
What Good is Sunday? 

Sunday, October 8, 2017 

 

A Reading from the Book of Exodus  

Chapter 20:1-13 

 

 1 God spoke all these words, saying:  

 2 I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of bondage:  3 You 

shall have no other gods besides me.  

 4 You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or any likeness of what is in the heavens 

above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth.  5 You shall not bow down to them or serve 

them.  For I the LORD your God am an impassioned God, visiting the guilt of the parents upon the 

children, upon the third and the fourth generation of those who reject Me, 6 but showing kindness to the 

thousandth generation of those who love Me and keep My commandments.   

 7 You shall not swear falsely by the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not clear one 

who swears falsely by His name.   

 8 Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy.  9 Six days you shall labor and do all your work,  10 

but the seventh day is a sabbath of the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or 

daughter, your male or female slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within your settlements.  11 For 

in six days the LORD made heaven and earth and sea, and all that is in them, and He rested on the 

seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and hallowed it.  

 12 Honor your father and your mother, that you may long endure on the land that the LORD your 

God is assigning to you.  

 13 You shall not murder.   

 You shall not commit adultery.   

 You shall not steal.  

 You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.  



 14 You shall not covet your neighbor’s house:  you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his male 

or female slave, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor’s. 

 

* 

 

 It’s the “third moon,” according to Exodus:  three months have passed since the Hebrews took 

flight.  Moses’ people have set up camp at the foot of a mountain.  He goes up alone into the clouds.  When 

he comes back, he brings a set of commandments from God. 

 

 Today, our memory of what he said owes more to Hollywood, though, than the Bible.  Ever since 

Charlton Heston smashed those stones, we’ve been debating their what role they play in our culture.    

 

 Justice Scalia famously said, “probably ninety cent of [us] believe in the Ten Commandments.” 

Even so, he added, “eighty-five percent couldn’t tell you what [they] are.”  

 

 Strangely, the guidelines Moses delivers mostly identify what to avoid.  These rules we memorized, 

way back, as children are mostly don’t.  Depending how we translate from Hebrew, seven or eight are 

“You shall not” warnings.  Only a couple—the fourth and fifth —say what to do. 

 

 Taking them all as a set of demands distorts their purpose, though.  Notice they’re not prefaced by 

an order—“You must obey!”  First thing we’re told is that we’ve been set free—“I am the LORD your God, 

who brought you out of the land of Egypt. . . .”  

 

 That’s not a threat.  That tells us God’s heard us cry out in pain. 

 

 The Ten Commandments are a gift to people God has released from slavery, showing us how we 

can hold on to liberation. 

 



 “Because the LORD is your God,” scripture claims, "You’re free from needing other gods.  You’re free 

to rest on the seventh day; you’re free from murder, and stealing and jealousy as ways of finding your way 

in the world.”  

 

 No doubt, we’ll always call them “commandments,” but think of these maxims as ways to describe 

how life ought to be not that we’re free. . . . 

 

* 

 

 Let’s take a closer look now at just one of them, one that’s ignored or resented, perhaps, partly 

because so many misunderstand what it asks.  This rule, “Remember the Sabbath day, and keep it holy”—

does that just mean, “Bring kids to church—make them sit still;  keep them quiet.” 

 

 No wonder most see it as obligation, not as a blessing.    No wonder many think of time at 

church as one more thing we’re scolded to do, that isn’t much fun. 

 

 But the call to “remember the Sabbath” is grounded  in the biblical story of creation.   Having made 

everything, God simply blesses this new day, and rests.  Karl Barth says God shows as fully as possible just 

how very beautiful creation is.  God doesn’t rest because God’s so exhausted; God is delighted, God is in 

love.  God doesn’t need to make anything better today than your grandchild. 

Sabbath,” taken to mean, “Bring your children to church—make them sit still”—is that what God 

expects? 

 

 No wonder most see keeping the Sabbath as obligation, not as a blessing.  No wonder young people 

who stay away see church as one more thing mom keep on trying to get us to do that isn’t fun. 

 

 Actually, setting this morning aside is grounded in the biblical tale of creation.   Having made 

everything, God simply blesses this new day, and rests.  Karl Barth says God shows as fully as possible just 



how very beautiful creation is.  God doesn’t rest because God’s so exhausted; God is delighted, God is in 

love.  God doesn’t need to make anything better today than your grandchild. 

 

 In Deuteronomy, observing Sabbath reorients people who’d been enslaved once.  Slaves can’t 

decide to take time off or not; free people can.  As we find time to rest, we should be grateful for our 

liberation, and make sure nobody, not even animals, works every day.   

 

* 

 

 So the Bible gives two reasons for us to celebrate one day a week.  One evokes the great  wonder of 

creation; the other, social justice.  Sabbath embodies  strong beliefs about who God really is, and about 

what we are fully meant to be.  It’s in this  spirit that Jesuscries to an angry group of Pharisees, that “The 

Sabbath was made for humankind and not humankind for the Sabbath.”  (Mark 2:27) 

 

 Sabbath is a gift, in other words, not a burden.  A gift of time to declare ourselves free of the 

empire’s coercion and anxiety.  To play as a child plays—not as a competitor. 

 

 In Jewish homes, Shabbat begins Friday at sundown as a woman lights the candles.  People dress 

up, and the best food, the nicest plates are carefully set out, and guests are welcomed.  In some towns, 

everyone turns toward the door, singing to call Shabbat inside, which Jewish lore personifies as a loving 

bride or as a queen from faraway.  Sometimes families sing or read together after supper.  They’ll gather 

again the next night for another meal, saying goodbye to the holy day.   Parents bless children; sometimes, 

the mother feeds them a bit of sweet spice so that the taste of Sabbath lingers till morning. 

 

 Jewish law spells out what you can and can’t do on the Sabbath.  What you shouldn’t do is work, 

which can mean anything that involves changing the natural, material world.  All week, we struggle, 

buying and selling, cooking and cleaning, digging and hammering.  During the Sabbath, though, faithful 

Jews just let it be.  They celebrate the earth just as it is, in peace and gratitude.  Human beings are 



created, too, and by accepting the gift of the world, we say it’s not human effort alone that ripens the 

grain and forges the steel. 

 

 One drawback is the bad reputation some Christians—maybe our Puritan forebears, especially—

gave to this one day of rest and meditation and worship.  Sunday earned special honors ages ago, when 

emperor Constantine made it a time-out for all of Rome.  This brought on centuries of mainly 

government-led prohibitions.  Church attendance was required; sermons went on for hours and hours.   

Later on, clergy  made it more and more difficult for people to laugh or to dance.   No wonder many of us 

have such gloomy notions of Sunday. 

 

 Something has happened, though.  Most of those “blue laws” have disappeared. 

 

 A recent survey reports  that the greatest stress families face today —it isn’t alcohol, it isn’t drugs, 

or bad debt or street crime.  It is our lack of time to be together, to sit and talk. 

 

 Those of us who feel run down, and out of time, have a lot of company.   

 

 In The Overworked American, Juliet Schor warns that our jobs keep demanding more from us; 

sleep, though, and family time are declining regardless of how much we earn.  Working mothers hurry 

home to a second shift of housework.  Husbands tack on overtime or extra part-time jobs.  Single parents 

stretch in so many directions, they never get to rest.  All the while, we’re bombarded by advertisements 

urging us to spend more— so we’ve got to work more.   And to make it possible, grocery stores stay open 

all night long, places never close.  We live in “in an economy,” writes Juliet Schor, “demanding too much 

from people.” 

 

 The Chinese characters for “busyness”  are a combination of characters for “heart” and “killing.”   

Often, that’s what happens. 

 

 For Christians, Sunday’s our lost day of freedom, not only from work but from whatever worries 

us.  We may  lose sight of this:  children will fidget,  parents feel embarrassed, some people glower.  But in 



some places,  prayer and song burst through the seams of the service; people stay longer, before anybody’s 

ready to leave.   

 

 Sunday’s not just about ”going to church”; it’s about being touched by the grace with which God 

shapes a new life. 

 

 Jewish law says it’s good for married couples to make love on the Sabbath.  Taking a quiet walk,  

talking with loved ones, dozing or reading—these are good, too. 

 

 Wayne Muller’s written a  book on this theme—Sabbath:  Finding Rest, Renewal, and Delight in 

Our Busy Lives.  He insists, “Sabbath [has to be] more than the absence of work.  It is the presence of 

something that arises when we. . . [take] time to listen to what is most deeply true.” 

 

 He offers suggestions: 

 • Set aside some time for a family meal, prayer or meditation. 

 • Give thanks when you wake up; give thanks when you’re ready to go to sleep. 

 • Rest your hands gently on the heads of your children. 

 • Walk in the grass. 

 • If you can, stroll to noplace in particular.  Let your senses guide you. 

 • If you live alone, you can choose the foods you love.  Put flowers on the table. 

 

 During Sabbath, we’re less concerned with what is missing, grateful for what we have.   

 

 Unless we rest, we’re more than likely to lose our way.  

 

 Our willingness to open our hearts to prayer and wonder depends on what we believe we will find 

there.  When we’ve found some way to quiet the monkey-mind that chatters endlessly in our heads, then 

we are ready, then we are able to embrace the Sabbath.  

 



 We find the goodness, and we find the dark, broken places in each of us, in equal measure.  

Sabbath suggests before we believed in God, God believed in us.  “God’s faith in us” is what people call 

grace. 

 

 I learned a lesson, once, from Tony Robinson, a UCC pastor / author from Washington. Tony 

explains that:  

 “For me grace has been a genuine lifesaver.  Through some combination of 

circumstances I got the notion as I grew up that if only I tried hard enough and was good 

enough, I would then be loved, by God, by my parents, by the world, and by myself.  The 

catch was that I had to be on my toes at all times, and striving always for achievement, 

distinction, and perfection.  I had to shine brighter and do better than others.  There are at 

least two problems with this.  The first is that it is a terrible lot of work.  The second is 

that it doesn’t work.”1 

 

 One day a week, or part of every day, don’t even try.  Let God catch up with you. 

 

 God bless you all. 

                                                             
 1  From “On Grace,” in Common Grace: How to Be a Person and Other Spiritual Matters (Seattle, Sasquatch Books), 2006, p. 
17. 
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