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Second Sunday after Pentecost • June 3, 2018 
Deuteronomy 5:12-15 • Psalm 81:1-10  •  2 Corinthians 4:5-12  •  Mark 

2:23-3:6 
 

 With the exception of Jesus, pretty much everyone in that field of wheat is causing 
problems. On the one hand, we have a group of Pharisees. Having seen Jesus break religious 
conventions and taboos before, they’re on the prowl waiting for him to slip up again. The 
Pharisees in that field of wheat have no good reason to be there. They should be out 
teaching or praying or doing something useful with their time. And instead, here they are on 
the Sabbath, following Jesus around waiting for him to do something he shouldn’t just so 
they can catch him in the act.  
 And on the other hand, we have the disciples. And the disciples know that these 
Pharisees have been watching Jesus just waiting for him to slip up. And instead of letting 
Jesus do something interesting, eating with tax collectors again or healing someone’s malady 
or getting rid of an unclean spirit, the disciples do something trivial. Bored on the long walk 
to their next destination, they start to pick the heads off of the wheat stocks.  
  The setup feels almost silly, something that could have been written by Monty 
Python as much as St. Mark. For many of us, this seems like a manufactured argument over 
an issue that few of us really take that seriously anymore. And so it feels like an intramural 
argument among first century Jews. If Jesus frees us from the demands of the law, then it 
seems pointless to spend a lot of time examining the proper way to keep the law. Why parse 
the precise meaning of rules that you don’t have to follow?  

The short answer is that we need Sabbath as much if not more than Jesus’s disciples 
did. And the long answer is the rest of this sermon.  

There are at least two major streams of thinking in the Hebrew Bible about why 
Sabbath matters. Both of these show up in one way or another and they’re both right in their 
own ways. It’s not necessarily one or the other. The first one focuses on keeping the Sabbath 
as a way of emulating God. If you think back to that first Genesis account of creation, God 
creates the world in six days and rests on the seventh. Rest is seen as a divine activity. So if 
you insist on working all the time, this interpretation says, “You think you’re better than 
God? Take a breather. Take a rest.”  
 Over the past ten or fifteen years, there’s been a renewed interest among many 
Christians about reclaiming Sabbath. Communities developing more intentional ways of 
practicing it. Different ways of honoring it. Most of those movements come out of that first 
understanding. The language is framed in terms of rest or self-care. And most of it is well 
intentioned. But if the Sabbath is all about rest, then it’s possible to pervert what the original 
intent of Sabbath was all about. It’s easy to think that you should rest so that you can work 
better. Rest is good because it helps you be more productive, more efficient, a better worker. 
It starts by emphasizing rest but it ends up emphasizing work. As if you should honor the 
Sabbath so that you can hit the ground running on Monday.  
 But there’s another way of thinking about Sabbath. And it’s a paradigm that we see in 
our first reading from Deuteronomy today. We don’t hear from Deuteronomy often, so it’s 
helpful to remember exactly what it is, which is a long speech. The night before the Israelites 
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enter the promised land, Moses gathers them together and gives a long speech recapping 
their covenant with God. And Moses tells them, “Observe the Sabbath day and keep it holy, 
as the LORD your God has commanded you.” No surprises there. But look at why. What is 
the explanation that Moses offers for why they should keep the Sabbath?   
 Moses doesn’t say that keeping the Sabbath is a way of imitating God. Moses doesn’t 
say that resting helps you work better. No, Moses says that keeping the Sabbath is a way to 
“remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God brought 
you out from there… therefore the LORD your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath 
day.”  
 Moses is not saying that you should keep the Sabbath because it will help you work 
better. In fact, Moses is saying almost the exact opposite. You should keep the Sabbath 
because it will remind you that you are more than your work. Because those Israelites who 
were enslaved always had to be making more for Pharaoh. Always becoming more efficient. 
Always becoming more productive. And so eventually, their entire identity became wrapped 
up in what they were able to produce. 

The sign that marks the Israelites as a people in covenant with God is Sabbath. If you 
think back to Lent this year, we did the increasingly narrow covenants from the Hebrew 
Bible. And whenever God makes the covenant in that series there’s a tangible sign that goes 
with them. During the first week in Lent, the promise to Noah after the flood came with a 
bow in the sky. During the second week in Lent, the promise to Abraham and his 
descendants was marked by circumcision. And during the third week in Lent, when God 
gathered the Israelites at Mt. Horeb to make them God’s covenant people, the sign was 
Sabbath. 
 So the Sabbath is not just about rest. Sabbath is about identity. It’s about 
remembering that you are more than what you produce. If you work, it means that you are 
more than your last performance review. If you are a student, it means that you are more 
than your grades. If you are unemployed, it means that you are more than your resume. This 
is hard work in a culture that wants to monetize everything. Sabbath is about acknowledging 
that the most important thing about you is not your quantifiable value to other people but 
your infinite worth to God. 

We might say that Sabbath is about practicing a different kind of economy. An 
economy of grace and mercy instead of an economy of producing and consuming. The idea 
of an economy of grace probably strikes most of us as odd, but it would have made perfect 
sense to those disciples. Because the word economy that we use to talk about business and 
the stock market and GDP comes from the Greek word oikoinomia, which was about how 
you managed your home. And that assembly of early believers who St. Mark wrote his 
gospel for didn’t meet in a church or a cathedral. They met in a someone’s house. So this 
different economy means practicing a different way of practicing your everyday life as a 
community. That sees people not in terms of what they can do for you but in terms of what 
God has done for them.  
 The idea of honoring the Sabbath is radically counter cultural. Think about the other 
commandments for a second. Let’s say you’re a parent or a Godparent or an aunt or an 
uncle or something, and you’re trying to teach a kid about the Ten Commandments. Most 
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people would say that “you shall not kill” is generally good life advice. Most people would 
say that “you shall not commit adultery” is good advice. You shouldn’t covet other people’s 
stuff, at least for your own mental health. You shouldn’t lie about other people. This is all 
basic stuff right? But “honor the Sabbath and keep it holy because you are worth more than 
you produce in our consumer economy?” Not so much.  

It’s so countercultural that most of us aren’t quite sure what to do with it. So we try 
to make it into another rule to follow. We take Sabbath, which is a gift of God, and turn it 
into a task. And then that task inevitably becomes a burden. We say that honoring the 
Sabbath is about going to church, and then we end up feeling resentful. Or we say that it’s a 
day to relax and recharge for the week ahead, and then we stress about whether we’re 
relaxing enough. It’s a gift. It’s a way of remembering your covenant with God, which is the 
thing that ultimately matters most in life. 

But it’s easy to get Sabbath flipped around. It’s easy to make the gift a burden. And 
that’s exactly the situation in today’s gospel reading, when Jesus has this argument with the 
Pharisees. See, the traditional way that this story has been read is that the conflict really 
blows up when Jesus says, “The Sabbath was made for humankind, not humankind for the 
Sabbath.” It’s a catchy line. It sounds rehearsed. And it might be. It’s also what a lot of other 
Jews at the time thought. The idea that the Sabbath needed to serve the needs of people, not 
the other way around, wasn’t that uncommon among many Jewish teachers.  

What Jesus said that was inflammatory was that little sentence after it: “The Son of 
Man is lord even over the Sabbath.” Jesus gives himself the authority over the tradition of 
the Sabbath. The Pharisees liked to argue about tradition. But they always knew that the 
tradition was normative. You argue about how to interpret the tradition because tradition 
has the last word. But in this one little sentence, Jesus claims that he has an authority beyond 
the handed down traditions. What gets the Pharisees riled up isn’t Jesus’s claim that the 
Sabbath should be practiced humanely. It’s his claim that the Sabbath exists to bring people 
into relationship with him.  

And that’s why Jesus preaches, teaches, and heals people on the Sabbath. Not 
because he doesn’t care about the tradition. But because the tradition is still open. The 
tradition is still alive, still being enacted. What better way to remind people that they are 
worth more than they produce than by loving them unconditionally? What better way to 
remind people of how God brought them out of slavery than bringing their demons out of 
them? What better way to remind people of God’s promises to them than bring them into 
this new economy grace and abundance? This economy of mercy we call the household of 
God. 
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