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“Rest Stop”

“Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves and rest a while.”  

Summer is the time when many families go away on vacation.  Whether it is to the beloved family
cottage to which they return every year, or an exciting new destination, summer vacations are
occasions that can create memories that will last through the rest of the year, especially during the
cold and dark days of winter.  While some people will fly or even take a train to their vacation
destinations, for many families the preferred mode of holiday transportation is the family road trip,
which can either be a positive or negative experience depending on how well parents and children
can get along with other for hours in the confined space of an automobile.  Some parents resort to
traditional travel games, or bring along books for their children to read, or use modern technology like
DVD players and cars equipped with Wi-Fi to occupy their children’s attention.  Families often have
strategies for planning these road trips, especially if they are traveling to the place where they
vacation year after year; they may take the same routes, look for certain sights that signify how far
they have traveled and how much longer their trip will be, and even stop at the same places for rest
and meals.  These rest stops are a critical part of any road trip; safety experts advise drivers to take a
rest stop every 2-3 hours to rest, stretch their legs, and take a break from the concentration that
driving requires so that they will be more refreshed and drive more safely on often-congested summer
roads.  While some drivers become obsessed with making “good time” (as if there was some contest
that awarded prizes to the person who reached their vacation destination the fastest), arrive safe and
well-rested is far more important than arriving a few minutes earlier.  Rest stops are an important part
of any journey.

Even if your summer vacation will be a “staycation” this year, we all need to recognize the importance
of rest in many aspects of our lives.  There is a good reason why there are so many benches in most
parks; if you’re going out for a walk on a nice summer’s day, it’s good to take a few minutes to rest
your feet so that you may successfully complete your journey.  If we’re working out in the yard under
the hot summer sun, it’s wise to take a break in the shade to rest our bodies, drink a glass of water,
and refresh ourselves so that we can complete the day’s chores.  And if you’re a Lutheran pastor, you
have to remember that you are also a person in need of periodic rest and a day off – which many
pastors, including at times myself, seem to forget, as if somehow we’re immune to the need for rest
stops in our lives.

The importance of regular rest stops has both a physical and a theological basis.  As doctors will
emphasize the importance of regular rest – getting a good night’s sleep, taking periodic breaks during
a work day, and building time off into our busy lives – periods of rest are at the heart of God’s
teachings to God’s people.  It’s not by accident that one of the first commandments God gives to his
people following their liberation from slavery in Egypt is to “remember the Sabbath day, and keep it
holy.” (Exodus 20:8).  As the Lord rested on the seventh day after creating the heavens and the earth,
“so God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work that he
had done in creation.” (Genesis 2:3).  In teaching his people how they were to live now that they had
been liberated from bondage, God instructs them as to how they are to order their daily lives:

· “Six days you shall labour and do all your work.  But the seventh day is a Sabbath to the
LORD your God; you shall not do any work – you, your son or your daughter, your male or
female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns.  For in six days the LORD
made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested on the seventh day;
therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and consecrated it.” – Exodus 20:9-11.



Sabbath observance became the heart of Israel’s life from that time forward; it is still at the heart of
the manner in which observant Jews order their lives, refraining from all forms of work on the Sabbath
so that it is truly a day that is holy unto the Lord.  While some may look from the outside on these
practices (not driving, or cooking, or even pressing elevator buttons) as harsh and restrictive, for Jews
it is a blessing from God who gives them a day of complete rest in the midst of increasingly busy lives.

· “When we are exhausted by the strains of living in an artificial world, when we crave the peace
and serenity that the psalmist knew and cherished, undisturbed by the noise of automobiles
and the blare of television laugh tracks, we know where to find it.  God has given us green
pastures to lie down in, green trees for us to gaze at, a blue sky to lift our souls.  And we
should thank Him for it.” – Harold Kushner, The Lord Is My Shepherd.

This morning, we again here the words of the most beloved of the psalms, the words of Scripture that
are almost as universally well-known as the Lord’s Prayer.  The Twenty-Third Psalm has been a
source of comfort and strength for many generations of the faithful, recited on occasions of
celebration as well as times of mourning, expressing the confidence that in all circumstances “the
Lord is my shepherd,” the one who is present with me always, who provides for me, comforts me,
protects me, and will one day gather me into his eternal home.  The psalm is a strong statement of
faith that the one who we follow is the Lord and not any other false shepherd who will only lead us
astray.  It is not by accident that Jesus uses the image of the shepherd to describe himself in John’s
Gospel:

· “I am the good shepherd.  The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep … I know my
own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know the Father … I have other
sheep that do not belong to this fold.  I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. 
So there will be one flock, one shepherd.” – John 10:11, 14-16.

As our shepherd leads us, feeds us, and protects us, this shepherd also “makes me lie down in green
pastures.” (23:2).  Notice the psalm doesn’t say that the shepherd “suggests” we lie down, or “invites”
us to rest; rest is something that the shepherd commands his people to do, just as God commands
God’s people to take a day of rest.  There are times when we might find this upsetting, especially if we
believe that we have so much to accomplish that we don’t have time to “lie down in green pastures.” 
But as a parent knows when their children are in need of rest for the sake of their health, so too does
our good shepherd know that we cannot complete our tasks or our journeys if we do not take those
moments to sit down, to lie down, to “be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).  The Lord who
is our shepherd makes us lie down because if we don’t, we won’t be able to live fully abundant life
that God desires all of us to enjoy.

Growing up in an observant Jewish home, Jesus learned the importance of Sabbath observance, and
continued the practice of taking regular periods of rest into his ministry.  On numerous occasions,
Jesus would withdraw from the crowds to a quiet place by himself; Mark reports that after healing
many people in the presence of his first disciples that “in the morning, while it was still very dark, he
got up and went out to a deserted place, and there he prayed.” (1:35), and Luke states that on
numerous occasions “he would withdraw to deserted places and pray.” (5:16).  So it is
understandable that Jesus would also invite his followers to share in these times of rest, especially in
the midst of the arduous tasks that they were called to perform.  In today’s Gospel lesson, the
disciples have returned from the mission that Jesus had sent them on earlier in this chapter in which
“he called the twelve and began to send them out two by two, and gave them authority over the
unclean spirits.” (6:7).  Upon their return, Mark refers to the Twelve as “apostles” for the only time in
his Gospel, recalling the verb for “send” (apostello) from the earlier episode.  The term “apostle” will
be the title that will identify the Twelve when they are commissioned by Christ as the ones who will
“be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (1:8). 
Returning to report to the one who sent them (“The apostles gathered around Jesus, and told him all



that they had done and taught.” – 6:30) is a function of official emissaries; it shows Mark’s readers
that the teaching of the apostles is based on the teaching of Jesus.

Upon receiving their report, Jesus’ next instructions are not a new work assignment but an instruction
for the Twelve to take a rest stop: “He said to them, ‘Come away to a deserted place all by yourselves
and rest a while.’  For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.” (6:31).  As
Jesus had frequently withdrawn to similar “deserted places,” those who will follow in his footsteps will
also need these periods of rest and refreshment so that might have the strength to continue on to
accomplish all that Christ has entrusted to them.  Their rest period will often not be very long; no
sooner do they leave that deserted place than Jesus “saw a great crowd; and he had compassion for
them, because they were like sheep without a shepherd; and he began to teach them many things.”
(6:34).  Rest stops do not last long, but they are critical if the Jesus and his disciples are to have the
strength to meet the demands of the ministry that they share among God’s people.

The mission of these first apostles has been passed down from generation to generation in the
Church which is called to be an apostolic Church, the community of God’s people who are called,
gathered, and sent forth to “proclaim the mighty acts of him who called you out of darkness into his
marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  The Church is sent out to proclaim the good news that “in Christ Jesus
you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.” (Ephesians 2:13), that in
his death and resurrection Christ has “broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between
us… that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and
might reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility
through it.” (2:14-16).  The mission of this apostolic task is to continue to proclaim this good news that
the world so vitally needs; for “we have no mission but to serve in full obedience to our God; to care
for all, without reserve, and spread his liberating word.”

But as vital as this work is for us and how it calls us to give our all for the sake of the Gospel, it is a
call that our Lord issues to human beings who continue to need periods of rest and refreshment in
their lives so that we might have strength to continue this journey that is laid before us:

· “We who are Jesus’ disciples today have also been sent to share the Gospel with others. 
Perhaps our commitment to following Jesus as his disciple leaves us feeling tired and
overwhelmed.  In today’s Gospel, we hear Jesus affirm the importance of times of rest and
renewal.  Jesus wanted his disciples to come away and spend time alone with him.  This is
what we seek and find in our life of prayer and in our celebration of the Eucharist.” – Sunday
Connection, Loyola Press.

We may affirm the importance of regular periods of rest and renewal – but how often do we act like
little children who resist their parents’ attempts to take a nap?  How often do we ignore our Lord’s
efforts to make us lie down, his instructions to us to step away from our tasks and rest for a while, or
his example of balancing the importance ministry among God’s people with times away from the
demands that this ministry requires?  How often do we ignore the command to keep the Lord’s Day
holy, believing that somehow we are immune from the limitations of being human?  What has our
creation of a “24/7” world in which we are increasingly finding that more demands are being place
upon us cost us in terms of our physical, mental, and spiritual well-being?  What price do we continue
to pay because we do not take the rest stops that our Lord knows are so vital for us if we are to
continue to be God’s people in this time and place?

David Lose, the new president of the Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia (my alma mater),
observes that we often view the Sabbath commandment in a negative light, as something that seeks
to restrict our freedom to do what we want every day of the week.  But we fail to remember that for the
former slaves who first heard these words at the foot of Mt. Sinai, “this commandment – or, better,
teaching – would have been unbelievably good news to people who were recently slaves whose time



was never their own and who never, ever had a guaranteed period of rest.”  While these former slaves
received this commandment as a word of liberation, too often our resistance to God’s instructions for
rest result in our being enslaved by the demands of life that without proper rest will soon overwhelm
us.

· “… our slavery is self-constructed, self-imposed, and therefore far more difficult to detect or
overcome.  We are enslaved to notions of success, and therefore put few limits on work.  We
are enslaved to ideas about our children having every opportunity possible, and therefore
schedule them into frenetic lives and wonder why they have a hard time focusing … In light of
all this, listen again to Jesus’ simple invitation to ‘come away to a deserted place all by
yourselves and rest a while.’  This is not just an invitation to take an afternoon off or go on
vacation – this is an invitation to loosen the shackles and climb out of the cages we’ve
constructed from a culturally-fed belief that more is the ticket to happiness and that work is the
ticket to more.”

In her book An Altar in the World, Barbara Brown Taylor observes that the first holy thing that God
created was not a people or a place but a day; it was the Sabbath day that God called holy.  In
observing this day of rest, God’s people not only recognize the importance of rest and refreshment in
their own lives but also affirm that their trust and faith are in the Lord who calls them to rest and not on
any forces that would entice them to ignore this commandment in the hope that somehow they might
gain something that only the Lord can supply:

· “The ancient wisdom of the Sabbath commandment – and of the Christian gospel as well – is
that there is no saying yes to God without saying no to God’s rivals.  No, I will not earn my way
today.  No, I will not make anyone else work either.  No, I will not worry about my life, what I
will eat or what I will drink, or about my body, what I will wear.  Is not life more than food, and
the body more than clothing?  And there was evening and there was morning, the seventh
day.”

If you’re planning a road trip to your favourite vacation destination this summer, it’s a good idea to
plan on some rest stops along the way so that you arrive there safely.  If you’re out in the garden on a
hot summer’s day, be sure to take regular breaks in the shade with a cool beverage.  And if it is your
desire to be faithful to God’s call to share the love of Jesus with others in your daily life, remember
that you are human and you can’t do it without heeding our Lord’s call to come away and rest for a
little while.  We may not be ready when our Lord makes us “lie down in green pastures,” but we know
that God knows us better than we know ourselves, and when we heed his call to take a rest stop we
will be renewed in the strength of the Lord so that we who “wait for the LORD shall renew their
strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk
and not faint.” (Isaiah 40:31). Amen.


