
“The Practice of Saying No: Sabbath” 

Exodus 20: 8-11 

One Sunday morning, a youth from Stittsville named Alex came to church wearing a t-shirt 

with a picture of the Black Sabbath - one of those rock bands who introduced heavy metal to the 

music world. It so happened that the topic of our discussion at Sunday School was Sabbath. 

Alex approached me with his question – “Kim, are you saying that Black Sabbath is a Christian 

band?”  Short of laughing out loud, I looked at him and said: “Alex, I don’t think we are on the 

same boat here. Black Sabbath was named after a horror film with the same title which is about 

a gruesome experience of darkness that makes you scared and restless. The Sabbath I’m telling 

you is the exact opposite of Black Sabbath. It is about a day when God rested, refreshed, 

rejuvenated and ready to take another venture in the world.” 

The word Sabbath is derived from the Hebrew shabbat which literally means the seventh day 

and is a day of rest. The writer of Genesis tells us that on the seventh day, after creating the 

world, God rested and was refreshed. Sabbath is a gift of God who created and blessed all 

creation and, yes, needed Sabbath rest, too. You and I need what God needs… in the midst of 

our labour and work, we need Sabbath rest – we need a time out, a day off, a break. We need to 

be refreshed and restored to our true and glad selves.  In Exodus, we remember that the 

Israelites, before they crossed the Red Sea were working non-voluntarily 24/7 for Pharaoh. He 

didn’t care if they dropped dead. He only cared that the structures they were building were 

completed. Now that God has freed them, God wants the people to learn about rest and 

relaxation so God gives them the law on Sabbath. When they were slaves, they had no control 

over their time, their work, their bodies. Pharaoh was in charge of the whole of their lives. 

There was no rest, no refreshment, no down time – just pure labour that serves the whims of 

Pharaoh and his cohorts.  God set them free from slavery so they may enjoy Sabbath rest, 

renewal and refreshment.  

Sabbath is about stopping the busyness of our lives, reconnecting with oneself, with God, with 

other and the whole of creation. Our sisters and brothers in the Jewish faith, observe Shabbat 

from a few minutes before sunset on Friday evening until the appearance of three stars in the 
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sky on Saturday night. They will do no work on the Sabbath and keep it holy by going to 

worship, eating a meal with family, taking naps, and just being with one another. They do no 

shopping, yard work, laundry, or cleaning house. It is a day of rest and renewal. Many of us 

remember when this was a norm for Christians on Sunday. We put aside Sunday to intentionally 

focus our attention and energy to moments of praising and worshipping God and to be in 

fellowship with one another. We offer our prayers, we sing hymns, we teach children about 

God’s love, we listen to God’s word, we break bread together – all these in moments of 

worship. When I was growing up, our family observes Sabbath on Sunday by going to church 

together and eating a Sunday dinner, usually prepared by my dad. My mom was given a rest 

from the kitchen. The meal was followed by a game of cards or scrabble or singing songs 

accompanied with a guitar. It was a peaceful, renewing time to relax and connect with each 

other. Sabbath is a time to be nourished and refreshed. To enjoy what is beautiful and good. 

I strongly believe that Sabbath isn't restricted to a certain day of a week. It is not the day that 

defines Sabbath but rather the intent of making that day holy or faith-centered. Sabbath must be 

intentional.  Some of the best, most life-changing answers in the world are contained in these 

two little words: yes and no. “Yes, I will marry you,” “Yes, I’ll be good from now on,” “yes, 

I’ll take the job,” “yes, you’re getting a baby,” “no, I don’t want to eat broccoli” “no, I won’t 

leave you,” “no, I’m not adding that to my plate,” “no, he did not survive.” Barbara Brown 

Taylor rightly notes that we say a false “yes” far more often than we say a faithful “no.” Taylor 

encourages us to look carefully at our lives and discern what we may need to say “No” to, in 

order to say yes to God. Mahatma Gandhi also taught that “A ‘no’ uttered from the deepest 

conviction is better than a ‘yes’ merely uttered to please, or worse, to avoid trouble.” The 

practice of saying no opens the way of saying yes to Sabbath.To truly set aside a whole block of 

time— just one day a week— when we are able to rest with God, with creation, and with 

ourselves to be refreshed, restored, rejuvenated. This is the day to have our perspective and our 

priorities rearranged. A time set aside where we remember that God has set us free for a 

different quality of life and relationship. Rev. Kristie Finley comments that: “To say “no” to our 

culture’s pressure to fill our time with more: more busyness, higher productivity, greater self-

sufficiency, constant entertainment. It’s not that those things are wrong! But only when we stop 



can we remember that we are not self-made, and God is there behind us, continuing to breathe 

life into us, continuing to take the dirt and mud of our lives and shape us in God’s own image. 

Only when we stop can we savor what we already have, instead of always wanting more: we 

can pause to savor this glorious creation, and linger in the memories we cherish, and feel the 

deeper yearning that we silence in our hearts. “ 

What does rest look like? Barbara Brown Taylor gives us these suggestions: “At least one day 

in every seven ... close the door to the toolshed and turn off the computer. Stay home not 

because you are sick but because you are well. Talk someone you love into being well with you. 

Take a nap, a walk, an hour for lunch. Test the premise that you are worth more than you can 

produce – that even if you spent one whole day being good for nothing you would still be 

precious in God’s sight – and when you get anxious because you are convinced that this is not 

so, remember that your own conviction is not required. This is a commandment. Your worth has 

already been established, even when you are not working. The purpose of the commandment is 

to woo you to the same truth.”
 
 

Too many of us try to cram eight days of work into a seven-day week. It is hard to find this 

God-intended rhythm, this balance of work and rest. In today’s world of rampant consumerism 

and materialism, often we associate busyness with being effective, successful, or even faithful. 

Let us learn again to practice a regular rhythm of Sabbath in the midst of our work and effort. 

Remember that our true worth is found not in what we produce or earn, but in being God’s good 

creation. Sabbath promises seven days of prosperity for six days of work. We get more out of 

life than we put into it. And in the surplus is the graciousness of God.  

Walter Brueggemann in his book, Sabbath as Resistance, writes: “Sabbath is an act of both 

resistance and alternative. It is resistance because it is a visible insistence that our lives are not 

defined by the production and consumption of commodity goods. Sabbath is also an alternative 

to the demanding, chattering, pervasive presence of advertising and its liturgical claim of 

professional sports that devour all our rest time.” Brueggemann contends that “we have a 24/7 

society of consumption, a society in which to live, achieve, accomplish, perform and possess. 

We want more, own more, use more, eat more and drink more.  Sabbath is not simply about 



keeping rules but rather about becoming a whole person and restoring a whole society.” To 

observe Sabbath time is to acknowledge that everything does not depend on us after all! The 

world is still in God’s good hands. 

I close with a prayer on Sabbath by radical authors Shane Claiborne and Jonathan Wilson-

Hartgrove:  

Lord of Creation, create in us a new rhythm of life, composed of hours that sustain rather than 

stress, of days that deliver rather than destroy, of time that trickles rather than tackles.  

Lord of Liberation, By the rhythm of your truth, set us free, from the bondage and baggage that 

break us, from the Pharaohs and fellows who fail us, from the plans and pursuits that prey upon 

us.  

Lord of Resurrection, May we be raised into the rhythm of your new life, dead to deceitful 

calendars, dead to fleeting friend requests, dead to the empty peace of our accomplishments. To 

our packed-full planners, we bid, "Peace!" To our over-caffeinated consciences, we say, 

"Cease!"  

To our suffocating selves, Lord grant release. Drowning in a sea of deadlines and death chimes, 

we rest in you our lifeline By your ever-restful grace, allow us to enter your Sabbath rest as 

your Sabbath rest enters into us.  

In the name of our Creator, our Liberator our Resurrection and life we pray. Amen. 
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