Discipleship Practices
Toolbox #7:  Sabbath

Practice Sabbath:   We are commanded in the Ten Commandments to remember the Sabbath, to keep it holy, and to rest.  We therefore set aside a day (or some time) each week for rest and renewal – a time to “practice heaven.”  

There are a few key aspects to Sabbath practice.  They include: 

· Rest:  Sabbath is meant to be a day of rest.  In a society that “goes” 24/7, this is a pretty revolutionary notion!  Sabbath is meant to be the kind of rest that we hope for on vacation – rest that is free of obligation, free of worry, without telephones and blackberries keeping us “on call,” free of lists, planning, stress…  The image is of the seventh day of creation (Genesis 2: 1-3), when the work was all done and everything was “very good.”  Nothing needs to be changed, it’s all okay.  I can lay down my responsibility and rest.  

· Worship:  Sabbath is meant to be a “holy” day.  We often do this by being a part of public worship on Sunday, but worship is more than a worship service.  On Sabbath we try to be sensitive to the presence of God in all things, in ordinary things.  We try to pay attention, to be attentive to our lives, mindful.  Sabbath is a day to remember, and honor, God.  

· Justice:  Sabbath is meant to be an “oppression free day.”  The ancient Israelites were commanded to rest, but to include everyone in that rest – foreigners, slaves, even farm animals!  The idea is not to “offload” our work and worry onto someone else, but to rest, and trust God, and celebrate together as a community.  Thus, in our practice we avoid commerce (whatever requires someone else to work for us on the Sabbath) and any form of oppression – anything that does not honor and respect our fellow humans or the creatures of the earth.  Even Sabbath rules can be oppressive!  So we try not to “keep score” about our Sabbath practice, but rather to learn and to savour.  
· Celebration:  Sabbath is meant to be a feast day.  In Jewish law, the feast of Sabbath “trumps” every fast except Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  It is a day of special foods, a day to appreciate what we have, to give thanks to God, to revel in God’s blessing.  So in our practice we have special meals, “Sunday dinners,” and we try to count and appreciate all our blessings.  

In practicing Sabbath, it is important to realize that we are REALLY going against the culture – so it will be hard!  Therefore, we have found it to be helpful to set an intention, rather than make a resolution.  We want to move in the direction of Sabbath, to develop our practice over time, and we want as much as possible to avoid “score-keeping” and harsh self-judgment.  

Here are some of the intentions we set when we did our experiment in Sabbath practice – “giving up hurry and worry for Lent” – back in 2007:

· We decided to avoid doing church business on Sunday.  Particularly leaders in the church often come to worship with a list of people to see, and tasks to accomplish.  After all, Sunday morning is when our community gathers, and it is most convenient to “get stuff done” when we’re all here anyway.  But this distracts our attention from worship, from God, and even  from each other.  

· We decided, as much as possible, to avoid work for pay on Sunday.  To be sure, it is sometimes very difficult to avoid taking shifts on Sunday!  But to have the day free from work makes it much more possible to share worship and rest as a community. 

· We decided, as much as possible, to avoid commerce on Sunday.  This allows us to step outside the consumer world for a time, to appreciate what we have instead of wanting and getting – and it also encourages businesses to close on Sundays, thereby allowing their employees a rest on that day, also!  
· For some, going out to eat on Sundays became a part of Sabbath.  In this case, we decided to specially honor those who do work on our behalf on Sundays – by tipping well, treating staff with particular warmth and appreciation, and so forth.  Let Sabbath be an “oppression free” day! 

· We decided not to be uptight about this practice – that would spoil it!  Rather, we decided to approach our Sabbath practice (and intention) with curiosity, humour, and enjoyment, and to avoid as much as possible heaviness, duty, and guilt.
While Sunday was chosen as our “common” Sabbath day, we also recognize that there are other possibilities for personal or family Sabbath practice.  Some may take a day of rest on Saturday, or some other day – while still others may find that it is better to practice Sabbath at certain times of certain other days.  Whatever you choose, it is probably very helpful to decide on a particular time, and make it a habit!  

Guide for creating your own Sabbath practice
Try using these questions to design your own Sabbath practice:

· What would be, for you, a perfect day?  Based on your answer to this question, list some activities that you would like to have as part of your Sabbath time.

· What most feeds your soul?  Rabbi Schacter-Shalomi calls Sabbath a day to “pamper your soul.”  List some activities that might be part of a “soul-pampering” time for you.  

· To what do you need to say “no” in order to rest?  Sabbath is meant to be a day of rest – freedom from work (as if you were on vacation), freedom also from worry, stress, housework…  What causes you stress?  What do you need to put away in order truly to rest?  How might you do this?  
· With whom would you like to share Sabbath?  How can you build a “Sabbath community” during your Sabbath times? 

“Sunday dinner”

Part of our congregational practice was “Sunday dinner.”  Your Sunday dinner may not in fact be on Sunday – after all, whoever prepares meals in your family also needs a rest!  But for some, preparing and sharing a feast is a big part of a Sabbath practice, one that creates a feeling of celebration and community.  It is a way for families to gather, for friends to reconnect, to establish new relationships.  Prayers and candles at the table is also another way to help ritualize Sabbath, to make Sabbath “sacred time.”  

Preparation
Particularly in our busy world, Sabbath is a difficult practice.  It requires preparation!  Jewish families ensure that the house is clean and the Sabbath meal prepared before Sabbath begins on Friday at sundown – this makes it much easier for people to relax and rest.  What preparation will you need to do, in order that you can actually settle into your Sabbath time? 

Ritual
One very important way to separate Sabbath time from “ordinary” time is with ritual – particularly to begin and end your Sabbath time.   On the back are some suggestions for Sabbath rituals: 

Lighting a candle:   Since in an orthodox Jewish household, one may not “kindle any fire” on the Sabbath, the last thing one does before the Sabbath begins at sunset on Friday night is to light the Sabbath candles at the festive Sabbath meal.  When the candles are lit, then all preparations are done, everyone breathes deeply and the time of rest and celebration has begun.  We also light a candle in worship to symbolize the presence of Christ in our worship; candles often are also used to set a relaxed and intimate mood.  

Sabbath prayers:  


To begin Sabbath:  Blessed are You, O Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, who has sanctified us by your teachings, and commanded us to keep the Sabbath!  


To end the Sabbath:  Blessed are You, O Lord our God, Ruler of the universe, who has given us the gift of Sabbath and taught us to remember it, and to keep it holy.  

Blessing of children:  Often, at the Sabbath meal, some time is taken to stand behind the children of the family (and any young guests), place a hand on their head (or over their head) and to bless them.  We simply pray for them, and ask God to bless them – that their lives may be full and rich, that they may live out their purposes, that they may find love and happiness, that they might know God. 

Putting away the work:  A rabbi taught me about his own practice, in which he had a box into which he put those things which for him symbolized work, and distractions from God.  Into the box would go, at the beginning of Sabbath, his cell phone, his watch, his wallet, his daytimer, and the TV remote.  He said a prayer asking God to keep his worries for him until the end of Sabbath, when he would open up the box again and return to “normal” life.  

Sharing a glass of wine:  For those who do not have difficulties with alcohol, sometimes sitting and sharing a festive glass and some conversation can be a relaxing and convivial way to practice a time of rest!  Of course, tea coffee or juice can do the same.   Depending on the time of your Sabbath’s beginning or end, this can also be a beginning or ending ritual. 

The jar of spices:  One ritual for the ending of Sabbath is to pass around a small jar of aromatic herbs or spices – something that smells good!  Each person inhales the sweet (spicy) smell, and is reminded to look forward to the sweetness of the next Sabbath.  So the week of work can have the memory and the anticipation of the goodness of the Sabbath at least partly in mind.  

