B. 9th Sunday in Ordinary Time #1                                                                  Deut5: 12-15

Background

These verses deal with the commandment to keep holy the Sabbath, the third or fourth commandment, depending on which reckoning is followed. Anglicans, Greek Orthodox, and the Reformed tradition reckon the prohibitions relating to false worship as two, whereas Roman Catholics and Lutherans, following St. Augustine, count them as one and make up the number ten by splitting up the last commandment forbidding covetousness into two. Actually, there are two versions of the Ten Commandments in the OT, Ex20: 2-17 and Deut 5: 6-21. The two versions are essentially the same, except for two noteworthy divergences. First, the reason for the Sabbath rest given in Exodus differs from that given in Deuteronomy. Following the preference of the Priestly tradition on which the Exodus version is based, the reason for Sabbath rest is in imitation of God who rested from creating on the seventh day.  Deuteronomy’s reason is more humanitarian than theological. No one, including slaves, is to work on that day so as to give the worker needed rest. Second, Deut5: 21 differs from Ex20: 17 in not including the wife as part of the man’s chattel not to be coveted, a subtle but significant difference. The wife was not property of the husband or, if she were, she was of a different caliber than any other property. (This separation found in Deuteronomy justifies the splitting of this commandment into two separate commandments as do the Roman Catholics and Lutherans.) There are other differences, but they are minor and stylistic. The situation is akin to the two versions of the Lord’s Prayer in the NT (Mt6: 9-13 and Lk11: 2-4). In both cases it is impossible to tell which version is the older and presumably more authentic. Scholarly opinion today would say both are based on an unknown and now extinct earlier version

Keeping the Sabbath and honoring parents are stated positively, whereas the other eight are put negatively, “Thou shalt not.” There is really no satisfactory explanation for this difference, though there are many theories. This fact reminds us that the Ten Commandments, Ten Words (Decalogue) as they were then called, are more than mere prohibitions or taboos. They are principles from which other specific laws are derived, principles that begin to describe and define the difference a relationship with Yahweh makes in the daily actions of life. Later on in Deuteronomy those laws and statutes will be laid out specifically and in detail. In this section, in the preface or prologue to them (chs 5-11), the principles and the motivation behind them are preached as if by Moses himself. This sermon is a mixture of historical remembrances of the Exodus and moral exhortations to live according to the truths both revealed and discovered during that foundational event. The Decalogue stands at the head of all Jewish law as the basis for determining which laws are godly and which are not. For the Decalogue existed in some form long before the book of Deuteronomy was written and revised (between the 8th and 6th centuries BC).

Text

v. 12 Take care to keep holy the Sabbath day: Ex20: 8 has “remember” (Hb zakar) and here it is “observe” (Hb shamar). The difference is inconsequential. At the end of the commandment, v. 15, the verb used is “keep” (Hb `asah). Together these two verbs form a fixed idiomatic expression in Deut whenever the law is proclaimed. Sacred days were a common feature of all ancient cultures, but a weekly sacred day seems unique to Israel. In most cultures certain days were considered “unlucky” because that activity would offend some god or other. If a person did certain things on those days bad things would happen. Thus a “sacred” day was one that had certain taboos. (The superstition that the thirteenth of each month is “unlucky” survives to this day.) The third commandment has but one taboo- work. Working on the seventh day of each week was considered offensive to God, though the reason given in Exodus differs from that given here. Note there is no positive command to go to Temple or to Synagogue as such. That practice is derived from this prohibition. Because the day was considered “unlucky” it is only logical to pray on that day for divine protection from the negative and evil forces at work while one is at rest.

v. 14 your male and female slave should rest as you do: This underlines what was said in the previous sentence which included “male or female slave.” It does not appear in the Exodus version. It is stressed in order to introduce the reason for Sabbath rest, a reason different from the Exodus version. There the reason for rest is in imitation of God’s rest, given the truth that humans are made in the image of God. The day is to be observed as holy because in the Genesis account it does not end. Deuteronomy is replete with concern for the poor and economically weak and humanitarian concerns are prominent. Slaves are people too and they need rest just as free folk do. The Sabbath law of rest is extended to specifically include them, so that they can have a day off from their hard and laborious life. In a time before labor unions and a time when slavery was accepted this was a very revolutionary concept.

v. 15 For remember that you too were once slaves in Egypt: Now, the “remember” of Ex20: 8, absent from v. 12, is put into service. The motivation for giving slaves a day off is clearly stated. The Jews were once slaves themselves. They should remember what it was like to work without any rest. They are to treat others as they would like to be treated and so they are to let all humans and animals rest every seventh day. This honors God their creator as it respects the proper order God has placed within his creation. Having a day off without work is the sign of a free person, something even slaves are in God’s eyes. The Jews are to show compassion to slaves. They are to remember what it was like, since they were in the same condition themselves once. So, sympathetic memory helps to imitate the behavior of God who both freed them from slavery and who also rested from work on the seventh day. This rest of God shows that he is no slaver driver when it comes to work. Neither is he addicted to work himself. God can rest, relax and play simply because leisure is a value in and of itself. He can also sit back and enjoy the outcomes of his labor, the fruit of his creative mind and the truth, beauty and goodness of his creative acts.

Reflection

As the story goes God worked for six ‘days” and rested on the seventh. It is that day that God blessed. In other words, he held it to be of a different quality than the other days, just as he held rest to be of a different quality from work. That doesn’t make work bad, evil or immoral, unless it is done on that seventh day, just different and really not to be valued as highly as rest. As the story goes this seventh day does not end and so it represents the eternal or unending day.  Our division of time into weeks is based on this story and our love affair with the weekend can be traced back to it. There is a clear distinction between work- functional, productive and creative as it can be- and rest. Rest and its relatives, relaxation, recreation, play, vacation, and contemplation, are truths/values/experiences more “natural” to eternity than to time and have to be intentionally inserted into time. In effect, God is telling us by this story that we need to “schedule” rest and relaxation into our lives or work will crowd out the other side of life, not the work side but the play side. It is this other side, the contemplative side, that is eternal and will continue into eternity. In eternity there will be no work to do, just play, rest, relaxation, recreation, vacation, contemplation and praise (recognition) of God.

The command to “keep holy” the Lord’s day because the Lord made that day holy by blessing it, i.e., declaring it to be of a different caliber from ordinary days, says nothing about going to synagogue or church. In both versions of this commandment (Ex20: 8-11 and Deut5: 12-15) the point is to rest from work, not to go to synagogue or church as such. Actually, the celebration of the value of rest, in praise and imitation of God and in thanksgiving for the freedom/dignity God gives all humans (if only the freedom of free will, as in the case of slaves) necessarily turns one’s attention to the study and contemplation of God’s word. The observance of Sabbath took place both in the synagogue and the home. There were rituals to be observed in both places and both were of equal importance. It began at sunset on Friday with the first of three pre-cooked meals, the sharing of the loaf of bread, the lighting of candles, the blessing of children, and the reading of blessings over the cup of kiddush, containing wine. Th e next day there would be a trip to synagogue, to experience and express a common faith and solidarity, readings from Scripture, homily, prayers, songs and blessings. Then it was back home to study the Scriptures privately and reflect on the gift that life is, especially spouse, children and friends. Thus, it was only in the context of a hiatus from work that the Sabbath observances made sense. What else was there permitted to do? So, people naturally concentrated on the leisure, restful, peaceful, celebrative, appreciative side of life. They ate slower, thought deeper, sat around together longer and enjoyed life and one another in the awareness of God’s graceful presence. Everyone was a privileged child on the Sabbath, even slaves. And this happened every week, a phenomenon unique to Israel.

Now we can put our finger on the problem or question as to why so many Catholics (and other Christians) don’t come to church on Sunday. There is no Sunday in their lives. Church only makes sense in the context of leisure time. If there is no work permitted, then what would one do all day? Just what churchgoers do. They linger longer at meals with family and friends (who have nothing else to do either). These meals may be a bit better than ordinary ones, but they are usually not banquets. It is the sharing that is important, sharing time as well as foodstuffs. They read. (That’s why, originally at least, the Sunday paper is so much larger than the ordinary one.) They play. They have time to look at things from a different perspective. This allows them to see value and work in people, things and events they would miss during the week. Like God when he rested they see what is good and what is better than good. They value and evaluate in the light of eternal, the eternal day. Church and synagogue only make sense on a day of rest from work.

Key Notions

1. “Holy” means “set apart” from the profane or common, “different” from the ordinary, “other,” in a separate category from the usual.

2. The Sabbath rest is really an activity. It is the deliberate process of setting self apart from that which is common, ordinary, usual, profane.

3. “Holy” captures all that is true of and true to the realm of God.

4.  Moral behavior is true behavior true to God’s character.

5. God’s rest on the seventh day is a paradigm for how humans can consecrate, set apart, their lives from the profane and make them worthwhile, different, unique, “holy.”

Food For Thought

1. Sacred vs. profane: God created nothing profane. In God’s original plan nothing and no one would be outside his realm of “holiness.” The Hebrew word for “holy” means “set apart.” It only became necessary to set things apart, i.e. to make them “holy” (God-approved) either for the first time or again, when sin entered the picture. Sin takes what is holy and makes it profane, i.e. outside the realm and approval of God. Sin and God cannot co-exist in the same realm. People and things polluted by sin must be cleansed of those impurities so that they are strong enough to enter back into the realm of God. The entire cultic system of Judaism is based on this concept. God’s holiness meant that he could not be compared to any other god or creature. He was utterly “other.” Since humans were created in God’s image, they especially were to mirror the holiness of God and to treat the rest of creation as holy. If they or it became unholy it was up to humans to contact God and receive instructions on how to fix it. If they tried to fix themselves or anything in creation on their own power, not following his (revealed) instruction they only made matters worse. The whole history of Israel can be reduced to this one point. Sabbath “holiness” consisted mainly in mirroring God’s attitude toward work. If one third (33%) of our lives are spent sleeping, a good six-sevenths of our waking hours (85%) are spent working. The remaining 15% and how we spend it will tell where our real values are. All work and no play makes Jack and Jill real slaves, and dull slaves at that. God does not condemn work. True, on the one hand, work, bringing order out of chaos, is the result of sin and humans must constantly clean up the mess that sin has caused. But, on the other hand, work is a participation in completing God’s work of creation. Work is exhausting, but it is also productive. It is, therefore, of ambivalent moral (“holy”) value, depending on its motivation. However, play and rest, are of a different category. They do not seek to do or accomplish anything. They are worthwhile in and of themselves and reflect the “activity” of the realm of God, eternity. They provide a foretaste of heave in very practical terms. We may need to work, but be also need to rest. One day, in eternity, we won’t need to work, only rest and play and contemplate, none of which will contribute to the gross national product. The unemployment rate will be 100% and everyone will live on welfare, yet be rich! Until then humans do have work to do. They are to reclaim the sin-polluted environment, clean up the toxic waste in themselves and the world. In a word, they are to make the world and themselves clean (“holy”) again. The process begins with rest, not activity, lest we foolishly think we can do this by human power and ingenuity alone. Rest and contemplation give us the divine perspective on things. From that perspective we can gradually and progressively expand the sphere of holiness to one day include our entire lives and the entire world. 

2. Freedom: The Deuteronomic version of Sabbath rest relates its motivation to freedom. It emphasizes that slaves, too, are to rest. All humans, no matter what their socioeconomic status, are within the scope of God’s realm. Humans addicted to work, slaves of a different sort, need to be freed from this compulsion. To pursue life on earth as only for achievement or accomplishment is to miss the best part of life- enjoyment.
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