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I  realized I was taking the fourth commandment a little too 
lightly when I found myself rolling my eyes and muttering 
under my breath: “What’s Chick-fil-a’s problem?!”

It was Sunday, after church, and our family was grabbing a 
bite to eat at a local Mexican restaurant. We were sitting 
outside, trying to enjoy the sunshine, but Chick-fil-a was 
looming large right in front of us—literally across the 
street.

“Mom, I really, really, really want Chick-fil-a!” (Can you 
hear the high-pitched whining?)

 Introduction

Chicken Nuggets 
and the Fourth 
Commandment
By Kelli B. Trujillo
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Chicken Nuggets and the Fourth Commandment

“I love Chick-fil-a . . .  why can’t we go there?!” (Can you hear 
it yet? Add to your mental image: crossed arms, bottom lips 
stuck out.)

“Chick-fil-a is closed on Sundays,” I pronounced, “So just eat 
your quesadilla and stop whining, okay?”

“But why, Mom? Why are they closed?”

A store being closed one day a week is somewhat 
incomprehensible to my kids, especially when every other 
store and restaurant in our city seems to be open and bustling 
with business. It’s quite bold and countercultural of them to 
stand by their closed-on-Sundays commitment, though Chick-
fil-a founder Truett Cathy says this policy is the best 
business decision he ever made. It’s a profound way for the 
company to honor their employees, allowing their workers a 
sacred day “for family, worship, fellowship or rest.” Chick-fil-
a’s darkened restaurant windows stand out and proclaim: 
Today something else is more important than commerce.

The reality is that many of us don’t take the fourth 
commandment seriously; compared to the way we seek to 
keep the other nine commandments, you’d think the fourth 
was written with an asterisk next to it! (As in, *Don’t worry, 
you don’t really need to follow this one.—God.) Author and 
theologian Dorothy Bass writes about her own similar sense 
of conviction as she began to realize, “Our approach to the 
sabbath commandment was different [than our approach to 
the other commandments]. We had become so captivated by 
our work, so impressed by its demands on us and by our own 
sense of indispensability, that it had vanished from our 
consciousness.” 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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My own vanishing sense of Sabbath actually began with good 
reason. Having observed many stuffy, rule-keeping 
Christians who turned Sundays into a day of zero fun and 
church overload, I bristled at their rigid legalism. We don’t 
worship a stuffy God of rules and “no’s,” after all, but a God 
of love and grace! So I consciously rejected the Sabbath-
keeping habits of the legalists. But unfortunately for me, and 
perhaps for you too, the Sabbath-baby has gotten thrown out 
with the legalistic bathwater! 

So what are we to do with the Sabbath? How can our lives 
stand out and proclaim: Today something else is more 
important than commerce, busyness, my to-do list, or my 
kids’ extracurricular activities? And how can a proper 
understanding of Sabbath rest infiltrate and influence the 
way we live and work throughout the rest of the week?

In this Today’s ChrisTian Woman download, we’ll explore these 
issues and many more. As you read these articles and 
consider the Reflect questions, you’ll discover insights from 
authors who’ve developed meaningful Sabbath habits and 
learn how they practice those habits in an attitude of grace. 
You’ll be challenged with specific suggestions for how you 
and your family can more deeply connect with God during 
your day of rest. And finally, you’ll be pushed to examine 
how you live the rest of the week—how the all too common 
breakneck pace of multitasking can actually do spiritual 
damage. You’ll find practical insights for how to live in a way 
on Monday through Saturday that still honors the spirit of 
Sabbath-rest.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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These articles have both convicted and inspired me, so be 
warned: If you want to keep your Sundays hectic and 
stress-filled, stop reading now! 

This week my Sunday will be quite different—will yours?

Grace,

Kelli B. Trujillo
Managing Editor, Today’s ChrisTian Woman downloads,
Christianity Today International

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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“Sabbath Rest in a World of Stress” can be used for individual 
or group study. If you intend to lead a group study, some simple 
suggestions follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own guide.

2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you might 
consider distributing the guides before your group meets so everyone 
has a chance to read the material. Some articles are quite long and 
could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a 
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is 
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the Reflect questions, be willing to make 
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others 
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in 
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

 Leader’s Guide

How to use “Sabbath Rest 
in a World of Stress” for a 
group study

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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The Gift of Rest
How to embrace the blessings of the Sabbath

By Lynne M. Baab

W hen I first started observing the Sabbath 25 years ago, 
it wasn’t by choice. My husband and I lived in Tel Aviv, 
Israel, at the time, and everything in our neighborhood—
stores, movie theaters, and restaurants—closed from 
sunset on Friday to sunset on Saturday. Even the buses 
stopped running for 24 hours. Since we didn’t own a car, 
this greatly affected our lives.

At first we struggled to find activities for Friday evenings 
and Saturdays. But after a few months, we began to enjoy 
a day with few entertainment options. We read, we walked, 
we talked. My husband sometimes went bird-watching 
in the field near our apartment. I wrote long letters. 
We napped. Sometimes we prayed together leisurely. 
We simply slowed down. We rested in God’s love and 
experienced his grace.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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Our Sabbaths in Israel became God’s gift to us individually, 
and enriched our life as a couple. Through Sabbath-keeping, 
we experienced the truth that God’s love for us isn’t based 
on what we do. We yearned to keep growing in our ability to 
receive that unconditional love once we returned to the U.S.

Back in the States, our family decided to continue observing 
the Sabbath on Sundays. Our first son had been born in Israel, 
and our second son was born soon after we returned home. As 
a young family, we read to our children, took long walks, and 
went to the zoo and the park after church.

As the years passed and our children grew up, our Sabbaths 
changed. But two things stayed constant: a slower pace and 
no work.

Slow down
Never did a culture need the Sabbath as ours does today. It 
pressures us to be productive 24/7. Everything we do has to 
look good and accomplish something. Nothing encourages 
us to stop. But the word Sabbath literally means stop, pause, 
cease, desist.

One young woman recently told me, “I’d like our family to 
observe the Sabbath. I’ve been reading books about it, talking 
with my husband and kids, and we’re going to start soon.”

“Great,” I replied. “Tell me about what you plan to do and not 
do on your Sabbath.”

“I love the idea of starting on Saturday at sunset with a festive 
meal,” she explained. “I’d like to have special food, blessings 
for the children, prayers and candles, like Jewish people do. 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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Maybe we could sing some songs. Then the next day, after 
we go to church, I hope we can read some Bible stories and 
do some crafts to help the kids center the day around God.”

“What do you plan to stop doing on the Sabbath?” I asked.

She looked at me blankly. Slowing down hadn’t figured into 
her Sabbath observance. She was focused solely on adding 
new activities.

As women, we can easily bring our culture’s values into 
our attempts to observe a Sabbath. We so easily forget the 
core meaning of the Sabbath—stopping and resting—that we 
end up turning our observance of it into one more thing to 
achieve.

We certainly want to experience God’s presence on the 
Sabbath, but we need to experiment with unforced ways to 
do it. Simple is a great word to describe the ideal activities 
for the Sabbath. As soon as we’re working too hard to 
achieve anything on the Sabbath, we’ve violated the central 
idea of the day.

One Jewish tradition bans intercessory prayer on the 
Sabbath because it’s viewed as too much work. In that 
tradition, appropriate Sabbath prayers are prayers of 
thankfulness. On the Sabbath, I spend time focusing on the 
beauty of the world God made and the good gifts he’s given 
me in the previous week. I try to rest in thankfulness. 
While I don’t try to be “hyper-spiritual” all day long, I’ve 
discovered a little thought discipline goes a long way 
towards giving me a day that’s restful and rejuvenating.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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Take the day off
In the Ten Commandments, the Israelites are commanded 
to keep the Sabbath day holy, or separate, from the other 
weekdays. The marker of that holiness is the absence of 
work. But the Old Testament doesn’t give many specifics about 
what constitutes work. One of the few clear commands forbids 
lighting a fire (Exodus 35:3). This mandate assured that 
daughters, wives, and female servants wouldn’t be expected to 
cook. All the food had to be cooked before the Sabbath began, 
and the dishes washed afterwards. The Sabbath granted rest 
to everyone, even the women who labored the other six days 
of the week.

In our time, what’s the equivalent of “lighting a fire”? What 
are those actions that send us into work mode?

When we first returned to the U.S. years ago, I was a part-
time student and stay-at-home mom. For me, work consisted 
of studying, housework, and shopping. For my husband, work 
involved anything from his paid job as well as house repairs 
and lawn mowing. We simply didn’t do any of those tasks 
on Sundays.

Today, turning on my computer, balancing the checkbook, 
weeding my garden, and cooking put me into work mode. 
I know some people find gardening and cooking relaxing; 
those women have a different list of work activities to avoid 
on the Sabbath.

One woman who works at a desk job finds her best Sabbath 
activities involve vigorous exercise outdoors. For many 
people, being outside on the Sabbath—walking, riding bikes, 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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flying kites, sitting on a park bench—helps them feel closer 
to God. Sabbath time outside can be a time of reflection and 
prayer alone, a time of relaxed conversation with a friend, or 
an exuberant playtime with family members or friends.

Many women also benefit from some silent time on their 
Sabbath day. One single woman who works in a people-
intensive job spends her Sabbath afternoon entirely alone. 
Then she often meets up with friends at the end of the day for 
a special meal.

One mom with young children prepares a “Sabbath box” of 
special activities for her children. During one hour on Sunday 
afternoon, her children know they’re expected to play alone, 
enjoying the delights in the Sabbath box while their parents 
get some silent time.

Some of the “work” from which we need a rest is mental. 
A woman I know tries to avoid worry on the Sabbath. She 
considers herself a worrier and feels overwhelmed at the 
thought of trying not to worry every day. One day a week, 
however, feels manageable. A day free—or at least mostly 
free—from worry has been a great gift to her.

Similarly, as a person who’s disliked my body for as long as 
I can remember, I attempt to keep my Sabbaths free from 
obsessing about the way I look. On the Sabbath I don’t try on 
clothes and I don’t read novels with slim, beautiful heroines. 
When I find myself thinking negative thoughts about myself, I 
try to set them aside for the day.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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My husband and I have received many 
gifts from our commitment to honor 
the Sabbath: a day to spend with our 
children—and each other—without 
needing to get something done. A day 
free of multitasking. A day free of striving for perfection and 
productivity. A day to rest in God’s goodness. Over the years, 
these gifts have continued to bless us and grant us glorious 
freedom in Christ.

Lynne M. Baab is an author who lives in Washington. She is the 
author of Sabbath Keeping: Finding Freedom in the Rhythms 
of Rest (InterVarsity). This article was first published in the 
September/October 2005 issue of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

Check out a Bible study 

based on this article from 

ChristianBibleStudies.com, 

available here. 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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Reflect
£ What have been your own personal experiences with Sabbath 
keeping? How were Sundays regarded in your childhood? How 
do members of your church family today treat the Sabbath? 
What, if anything, do you do differently on Sundays than on the 
rest of the week?

£ Before diving in to discussions of modern-day Sabbath-
keeping, let’s get our bearings from Scripture. Read the 
following passages describing the origins of the Sabbath: 
Genesis 1:1–2:3 (especially 2:1–3); Exodus 16:1–30, and 
20:8–11. Based on what you’ve read, what observations can 
you make about the Sabbath? How was it observed in these 
passages? What was its purpose?

£ In her article, Lynne Baab mentions the biblical prohibition 
against lighting a fire on the Sabbath (Exodus 35:3) which in 
effect prevented the work of cooking. She asks us, “In our time, 
what’s the equivalent of ‘lighting a fire’? What are those actions 
that send us into work mode?” How would you answer this 
question?

£ Lynne emphasizes two key ideas in her family’s Sabbath-
keeping: a slower pace and no work. What’s so challenging 
about slowing down? Why’s it tough to stop working?

£ What does our difficulty in taking a break or refraining from 
work reveal about our view of God and his role in our lives? 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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In our frantic, frenetic society, where first-graders are in 
football leagues and children carry PDAs and Day-Timers to 
keep up with elementary-school extracurriculars, we need to 
“remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy” (Exodus 20:8) 
more than ever. But do we? Most of us recognize those words 
from the Ten Commandments, but we don’t know how, or 
even if, they apply to us today.

Karen-Marie Yust, a mother of three and author of Real 
Kids, Real Faith: Practices for Nurturing Children’s Spiritual 
Lives (Jossey-Bass), says that in this overscheduled and 
overworked world, kids need to learn at an early age that 
they can take time to rest and focus on God.

Keepin’ it Holy
How honoring the Sabbath helps you remember 

what’s really important.

By Lauren F. Winner

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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“Our culture sends us the opposite message—if you’re 
not frantically on top of everything, belonging to every 
imaginable club, and working all the time, you will be 
unhappy and unsuccessful,” says Yust. There is real power, 
she adds, in taking a rest. Sabbath helps us learn that 
God is in charge, and Sabbath observance teaches us that 
taking a break is good. It’s one way to say to your kids, 
“You will get into college even if you don’t have that eighth 
extracurricular activity on your application.”

A family-friendly Sabbath
Though Christian history is steeped with teachings about 
the Sabbath, we don’t have too many contemporary models 
for Sabbath observance. Some of us might remember 
Sabbath-keeping from our childhood, when the stores closed 
on Sundays and families spent leisurely afternoons lingering 
over lunch and napping.

But that model seems hard to square with today’s world, 
where Sunday is often just another weekend day crammed 
with errands and chores.

Parents wishing to begin keeping Sabbath can start slowly 
(it’s certainly not in the spirit of Sabbath rest to feel 
overwhelmed and stressed out about the Sabbath!). Dorothy 
Bass, author of Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for 
Opening the Gift of Time (Jossey-Bass), reminds parents to 
focus on putting good Sabbath practices in place, rather than 
emphasizing what one can’t or shouldn’t do on Sunday.

Instead of making Sundays primarily a time when one can’t 
work (or, as was the rule in my grandmother’s house, can’t 
go to the movies), make Sunday afternoon a family time for 

Sabbath Rest in a World of Stress 
Keepin’ It Holy
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all those restful, enriching activities you never have time 
for during the week. In an age when many families don’t 
eat breakfast or dinner together, make Sunday a time of a 
regular family meal, even if it’s just a simple post-church 
BLT. At my church, several families and friends gather 
together for regular Saturday night meals: special, leisurely 
dinners that usher in the Sabbath.

But the Sabbath isn’t only about family time. There should 
also be elements of Sabbath observance that draw the 
family’s attention to God—attending church together, 
of course, is a good starting point. Singing a hymn at 
the beginning or end of a meal can direct us toward our 
Creator, whose rest we imitate on the Sabbath, and our 
Redeemer, whose resurrection we celebrate on the Sabbath.

Karen-Marie Yust encourages parents to create a family 
ritual that helps children remember God’s presence. 
She recommends lighting candles. Sabbath candles, a 
cornerstone of Jewish Sabbath observance, can also infuse 
the day with a special spirituality—and most kids love 
candles!

“Small rituals can help us focus on God,” says Yust. 
“Children need to learn to be silent, not just quiet, but 
to practice silence as a way of seeking to be in God’s 
presence.” A minute of silence at the end of a meal, during 
which each person reflects on what he or she is thankful 
for, is a good way to introduce children to the discipline of 
silence. “Even young children can sit silently if they can 
muse on a question or watch a candle flicker,” says Yust.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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Negative disciplines—the Sabbath “thou-shalt-nots”—have 
their place, too. One wonderful—if, at first, difficult—
Sabbath practice is to refrain from shopping. Simply giving 
your family a break from the hectic, grasping world of 
consumerism transforms the day.

Sabbath, after all, is very counter-cultural. It’s a godly 
way of challenging many false assumptions that govern our 
broader culture. As Dorothy Bass says, “Sabbath-keeping 
forms habits of cultural resistance around pressure-
points that are at the heart of our culture’s distress: 
consumerism, time-famine, family fragmentation.” For Bass, 
“decommericalizing the Sabbath is a key thing. I realized I 
needed to stop shopping on the Sabbath because shopping 
was one place where my own sin and the culture’s need 
intersected. I was finding myself sitting in church thinking 
about getting a new piece of furniture rather than being 
properly attentive to God!”

Work, play, and rest
Parents know better than most people how badly we need 
rest, but parents also know the many obstacles to Sabbath 
observance. How can we keep the Sabbath when Janie has a 
soccer game and Junior has to head to his job at the mall?

Those are very real concerns—though it can be tempting 
to use soccer as an excuse for avoiding the discipline of 
Sabbath. One solution, of course, is to declare Saturday your 
family Sabbath—beginning Saturday morning and concluding 
with church Sunday morning, well before the soccer game.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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It’s also important not to be legalistic. Maybe your family 
heads to the soccer field after a Sabbath lunch together. 
Playing sports—and watching kids play—can be relaxing 
and joyful, after all. Karen-Marie Yust reminds parents 
that a little activism never hurts: “I’ve seen a number of 
communities where like-minded parents banded together 
and successfully petitioned for the time and date of soccer 
games to be changed.”

After-school jobs present problems too. Employers often 
expect their younger staff to work whenever the boss asks, 
including Sundays. Parents can help their children seek 
employment at businesses that will honor the family’s 
Sabbath practices. But parents can also help their children 
ask whether it is truly necessary for a child to have a job. 
While sometimes the answer is “yes,” many more young 
people work simply because we are greedy consumers.

Dorothy Bass cautions that there is a lot of unnecessary 
teenage employment. “High school’s consumer lifestyle 
grabs these kids and won’t let them go. Sabbath-keeping 
is addressed directly to people who are obsessed with 
the traveling soccer team or who want to work when 
they really don’t have to. The practice of Sabbath calls 
us into a different kind of economics and a different 
kind of aspiration.” Part of practicing the Sabbath means 
helping kids ask, “What do we really need? What’s really 
important?”

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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Like most of parenting, Sabbath-keeping is a matter of 
modeling right behavior for our kids. Parents who discipline 
themselves to slow down, rest, and go to church one day a 
week will help their kids most of all. Keeping Sabbath with 
your family is not forcing an arbitrary “should” or “must” on 
your kids; it’s helping them meet a deep human need.

Lauren F. Winner is the author of Mudhouse Sabbath and 
several other books. She is also a professor at Duke Divinity 
School. This article was first published by ChrisTian ParenTing 
Today in 2005.
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Reflect
£ Lauren Winner writes that “Sabbath helps us learn that 
God is in charge.” What do you think she means? How have 
you experienced this?

£ Lauren asserts that the Sabbath should be a relaxing 
and joyful day, rather than a day fraught with legalism 
and rigidity. At the same time, though, she believes that 
“thou-shalt-nots” have their place in Sabbath observance. 
Take a moment to review the general prohibitions for the 
Sabbath outlined in the Old Testament in Exodus 31:12–17 
and 35:1–3, then read how Jesus responded to a spirit of 
legalism about the Sabbath in Mark 2:23–28 and Luke 
6:1–11. What are some modern-day Sabbath-keeping 
practices that strike you as too legalistic? On the flip-
side, what are some “thou-shalt-nots” that you think are 
probably a      good idea?

£ Lauren highlights several countercultural ways families 
or individuals can honor the Sabbath: enjoying family 
meals, simple rituals, refraining from shopping (and thus 
opting out of consumerism), playing together (even perhaps 
through organized sports), and not working (even for 
teens). Which of the ideas jumped out at you? Why?

£ In her article, Lauren puts forth the idea of observing 
the Sabbath on Saturday instead of Sunday. What do you 
think of that idea? Could Sabbath time be any day of the 
week—Wednesday perhaps? Or is it important that it be on 
Sunday? Why?

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
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My husband and I had been married for eight years when 
I gave birth to our first child. Two years later, his brother 
was born. Eighteen months later, their sister. And less than 
two years after that, we started the adoption process and 
soon brought home a daughter.

“You’re busy,” people would remark, eyeing me with my 
children. I never knew whether the comment was tinged 
with pity or admiration.

Yes, I was busy. But, more significantly, I was evolving into 
a different person. No longer the dreamy, walk-taking, tea-
drinking, poem-writing person who baked her own bread, I 
had become a woman barreling down the aisles at the 

Multitasking: Bad for
the Soul
Sure, I was getting a lot done as a mother of four. 

But I was having a hard time obeying God.

By Jennifer Grant
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grocery store, baby in sling, toddlers fastened into cart. 
After years of toting children on my hip, my forearms had 
begun to resemble Popeye the Sailor’s.

And I wasn’t just busy with the kids. Like many “at-home” 
mothers, I had part-time work and volunteer responsibilities 
at church and my children’s schools. Meanwhile, I was 
making Herculean efforts to stay close to my husband and 
friends. I found myself setting up interviews for a 
newspaper story, ordering curriculum, and making reminder 
calls from my cell phone in the grocery store — while, of 
course, keeping the kids in sight, buying food for the week, 
and stopping to compare the prices of varieties of pears.

In short, I learned to multitask.

In recent years, of course, we’ve learned that it is actually 
impossible to multitask. Study after study after study chide 
us for believing we can make our brains do more than one 
thing at a time. “A core limitation [of the human brain] is an 
inability to concentrate on two things at once,” says René 
Marois, a neuroscientist at Vanderbilt University. When we 
are multitasking, we are actually just switching from one 
task to another at astonishing speed. It’s unproductive, 
distracting, and dangerous to multitask, we are told.

But over the years, I became something of a multitasking 
expert. And I began to suffer from it. I answered email from 
my phone while waiting for a freight train to pass. Before 
picking the kids up from school, I’d troll around the 
neighborhood, choosing a parking space based on whether I 
could find a Wi-Fi signal in order to get an additional few 
minutes of work done.

Sabbath Rest in a World of Stress 
Multitasking: Bad for the Soul
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I felt, to use the old expression, that I was drinking from a 
fire hose. Equally compelled to answer unimportant 
messages (“Thanks for letting us use your car-top carrier. 
We left it on your front porch”) as more critical ones (“Can 
you remind me where I’m supposed to be for the photo shoot 
this afternoon?”), I was losing perspective. I was also 
finding it hard to hear God, what with all the text and email 
alerts on my phone, the call waiting signal, and my kids’ 
voices creating a low roar.

Then, about a year and a half ago, I called an Episcopal monk 
who lives in Boston, hoping to get a quote for a story I was 
writing. The day had begun at breakneck speed. Unfinished 
homework, early morning orchestra rehearsal, a fresh batch 
of emails that demanded responses, two loads of laundry, 
and on and on.

On first hearing the monk’s voice, I almost rolled my eyes—
he sounded comically serene. But after a few minutes, I felt 
myself relax a little.

He told me that his work, as a monk, was to listen to God. 
Simply that. He’d taken a vow, he said.

“A vow to listen?”

“A vow of obedience.”

Oh, I thought, you can’t obey until you hear what you’re 
supposed to do. Duh.

“To obey is to listen,” he said, as if he were responding to my 
thoughts. He said that the word’s etymology reveals that 
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obedience is less about complying with rules and more about 
listening. Deep listening.

The Hebrew word is shama: “to hear, to listen.” Samuel uses 
the word, declaring that “To obey is better than sacrifice”
(1 Sam. 15:22).

In Greek the word is hupakouo, or “to listen under.”
The Latin for obedience is oboedire: “to hear or listen 
towards.”

In Old English, it’s herknen.

So, he said, to obey God is to listen deeply to him—or hearken 
his voice.

“The monastic life is a culture of silence,” he said. “It’s not 
that there’s nothing to be said, it’s that there is so much to be 
heard.” He said that the practice of silence stands in strong 
opposition to a culture that is “obsessed with multitasking.”

Ooh.

“Multitasking has been normalized. It is costly to the soul,” 
he said.

Ouch.

I asked him what advice he gives to people whose calling 
doesn’t lead them into the sanctuary of a monastery. “Do one 
thing at a time. As much as possible, do only one thing.”
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Doing one thing at a time is a terribly, wonderfully, old-
fashioned idea. Since talking to him, I’ve been trying to break 
my multitasking habit, bit by bit. Often when I’m alone in the 
car, I just drive. I don’t check email at red lights. I don’t listen 
to the radio. I just sit still. And the more I practice the lost art 
of doing one thing at a time, the more I hear the voice of God. 
Offering peace and clarity. Nudging me to interact with a 
person. Infusing me with an idea. Reminding me of his 
presence.

Weaning myself from rabid multitasking is a long process. But 
I’m plugging away at it—not ultimately because I know it’s bad 
for productivity, causes car accidents, or makes me feel 
stress, though all these things might be true. I do it to draw 
closer to the one who is quietly with me, waiting to speak to 
me in a moment of silence.

Be still.

Be still.

“Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).

Now there’s one thing to do.

Jennifer Grant is a journalist, freelance writer, and mother of 
four who writes a column and feature stories for the Chicago 
Tribune. Find her online at JennifercGrant.com. This article 
was first published by ChrisTianiTy Today’s Her.meneutics blog 
in July 2010.
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Reflect
£ Jennifer Grant is a multitasking pro—but for her, and for 
us, it comes at a cost! What various responsibilities and 
tasks are on your normal mental to-do list? (Brainstorm 
here to get a complete list.)

£ What negative impact has a high level of busyness and 
stress had on your relationships with others? Your physical 
health? Your relationship with God? 

£ Sabbath rest is perhaps the complete opposite of 
multitasking. Think creatively for a moment; what could a 
Sabbath-rest mind-set look like in the nitty-gritty, reality 
of our lives as busy women? Share some ideas.

£ Jennifer notes the biblical connection between listening 
and obeying. So how can we live obedient lives if we never 
take the time to really slow down and listen? Read Psalm 
46:10. Now slow down, breathe deeply, and read it again. 
How might a choice to “be still” more often change you?
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Conversation
Form a Sabbath habit of conversing with God.

By Gordon McDonald

In the year 1801, William Wilberforce, a member of the 
English Parliament and leader of the anti-slavery forces 
in the British Empire, passed through a severe spiritual 
crisis.

The core issue? Political ambition. Had he mishandled the 
experience, it is possible that the history of 19th-century 
England would have been quite different.

Wilberforce’s struggle began when a general election 
produced a new prime minister, Henry Addington. 
The banter in the streets was that Wilberforce was on 
Addington’s A-list of possible cabinet members. Biographer 
Garth Lean writes that Wilberforce was sucked into the 
speculation and, for a while, could think of nothing else. 
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Later, recounting those days, Wilberforce described himself 
as “intoxicated (with) risings of ambition.”

It was on a Sunday when Wilberforce finally confronted 
his ambition. At the end of a day of worship and solitude, 
Wilberforce wrote, “Blessed be to God for the day of rest and 
religious occupation wherein earthly things assume their 
true size. Ambition is stunted.” The crisis was addressed.

In this brief comment, William Wilberforce references one 
of the great secrets of his personal life: his commitment to 
weekly withdrawals from the wild scramble of public life so 
that he could engage in worship, connection with a small 
circle of close friends, and quiet reflection.

It’s the third of these three activities—reflection—that 
fascinates me most about Wilberforce. Reflection is an inner 
conversation—discourse one generates with oneself and with 
God. During inner conversation, your engagement with other 
people is suspended. There’s a time to love, to serve, to care 
for other people. But a time of inner conversation is personal 
and private.

Engaging in inner conversation 
Withdrawal for inner conversation parallels the priority 
flight attendants express when passengers on a plane are 
told that, if the oxygen masks appear, they should put theirs 
on first before helping others. Counter-intuitive, especially 
for mothers, but thoroughly logical.

Writer Anthony Bloom described his father as a man who 
knew inner conversation well. When he felt the need to do 
his own soul-work, he would sometimes tack a sign to his 
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front door: “Don’t go to the trouble of knocking. I am at home, 
but I will not answer the door.”

This is not easy for those of us who are people-pleasers. We 
are suckers for knocks on our front door.

In the Scriptures, you get a sense of inner conversation when, 
in the Psalms, the writer quizzes his deeper self: “Why are 
you so downcast, O my soul?” Or when the writer invites God’s 
attention: “Search me, O God, and examine my thoughts.”

Sometimes inner conversation originates with God. You see it 
in the words God uses to caution Cain: “Why are you angry? 
Why is your face downcast?” You see it in the question God 
asks when Elijah flees to the wilderness in fear of Jezebel: 
“Elijah, what are you doing here?” Then saying, “Slow down, 
sleep, eat, drink. And then tell me again how you got here.” 
What follows is a fascinating inner conversation in which 
Elijah’s inaccurate perspective on things is repaired.

Paul is probably referring to inner conversation when he 
speaks of his “thorn in the flesh” and his frustration with it. 
“Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away.” But God 
didn’t.

During his many years as a public servant, Wilberforce 
rarely deviated from his Sabbath commitment to this inner 
conversation. And on the particular Sunday when he dealt 
with his ambition, he demonstrated why this discipline of 
the calendar is so important. Had he used the day for other 
purposes, there is no telling how his life might have gone 
wrong.
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Wilberforce not only set aside Sundays for inner conversation, 
but he usually began his working days in a similar but briefer 
way. Sometimes I call what he did on these mornings pushing 
the spiritual reset button or sweeping out the heart. Once 
Wilberforce said of these occasions, “In the calmness of the 
morning before the mind is heated and weary by the turmoil 
of the day, you have a season of unusual importance for 
communing with God and with yourself.”

Garth Lean comments, “the day-to-day battle it was, more and 
more, these early morning hours . . . and his quiet Sundays 
that gave (Wilberforce) strength and perspective on himself 
and the world.”

Wilberforce’s habit of the heart has marked me greatly over 
the years. It has influenced my own commitment to early 
morning “Sabbaths” and the inner conversations I might 
otherwise ignore.

Why we neglect this conversation 
In my younger years as a pastor, I was often loaded with 
too much energy and too many ideas to actually believe that 
setting aside time for quiet inner conversation was useful. 
The newspaper, breakfast appointments, getting work done, 
seemed far more attractive. It was only as the evidence began 
to mount—fatigue, frustration, bad decisions, faulty wisdom—
that I got the message. My priorities were out of alignment.

In my later years of Christian service, I’ve had the 
privilege of speaking to and teaching pastors from almost 
every denomination. I am usually not asked to talk about 
management or church growth or preaching. Rather, I’m most 

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com


©2014 Christianity Today  |  TodaysChristianWoman.com  |  32

Sabbath Rest in a World of Stress 
Your Most Important Conversation

often asked to speak to the personal side of a leader’s life, 
where the interior battles (like Wilberforce’s) occur. 

Whatever it takes
“The battle is won in the secret places of the will before God,” 
wrote Oswald Chambers. “Never first in the external world. 
. . . Nothing has power over the (person) who has fought out 
the battle before God and won there.”

This, of course, is what William Wilberforce was 
experiencing on those Sundays: an inner conversation in the 
secret places.

Among my most frequently-asked questions to men and 
women in ministry leadership who are struggling with 
spiritual malaise is, “What does an ideal week look like for 
you? Describe for me the priority activities that fill your 
week.” Usually, I hear a list of leader-like activities with 
which we are all familiar: staff meetings, sermon study, 
consultations with church leaders, training seminars, budget 
meetings, counseling appointments, long-range planning 
functions. Sometimes there is comment about physical 
exercise (that’s good) and family functions (that’s even 
“gooder”). But what is missing all too often? Any allusion to 
a personal Sabbath: those times for activities that enlarge 
and cleanse the soul, times for inner conversation.

“What do you do in Sabbath time?” I am sometimes asked. I 
disappoint, I suspect, when I evade the formulaic answer. 
I discarded the gimmicks a long time ago. They didn’t work 
for me. What became more important were outcomes. What 
do I do? Simple: whatever it takes for a renewed sense of 
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conversion to Christ, a deeper awareness of the biblical way, an 
assurance that God’s grace and power remain with me.

When I ask many Christians if there is time in their 
calendars for the pursuit of such outcomes, I get these kinds of 
responses:

I’m just too busy.

I don’t have the slightest idea what I’d do if I took the time.

My mind is too full of thought; I can’t concentrate.

I’m an extravert. Being alone, being quiet, reflecting is not my 
thing.

I don’t get any immediate result out of doing it.

It’s boring.

Sometimes I’ve imagined Moses sitting in on a conversation 
when things like these were said. He was the leader who 
erected a tent called the Tent of Meeting at the edge of the camp 
where the Israelites stayed while Moses conferred with God on 
the mountain. When Moses went to that tent, we are told that 
“the Lord would speak to (him) face to face, as a man speaks 
with his friend.” That sounds like inner conversation language 
to me.

Although the God of the Bible is great and mysterious and 
cannot be described in human terms, here is an exceptional 
description of conversation between Moses and the God of 
Israel. It dares to describe God in intimate human language. 
But the purpose of the writer is not to make God seem like one 
of us, but to express the way of inner conversation in which 
Moses is able to recalibrate his life as a leader.
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I find it interesting that the story of Moses’ tent is preceded 
by his devastating experience of finding his people dancing 
around a golden calf, a reversion to Egyptian paganism. 
Surprised by their behavior, he lost it. I suspect that he 
wanted to quit, to walk away. But based on the way the writer 
lined up these stories, I think we are being told that in that 
tent, Moses was able to say what he thought, ask about things 
he needed to know, and hear God renew his mission and his 
courage.

Moses had his tent (a certain space) and Wilberforce had 
his Sabbaths (a certain time). And both men renewed their 
strength as a result. They exemplify Paul’s thought to the 
Corinthians when he wrote—and I use Eugene Peterson’s 
genius for paraphrase here—“Test yourselves to make sure you 
are solid in the faith. Don’t drift along taking everything for 
granted. Give yourselves regular checkups.”

I have found the best way to enhance such a check-up, the 
inner conversation, is through questions. Questions are the 
extension of one’s curiosity, and they work beautifully as one 
examines his or her own soul in the presence of the Lord.

Questions for inner conversation 
The questions I like most search one’s heart just as the 
psalmist mentions when he writes, “Search me!” They 
are meant to test the inner space of one’s life and prompt 
conversation that leads to light.

Inner conversation begins for me by looking back over 
the time since my last Sabbath experience and reviewing 
the events that have occurred. Is there meaning in any of 
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those events? Are there lessons to be learned, wisdom to be 
extracted?

My own theory is that every event, every human transaction 
in life, offers an insight. But it’s often buried like gold or oil. 
It has to be discovered. Perhaps that’s why busy people are 
impressive but often shallow. No time to mine the gold and 
drill the oil.

Here are far more “inner conversation starters” than you need, 
but these are some of the questions that begin to excavate the 
hidden gold:

What have been the beautiful moments in which God may    
have been revealing himself to me? And what have been the 
evil moments when the worst in me or in the larger world 
showed itself?

What happened this week that needs to be remembered, 
perhaps recorded in a journal so I can return to it in the  
future and recall the blessing (or the rebuke) of God?     
Making such a record is like those monuments and altars      
God had the Israelites raise up when great things worth 
remembering had happened.

What have my prevailing feelings been (and what are they at 
the present)? Has there been a preponderance of sadness, of 
fear, of anger, of emptiness? Or has it been a time where joy 
and enthusiasm have been the dominant mood?

What have been the “blessings,” those acts of grace that have 
come through others or—as I perceive it—directly from God 
himself? Can I express praise and appreciation (sometimes 
even written in a thank-you note or journal)?
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Have things happened for which I need to accept 
responsibility, perhaps leading to repentance? Why did they 
happen? Were they avoidable and how can they be prevented 
in the future?

What have been the thoughts that have been dominating 
my thinking time? Noble thoughts? Escapist thoughts that 
woo me away from more important or challenging issues? 
Superficial thoughts that lead to nowhere?

Is there a possibility that I am living in denial of certain 
realities? Painful criticism, sloppy work, habitual patterns 
that are hurting me and others?

Are there any resentments or ill feelings toward others that 
remain unaddressed, unforgiven?

When it comes to the way I act with my spouse, children, 
friends, colleagues: Am I a pleasant person to be around? 
Are people challenged, elevated, enthused when I enter the 
room? As someone has observed, “Some people bring joy 
wherever they go; others bring joy when they go.” Which    
am I?

What is God trying to say to me today? Through Scripture? 
Through other readings? What has he been saying through 
those in my inner circle of relationships? Through critics? 
What insights swirl up and out of the deepest parts of my 
soul? Which of them needs to be repudiated, and which needs 
to be cultivated?

What are the possibilities in the hours ahead? Where 
might there be ambushes that would challenge character, 
reputation, well-being?

What might I do and say that would make the people in my 
inner circle feel more loved and appreciated?
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Am I mindful of the socially awkward, the poor, the 
suffering, the oppressed in my local world and in the larger 
world? Am I in tune with appropriate current events in 
the world and perceiving them through the lens of biblical 
perspective.

What specific steps will I take today to enhance growth as a 
follower of Jesus?

I like to ask one more question as part of my personal inner 
conversation. What if today is the day I meet Jesus face to face 
. . . either because he returns or because I am unexpectedly 
called into his presence? For a people who say we believe in 
eternal life, this is a rather significant question and should 
not be avoided.

I don’t know whether William Wilberforce approached his 
quiet Sabbath hours with these kinds of questions. Perhaps 
he had a different, better way. What I do know is that in 
1801, when he arrived at a potential turning point in his life, 
his ways of inner conversations were such that he avoided a 
terrible mistake. Ambition was “stunted.”
Pascal, the French philosopher and inventor, wrote in his 
Pensees: “All the unhappiness of men arises from one single 
fact, that they cannot stay quietly in their own chamber.” 
I’m sure I’m taking it a bit out of context, but these words 
fit the point I am trying to make. Christians who do not take 
the time, who do not feel the need, who do not think they are 
capable of inner conversation put themselves in enormous 
danger. Unacquainted with the inner person, they set 
themselves up for possible disaster.
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For many years William Wilberforce enjoyed a friendship 
with John Newton, former slave trader and later man of God. 
Wilberforce was the politician, Newton the pastor. What they 
had in common was their faith and their belief that spiritual 
power was derived, first, from the activities of quiet inner 
conversation a man had with God (to quote Pascal) in his own 
private chamber.

Newton had his own ideas of what an inner conversation was 
like. In his biography of Newton, Jonathan Aitken describes 
how Newton reduced the core of his spiritual life into five 
principles he believed would guide him in his leadership with 
people and his walk with God. He determined:

To begin and end every day with God.

To peruse Scriptures with a diligence and attention suited to 
the dignity of the subject.

To spend the Sabbath entirely with the Lord.

To choose for my companions only good people from whom I 
may derive some improvement.

To become all things to all men in order that I may save some.

That will work.

Gordon MacDonald, a former pastor and author of several books, 
is editor at large of LeadershiP JournaL. This is a revised version 
of the article which was published in full in the June 2010 issue 
of LeadershiP JournaL.
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Reflect
£ Gordon MacDonald has a simple, non-formulaic answer 
for Christians wondering what specifically he does for his 
Sabbath time: “Simple: whatever it takes for a renewed sense of 
conversion to Christ, a deeper awareness of the biblical way, an 
assurance that God’s grace and power remain with me.” We are 
each different; there may be different ways we each seek to do 
these things. What experiences or habits enable you to deeply 
connect with God and feel renewed spiritually?

£ Read Exodus 33:7–11. Gordon MacDonald writes of this 
passage, saying that it expresses “the way of inner conversation 
in which Moses is able to recalibrate his life as a leader. . . .        
[I]n that tent, Moses was able to say what he thought, ask about 
things he needed to know, and hear God renew his mission 
and his courage.” When in your life has God used prayer-
conversations to renew and transform you? 

£ The trajectory of William Wilberforce’s life and the essence 
of his character were profoundly changed by a Sunday 
conversation with God. How about you? How do you imagine 
intentionally setting aside (more) time for inner conversations 
with God could affect the rest of your life? Your choices? Your 
character?

£ Review the suggested questions for inner conversation Gordon 
outlines (pp. 35-37). Which do you feel you most need to reflect 
on with God sometime soon? Why?
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Just Say “No”!
Living at a pace that honors God

By Ramona Cramer Tucker

My life hit the fan one ordinary weekend.

I was in the midst of running errands when it happened. I’d 
just settled into my car seat when I realized I’d forgotten the 
bills I intended to mail. As I dashed inside, the phone rang.

“Hey, Mona,” my friend said cheerfully. “I haven’t seen you 
in ages. Want to get together today?”

“Uh, sure, what time?” I said, distracted by my “to do” list. 
We set up the time and place, and I hung up the phone.

Then, on my way back to the car, I did something that 
startled even me: I sat down on the big rock by my driveway 
and cried so hard, I couldn’t catch my breath.
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Later that night, after my three-year-old was tucked into 
bed, I pondered why my friend’s phone call had brought me to 
tears. My emotional meltdown showed me how stressed-out I 
was by life’s demands—many of them self-induced. I needed 
to take better charge of my life. After all, God hadn’t created 
me to run around constantly “chasing the wind” (Ecclesiastes 
1:14)—which was exactly what I felt I was doing!

The answer to my problem narrowed down to a simple word: 
“No.” But the problem was that “yes” rolled off my tongue so 
easily that “no” seemed cumbersome . . . even embarrassing. 
So if someone needed snacks for the office, I’d bring them. If 
my child’s playgroup was meeting, I organized not only the 
activity, but the crafts too. Add all this to working full-time, 
or full-time-plus when a rush project came along, and it’s no 
wonder I was exhausted. Eventually I taped a neon “Just Say 
NO!” sign to my phone. Once I’d said “no” a few times, my lips 
began to form the word more confidently. It’s still not easy, 
but I’m gradually gaining more balance in my life.

Are you feeling exhausted? If so, you may need to say the 
word “no” more often, too. Here’s how.

Know yourself . . . and your slots
What’s your energy level? Personality? 
Family situation? How much “regroup” time 
do you need? Do you crave interaction, or run 
from it?

Whether you’re an introvert or an extrovert, 
trying to please everyone by “doing” only 
brings about exhaustion or bitterness. And 
that’s certainly not the way God calls us 
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GRAB A 
SHARPIE!

Not sure how to go 

about “thinning out” 

your commitments to 

friends, organizations, 

work, and church? 

Try the exercise 

outlined in this 

GiftedForLeadership 
article.
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to live. Psalm 139:1–3 makes it clear: “O Lord, you have 
searched me and you know me. You know when I sit and 
when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern 
my going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all 
my ways.” God knows your personality intimately because he 
made you, and he doesn’t expect you to be someone you’re 
not. He also knows you need to stop sometimes and rest.

So figure out how many activities a week you’re comfortable 
with, and then consider those “available slots.” For instance, 
my friend Mary craves time alone since she works in a busy 
office. One evening out a week is enough for her, so that’s 
all she schedules. On the other hand, Claudia, a friend with 
incredible energy, schedules four evenings out and still longs 
for another!

When I was single and worked full-time, I booked every 
lunch during the week. After all, it was a great opportunity 
to grow relationships with someone other than my roommate. 
But after a year of running every day from work to lunch 
with a friend and then back to work, I discovered I needed 
some downtime. So I made a personal policy to book only 
three lunches a week and to save the other two for “necessity 
runs” (to buy groceries or run to the post office), or simply 
for some me-time (even if it meant sitting alone in my car to 
read an encouraging psalm while I ate my sandwich). When 
I got married, I lunched with friends twice a week and set a 
standing weekly lunch date with my sister, since it was more 
difficult for us to get together after work. Our Wednesday 
lunch date continues to this day.

Instead of blindly booking activities simply because they 
arise, make sure you schedule your need for “sanity time.”
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Learn to prioritize
Some of your stress-inducing situations may be 
nonnegotiable—such as traveling for your job or keeping 
up with an energetic toddler. But other activities may be 
negotiable, such as hosting a wedding shower, chairing a “Fun 
Fair” at your school, or attending a Pampered Chef party. The 
crucial question is this: Do these negotiable activities stress 
you out or energize you? Your answer will reveal whether or 
not your life is in balance. If your blood pressure rises when 
you even think about the activity, why not take a pass?

Recently I was invited to three product-demonstration parties 
in friends’ homes—all in one week. After thinking through 
my priorities (one of them being time for my husband in the 
evenings) and praying about my use of my time, I said “no” 
to all three. Although I felt guilty turning down the invites, I 
also felt relieved when I hung up the phone after each of these 
conversations. And because I’d said “no,” I had the time and 
energy to say “yes” to an impromptu stroll later in the week—
complete with a picnic and a chat by a bubbling fountain—with 
my soul-rejuvenating friend Linda.

God alone knows what’s ahead for us and can help us sort out 
our priorities. Scripture encourages us, “Commit your way to 
the Lord” (Psalm 37:5). We need to ask God to guide us—so we’ll 
do what he has for us instead of doing everything that comes 
our way. Then we won’t have to worry about “missing out.”

Set a limit and stick to it!
To most people, it’s the getting together that counts, not the 
length of the stay. Even a short lunch can mean as much as 
an all-day outing. And telling friends or coworkers, “I have 
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from 12:30 to 1:30 free for lunch. Would that work?” sets 
comfortable parameters for you.

Recently I had a Saturday with nothing planned—a rare treat 
indeed. I was looking forward to organizing my neglected 
photos when a good friend phoned to invite me to an impromptu 
party that was to start at 6 p.m. But because my “to do” list at 
home had been growing, I said, “I’d love to come. But I won’t 
be there until 9 p.m. because I have to get some things done at 
home first.” This response allowed me to be a real friend—and 
also protected me from a too-scheduled weekend.

Many of us juggle multiple roles, including keeping up a house/
apartment, working either inside or outside the home, and 
playing “relationship fix-it” for people we love. Add a boyfriend 
or husband, kids, or in-laws and it’s no wonder we feel 
overwhelmed at times! But setting a time limit—then sticking 
to it—can work wonders in balancing the demands of your 
multifaceted life.

Be proactive
I’ve discovered if I wait for others to come to me, I react by 
jumping to action and marking my calendar before I really 
have a chance to evaluate the activity or my looming schedule. 
Initiating activities gives me time for advance planning; it 
prepares me not only physically, but also emotionally.

So don’t wait for others to contact you. Contact family and 
friends first. “I’d love to get together. How about two Saturdays 
from now, from 1:00 to 3:00?” When you do receive a phone 
call, say, “That sounds like fun. Let me check my schedule and 
get back to you.” That will give you the emotional distance to 
evaluate your week realistically.
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A friend of mine once quipped, “We women accomplish 90 
percent of the world’s workload . . . and we look and feel like 
it, too!” The reality is, we’re afraid of letting people down 
even if we’re driving ourselves crazy with activities. It’s no 
surprise that “no” seems like a four-letter word we must avoid 
at all costs.

But “no” isn’t a dirty word—in fact, sometimes it’s one of the 
healthiest things we can say. After all, sometimes we have to 
say “no”—even to good things—in order to say “yes” to the best 
things. If we’re constantly scurrying around like the well-
known Martha in Luke 10:38–42, we won’t have time to sit, 
like Mary, at Jesus’ feet.

So go ahead, say “no” loudly. It won’t kill you. In fact, it just 
may revolutionize your life.

Ramona Cramer Tucker is a senior editor at a Tyndale. This 
article was first published in the September/October 2004 issue 
of Today’s ChrisTian Woman.
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Reflect
£ Is saying “no” hard for you? Why or why not?

£ Describe an activity or commitment you wish you said no to, 
but didn’t. Analyze why you said yes; what emotional, social, or 
other factors led to your “yes”? 

£ Ramona Cramer Tucker writes that “sometimes we have to say 
‘no’—even to good things—in order to say ‘yes’ to the best things.” 
What are the “best things” in your life that you need to reserve 
time and energy for? How can you keep them a top priority?

£ Having an overly busy week can directly affect how we observe 
the Sabbath; all that we weren’t able to get to on Monday through 
Saturday inevitably spills into Sunday, leaving us a day with an 
important to-do list rather than a day of rest. What steps can 
you take to protect your Sabbath time, be it on Sunday or other 
special times? What might you need to say no to? Be specific. 
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Our Restless Lives
Why this weekend will be different

By Susan Arico

I was recently flipping through a copy of Good Housekeeping 
and scanned the editor’s opening letter. She described 
being at an “improbable place: a women’s retreat” for part 
of a Saturday. “Ironically,” she wrote, “the topic was time—
how to think about it, handle it, make peace with never 
having enough of it. And I discovered that it was . . . all but 
impossible for me to just sit still and listen—not take notes, 
not check my BlackBerry, not multitask in any way . . . Like 
almost every woman I know, I live life in a terrific hurry, as 
if time is running out.”

Let’s see: always being short on time; addiction to multi-
tasking; feeling harried (and in great company being 
harried). Sounds all too familiar.
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The biggest antidote that we have against the weight of the 
24/7 life, I’ve been thinking, is the one command we 21st-
century Americans are most apt to break: keeping 
the Sabbath.

In Jesus’ day, the problem with the Sabbath was that people 
were overcommitted to keeping it. It had become legalistic 
and cumbersome, a burden to God’s people. It was so 
bureaucratic that the Pharisee regulators were thwarting 
God’s purposes—and Jesus rebuked them from getting 
between God and the refreshment he wanted them to enjoy.

Today most of us have the opposite problem. Far from over-
keeping the Sabbath and getting caught up in legalisms 
related to inactivity, most of us simply ignore it. Day of rest? 
Really? You mean, every week?

My life—like many of the women I know—is multi-faceted 
and sometimes downright complicated. I mother three kids 
under five, manage a household, consult a few hours a week, 
and help lead a women’s ministry at church. Activity is 
constant. Weekends let me catch up on all the stuff that didn’t 
get done during the week (often more productively because 
my husband can watch the kids so I can really crank it out). 
Maybe you can relate.

The editor’s inability to sit still resonates with me because 
this is the condition of the 21st-century woman. Sitting 
means it’s time to check email. Walking means it’s time to 
pull out the iPod. Driving means it’s time to make a phone 
call. The kids’ naps mean it’s time to get some work done. 

Sabbath Rest in a World of Stress 
Our Restless Lives
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Watching TV means it’s time to fold laundry. Along with my 
whole generation, I’m losing the ability to be fully present—
to attend fully to the moment at hand.

If Jesus walked the earth today, I have to think he’d have 
different words about the Sabbath—and about what we’ve 
allowed our lives to become. God has commanded us to rest—
to build regular and intentional rest into our lives. Not only 
do we refuse to do it, we’re unlearning the skill. We do the 
opposite of rest: we maintain continuous activity. The daily 
life of the modern women is becoming an Ode to the 
Restless Life.

It’s a radical thing, the fourth commandment. Taking one in 
seven days to unplug from the buzz and noise, to not work? 
Can God really want me to spend a full 15 percent of my 
week away from my to-do lists?

Radical and also wildly inconvenient, it takes a lot of 
planning and forethought to have a day without cooking, 
laundry, or business work. It frankly feels like a real 
nuisance and, ironically, a poor use of my time.

This attitude doesn’t surprise God, though. That’s why he 
uses the phrase “deny yourself” in relation to the Sabbath 
(Leviticus 16:31 and 23:32). God knows that discipline is 
tied to refreshment. Rest will not simply happen to us; we 
must actively build it into our lives.

And God, who is the author of time, also knows how it 
works. He knows that time will rule us if we don’t handle 
it his way. He knows that endless multi-tasking erodes 
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our spirits and renders us spiritually weak. God knows 
the enemy uses modern time-saving devices as weapons 
against us, to wage slow war on our souls. He knows that 
if we prevail in training ourselves in perpetual distraction, 
we will lose our ability not only to rest in him, but to hear 
from him.

That’s why the most radical thing I can do this weekend—
and the most obedient—is nothing (productive). For 
a whole day. I can keep the day “holy unto the Lord.” 
With practice, maybe I can even become, through God’s 
grace, one of the few women out there who doesn’t, in 
the editor’s words, “live life in a terrific hurry.” Perhaps 
the legacy of this kind of life would honor God more than 
anything else I could ever do with my time.

Susan Arico has run her own consulting company, Pray 
Creek Consulting, LLC., since 2004. She lives with her 
husband and son and daughters in southern California, 
where they recently relocated from New England. Visit 
her at her blog, Heart Pondering. This article was first 
published on GiftedForLeadership.com in May 2010.
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Reflect
£ Susan Arico puts forth the suggestion that “If Jesus walked 
the earth today, I have to think he’d have different words about 
the Sabbath—and about what we’ve allowed our lives to become.” 
Do you agree? What do you think Jesus might say to our 
culture—and to you personally—about Sabbath-keeping?

£ It’s important to note that having a healthy understanding 
of Sabbath isn’t simply about relaxing all the time; the day of 
rest is intricately connected to the idea of working hard and 
well the other six days of the week! So what do you think is the 
difference between working hard in a God-honoring way and 
working too hard—living a stressed out, work-dominated life?

£ One cause of our unwillingness to rest on the Sabbath is often 
an inflated sense of our own control over our lives and a lack of 
trust in God. We feel like we absolutely must work to provide 
and care for ourselves and our families rather than surrendering 
in complete trust of God as our provider. Review Exodus 16:1–
30 again, looking at how God taught his people to rely on him 
instead of themselves. How could more intentionally observing 
the Sabbath influence your own view of your trust and reliance 
upon God?

£ Read and meditate on Psalm 23 and Psalm 131:2. How do 
these passages connect a sense of peace with a proper reliance 
upon God (not self) as provider? How do they inspire or 
challenge you personally?

£ In light of all you’ve read in this download, what’s one 
specific step you desire to take during the next week in order to 
more intentionally honor the Sabbath?
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Online Articles
“Blue Law Special”—Laws banning Sunday commerce 
encourage moral behavior.
By Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra, from ChristianityToday.com 

“Finding Strength in Rest” 
By Bev Murrill, from GiftedforLeadership.com 

“In Today’s Culture, What Does It Mean to Keep the Sabbath 
Holy?”
By Lauren F. Winner, from TodaysChristianWoman.com

“Overloaded!”—Every guilt-driven “yes” means a “no” to 
something important in my life.
By Brenda Jank, from TodaysChristianWoman.com

“Rest from the Race”
By Jane Rubietta, from GiftedforLeadership.com

 Additional Resources
Books, online articles, and a Bible Study to help you further.

www.TodaysChristianWoman.com
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2007/january/10.21.html
www.ChristianityToday.com
http://blog.kyria.com/giftedforleadership/2010/07/finding_strength_in_rest.html
www.GiftedforLeadership.com
http://www.kyria.com/topics/spiritualformation/theologyspiritualissues/14.16.html?start=1
http://www.kyria.com/topics/spiritualformation/theologyspiritualissues/14.16.html?start=1
http://www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://www.kyria.com/topics/spiritualformation/biblestudyanddevotions/overloaded.html
http://www.todayschristianwoman.com
http://blog.kyria.com/giftedforleadership/2007/11/rest_from_the_race.html
www.GiftedforLeadership.com


©2014 Christianity Today  |  TodaysChristianWoman.com  |  53

Sabbath Rest in a World of Stress  
Additional Resources

“Task Master”—Is doing it all, all at the same time, really            the 
best way?
By Liz Curtis Higgs, from TodaysChristianWoman.com

Online Book Excerpts
“Receiving the Day the Lord Has Made”—A day of rest is God’s gift 
to us.
By Dorothy Bass, an excerpt from Receiving the Day, available 
online from ChristianityToday.com

“The Restful Practice of Play”—Play can restore our souls from the 
damage done by our accomplishment-driven, workaholic culture.
By Keri Wyatt Kent, an excerpt from Rest: Living in Sabbath 
Simplicity, available from Today’sChildren’sMinistry.com

“Schedule, Interrupted”—Discovering God’s time-management.
By Mark Buchanan, an excerpt from The Rest of God, available 
online from ChristianityToday.com 

“The Son’s Day to Sunday”—Sunday tells how the first day of the 
week went from the Lord’s Day to Christian Sunday.
By Craig Harline, an excerpt from Sunday, available online from 
ChristianityToday.com 

Books
Catch Your Breath: God’s Invitation to Sabbath Rest by Don 
Postema (CRC Publications, 1997; 93 pages). This book calls the 
reader to pause, to be quiet for a moment, and to be aware of the 
presence of God. Continually practicing the Sabbath by taking 
spiritual breaks of a minute, an hour, or a day can be spiritually 
refreshing and can help us refocus our lives. 
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Mudhouse Sabbath: An Invitation to a Life of Spiritual Discipline 
by Lauren Winner (Paraclete, 2007; 164 pages). After her 
conversion from Orthodox Judaism to Christianity, Lauren Winner 
found that her life was indelibly marked by the rich traditions and 
spiritual practices of Judaism. She set out to discover how she 
could incorporate some of these practices into her new faith. 
Winner presents eleven Jewish spiritual practices that can 
transform the way Christians view the world, and God.

Receiving the Day: Christian Practices for Opening the Gift of 
Time by Dorothy Bass (Jossey-Bass, 2001; 160 pages). A spiritual 
reconsideration of our frantic approach to time, Receiving the Day 
invites readers to embrace the temporal landmarks of our lives as 
opportunities for deeper relationship with God and one another. 

Rest: Living in Sabbath Simplicity by Kerri Wyatt Kent 
(Zondervan, 2008; 224 pages). In today’s fast-paced society, 
we’ve forgotten an essential truth: that the Sabbath was made for 
man, not man for the Sabbath. Inviting you to find a balance 
between work and refreshment, Kent explores six aspects of this 
Christian spiritual practice—resting, reconnecting, revising, 
pausing, playing, and praying—to help you experience renewed 
energy, grace, and joy.

The Rest of God: Restoring Your Soul by Restoring Sabbath by 
Mark Buchanan (Thomas Nelson, 2007; 240 pages). In The Rest of 
God, author Mark Buchanan says that the Sabbath is essential to 
our full humanity and faith. God set forth a rhythm of work and 
rest that if restored to our lives will bring prolonged life, enriched 
relationships, increased fruitfulness, and abundant joy. For the 
majority of us who have endless demands and stifling daily 
routines, discovering the “rest of God” is the solution to “not 
enough time.” 
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Sabbath Keeping: Finding Freedom in the Rhythms of Rest by 
Lynne M. Baab (InterVarsity Press, 2005; 140 pages). Six 
months in Iran and eighteen months in Israel, where all activity 
stops on every seventh day, began Lynne M. Baab’s twenty-five-
year embrace of a rhythm of rest—as a stay-at-home mom, as a 
professional writer working out of her home, as a student and as 
a vocational minister of the gospel.

Sabbath Time by Tilden Edwards (Upper Room, 2003; 178 
pages). Through the Sabbath we find an alternative to society’s 
rhythm of achievement and escape. We pace ourselves and 
discover a balance between the conflicting demands of worship, 
play, rest, work, community, and ministry, integrating both the 
contemplative and the active into our daily routine. 

Bible Study
Looking for Rest—a single-session study from 
ChristianBibleStudies.com, based on Lynne Baab’s article 
(included in this download), exploring why Sabbath rest is 
God’s idea. 
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