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This weekend is Labor Day weekend, the holiday that traditionally marks the end of summer and the beginning of football and the new fall season for many schools and churches.  Labor Day actually has a very interesting history, one which most of us are quite unaware of.  The first Labor Day in the United States was celebrated on September 5, 1882 in New York City to honor the contributions of trade unionism to our nation but it did not become a federal holiday until more than a decade later.  In 1894, workers for the Pullman Railway Car Company in Pullman, Illinois, went on strike for better working conditions, and the President, Grover Cleveland, fearing a nationwide shutdown of our transportation system, sent in the military and U.S. Marshals to end it.  The encounter turned violent and it resulted in the deaths of thirteen strikers and the wounding of almost sixty others.  Afraid of a major backlash from labor, the President immediately rushed through legislation to make Labor Day a national holiday, a move that the Congress unanimously endorsed and was signed into law a mere six days after the end of the strike.  Ever since, it has become the one day of the year when the nation can pay tribute to the ones most responsible for helping to create the highest standard of living and the greatest level of production the world has ever known- the American worker.  


Of course, the great irony is that we celebrate the contributions of labor by having everyone abstain from work and holding backyard barbecues instead.  Still the fact remains that Americans are working longer than ever and spending more hours at work than a decade ago.  Have no fear- the Protestant work ethic is alive and well in our nation in 2009 but for various reasons people are feeling increasingly pressured to overwork and over-schedule which many mental health experts feel is beginning to threaten our health, our families and relationships, our communities, and our environment.  Boston College economist Juliet Schor, author of the 1993 best seller, "The Overworked American," has argued that the United States "is the world's standout workaholic nation."  Drawing on Bureau of Labor Statistics data, Shor has demonstrated that average working hours in the United States rose nearly 12 percent between 1973 and 2000, and that average has only increased over the past decade.  


The current financial crisis hitting our country has only exacerbated this.  We learned yesterday, for instance, that the unemployment rate has reached 9.7%- its highest level in over twenty-six years.  Added to all our employment worries is the fact that too many persons already feel crushed under the weight of debt they can barely afford.  Unable to keep pace with their mortgage payments or having over-extended their credit by trying to “keep up with the Joneses,” both parents are now having to work--often at two and three different jobs—just to make ends meet.  With more dual-earner families and working mothers in the workforce, increasing numbers of children are having to be cared for at local daycare centers or by grandparents who thought their child-rearing days were long over.  Meanwhile, companies and corporations, striving to retain their competitive edge, are demanding ever-more hours from their employees.  This doesn’t include the mounting time that people spend in their cars or in public transportation commuting both to and from their workplaces.

Thus on a daily basis, we are experiencing what I call “the tyranny of work.”  Our jobs assume an almost god-like quality for us, obtaining our complete allegiance in ways few other things can.  This was illustrated most powerfully to me in an article in this morning’s New York Times entitled “Jobless, Sleepless, Hopeless”:

“I am not married, my parents have passed away, so I am quite scared of what will happen if I do not land a job within the next couple months.  The thing I identified with the most—my work—has left me feeling lost.”  So wrote one of the 1,200 respondents to a survey of the unemployed conducted by Rutgers University last month.   It is a catalog of personal devastation- abrupt dismissals, abandoned careers, dwindling options.  Tens of thousands more join their ranks every week.  On Friday, the government said the unemployment rate rose to 9.7 percent in August as another 216,000 jobs disappeared.  That is less than a third of January’s loss.  But the total for the last 12 months is beyond bleak: nearly six million jobs, gone.  Many experts predict that the rate will crest above 10 percent.  Worse, they say they fear the recession will end in a “jobless recovery,” where the economy resumes its expansion but the work force continues to shrink.  The Rutgers survey found most respondents’ lives were corroded by despair.  Wrote one: “My age (59) leaves me feeling worthless, VERY old, and isolated from the work force- with little chance of finding employment.”


In twenty-five years of pastoral ministry, I have found that nothing can destroy a marriage faster than losing one’s job and not finding another one fast enough.  I have seen church members become alcoholics over this and have even heard of persons who committed suicide over it.  Much of the problem can be traced back to the power we allow work to have over us, when we allow it to become the primary definer of how we see ourselves and others.  It verges on what the Bible calls “idolatry.”  Why is it that the very first question we ask of persons we meet for the very first time after learning their names is “well what do you do for a living?”  Isn’t it because the answer to that question will tell us just about everything we need to know about that individual: assumptions about that person’s past educational experience and present social status, where he or she lives and the kinds of lifestyle he or she currently enjoys- so much information in one little answer.  I once heard a psychologist say that a woman will often develop her self-worth on the basis of her husband while her husband’s self-worth and self-esteem comes through his job.  Well that might have been the case forty, fifty years ago, but with the news this week that women now exceed men in the work force for the first time in U.S. history, you can bet that both men AND women now view themselves as successes or failures on the basis of their jobs and job performance more than anything else!

Well the Bible has a prescription against this kind of power which our work tends to exercise over us and it is called the “Sabbath.”  It might surprise you but more is said about the Sabbath and keeping it holy than any other commandment.  Over and over again, Israel was exhorted, "Six days you shall do your work, but on the seventh day you shall rest."  The Mosaic Law demanded that the Sabbath breaker be put to death and the Book of Numbers recounts the incident of a man gathering wood on the Sabbath day who was stoned to death for it.  Prophets as different as Amos and Hosea, Jeremiah and Ezekiel all spoke of the Sabbath.  The Gospels refer to it over seventy times.  God, himself, labored for six days creating the heavens and the earth and everything in it, but then on the seventh day, he kept a Sabbath.  Yet for all that the Scriptures say to us about it, we Christians still understand so little what the Sabbath is, whether it is the seventh day of the week- Saturday, or the first day- Sunday; whether it refers to a 24-hour period, or is a metaphor for something else.

What exactly is the Sabbath?  It comes from the Hebrew word meaning "to cease working, to stop what one is doing."  According to this, the Sabbath is a day set apart for God that Israel was to observe throughout the ages by refusing from work of any kind, by "resting from all labors" as God himself had rested on the seventh day of creation.  It began for the Jews on the evening of the sixth day, at twilight on Friday.  When three stars appeared in the evening sky, the rabbi went up on to the roof of the highest building in the neighborhood, taking with him the "trumpet of the Sabbath."  He was then to blow two notes three times, the first to warn the workers in the fields to leave their tasks, the second to tell the merchants to close their shops, and the third to alert everyone to begin lighting their Sabbath lamps.  Then, small flames cast their shadows throughout Jewish homes all over the city, giving rise to the expression, "The Sabbath has begun to shine."

On Friday, called "the day of preparation," the house had to be thoroughly cleaned and all the dishes to be eaten the following day had to be cooked.  As soon as the lamp was lit, the family would sit down to a meal including wine and aromatic herbs.  But after this, they could not eat again until after they had been to the Synagogue on Saturday morning.  There, they heard the Bible read and commented on, afterwards returning home for their mid-day meal.  The evening meal was usually taken around five o'clock and when the stars came out again, the trumpet was sounded signifying the end of the Sabbath.  Then, even if they were in the middle of eating, they would rise, wash their hands and offer thanks over a cup of wine.  

The Sabbath was thus a day of prayer, a day for spiritual renewal, but it was not just limited to this.  As Jesus reminded the Pharisees, man was not made for the Sabbath, but the Sabbath for man.  It was a day for the soul and body as well as the spirit; for comfort, pleasure and play as well as meditation; for the human being in his or her entirety.  As their rabbis taught, "Sanctify the Sabbath by choice meals, by beautiful garments; delight your soul with pleasure and I will reward you for this very pleasure."

When the Scriptures tell us that after creating the heavens and the earth, God rested, the word used for "rest" is the Hebrew word "menuhah", which means more than ceasing from all labors, strain or activity.  It is not a negative concept but a positive one meaning happiness and stillness, serenity, peace and repose.  It is the state where the heart and spirit lay aside all their troubles and anxieties, their turbulence and dark fears.  When the 23rd Psalm says that "The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want, He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; He leadeth me beside the still waters," those "still" waters in which we find rest and repose are the waters of "menuhot."  When Jesus says, "Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest," the rest implied is "menuhah"- a peaceful rest of body, soul and spirit.

Rev. Eugene Peterson in an article for Christianity Today some years ago entitled "Confessions of a Former Sabbath Breaker" wrote about his efforts to recover that Sabbath peace for his life and his congregation.  However, he had to struggle against his personal work ethic which told him that ceasing from labor was slothful and laziness.  He had to struggle against a culture that refuses to stand still for even a second, to stop and rest from its frantic pace.  As he put it, "In fact, when I was out-of-control obsessive in my indulgence of this sin, I was rewarded with the largest single annual increase in salary I have ever received."

He and his wife started keeping a personal Sabbath for themselves on Mondays, a true Sabbath and not just a day off with alternative work other than that dealing with church.  They hiked down forest trails, devising a simple ritual of silence for the morning hours, breaking the silence over lunch with audible prayers and conversation throughout the rest of the day.  Together they bird watched, smelled flowers, prayed the Psalms, reflected, listened and looked.  No matter what the weather was, they kept as close to this regimen as they could.  The result was nothing they had ever done had been more creative or deepening to their marriage, their ministry and their faith.  He also sought to encourage the members of his congregation to develop similar Sabbaths for their own lives.

For Peterson, the Sabbath became God's tool for protecting time against desecration.  It was a break in our crowded, busy schedules to recognize God's sovereignty over our lives and to replenish our mental, physical and spiritual batteries through prayer and play.  Through PRAYER, we exercise our bodies and minds towards God through adoration and praise.  We are exploring, enjoying and sharing it right now in our service of worship.  But we also regenerate ourselves through PLAY, when we exercise our bodies and minds towards ourselves and our fellow man in games and walks, in amusement and reading, in visiting and picnicking.  It is a time when recreation becomes the genuine act of being re-created.  Through praying and playing, we both remember and respond to our Creator, and at the same time, to his marvelous creation.  The Sabbath becomes the most creative and pleasurable interruption in our lives, and if we remain consistent in its observance, we will discover our own lives, our own relationships, and our own faith becoming deeper and more creative as well.
For our sheer physical, mental and spiritual health, we need to observe a minimum of one day a week of rest.  We need to establish a true Sabbath where we're not just using it as the occasion to accomplish a lot of other work we've been putting off for some time but to actually cease our labors for the purpose of replenishing our physical, mental and spiritual batteries- it is a spiritual discipline we're talking about here.  Can you imagine how much happier we personally could be if one day of the week we laid aside thoughts of all our problems, all worries about our bills, all those cares which we bring home from the office.  Can you imagine how much healthier our relationship between our spouse and kids would be if we declared a truce from all our bickering and complaining because it was the Sabbath.  It would clear the mind so that you could look at your problems from a fresh new perspective.  Can you imagine how much more you could appreciate your job and perform it far more effectively if one day of the week you could forget completely about it and spend your energies restoring our soul.  Can you imagine how much lower your blood pressure could be if we took the Bible's mandate "to remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy" seriously.  It would lead to a renewed personality, renewed relationships, a renewed enthusiasm for life.  

Unless we learn how to relish the taste of Sabbath while still in this world, we will never be able to enjoy the taste of eternity in the world to come.  What Sabbath observance does is help us to develop a greater sense of the heaven that awaits us as God’s children.  The writer of the Book of Hebrews essentially says the same thing in chapter four where he reveals the true significance of the Sabbath to the early church during a period of intense persecution.  He says that the rest God promised the Israelites awaited those who were obedient in the land of Canaan.  But God's rest for the Christian is the final promised salvation that awaits US if WE remain faithful.  Hence, the Sabbath becomes the shadow, the sign, the reminder of God's eternal rest we are set to inherit by remaining faithful to him.  

Friends, I know that at present, it is a difficult time for many workers in our fellowship, in our community, and throughout our country.  It is understandable why there is so much anxiety, so much un-ease and uncertainty in people’s souls.  But the Sabbath is God’s way of reminding us that we are not first and foremost beholden to our jobs or to our employers but rather our ultimate allegiance--hence the ultimate grounds of our peace and confidence--comes from the knowledge that we are first and foremost children of God, and that God, as our Heavenly Father, understands our situation and is already working it out for us.  Now is when we need to look to our faith and to trust in the promise of God’s sustaining care and love for us, ESPECIALLY in times of testing as these.  God alone is our security and when we remember that—with our heart as well as our head—then the anxiety is not quite so inhibiting, the fear not nearly so daunting.  Thus, a true Sabbath gives us an opportunity to rediscover ourselves, our family and our world.  It helps us to appreciate what we've got and puts the rest of the week with all its problems and cares into fresh perspective.  Above all, it is a shadow, a foretaste of the peace that Christ has promised to all those who remain faithful to him. 
1

