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Have you ever spent time around children or teenagers? There is something that I’ve noticed 
that almost every kid or teenager has a very hard time with, especially since smartphones and 
tablets and the like have become so common. Kids are not good at doing nothing. 

 

It takes about three seconds of doing nothing before the fidgeting starts and the “I’m 
bored” soundtrack kicks in. And yet – just think about how many times we tell kids to do 
nothing: we tell them to wait, just wait. Sit still. Be quiet. If you can’t sleep just lay quietly. 
Stay in your beds. Just lay there. Don’t touch! Stop that! Every day! 

 

Now, back in my day we had to do nothing way more often. I could tell you stories that 
would make your skin not crawl about the amount of time I spent as a kid sitting in grocery 
store aisles while my mom talked to friends (or strangers), the time I spent sitting outside of 
fitting rooms, or in waiting rooms, or waiting for buses or rides, or all sorts of things where 
I did nothing. And yet now I have become the parent, and I have continued the cycle, 
telling my own kids to do nothing and deal with it all the time. We ask kids to do nothing 
on a regular basis, and, frankly, they don’t like it, it’s not easy, and they don’t want to do 
nothing. They want to be doing something. 

 

Now, maybe we’re just preparing them for what the rest of life holds for them, waiting in 
lines, waiting in waiting rooms, waiting for test results or car repairs or any number of things. 
Believe it or not, you are not always going to be able to play on your phone, or even read a 
book, while you are waiting and bored.  

 

Or maybe we’re getting them ready for all those times when you wish could do something 
about a situation, and there’s nothing you can do. Or maybe we’re training them how to be 
still in a meeting or a funeral or in line or any other time or place where society has deemed 
that you need to sit still, be quiet, and/or do nothing.  And that can be really, really, hard, and 
not just for kids. So we might as well prepare them. 

 

Today’s words from Isaiah and Luke revolve around Sabbath. Sabbath literally means: 
cease, desist. Stop doing things. Do nothing. Rest. When you hear about the Third 
Commandment, “Honor the sabbath day, and keep it holy,” is that the picture that comes 
to mind? God telling us, like a bunch of kids, to sit still, be quiet, and do nothing? Are 
people of faith, inheritors of these commandments, supposed to spend one day each week 
in some sort of induced coma or paralysis? Is this a holy time- out? When the sun goes 
down at the beginning of the sabbath day do we all just conk out and fall over as though our 

collective fairy godmother’s spell has worn off and we are just a field of pumpkins for a 
twenty-four-hour span? 

 

Of course not. That’s a caricature. Sabbath is not about inactivity. It’s true that certain kinds 
of work were prohibited on the sabbath, that it in part recalled how on the seventh day of 
Creation, God rested.  But it’s about much more than not doing work:   it’s about giving rest 
to servants and animals, to strangers who are visiting. It’s the kind of rest, the kind of break, 
that shows compassion to the weak and destitute, and requires recognition and perspective 
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from the wealthy. As it says in Deuteronomy chapter 5, “Remember that you were a slave in 
the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought you out from there with a mighty 
hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God commanded you to keep the 
sabbath day.” In other words, remember that you were once enslaved, forced into labor; and 
the Lord your God set you free and gave you rest. 

 

Many hundreds of years after that Exodus happened and those commandments were given, 

the Jews were driven into exile. As they were cut off from the Temple and its rituals, as they 
were surrounded and flooded with other cultures, other gods, other practices, in the midst 
of all of that: the sabbath – this day of rest – became an indispensable sign of the special 
relationship God had with Israel, and it was a way to preserve that relationship in the face of 
a hostile pagan world. 

 

Remembering the sabbath day helped maintain steadfastness of faith, helped “sabbath 
bearers” to hold tight to God’s promises, and it was seen as a joyous day. The prophet Isaiah 
promises that as the people come back from exile, “If you refrain from trampling the 
sabbath, from pursuing your own interests on my holy day; if you call the sabbath a delight 
and the holy day of the LORD honorable; if you honor it, not going your own ways, serving 

your own affairs; then you shall take delight in the LORD and I will make you ride upon the 
heights of the earth.”  That’s not necessarily a conditional statement; I hear it as an assurance 
that good things will come because of this sabbath gift. 

 

Fast forward again, about 500 years, to Luke’s account of Jesus healing this bent-over woman 
on the sabbath. To the synagogue leader it appears that Jesus is dis-honoring the sabbath, 

that Jesus is going his own way, serving his own affairs, and not taking delight in the Lord. 
What really is happening is that Jesus is getting back to the heart of the matter. What is the 
sabbath really about, what is it really for? Is it about a “not-to-do list”? This isn’t the first time 
Jesus or his disciples do something on the sabbath that gets them into trouble, whether it’s 
healings like this one or plucking grain from its stalk. Jesus is re-teaching, re-defining, and re-
framing what sabbath and what all of the Law is for.   He calls the bent-over woman a 
“daughter of Abraham”: she’s one of God’s children, an heir of God’s promises. Jesus in 
another place calls himself “Lord of the sabbath.” And, as the Lord of the sabbath, Jesus 
reminds his listeners that the sabbath is not about doing nothing; it is about resting from our 
own doing and recognizing what God does for us. 

 

Jesus says, “Does not each of you on the sabbath untie his ox or his donkey from the 
manger, and lead it away to give it water? And ought not this woman, a daughter of 
Abraham whom Satan bound for eighteen long years, be set free from this bondage on the 
sabbath day?”  Untying, being set free from bondage:  this is what is at the heart of the 
sabbath. 

 

I could talk to you about how we keep the sabbath, or not, today.   About how we might act 
like the synagogue leader, nit-picking the rules, and acting – even with the best intentions – 
like him, missing the point of hospitality and what the sabbath is really for. How we 
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sometimes withhold healing and all the best of God’s gifts because the people who need it 
didn’t file the proper request. I could give you lists and a how-to guide of sabbath-keeping, 
with helpful suggestions about the right sabbath attitude or the top ten ways to turn your 
“nothing” into “something.”   But I’d rather talk to you about subjects and verbs. 

 

The heart of the sabbath isn’t about forced inaction, a holy time-out, about being bored. 
The heart of the sabbath is not about what we do or not do. The heart of the sabbath is 
about what God does for us. It is about being untied, unbound, and set free. Sabbath is 
about God being the subject of our verbs. The gift of the sabbath is that it frees us from 
being the subject, the actor, the do-er, especially when it comes to our faith, our relationship 
with God, or about just us doing things without thought or purpose, incessantly.  If 
sabbath is about ceasing and desisting, then the gift of it is that we are freed from focusing 
on what we do – and we do a lot in this life – and it helps us to stop and realize what God is 
doing, and has done, for us. It’s like Isaiah says, it’s not about our own interests, our own 

ways, our own affairs, the to-do lists that pop into our heads during worship; it’s about what 
God does to us, for us, through us. It’s about a cross, a table, a font; or, in verb-terms: it’s 
about God loving, God feeding, God washing and claiming. God verb-ing. God doing. 

 

What bends you over, what burdens or binds you? What responsibilities or anxieties cripple 
you, distort you? What has you tied up, trapped, enslaved? God’s desire is to set you free. 
God’s command is for us to stop what we’re doing, to cease and desist from our 

preoccupations and ensnared lifestyles, our own efforts to be free and happy and successful, 
our own self-centered approaches to life: and instead get out of the way and let God be the 
subject of all of our most important verbs. 

 

Are there things we can do to get out of the way of God, to participate in the   gift of 
sabbath? Sure. We can try to live simple, uncluttered lives and remove distractions. We can 
pray or meditate and in doing so listen for God’s guidance. And even though Christians 
opted to celebrate the day of Jesus’ resurrection as our defining observance, that doesn’t mean 
that we can’t still have sabbath days, sabbath hours, regular, frequent, and intentional sabbath 
moments, outside of Sundays, to help us stay close to the heart of the sabbath. Think of music: 
the melodies, the tunes, the harmonies that we hold dear, would just be a bricks of noise 
without the rests in between the notes to give them shape and define them. The more I think 

about it, it’s probably in reality even more difficult for adults to do nothing, to let go, to cede 
control, to be still. And that’s why sabbath is a gift – because it frees us from the proverbial 

hamster wheels of our own efforts, and in our resting we assert that God is the subject of our 
most important verbs. 

 

Listen again to the other part of Isaiah’s promise to God’s people: “The LORD will guide 
you continually, and satisfy your needs in parched places, and make your bones strong; and 
you shall be like a watered garden, like a spring of water, whose waters never fail.” Doesn’t 
that sound good! And it is God who guides, who satisfies needs, who makes strong, who 
waters. And when Jesus unburdens the bent-over woman, she immediately stands up straight 
and begins praising God, and the crowd rejoices at the wonderful things Jesus says and does. 
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These are good things – really good things! – that God does. Maybe we can reframe for 
ourselves and for our kids what a gift “doing nothing” could truly be – if we remember the 
sabbath in our rests. Sabbath is not a burden: it is a cessation of burden, a cessation of our 
own in-cessant doing, so that God may be the Actor, the Doer, the subject of our verbs. 

 

Thank you, God, for your work, for our rest. Thank you for sabbath.  

 

Amen. 
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Children’s Sermon Mad Lib: 
 
 

Noun: 

Person in room: 
Past-tense verb: 
Past-tense verb: 
Adjective: 
Adjective: 
Person in room: 
Adjective: 

Plural noun: 
Number: 

Body part (plural): 
Past-tense verb: 
Past tense verb: 
Adjective: 

Verb: 
Exclamation: 

 
 
 
 
 

One Sunday Morning 

One Sunday morning I woke up with a terrible   . I thought about just staying in 

bed, but I knew    would be disappointed if I didn’t come to church. So, to get 
ready, I  and     as quickly as I could. Once I got there I was glad I did: 
the hymns were     , the sermon was  , and when  got up to 
announce that he/she needed help with his/her       , I knew in my heart 

that I could help. It wasn’t easy to put my weekly    dollars into the offering 
plate, but my         with the Holy Spirit afterwards. After all was said and 
done, I knew that God      me today and every day, and that I’d be a/an    disciple, 
ready to get up and     . And all God’s people said, “   !” 
 
 
Thanks for playing along with me, and let praises ring that we do not have a fill-in-the- 
blank God, and that our own faith stories can be just as fun, and that God’s Word usually 
makes a little more sense than that! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


