. Copyright © 1985 by Darton, Longman & Todd Ltd, and Doubleday,
a division of Random House, Inc. All rights reserved; and GNT from the Good News
Translation in Today’s English Version- Second Edition Copyright © 1992 by American
Bible Society. Used by Permission.
© 2021 Margaret Stevens and David Newman
The rights of Margaret Stevens and David Newman to be identified as the authors of this
work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs, and Patents Act 1988.

2

Introduction
Session One: The Seventh Day of Creation
Exploring the origins of the Sabbath
Session Two: Spoiling God’s Creation
Exploring the consequences of disobedience and how things can be put right
Session Three: Freedom in the Wilderness
Exploring the gift of Sabbath as a sign and covenant of the freedom of the
wilderness when we move out from slavery
Session Four: Jesus and His Attitudes to the Sabbath
Exploring what Jesus thought about the Sabbath and how he used it
Session Five: Sabbath and Social Justice 1: Business as Usual?
Exploring how Sabbath relates to justice and social issues
Session Six: Sabbath and Social Justice 2: ‘The Least Racist is Still Racist’
Exploring personal attitudes and behaviours regarding cultural identity and
race in White-majority British society
Session Seven: The Story of the Two Sons
Getting fresh insights about Sabbath from a very well-known story
Session Eight: Keeping the Sabbath Holy
Exploring ways of enjoying the Sabbath, keeping it holy, and the importance of
leisure, play, and fun in our lives
Appendix 1: The Sabbath & Lifestyle Changes
Appendix 2: Resources, Information, and Organisations Concerned With
		Social Justice
Appendix 3: Further reflections on the issue of racism

3

What, you may wonder, is the relevance of the biblical concept of Sabbath in our twentyfirst-century world? Wasn’t it relevant only for Jews?
In Liberating Sabbath you will discover how extensive the concept of Sabbath is right
through the Scriptures. Understanding the Sabbath as revealed throughout the Bible is
truly life-changing because it has such deep significance for every aspect of our lives and
relationships. We are excited to share this with you through ReSource. The freedom offered
by God through Sabbath, and the liberation experienced by discovering its significance in
our lives, is desperately needed today as we all struggle to deal with global issues such as
climate change, poverty, injustices, racism, pandemics, identity, overwork and no work.
This course touches on all these issues and more – including having fun and relaxation! By
God’s Holy Spirit, we pray it will lead to personal and community transformation.
Background to Liberating Sabbath
The Sabbath Project, as it was initially called, was set up by Michael Mitton in the 1990s,
when he was Director of Anglican Renewal Ministries, to explore the meaning of Sabbath
and its application to our lives today. A small group of people from all over the country,
with a wide variety of skills and traditions, was drawn together over two weekends to
think, pray, study, and develop the theme.
During that time, we grappled together with the ideas and what God was revealing to us.
We began to discover that entering Sabbath rest was no easy matter, and that it was about
so much more than just Sunday trading! We realised, sometimes disturbingly, that Sabbath
is profound and central to our faith because it is about nothing less than eternal rest, life,
and salvation. It is about resting in God, enjoying our place in his creation and his gifts in
his company.
It was sometimes a painful journey, but proved to be life-changing as we allowed God to
teach and lead us. We realised that so often we either take God’s gifts and go away into a
‘far country’ to squander and misuse them, or we are slaving away so hard in the fields
that we are unable to come home to rest. Often, we do both! We discovered that Sabbath
is about returning and entering into the Father’s presence at ‘home’ and celebrating with
him. It is about changing from ‘all these years spent slaving’ to ‘we had to celebrate and be
glad.’
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Out of those initial residential meetings, and a following period of ten months, we
developed material that we tried out in different contexts. We believed that God was
leading us through that process so that we could develop sessions for use in a parish
context, rather than just for Christians in ministry. The course was first run in the parish of
Emmanuel, Loughborough.
We are excited that we are now able to offer, through ReSource (which has grown out of
Anglican Renewal Ministries, where it all started), an updated Liberating Sabbath as an
eight-session course for groups.
The course has been written by Margaret Stevens and David Newman, with Margaret
focussing on the weekly sessions and David on the daily link material.

Margaret Stevens is retired but has had a varied career including medical research work
and setting up a bone bank and brain bank in Nottingham but, most significantly, she is an
Accredited Lay Worker in the Church of England. She has written a number of participative,
experiential courses for home groups as well as training courses. She was perhaps best
known in the 1980s-90s for her marriage preparation course for use in parishes and for
running workshops and training across England as well as in Uganda, her second ‘home’.
She is a Canon in the Diocese of Kumi, Teso, Uganda.
David has long experience of pastoral and missional leadership in the church,
serving incumbencies in Derby and Loughborough and then becoming archdeacon of
Loughborough. He has brought that experience to his current role as warden of Launde
Abbey, a leading Anglican retreat house where he enjoys leading retreats, courses and
giving individual direction. In an anxious climate he is convinced of the importance of
depth and the relevance of Sabbath. He used to write regularly for Anglicans for Renewal
and had his first book published in 2019 – “Growing up into the Children of God” which
explores the nature of Christian maturity.

The importance of working together
As you work through the course, you will discover why it is difficult to explore what
Sabbath is really about, or make any radical changes to your lifestyle, on your own. Sabbath
affects and involves not only us as individuals but the whole community, our society, and
even the whole of creation. Sabbath is a gift from God which needs liberating into our lives
and the world. We hope you will be surprised as you discover how Sabbath can transform,
renew, restore, and liberate you and your community, our society, and the planet.
Keeping other people in touch
Because of the community dimension, it is important for others to be aware of what you
are discovering in your group. One way we suggest you do this is to produce some sort of
simple ‘poster’ which could be displayed somewhere in your church buildings. It would
be a bonus if those who have gifts for design and layout, artwork, or drawing could make
the posters as attractive as possible – without it becoming a burden. However, it is more
important to put something up, however scruffy, than nothing at all! These posters will be
particularly important as your discoveries are likely to prompt discussions about changes
in your church life which will therefore affect everyone.
5

Link material
In addition to the eight weekly group sessions, the Liberating Sabbath course also includes
link material. This consists of six daily readings for you to use during the week between
each session, as well as one longer ‘chunk’ Bible reading, which helps give a bigger picture
of what we are exploring and reflecting on, which we can sometimes miss by just reading
shorter excerpts. You will get much more out of the course if you are able to set aside about
fifteen minutes each day to read the Bible passages and comments, and to spend some
time in reflection, prayer, and, when appropriate, action or activity. Most of the readings
will build on what we were thinking about in the previous session. Sometimes, they will
look forward to the next session and will be important preparation. If you have to miss a
session, it would be very helpful if you could work through that session on your own before
you come to the next meeting.
Appendices
There are three appendices (two relevant to Session Five and one relevant to Session Six)
containing important extra material for reference, follow-up, and possible action.

Format of each session
This book contains teaching material for each session, with space for you to write down
ideas and responses. Various activities and ideas will be suggested, both in the sessions
and the link material. The suggested weekly pattern starts with welcome and introductions
and ends with an opportunity for prayer and reflection, which you can adapt.
Leaders’ role
Be welcoming to all your group members and sensitive to any who may struggle in a group
or find it hard to contribute, especially if it is a new group.
The leaders should scan through the whole course in advance to get an overview and
feel for the development of the course. (Participants, although you will want to look
through the session titles and the aim for each session, we suggest you curb your curiosity
and don’t look any further at the actual content of the sessions as this will spoil the
development of the course!). It will then be necessary to prepare each session in detail.
Depending on how long your meetings will last, decide how many minutes to allocate to
each section and activity. Based on this, we suggest you write in the margin the time you
should be starting each section in order to fit everything in. This is really important as it is
the only way you will be able to keep the group moving on so that you cover everything in
each session. Because the prayer and reflection is at the end, it is easy for it to be squeezed
out, particularly if you haven’t planned the timings for each section in advance, so do
remember to keep the discussions and activities under gentle control and within the times
you have allocated!
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Basic group guidelines
We suggest that you agree some basic guidelines at the beginning of the first session which
will provide support for leaders and participants alike. Your guidelines might include the
following:
•

Be welcoming to one another, making sure you know everyone’s names.

•

It is important that everyone in the group attends all sessions unless unavoidable.
If you have to miss a session, let the leaders know in advance and try to find time to
read through the session.

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Agree the start and finish times and decide if you are going to have refreshments –
the end is usually preferable as it makes it easier to start on time and people can
slip away at the end if they need to without missing part of the session. Help one
another keep to time.

Listen more than you talk. If you are a talkative person, give the quieter people a
chance to speak before you speak! Don’t dominate the discussions – instead, say
only one or two sentences at a time so that you give space and opportunity for those
who are more hesitant and reserved.
Be aware of people who may be struggling and be supportive.

Avoid arguing and being judgemental in any way. Having made your point, agree to
disagree and remain open.
When you are asked to ‘brainstorm’ ideas and thoughts, this means any words or
phrases offered are acceptable without discussing them during the process.
Keep to the point and let things move on even when there are more things you
might want to say.

Be willing to participate as fully as possible. Have a go at everything, be willing to be
open and honest, and follow the leader’s instructions.
Generally, it is good to share with people outside the group what you are discussing
and discovering, but anything personal that people may share should remain
confidential within the group.
We hope you enjoy taking part in Liberating Sabbath.

Finally
Throughout the course, God may want to reveal some very challenging, surprising, and
life-changing things to you, both as individuals and as a church community. This may
not always be easy, so it will be important to be open and to support and encourage one
another as you listen to the Spirit speaking through each other, through the Bible, and
through the words in this course. We hope you will also find it enjoyable and stimulating
with times of fun and relaxation – for Sabbath is partly about rest and play!
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Aim: To explore the origins of the Sabbath.

Resources needed
•
Spare pens/pencils.
•
A variety of natural objects (for example, flowers, seeds, fruit, stones, leaves,
feathers, shells, photos).
•
Electronic device to play https://youtu.be/dM7NVzsP54g or
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qm846KdZN_c (sounds of nature).
Welcome
Welcome to this group and to the course. Agree what your guidelines will be for the group,
as well as your starting and finishing times and whether you will have any refreshments.
While it is recognised that it may be necessary to miss a session occasionally for
unavoidable reasons, please try to attend all sessions to enable you and everyone else to
get the most out of the whole course. Agree if you will take a break, perhaps for school
holidays.
Introduction
You might like to glance through the session titles now if you want an overview of what
this course will include. But perhaps curb your curiosity and don’t look any further at the
content of the future sessions as this will spoil the development of the course!

If you don’t all know each other’s names already, first go round the room giving your
names. Then ask one person to start a naming ‘game’ by saying their name. Then the
person on their left should say their own name, followed by the name of the person on
their right. The next person on the left gives their own name, followed by the names of the
two people already named on their right. And so on, until the last person (the one who
started the game) goes round the whole group saying everyone’s name.

Next, stand up (or put your hands up if you cannot stand up) if the following applies to you.
Take notice of who is standing and who is sitting.
Stand up (or put your hand up):
•
•
•

if you were born outside this county (find out where);
if you moved here for work or family (find out when or what for);
if you have an animal at home (what is the most unusual one?);
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•
•
•
•
•

if you have ever created or made anything (name one thing);
if you have grown something this year from seed or planted something new
(what is it?);
if you have a hobby which takes you into the countryside (what is it?);
if you do some physical activity regularly (what is it?);
if you like doing ‘nothing’ (what form does doing ‘nothing’ take?).

The creation story
Ask two people to read the creation story in Genesis 1:1—2:3, one taking the part of God
and one as the narrator. Pause at the end of each day.

The artist Paul Gauguin said, ‘I shut my eyes in order to see.’ It might be helpful if you shut
your eyes and use your imagination to see the world come into being as you listen to the
story.
At the end, reflect on all that you appreciate, enjoy, and marvel at in the world and write
some of them down here. Obviously, it will be only a fraction of all that you enjoy!

‘Creation is only the projection into form of that which
already exists.’ (Shrimad Bhagavitam)
Go round the group, each sharing two of the things you have written down, adding other
people’s ideas to your list. Is there someone willing to make a poster of these highlights
under a heading such as ‘The Wonders of Creation’ to put up in your church? You might
want to illustrate it if someone has the time and inclination.
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What is the climax of creation?
Brainstorm together what you think is the climax of the creation story.

We are accustomed to thinking of the climax as being the creation of man and woman in
God’s own image. Is this our egotistical distortion of the creation story, which is perhaps
typical of humankind, and perhaps accounts for many of our problems?
In fact, the climax of creation is the seventh day, which almost passes unnoticed in the
story because nothing ‘significant’ is created during it!

‘So human beings are not the crown of creation; the
Sabbath is – and on it the whole creation is focused.’
(Jean-Jacques Suurmond)

What is the seventh day all about?
Look again at Genesis 2:2–3. Most versions use the word ‘rested.’ However, the Hebrew word
shabat (which, in the development of the language, pre-dates the word shabbat, meaning
‘sabbath’) is better translated as ‘to cease, to stop, to desist, to stand still.’
Together, brainstorm what you think the seventh day in the creation story might be about. What
characterised the seventh day? What is different about it? What purpose might the seventh day
have?
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Read the following statements and tick as many boxes as you would like. Then talk about
your responses as a group.
1. The seventh day has no ending, unlike the
other six days.

Puzzling,
not sure

Unacceptable,
don’t agree

Haven’t
thought of
this before

Challenging,
thoughtprovoking

Exciting,
lifechanging

2. Creation is not just functional but an
expression of God’s creative desire to share
his love and goodness.

3. God spent time each day enjoying what he
had created.
4. Humankind’s first day was spent enjoying
the creation in God’s company!
5. God didn’t intend work to be stressful or
to extend beyond the ‘end of the day.’
6. Humankind doesn’t have to earn the
seventh day – it is pure gift, to be received.

7. God’s intention was to create humankind
at the end so that they could ‘enter into’ all
that he had created, including resting on the
seventh day.
8. The seventh day is not about God being
tired (he ‘does not grow weary or tired,’ Isa.
40:28) but about his desire to reflect and
enjoy creation.
9. The only thing God made holy was the
seventh day!
10. God finished the creative work in six
days – the never-ending seventh day is
meant for sustaining, loving, enjoying,
reflecting, etc.

11. The seventh day was created as part of
creation and is built into the very structure
of the universe.

Write down here the statement or idea which is most important or significant for you
personally. You may like to write it out later on a separate piece of paper and put it
somewhere where you will see it frequently.
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Have you ever noticed before that the seventh day is the only day in the creation story
which has no ending?

What insights from this session would you like to share with the rest of your church? How
could you do this?
Summary
We have seen how the seventh day was meant to be unending blessing and enjoyment for
God and his creation, and that God blessed humankind. He created humankind to enter
not only into his perfect creation but also into the eternal rest of the seventh day, in his
company. Humankind did not have to work to enter or earn the seventh day rest – it was
(and still is) a free gift, along with the blessings of the whole of creation.
In the next session, we will look at how we have spoiled God’s creation and what some of
the consequences are.

Prayer and reflection
Lay out the natural objects and select one which appeals to you. As you listen to the
YouTube soundtrack, hold your object in your hands – feel the shape and texture, smell it,
perhaps taste it, look at the colours, patterns, complex structure; take time to get to know
it intimately.

Either in the silence of your hearts or out loud, in words or song or prayers from the
Psalms (whichever suits the group best), give thanks and praise to God for his creation and
his gifts and blessings to you. Thank him for the wonder of the creation of yourself. Thank
the Lord for the pure and holy gift of the seventh day to be enjoyed in his company, and for
all your experiences of the seventh day.
End by saying the Lord’s Prayer and/or the Grace followed by this response:
Leader: Let us go out in peace and joy to love and serve the Lord.
All: In the name of Christ. Amen.

‘The Sabbath imperative is to not accomplish or
initiate anything, refuting the belief that you have
to ‘do something’ to be worthy. Instead, the original
vision of Sabbath calls us to cease doing something,
acquiring things, making stuff, expecting returns.
Instead, we are called to just be and receive the
Creator’s good gifts.’ (Anita Amstutz)
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Suggested actions for the week ahead
•
•
•
•

Try to make time to do the daily readings and reflections in the link material. This
continues the theme through to the next session and gives more time for reflection.
Share something in church that impacted you about creation and the seventh day.
Stick up your most significant creation and seventh day statement at home,
somewhere you will see it frequently.
Write down here any ‘seventh day experiences’ you have during the week. You may
wish to add to them as the weeks go on.
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Introduction
If we stop to think about it, the climax of the first creation narrative in Genesis is
extraordinary. ‘By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on
the seventh day he rested from all his work’ (Gen. 2:2). Both phrases contain potentially
difficult ideas. The first can suggest that creation is essentially over, the world is finished
and perfect, and God will only be needed now for maintenance when things go wrong. The
second phrase can make God sound very human – needing to rest up after a particularly
busy week.
There are difficulties with a completed, perfect world. It sounds too static. The idea
needs reconciling with those phenomena that can’t be simply attributed to human
destructiveness: earthquakes and volcanoes, and maybe even viruses and pandemics.
Furthermore, it can undermine the place of human stewardship and caretaking in the
ongoing story, and the importance of work. Similarly, the idea of God resting cannot be
taken too literally. Otherwise we are in danger of him being more like Baal, whose prophet
Elijah taunted with the suggestion that he was sleeping and needing to be awakened.
When Jesus is in dispute with the Pharisees about healing on the Sabbath, he puts forward
a contrasting truth: ‘My Father is always at his work’ (John 5:17) – restoring, renewing,
perfecting. The Bible does not spend time describing an idyllic paradise which we must
strive to regain. It is much more concerned with telling the story of God at work in a broken
world, in partnership with humanity, realising the goodness of his kingdom.
So how do we interpret this finale to the creation narrative? First of all, I think it is telling
us that the fundamental elements of a world that is ‘very good’ are in place. However much
there is an evolving future, or the necessary human task to ‘fill the earth and subdue it’
(Gen. 1:28), there is the initial gift of something beautiful and good which simply has to
be received and enjoyed. And this gift is received and enjoyed through the right balance
of work and rest. As Stephen Barton puts it, ‘In the ordering of the acts of creation there
is a very particular end in view: namely, that of all created things sharing in the divine
life, which is characterised as “rest”. So the story of creation is the story of God’s lifegiving grace from beginning to end.’ Although work is important, and necessary for the
flourishing of the earth and human community, life starts as resting in and with God in a
world that is good.
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If Sabbath was originally for Israel a day of rest, it is easy to see why it also became a day of
worship, because rest demonstrated a trust that this world was created and sustained by
a good and loving God and was not dependent on human effort alone. The Sabbath created
space to notice and enjoy God’s goodness, responding in all sorts of creativity, worship,
and play. So Sabbath became not just a day but a much more profound expression of faith
and celebration and true humanity. How easily we miss the truth that is demonstrated by
the chapter divisions that were put in between Genesis 1 and 2. Ending chapter 1 on day
six with the creation of humans and their rule over life on earth suggests that here is the
climax of creation. Out of such a reading, suggests Robert Warren, comes ‘the Protestant
work ethic.’ However, the climax of the story is really day seven, revealing the climax of
creation not as man-in-dominion but God-in-celebration. He suggests, therefore, that we
need a Protestant play ethic, recovering the feasts and the festivals in the Jewish roots of
the Christian faith.
The world is a gift that we are invited to celebrate and enjoy as our first calling, before
any exercise of work and dominion. By telling us that God rested, we are meant to see that
by resting ourselves we make space for appreciation and enjoyment of life, which gives
meaning to all our working and responsibility. Life works best when we make space for
God, for beauty, for celebration, and so transcend the necessities of mere survival.

‘Slow down and enjoy life. It’s not only the scenery
you miss by going too fast – you also miss the sense of
where you are going and why.’ (Eddie Cantor)
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Day one
Read Genesis 1:26—2:3.

Sabbath means rest. And rest is easily conceived as something passive, a not ‘doing.’
However, by affirming that this is something God does, the Genesis narrative suggests that
it is something more purposeful and active than that, even if still in contrast to any work
that has preceded it. Maybe it is helpful to see it as creating a receptive space to discover
meaning, goodness, joy, or God himself. It is, after all, the first thing in the Bible to be
described as ‘holy.’
Living in the middle of the Covid pandemic, many of us have discovered space in new and
unexpected ways as national lockdowns and various restrictions have radically altered our
ways of life. Although some people have had to work harder than ever, others have found
themselves on furlough or with more time on their hands.
Early in the first lockdown I found myself in the Launde Abbey chapel, contemplating
the spaces created by the removal of chairs and books due to the social distancing
requirements of the pandemic. It was easy to feel that these were empty spaces, symbols of
the losses that had come with the virus, and the bareness of the chapel seemed to magnify
the sadness of loss. That’s why we avoid space sometimes, for fear that it might just expose
an emptiness in us, a void of sadness and isolation. Yet as I stayed in the space of the
chapel, I slowly became aware of a deeper presence within the space, which began to offer
hope that when God creates spaces in our lives, it is not to expose our vulnerability but to
reveal his loving and good presence in the heart of things. Such is the gift of Sabbath.
For reflection
In what ways do you fear too much space in your life? How might you need to ‘finish work’
in order to rest and make space for God?
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Day two
Read Philippians 4:4–9.

I once received a letter from someone thanking me for the funeral service I had taken
for his father. He had found some things I had said very helpful, and I was encouraged to
receive his letter. However, later in the day my mood had changed, and at bedtime I was
moaning to my wife about something else – I forget what! – when she brought me up short.
‘You’re letting a few negative things dominate your thinking, and forgetting what has been
good and gone well.’ She was right – how easily we focus on the bad news not the good.
Paul encourages us to think about whatever is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable,
excellent, or praiseworthy – quite a list of positive adjectives! Our prayers too are to be
surrounded with thanksgiving so that we are constantly aware of the goodness of God,
even as we bring him our concerns. In this we are imitating God himself who on each day
of creation took time to reflect – he ‘saw that it was good’ – and finally took a day to rest
and enjoy all that he had made.
This is more than just ‘positive thinking.’ It is a deep trust in the goodness and grace of
God. Our preoccupation with even little negatives perhaps reveals that we are trusting in
our own goodness more than we realise, rather than God’s. The wonder of the gospel is
that even our weaknesses reveal more of the grace of God to us. So each day, we need to
cultivate a reflection on all that has been good.
For reflection
‘Today I saw . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . and it was very good.’
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Day three
Read Psalm 148.

In The House at Pooh Corner, Pooh, Christopher Robin, and Rabbit are standing on a bridge:
‘For a long time they looked at the river beneath them, saying nothing, and the river said
nothing too for it felt very quiet and peaceful on this summer afternoon.’ I like that, for it
reminds us of how important it is to view the natural world around us imaginatively and
realise our relationship to it.
The Psalms are doing this all the time. Mountains sing, rivers clap, sea-creatures play. The
heavens speak a universal tongue, glorifying God: ‘There is no speech, nor are there words,
whose voice is not heard. Their voice goes out through all the earth, and their words to the
end of the world’ (Psalm 19:3–4 ESV). Similarly, Psalm 148 reminds us of how all creation
is caught up in worship – and that includes everything from angels to wild animals,
mountains to people of all ages.
The implication of this is that we never worship alone. We join the unceasing worship of
heaven ‘with angels and archangels and all the company of heaven [proclaiming] your
great and glorious name’ (Common Worship) and the praise of the whole earth. So often
when we start to praise God, we are trapped in our limited perspective. Even to say ‘we
start to praise God’ betrays that perspective. Praise is already going on all around us. We
join in worship. Perhaps we could continue in the vein of Psalm 148 ourselves today.
For reflection
‘Praise him all you . . . . . . . . .’
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Day four
Read Habakkuk 3.

When we were children, we learnt that there was a pay-off for saying thank you. Perhaps
something we wanted was held back with the question ‘What do you say?’ and was only
given in response to the appropriate word of gratitude. So thankfulness and praise almost
became a means to an end. Something like this can extend into our life with God. I can
remember praise being talked about almost as a formula for blessing. If we praised God
for everything, then wonderful results would follow. Even terrible circumstances would be
transformed if we praised God for them.
It might seem that this was what was happening in the wonderful expression of faith at the
end of Habakkuk, as he talks of rejoicing even in the face of complete agricultural failure
(3:17–18). In fact, it was just the opposite. He commits himself to rejoice in the Lord in the
absence of any ‘results’ or consolation, even in the face of plague and pestilence
(v. 5) and the shaking of the earth (v. 6). Praise was an end in itself – because God is an
end in himself. We make God an idol if he is there just to fulfil some purpose for us. It is an
awesome picture of God’s sovereignty portrayed here, which was far from comfortable
(v. 16). But for the prophet it became the source of real joy and strength (vv. 18–19).
To experience Sabbath is to trust God and enjoy him and his world for its own sake and
not just for any usefulness to us. We learn that by cultivating an attitude of praise in all
circumstances.
For reflection
Try making your own statement of faith like Habakkuk’s. ‘Though . . . . . . . . . . . . yet I will
rejoice in the LORD, I will be joyful in God my Saviour.’
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Day five
Read Genesis 2:4–17.

We began to think in the last reflection of how God cannot be seen just in terms of serving
some useful purpose since he is an end in himself. Jean-Jacques Suurmond has strikingly
termed this ‘the uselessness of God.’ And he continues: ‘The uselessness of God implies the
uselessness of creation. Creation only exists because God takes pleasure in it: God finds the
world good.’ This makes the activity of playing very important, because true play shares
this characteristic of uselessness. Although games can often get identified with winning or
being admired or showing off, we will all have experienced those times when we became
absorbed in play just for its own sake and enjoyment. Indeed Suurmond would say ‘the
activities which most distinguish human beings from animals have the free character of a
game: worshipping, celebrating festivals, creating art, loving without an object or a reason.
Animals have no festivals and create no art: they couple but do not love. The more human
beings learn to live playfully, the more human they become and the more they begin to
resemble God, who has directed creation towards the Sabbath game.’
The picture of creation in Genesis 2 has this feel of play. True there is work to be done
(v. 15), but there is an abundance of freedom and experience to discover (v. 16),
represented by the many trees that they are free to eat. Furthermore, we have already
learnt that as well as the trees that are good for food, some are just pleasing to the eye (v.
9). Aesthetic pleasure and enjoyment is important to God.
For reflection
What do you do each day that has the character of play and helps lift you beyond the
necessities of survival to the enjoyment of things in themselves?
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Day six
Read John 2:1–11.

God is so lavishly over the top! A shortage of wine at the wedding and Jesus makes possibly
180 gallons more – and it’s good quality too. A hungry crowd of over five thousand and he
feeds them with twelve baskets of bread left over. Perfume costing a year’s wages is poured
over his feet and he calls it ‘a beautiful thing.’ What a contrast to the common attitudes in
the church of ‘getting by,’ ‘making do,’ all work and no celebration.
Christians of different traditions may debate the nature of the supernatural in these
stories. But in some ways that is to miss the point. St. Augustine makes an important point
when he says:

Our Lord’s miracle in turning water into wine comes as no surprise
to those who know that it is God who did it. At the wedding that
day he made wine in the six water pots he had had filled with
water; but he does the same thing every year in the vines. The
servants put the water in the jugs, and he turned it into wine. In
just the same way the Lord turns into wine the water that the
clouds drop. Only that does not amaze us, because it happens every
year. So the Lord kept back certain unusual things for himself to
do, to wake us up with miracles to worship him.

Sabbath is an opportunity to wake up to the goodness of God all around us; to celebrate
grace and unmerited goodness; to bring our emptiness to God and let him fill it. At the
wedding they had run out of their own resources, but that was the opportunity for God to
surprise them as they did what Jesus said.
For reflection
Offer to God what you lack today. ‘I have no more . . . . . . . .’

Chunk reading
Read Genesis 1–4.
21

