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Introduction to 
Celebrating Sabbath: Accepting God’s Gift of Rest and Delight 

By Nancy Self 
 

“Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it Holy”: The fourth of the 10 commandments found in Exodus: 20:8 and 
one of two that does not begin with “You shall not…” 
Portions of the verse reads: “Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all 
your work; but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the Lord your God; in it you shall not do any work, … for in six 
days the Lord made heaven and earth, the seas, and all that is in them and rested the seventh day; therefore, 
the Lord blessed the Sabbath Day and hallowed it.” 
 Perhaps you memorized that verse as a young child. Reflect on your experiences: What did that mean 

to you as a child? What actions did you take, or observations and rituals did you experience? 
 How is your observation or celebration of the Sabbath today different from when you were a child? If 

you were to be “judging” your actions. Do you see your celebration of the Sabbath as being “more holy 
today” or less holy?” 

 As I reflected on these questions, I realized that my celebration of the Sabbath has changed along with 
the stages of my life: childhood, teen years, college years, young adult hood, parenting stage, middle 
age, and retirement years. Keeping the Sabbath Day holy has meant something different to me in each 
phase and has been practiced differently. Unfortunately, it has been influenced more by the social 
norms and practices surrounding me than by my actual beliefs regarding God’s commandment. 

 In several of these phases, especially the years of career and extreme busyness I have felt stabs of guilt 
about how I did or did not observe the Sabbath according to the patterns of behavior I had practiced 
over and over as a child following the guidance of my parents. 

 I am excited about this topic of study and look forward to exploring it through the eyes of our author of 
this book – 
Rev. Dr. Carol Bechtel, author of lessons 
Theme: Celebrating the Sabbath: Accepting God’s Gift of Rest and Delight 

• Professor of Old Testament at Western Theological Seminary in Holland, Michigan since 1994 
• Also serves as the Executive director of the American Waldensian Society—an organization that 

partners with Christians from the reformed tradition in Italy and South America 
 With Dr. Bechtel’s writings she enlightens us to Views about the Sabbath that are scattered throughout 

the old and new testaments 
 In my own attempt to understand a broader meaning of Sabbath and assess varying views I have 

occasionally turned to contemporary literature and interpretations. 
 I returned to my bookshelves and have just finished rereading a book that I purchased many years ago: 

entitled: Sabbath, Restoring the Sacred Rhythm of Rest by Wayne Muller. This book was purchased 
during my career years in an attempt to deal with the overwhelm of responsibilities that led me to 
spend many Sunday afternoons, and some mornings as well, holed up in my office trying to dig my way 
out of stacks of papers to grade and class presentations to prepare. Guilt was hammering at me. 

 On a lighter note, I rediscovered the book, Sunday Morning Memories by Don Reid, one of the Statler 
Brothers who describes the events within his Presbyterian church as he experienced them during his 
young years. He is still living and attending that same Presbyterian Church in Staunton, Virginia.  I 
smiled, chuckled, and nodded throughout the book because his experiences were extremely similar to 
mine during those same years of growing up in a Baptist Church. 

 This caused me to wander down memory lane to Sunday life for me in a small town of Woodruff South 
Carolina in the 50’s – decades ago: 
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 So, take a trip with me… into some familiar routines for Sabbath celebration for me. Perhaps it will 
tweak your memories as well. I am sure we each have very different experiences. These are just mine… 

 ON Sunday mornings I usually awakened to the smell of sausage frying and coffee perking while my 
ears were tickled to the sounds coming from the radio of “Sunday morning Music” – Quartets singing 
the old gospel songs that my dad loved.  

  Without even opening my eyes I could see my dad in the bathroom shaving and my mom in the 
kitchen rolling out yeast dough into little balls, placing them on a pan and setting them under a clean 
kitchen towel to rise while we were at church. That meant that after church there would be hot yeast 
rolls to accompany the meatloaf and the green beans, she had cooked the day before. 

 Opening my eyes, I could see my clean, handmade, starched, and ironed Sunday dress hanging from 
the closet door and my white socks and patent leather Sunday shoes on the floor below. 

 After breakfast, my parents and I inspected each other to be sure all buttons were fastened, hems 
were straight, ties tied, hats on straight, and “love Offering” in a pocket before going out the door. My 
Mom always turned to my dad and asked the question, “Do I look alright?” I think she would really 
have liked a more demonstrative comment than she usually got, “Sure you look fine.” 

 Sunday mornings at church meant Sunday School and “preaching” (that’s what we called the worship 
service) Then home for lunch; a nap for my parents while I entertained myself by reading the “funny 
Paper” (the comics).  

 This was followed by an afternoon ritual of short visits to both of my grandmothers, some chasing 
around the yards with first cousins, perhaps a visit to a sick church member, and back home for a quick 
meal of leftovers, and then back to church for training union and preaching again. Sunday was spent 
mostly “dwelling in the house of the Lord.” I knew nothing else. 

 The community I lived in, and the social mores of the time made these routines much easier. There 
were no social, entertainment, and sports distractions; and church was the social hub of the lives of 
most families. 

 Sunday Blue laws meant there were no stores open on Sunday; purchases all had to be made on 
Saturday. One pharmacy in town was open each week on Sunday afternoons for emergency filling of 
prescriptions but with all other store merchandise covered with great big sheets.  

 The movie theater was darkened, and anyone seen mowing a lawn, digging in a flower bed, hanging 
clothes on a line to dry, or hitting balls on a golf course drew gasps of surprise, frowns, and 
disapproving comments.  

  As children we were not allowed to play card or board games on Sunday; ball games were not an 
option; and bicycles sat untouched- waiting for Monday 

 Is it any wonder with those mental images and patterns of early behavior that I felt twinges of guilt 
when my life changed dramatically as an adult with a family, children to care for, and a career to 
manage. 

 What does keeping the Sabbath Day holy mean to you as an adult now? How do you keep the Sabbath 
holy? Why and how has it changed for you? What has brought about these changes? 

Through our study this year we will learn that 
• Sabbath is not a burden—it is a blessing 
• It is not to be a set of rules of what not to do, or an instrument of guilt induction. 
• It is the source and goal that inspires the best of all we do and is intended to bring us closer to God. 
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These study lessons are an invitation to practice the Sabbath in real and practical ways. Live your way into a 
new way of thinking about Sabbath. This study provides 9 different topics as they relate to understanding the 

Sabbath: These topics will open our minds to understanding Gods intention for the Sabbath. Will give us 
insights that will help us to make choices about our action. 

 
Here is a quick overview of the topics to be studied: 

1. Sabbath and celebration: 
a. Jesus invites us to celebrate a Sabbath that is more about yes than no. (Recall Jesus walking 

through wheat fields and gathering food to eat) (he frequently escaped from the crowds for 
quiet time and prayer.) 

b.  The Sabbath is for Rest from weekly duties and responsibilities 
c. “The Hurrier I go the Behinder I get” – feel as if we are being chased by a runaway train. Just 

waiting for Sunday to find a way to catch up and prepare for the week ahead. Perhaps time out 
for rest and honoring God would make our minds more creative in thinking about our 
responsibilities. 

2. Sabbath and Creation: 
a. The idea of Sabbath was built into the structure of creation 
b. It is a gift from God and accepting that gift enhances our friendship with God 
c. Sabbath was not created for God’s benefit but rather as an example for us- to stop, look at the 

work we have done, and rest from the demands of working. 
d. We are invited with God to look at the work of his and our creation and appreciate it enjoy the 

fruits of our labor and of God’s gifts to us. Gratitude and thankfulness 
e. It is to be a day to reset our pace, our priorities, and our lives 

3.  Sabbath and Sunday: 
a.  Over the centuries Christians have begun to celebrate the Sabbath on Sunday – still 

disagreements about what that means 
b. Times for celebrating the Sabbath is not just on the 7th day – can be for moments within any 

day when we stop with thoughts of gratitude, praise, prayer, relaxation for ourselves 
c. How does your typical Sunday feel like the Sabbath to you? What has to happen for it to feel 

like “Sunday.” 
4. Sabbath and Surrender 

a. The Sabbath is a Call to surrender our unhealthy striving for more wealth, more stuff, more 
success; time to say “enough.” (Chick Fillet and Hobby Lobby closed on Sunday – have they 
suffered??) 

b. We set aside our responsibilities and acknowledge that we are not what we produce 
c. Could we go back to the way life was when all stores were closed on Sunday? 

5. Sabbath and servitude: 
a. Work without a Sabbath break is servitude 
b. Time set apart from work responsibilities as well as a time to honor God 
c. What is good work and when does work become servitude? 

6. Sabbath and Hospitality 
a. Sabbath is meant to be shared – hospitality with friends and family 
b. Show kindness to others; listen and encourage others 

7. Sabbath and Self- Care 
a. Caring for self is an important part of stopping to celebrate the Sabbath, but it is also about 

honoring God 
b. Taking care of ourselves also provides honor to God and provides a gift for others 
c. Can you turn off technology on Sunday?? 
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d. Can you make actionable decisions to avoid television that invokes violence to mind and body? 
8. Sabbath and Justice: 

a. Celebrating the Sabbath means living lives of justice all week long 
b. Can you show Respect for diversity, individuality, unique gifts, equality 

9. Sabbath and Community 
a. Community is a key to sustaining us in our Sabbath journey 
b. We grow in faith through association with other Christians, with seeking to serve those in our 

community who have needs that have not been fulfilled. 
10. Summary: Sabbath is a gift from God 

a. Not to be seen as a burden, but as a blessing 
b. Not a list of rules to be followed 
c.  A time for rest and fellowship with God through our relationship with family and other 

Christians. In our busyness we have lost our rhythm between work and rest. 
d. How can our Sabbath practices be life giving for us? 

 
 How do you wish the Sabbath was celebrated today? 
 How would you choose to keep the Sabbath Holy?  
 How could you celebrate the Sabbath at any time? 

o Rest and renewal 
o Family togetherness 
o Church services 
o Arts events in churches 
o Service activities in community 
o Nature appreciation and enhancement 
o Choose inspirational television viewing for major portion of the day –motivational speakers, 

concerts, art shows, history programs, nature programs, actions designed to make life better for 
others 

o Avoid programs including violence to mind and body 
 Wayne Muller enumerates his choices for celebrating Sabbath: 

“In Sabbath time we remember to celebrate what is beautiful and sacred. We light 
candles, sing songs, tell stories, eat, nap, and make love…we become available to the 

insights and blessings of deep mindfulness that arise only in the stillness of time.” 
 
 


