Sabbath/SPE Group—“Sabbath Rest”


The primary gift of our peer mentoring group—meeting a few times a year for two and a half days away from the pastoral routines—has been for me its Sabbath character.  Being in the pastoral vocation, I usually don’t get to experience a well-rounded Sabbath, for part of the joy of Sabbath is gathering with others who also have a Sabbath and enjoying the gifts of the Day together.  But when the five of us gather, Sabbath lives, and I, and the rest of us, experience re-creation.  


In her book Keeping the Sabbath Wholy, Marva Dawn says that the best of Sabbath’s include four elements:  Ceasing, Resting, Embracing and Feasting.  These capture the essence of what is so restoring to me in our group gatherings.  We… 

· …Cease by getting away entirely from the locale of our work and our worries.  We no longer need to maintain our pastoral role, no longer need to accomplish anything (even internet and cell phone usage—not always available on our retreats—are kept to a bare minimum), no longer can take up the immediate worries that marriage or family or neighborhood or “work” insist we pay attention to, for now these are far away.  This ceasing is obvious from the start: from the joyful embraces as we meet each other again, to the first night’s slow slumping in the chairs of our enjoyable conversations as we are free to simply fall toward a Sabbath night’s sleep.  Here is a place of no demands, no expectations, much freedom and wonderful grace. 

· …Rest in a time of restoring community together.  There’s physical rest as we simply hang out, sipping early cups of coffee while looking out over the Colorado Rockies, or walking slowly through a mountain town with no need to worry about anything in particular.  Or emotional and spiritual rest, as we find ourselves listening meditatively to a thoughtful folk song or a stirring hymn and find it speaking peace or faith or reality back into our too-worn lives.  And there is an all-encompassing rest, as we put down our needs to maintain certain images or hide certain concerns or be silent about our sins; here is a time we can simply be ourselves, permitted to be or grow at the pace of our lives with others who know us in our imperfections because they know themselves in theirs.

·  …Embrace our lives and vocations more fully as we reflect together upon them.  We embrace time instead of space, no longer needing to produce or reach out to, but instead delighting in the moment and the day.  We embrace our imperfect, sometimes even broken, lives—our selves, our marriages, our bodies, our work—and with each other are able then, too, to embrace new ways of seeing our imperfect lives from the truth spoken into them.  And we embrace our pastoral vocations—we hear again, from each other, the many facets of the calling that is, in this group, treated with both the honesty and humor and holiness that it deserves.  All this because we embrace each other as brothers in Christ—wholly imperfect yet wholly holy.  Embracing each other in this way, it seems to me that we return to embrace our wives and families and churches in a richer, more gracious way as well. 

· …Feast as we laugh to extents we rarely laugh; as we eat and drink over long conversations; as we take hikes in the mountains and delight in beautiful vistas with life-inducing exercise; as we talk about books and jokes and movies and sermons and stories; as we take in the very imperfect, very gifted, very gracious presence of one another.  We return filled with rich gifts by which we’ve been blessed and changed.


Perhaps one metaphor will capture this sense of Sabbath.  From the beginning of our time together, we thought it important and right to celebrate the Lord’s Supper together.  With a loaf of bread that we would pass, and cups of wine that we would drink, we would “take, drink, remember and believe.”  Sometimes we would do this with a liturgy of texts and prayers.  At other times we would tell stories of what Jesus Christ meant to us over the past month.  And at times we simply ended a final evening meal with a solemn taking.

But this last time we gathered we found no need to set apart such a time, no need to dichotomize “spiritual supper” and “physical meals.  For the whole time together seemed to be a kind of sacrament.  The grace and truth of Christ was present and offered to each other throughout our time.  We spoke about our sins and struggles, and we heard from the others, “Grace to you, and peace.”  We were ourselves with each other, and freely accepted.  We ate and drank with each other and had a sense that, through it all, God was present with us in a profound way.  No need to say, “The body of Christ given for you”; we had experienced the body of Christ with and within each other throughout.


I have no doubt that our meetings have not only blessed me as a person, they have enriched my life in ministry, and perhaps been one of the factors that keeps me in it.  For that reason, I tell the stories of our group to other pastors, and recommend that they get into similar relationship, with similar “retreat” patterns.  No only I, but the church congregation I pastor, is far better for it.  

