Luke 4:14-19; Leviticus 25:1-12
Sabbath and Sabbatical

January 27, 2019
Opening Prayer:  “Oh God of the Sabbath, and the Sabbatical, and the eternal Sabbath rest--- grant us ears to hear and hearts to receive your word for our lives”.  Amen.
And so we have arrived at January 27th—my last Sunday before commencing with a four month Sabbatical from Nutana Park Mennonite Church.  Last Sunday I was sitting across from the Sorensens during the noon potluck.  Merv asked about my plans for this time away and I shared with him some of what might be happening.  He then made the statement, “you must be looking forward to it”.  The metaphor that came to my mind was that of a soon to be released prisoner who has serious concerns about his ability to function in the real world without the structure of the institution.  Sure, pastoral ministry can at times be draining but at least in this gilded cage known as Nutana Park Mennonite I know my role and routine; not to mention the food is pretty good.   I fully suspect that come week two of my break I will be considering what crime might be sufficient for the powers at be to send me back to this big house.  
In his book Sabbatical Journey Henri Nouwen’s writes the following on the first day of his last Sabbatical.  “I feel strange!  Very happy and very scared at the same time.  I have always dreamt about a whole year without appointments, meetings, lectures, travels, letters, and phone calls, a year completely open to let something radically new happen.  But can I do it?  Can I let go of all the things that make me feel useful and significant?  I realize that I am quite addicted to being busy and experience a bit of withdrawal anxiety.

My initial comments, as well as the Nowen quote, are connected with our gospel reading for the day.  In our scripture text for this morning Jesus arrives in his home town.  On the Sabbath he goes to the place of Jewish worship.  He leads in that worship by offering a homily on Isaiah 61 in which he lays out a vision given to him.  Something is so important about the Sabbath that Jesus inaugurates his ministry on the hallowed day of the Jewish week.  Linguistically and conceptually in the biblical languages “Sabbath” and “Sabbatical” are the identical.
  Sabbath, Sunday, Sunday School, Sabbatical are about our identity and calling.  On the Sabbath Jesus affirms his identity in God’s larger project; he does this by quoting from Isaiah and linking himself to God’s desire for a restored people.   On the Sabbath Jesus rests in God’s bigger work.  He roots his calling amidst Sabbath worship—a time set aside for rest and learning.  

The early understandings of Sabbath focused on “rest”.  When we rest we are forced to remember that our identity is not the sum of what we do.  We are beloved creatures of God not for what we do, but for the fact we are.  We are not the stations will fill—executive, employee, house parent, un-employed.  We are not the mistakes we have made or the successes we have achieved.   We are children of God called to remember our identity in the Creator and Sustainer of this world.  In this respect Sabbath time invites us to relinquish control:  there is one greater than us who holds us, who holds the unfinished tasks of any week, who holds our grief, who holds our hopes, who holds our anxieties.  A stream of postexilic theology within Judaism extended the Sabbath even to the damned in hell who might enjoy a respite from their torments.
  One of the primary tasks of Sabbath and Sabbatical is to stop doing and remember the “ground of our being”.
 

I have been pastor at Nutana Park Mennonite Church for over eleven years now, and it appears I may be around a few more.  This reality of being a long term pastor makes a Sabbatical particularly important.  My identity dare not drift too far into being “pastor Patrick”.  This is not my church any more than it was Anita’s church, or Vern’s church, or Verner’s church.  We have been pastors here, yes, but this is Christ’s church.  Retreating from pastoral duties will give me space to remember this truth.  And in like fashion, the people who attend this church dare not too closely identify me with the congregation.  Ministries of the church happen because of the people, not the pastors, and a Sabbath rest from dictatorial tyrants like myself will give space for you all to remember this truth.

As one traces Sabbath observance through the Hebrew Scriptures we find that the concept evolved.  Leviticus 25, we heard, expanded the idea of rest to the land.
  It is this seven year cycle upon which universities and certain churches base their Sabbatical policy:  work six years and take a year leave so that the fertile field does not get run down.  Then we come to the educational dimensions of the Sabbath which really gained momentum in the post-exilic times.  The Sabbath was not simply made for rest, it was made for education.

Reading the scriptures became a primary focus of Sabbath rest.  The Jewish communities in Babylon read their entire bible in Sabbath worship over the course of the 52 Sabbaths.  The Palestinian Jewish communities read through their bible every three years
; which is similar to the intent of the Revised Common Lectionary.  With this background it makes perfect sense that Jesus is teaching in synagogues and that people are coming to synagogues with the hope for instruction.  Sabbath and Sabbatical are about education in a space of rest.
A primary focus of my Sabbatical study will be family.  I will be joining my immediate family for several weeks in Kansas.  My parents are growing older.  The days will surely come when the quality of their living will greatly diminish.  I need to hear from them what they are learning about life and death at this time.  Maybe there is something I will be able to impart to them.  Before the time of leave-taking finds us I want to spend some quality time with my parents.  And then there are my brothers.  My two brothers and their families live in the same area as my parents.  I confess that there is some distance between my brothers and me; no animosity or anger, I think, just distance.   I am feeling drawn to simply spend time with my them; allow space to hear their thoughts and hopes as well as share mine.

 It is interesting that in Leviticus 25 (parts we didn’t read), the notion of Sabbath and Sabbatical is expanded to what is called a year of jubilee.  Every seventh cycle of seven years—the 49th year—there is a year of Jubilee in which debts are cancelled and property returned to ancestral households.  I am in my 49th year, so I figure it is biblically ordained that I return to my ancestral house.  With a little schmoozing, and maybe a little luck, my debts might be cancelled.   The cancellation of my financial debts would be fantastic, but I would be happy to leave Kansas knowing that any interpersonal debts had been absolved.

Not that spending time with family will not be fun, but I also plan to have some fun on this Sabbatical.  I like nature and I enjoy walking, so I am planning three different weeks in three different National Parks doing just that:  Prince Albert National Park, Grasslands National Park and walking on the Bruce Trail in Ontario.  Patrick, I have learned, is a more agreeable person if he gets his daily walks.  I also value reading.  At this point in my life most of my reading revolves around my professional responsibilities.  I am not suggesting that trolling through the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament to be drudgery, but that eight volume series has never been nominated for a Giller Prize.  I plan to take some time for reading in fields beyond my field.  

Patty says I should also mention service.  My father and I will be joining the NPMC MDS effort in Puerto Rico, and I hope to volunteer around the city when in town.  I have given office administrator Helen my Sabbatical schedule, so if you have questions where or how I am spending my time you can consult with her.
I recognize that not everyone has the opportunity to take four months away from their professional responsibilities.   My introduction to the term Sabbatical, in fact, came from my brother while I was in seminary who complained bitterly about the Sabbatical leave of his pastor at that time saying, “no one pays me for not doing my job”.   Sabbath and Sabbatical can happen, though, in smaller ways in each of our lives.  I offer three examples, from many examples, out of a Wayne Muller book entitled Sabbath:  Restoring the Sacred Rhythm of Rest.


The Shabbat traditionally begins with the lighting of a candle.  When we begin our days, when we begin our holidays, when we begin worship—lighting a candle can be a way of offering any time as sacred time.  In seminary I had a professor, Marcus Smucker, who always began his day this way.  That was before dealing with we, the lot of unruly seminarians who thought they knew more than they did and were sure of it.  “God have mercy on us all”, I would guess he prayed as he lit the candle.
Walk in nature.  We do not yet fully understand the importance of our relationship within creation.  What we do know is that nature has some capacity to heal us.
   I will be privileged to walk in some amazing areas this spring.  Please take time to walk in our parks, along the Saskatchewan rivers, canoe as you are able.  Creation often affords direction and healing that we can not imagine.

Wayne Muller also cites friendship as a part of Sabbath.  We need people in our lives, and most friends will respond with an e-mail, a call, or a visit when invited.   Sabbath is not only about rest and education, it is about relationship.  A part of Sabbath and Sabbatical is making time for important people in our lives.
We have reached the conclusion of the sermon and I am not certain how to conclude.  For many reasons our time apart will be bittersweet.  At a personal level I echo Henri Nouwen’s sentiments of being happy and scared at the same time.  What I do trust, however, is the presence of God which goes before us.  I do not know what the next months will bring for me or you, but Sabbath practice invites us to lay even the unknown on its altar.  So that is what we will do. We will do this trusting the one who loves us and cares for us and never forsakes us.    Amen.
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