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One of the features of modern life is the smartphone — this piece of equipment
that has found itself into so many of our pockets that has not only the phone but
also the calendar, the camera, the internet, the apps that bring us news, railway
and bus timetables and if you are lost it will tell you where you are. It is the
mark of a busy society, a society of timetables, deadlines, targets. 1 am not
saying that all this is wrong. In their proper place, timetables, deadlines,
targets help to put a shape on life, help us to work more efficiently, more

productively.

But do we ever turn these things off? I now find that one of the
announcements I have to make at the start of a wedding or funeral service is to
ask people to ensure that their mobiles are off. There are times for stillness, for

leaving the world, the routines of the world aside.

I thought of this as I read our Gospel reading for today. It is a passage marked
by lots of activity. The disciples had just returned from the mission on which
they had been sent by Jesus and there was lots to tell. There were people
coming and going. Wherever Jesus appeared with his disciples the crowds
were already there — coming to hear him preach, telling him their woes,
bringing their sick to be healed. Lots and lots of activity; and in the midst of it
all, Jesus says to his disciples:
‘Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.’

There i1s a time for activity and a time for stillness. This calls to mind the
counsel of the writer of the Book Ecclesiastes:

" For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven:
? a time to be born, and a time to die;
a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted;
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3 a time to kill, and a time to heal;

a time to break down, and a time to build up;

* a time to weep, and a time to laugh;

a time to mourn, and a time to dance;

> a time to throw away stones, and a time to gather stones together;
a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;
% a time to seek, and a time to lose;

a time to keep, and a time to throw away;

7 a time to tear, and a time to sew;

a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;

% a time to love, and a time to hate;

a time for war, and a time for peace. Eccles 3:1-8

What we are talking about here is finding the rhythm of life. That is why the
whole concept of Sabbath is so important in Jewish spirituality. There is the
weekly Sabbath on which no work was to be done. This is to follow the
pattern of the creator who in six days made the heavens and the earth and all
that is in it — and on the seventh day he rested. There is the Sabbath for the

land which makes provision for the land to left fallow on the seventh year.

Come away to a deserted place. In the Old Testament, the desert place is the
place of encounter with God; Moses at the burning bush; Elijah at the mouth of
the cave. Away from activity, away from the busy-ness of life — the
importance of finding space in which God can come, in which God can speak
into our hearts. From that space we return to the very proper activities and
responsibilities of our daily life. Jonathan Sacks, the Chief Rabbi of Britain
and the Commonwealth tells a story from the Jewish mystics of a rabbi who
once asked his son, “Where does God live?” The child could not understand
the question. Where does God live? Where does he not live? ‘Surely’, said the
child, ‘he fills the heavens and the earth?” ‘No’, said the rabbi, ‘God lives

wherever we let him in.” (Faith in the Future — Jonathan Sacks — p136)
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God lives wherever we let him in. We come back to the importance of space,
the deserted place. A place outside our timetables, our deadlines, our targets; a
place to be still, to be quiet; a place where I can hear the still small voice of

God.

In a world of individualism it is a place to rediscover community.
‘Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.’

Come by yourselves, come together. In Jewish spirituality, the observance of
Sabbath is always in the context of community. The family gathers on the
Friday evening, the community gathers on the Sabbath morning. Jurgen
Moltmann, in the section in his book ‘God in Creation’ that deals with the
Sabbath, observes ‘The peace of the Sabbath is peace with God first of all.’
Sabbath a place, a time in which a community comes apart to be with God, to
find peace with God, to find peace with one another. To encourage one
another, to be encouraged; a place in which the cares and concerns of the world

are set within their proper perspective.

Come away and rest a while. ... and rest a while. This is not escapism; this is
not hiding our heads in the sand. This is a place of empowerment; it is a place
from which we go out to be the People of God in the world, in our homes and
communities, our places of work, our places of recreation. Let us go out from
this place to be Christ in and for the world in whatever situations we found

ourselves this coming week.



