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Prayer Time

IT CAME as a surprise, when I entered upon my pastoral
vocation, that on any day of the week an astonishing number
of people, in and out of my congregation, wanted me to do
something for them. I was expecting a rather quiet life of study
and prayer, visitation of the infirm and the dying, with oc-
casional interruptions at times of crisis. I had concluded from
reading the sociologists that religion was low on the agenda of
peoples concerns these days and that except for those in-
frequent times when family pressure or community protocol
required my presence people would treat me with benign ne-
glect. For years I had heard quips with variations on the theme
of the pastor who works only one day a week, and supposed
that there must be some basis in reality for the long life of the
taunt. (My favorite is of the Scottish pastor who was “invisible
six days a week and incomprehensible the seventh.”) Each week
[ walk home after conducting Sunday worship and get a per-
sonalized version of this as my neighbor, puttering in his yard,
greets me with the jibe, spoken as if he had just thought it up,
“Finished for another week, huh? Sure must be nice.” I am
congenial in my answer: “Yup, sure is.” Inwardly, I am not so
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good-natured: I mentally write out a description of my work-
week that I will later take over and present to him, documenting
evidence that will reassure him that I am not a parasite on the
system, endangering the property values of the neighborhood
with my indolence. He will register total shock and fumble out
an apology. But after a long shower and some expertly phrased
compliments from my wife on the prophetic originality of the
morning sermon the sting is out of his barbs and I shelve my
defense for another week.

Initially, the daily surprise of the demand-filled day was
welcome. It continued to be welcome for several years. It is
nice to be needed. More than nice: it is downright flattering.
Nearly all the requests for my pastoral attention and presence
were couched in the rhetoric of urgency. That, combined with
the presumed connection in whatever 1 was doing with God
or Eternity or Holiness, meant that even trivial actions got
dressed out into affairs of Importance. It was also nice to know
that the sociologists were wrong.

The edge began to wear off of the flattery when I realized that
among the considerable demands on my time not one demanded
that I practice a life of prayer. And yet prayer was at the very heart
of the vocation 1 had entered. I was entrusted with nurturing a
living conversation with the people with whom I was living and
the living God. I had not knowingly signed on as a schoolmaster,
pedantically instructing reluctant children in the three R’ of God,
but had accepted a call to be a companion to people on a
pilgrimage that involved practicing the presence of God. I had not
agreed to be a moral errand-boy doing the good deeds in congre-
gation and community that the others in the press of their serious
business of getting on in the world didnt have time for them-
selves, but had accepted responsibility for personally listening to
and answering the word of God and guiding others into a similar
listening and answering that constitute our mature humanity.
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Busyness, of course, is not peculiar to the pastoral life;
it is endemic to our culture. One critic complained that “most
of us have taxi-meters for brains, ticking away, translating time
and space into money.”! But there are pastoral dimensions that
require something other than a good scolding. We need a
strategy that takes into account the daily dilemma of living
between these two sets of demands that seem to cancel each
other out, a strategy that accepts both sets without favoring
one over the other. The first set of demands is that we respond
with compassionate attentiveness to the demands of the
people around us, demands that refuse to stay within the
confines of regular hours and always exceed our capacity to
meet them all. These demands often mask deep spiritual
hungers and cannot be dismissed with a bromide or delegated
to a committee. The lives of people hang by a thread on some
of these demands and require discerning intelligence. The
second set of demands is that we respond with reverent prayer
to the demand of God for our attention, to listen to him, to
take him seriously in the actual circumstances of this calendar
day, at this street address, and not bluff our way through by
adopting a professionalized role. This is a kind of attentiveness
that we know from instruction and experience can be entered
into only slowly and deliberately. There is a large, leisurely
center to existence where God must be deeply pondered,
lovingly believed. This demand is not for prayer-on-the-run
or for prayer-on-request. It means entering realms of spirit
where wonder and adoration have space to develop, where
play and delight have time to flourish. Is this possible for
pastors who have this other set before them daily? Is not this
something for monks and nuns in monasteries, for hermits in

1. Wayne Oates, Workaholics, Making Laziness Work for You (Garden City,
NY: Doubleday & Co., 1978), p. 59.
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desert places, and for a few noble souls who manage to live
beyond the limitations of our common mortality?

It is possible for pastors. Because there is a biblical pro-
vision for it, pastors across the centuries were able to integrate
the two sets of demands instead of experiencing them, angrily
and guiltily, as a dilemma. The name for it is sabbath. The single
act of keeping a sabbath does more than anything else to train
pastors in the thythm of action and response so that the two
sets of demands are experienced synchronically instead of vi-
olently.

An accurate understanding of sabbath is prerequisite to
its practice: it must be understood biblically, not culturally. A
widespread misunderstanding of sabbath trivializes it by des-
ignating it “a day off.” Sabbath is not a day off and it is inex-
cusable that pastors, learned in Scripture and guardians of the
sacred practices, should so misname it. “A day off” is a bastard
sabbath. Days off are not without benefits, to be sure, but
sabbaths they are not. Pastors are often persuaded by wives,
husbands, children, and psychiatrists to interrupt their obses-
sive-compulsive seven-day week by taking a day off. They are
often pleased with the results: they get more done on the six
days than they used to on seven. Mind and body are not
constructed for perpetual motion. Mental and physical health
improve markedly with a day off. We feel better. Efficiency
sharpens. Relationships improve. However beneficial, this is
not a true sabbath but a secularized sabbath. The motivation
is utilitarian: the day off is at the service of the six working
days. The purpose is to restore strength, increase motivation,
reward effort, and keep performance incentives high. It just so
happens that the side effects of shored-up family harmony and
improved mental health are also attractive. The nearly
wholesale substitution among pastors of a day off for a sabbath
is one more sign of an abandoned vocational identity. (A related
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misnaming replaces “pastors study” with “office,” thereby
further secularizing perceptions of pastoral work. How many
pastors no longer come to their desks as places for learning
but as operation centers for organizing projects? The change
of vocabulary is not harmless. Words have ways of shaping us.
If we walk into a room labeled “office” often enough we end
up doing office work. First we change the word, then the word
changes us.)

Sabbath means quit. Stop. Take a break. Cool it. The word itself
has nothing devout or holy in it. It is a word about time,
denoting our nonuse of it, what we usually call wasting time.

The biblical context for understanding sabbath is the
Genesis week. Sabbath is the seventh and final day in which
“God rested [shabath] from all his work which he had done”
(Gen. 2:3). We reenter that sequence of days in which God
spoke energy and matter into existence, and repeatedly come
upon the refrain, “And there was evening and there was morn-
ing, one day. . . . And there was evening and there was morning,
a second day. . . . And there was evening and there was morn-
ing” — on and on, six times.

This is the Hebrew way of understanding day; it is not
ours. American days, most of them anyway, begin with an alarm
clock ripping the predawn darkness, and they close, not with
evening, but several hours past that, when we turn off the electric
lights. In conventional references to day we do not include the
night hours except for the two or three that we steal from either
end to give us more time to work. Because our definition of day
is so different, we have to make an imaginative effort to under-
stand the Hebrew phrase evening and morning, one day. More than
idiomatic speech is involved here; there is a sense of thythm. Day
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is the basic unit of God’s creative work; evening is the beginning |
of that day. It is the onset of God speaking light, stars, ear
vegetation, animals, man, woman into being. But it is also the
time when we quit our activity and go to sleep. When itis eveni

hours, a state in which I am absolutely nonproductive and ::f
no cash value.

Then 1 wake up, rested, jump out of bed full of energy,
grab a cup of coffee, and rush out the door to get things starte
The first thing 1 discover (a great blow to the ego) is t
everything was started hours ago. All the important things
underway while I was fast asleep. When I dash into the wor
day, I walk into an operation that is half over already. I en
into work in which the basic plan is already established, t
assignments given, the operations in motion.

Sometimes, still in a stupor, I blunder into the middle of
something that is nearly done, and go to work thinking that I
am starting it. But when I do I interfere with what is alread
far along on its way to completion. My sincere intentions a
cheerful whistle while I work make it no less a blunder a
an aggravation. The sensible thing is to ask, “Where do I
Where do you need an extra hand? What still needs to
done?”

The Hebrew evening/morning sequence conditions us to.
the rhythms of grace. We go to sleep, and God begins his work.:
As we sleep he develops his covenant. We wake and are called
out to participate in God's creative action. We respond in faith,
in work. But always grace is previous. Grace is primary.
wake into a world we didn't make, into a salvation we did:
earn. Evening: God begins, without our help, his creative day.
Morning: God calls us to enjoy and share and develop the work -
he initiated. Creation and covenant are sheer grace and there -
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to greet us every morning. George MacDonald once wrote that
sleep is God’s contrivance for giving us the help he cannot get
into us when we are awake.

We read and reread these opening pages of Genesis, along
with certain sequences of Psalms, and recover these deep,
elemental rhythms, internalizing the reality in which the strong,
initial pulse is God’s creating/saving word, God’s providen-
tial/sustaining presence, God’s grace.

As this biblical genesis rhythm works in me, I also discover
something else: when I quit my day’s work, nothing essential
stops. I prepare for sleep not with a feeling of exhausted frustra-
tion because there is so much yet undone and unfinished, but
with expectancy. The day is about to begin! God’s genesis words
are about to be spoken again. During the hours of my sleep,
how will he prepare to use my obedience, service, and speech
when morning breaks? 1 go to sleep to get out of the way for
awhile. I get into the rhythm of salvation. While we sleep, great
and marvelous things, far beyond our capacities to invent or
engineer, are in process — the moon marking the seasons, the
lion roaring for its prey, the earthworms aerating the earth, the
stars turning in their courses, the proteins repairing our
muscles, our dreaming brains restoring a deeper sanity beneath
the gossip and scheming of our waking hours. Our work settles
into the context of God’s work. Human effort is honored and
respected not as a thing in itself but by its integration into the
rhythms of grace and blessing.

We experience this grace with our bodies before we appre-
hend it with our minds. We are attending to a matter of physi-
cal/spiritual technology — not ideas, not doctrines, not virtues.
We are getting our bodies into a genesis rhythm.

Sabbath extrapolates this basic, daily rhythm into the
larger context of the month. The turning of the earth on its
axis gives us the basic two-beat rhythm, evening/morning. The
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moon in its orbit introduces another rhythm, the twenty-eight-
day month, marked by four phases of seven days each. It is
this larger rhythm, the rhythm of the seventh day, that we are
commanded to observe. Sabbath-keeping presumes the daily
rhythm, evening/morning. We can hardly avoid stopping our
work each night as fatigue and sleep overtake us. But we can
avoid stopping work on the seventh day, especially if things -
are gaining momentum. Keeping the weekly rhythm requires
deliberate action. Sabbath-keeping often feels like an interrup-
tion, an interference with our routines. It challenges assump-
tions we gradually build up that our daily work is indispensable
in making the world go. And then we find that it is not an
interruption but a more spacious rhythmic measure that con-
firms and extends the basic beat. Every seventh day a deeper
note is struck — an enormous gong whose deep sounds rever-
berate under and over and around the daily timpani percus-
sions of evening/morning, evening/morning, evening/morning:
creation honored and contemplated, redemption remembered
and shared. i

some things that can be accomplished, even by God, only m
a state of rest. The work/rest rhythm is built into the very
structure of Gods interpenetration of reality. The precedent to
quit doing and simply be is divine. Sabbath-keeping is com-
manded so that we internalize the being that matures out of -
doing. A
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The Deuteronomy reason for Sabbath-keeping is that our
ancestors in Egypt went four hundred years without a vacation
(Deut. 5:15). Never a day off. The consequence: they were no
longer considered persons but slaves. Hands. Work units. Not
persons created in the image of God but equipment for making
bricks and building pyramids. Humanity was defaced.

Lest any of us do that to our neighbor or husband or wife
or child or employee, we are commanded to keep a sabbath.
The moment we begin to see others in terms of what they can
do rather than who they are, we mutilate humanity and violate
community. It is no use claiming “I don't need to rest this week
and therefore will not keep a sabbath” — our lives are so in-
terconnected that we inevitably involve others in our work
whether we intend it or not. Sabbath-keeping is elemental
kindness. Sabbath-keeping is commanded to preserve the im-
age of God in our neighbors so that we see them as they are,
not as we need them or want them.

It is of interest to note that the truth and necessity of seven
of the ten commandments are obvious and need no clarification.
The second commandment is difficult to keep and so is backed
up by a warning. The fifth commandment is fatiguing to keep
and so gets the support of a promise. But the fourth command-
ment appears neither necessary nor logical, and so reasons are
given for it. It is one of the ironies of history that our age, which
prides itself on its appeal to reason, is most disregarding of the
one commandment that is supported by reason — a double
reason actually, one historical, the other theological.

Every profession has sins to which it is especially liable.
[ haven't looked closely into the sins that endanger physicians
and lawyers, woodworkers and potters, but I have had my eye
out for the snare of the fowler from which pastors need daily
deliverance: it is the sin of reversing the rhythms. Instead of
grace/work we make it work/grace. Instead of working in a
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