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Good morning and welcome to this day of shirking, this day of resting, this day of simply being rather than always doing. I want to begin by giving a big shout out to Heather and James Kovach for their wonderful music. What amazing and talented musicians they are! And thank you Heather for your wonderful reflection. I so appreciate what you said about the importance of taking time in your life to sit quietly, to get lost in the music at your orchestra rehearsals, and to just find time to relax and to be rather than always trying to do everything – including having a perfectly manicured lawn!


I must say that Heather’s reflection certainly rings true in my own life and in my own experience. I have spent so much time driven by busyness – by a seemingly endless list of things to do – rather than being nourished and made whole by rest. Too often, I have found myself addicted to hurry and constantly existing in what I would call a coping and reactive mode rather than living from a place, as Richard Gilbert says, where I enjoy life more abundantly.


How does this happen? How is it that we so often get caught up in the rush of doing and in the manic pace of busyness? Clearly we live in a culture and society that puts a premium on not simply doing but on always striving to do even more. Economic necessity compels us to work longer and even harder. Our culture celebrates those who pull themselves up by their bootstraps by working 60, 70, or even more hours during the week. And while advances in technology and communication add convenience and rapid connection to our lives, they also make it harder to disconnect and decompress – to turn off our cell phones, to not be driven by email, and to simply take time for calm and quiet.


In some ways I think we are so driven by the rush to do that we barely notice how little time we take for being and for resting. Too often our lives are a blur and a race from one task to the next. That is, of course, until we are confronted by so much busyness and stress that our health suffers and our families and relationships are negatively impacted. And when we are forced to slow down long enough to heal, we often do so in order to recharge and recover sufficient energy to once again work those long hours and to race from task to task.


And I think something else happens to us when we get caught in the cycle of doing and more doing. I know when I find myself overworked and always busy, I am no longer able to truly listen, to see, and to experience those things that matter most in my life. Rather than pulling off to the side of the road to gaze at a magnificent sunset, I simply drive on, barely noticing the beauty and grandeur all around me. But even more detrimental than missing a beautiful sunset is our inability to pause long enough in the midst of so much busyness to appreciate or to share a small act of kindness, an expression of gratitude, or a simple good morning. More than anything else, being addicted to hurry and overwork makes it so very hard to savor and appreciate the simple blessings that make our lives meaningful and our spirits whole.


And that’s why it’s so very important to find ways to rest and observe Sabbath in our lives. Now I know the word Sabbath conjures up images of long hours spent in a house of worship, listening to someone like me drone on about some arcane theological subject or text. But Sabbath is ultimately not about theology or a text, it’s about rest and spiritual nourishment. Sabbath is, as writer Wayne Muller defines it, “a way of being in time where we remember who we are, remember what we know, and taste the gifts of eternity and spirit.” That’s why we must find ways to create Sabbath in our lives – so that we can taste the gifts of eternity and spirit.


It is this understanding of rest and Sabbath, not as simply a means for recharging so we can do even more and work even harder, but rather as a sacred time and a spiritual practice that enables us to taste and appreciate the gifts of eternity. As the great Jewish theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel puts it, Sabbath is an opportunity to build “a cathedral in time,” an opportunity to live on an “island of stillness,” and Sabbath is an opportunity to remember that for all of the hustle and bustle of the world of work and doing, we dwell in a world that is, as he so beautifully puts it, “adjacent to eternity.”


Before closing, I want to say a word about Sabbath and this spiritual community, the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron. More than anything else, I hope you find Sabbath and rest in this place. Even in religious community, we often find ourselves busy with many programs, projects, and meetings. And don’t get me wrong. Those programs and projects are very important as we work together to live our principles and values both within and beyond the walls of this sanctuary. But as we engage in the sacred work of this beloved community, I hope we can always do that work from a place of rest, from a place of being, and from a place of Sabbath – a place where we are always finding ways to enrich our spirits and to spend time together on islands of stillness.  


 Friends, as you find yourselves once again in the world of work and doing, make time for those islands of stillness and for that taste of eternity. Take more time to be and a little less time to do. For when we allow ourselves to rest, we truly create a cathedral in time – a place where we can share and experience the beauty, the blessings, and the miracles of being alive and being part of this magnificent creation. 

“The Shirk Ethic”

 Richard Gilbert

O God of work and leisure

Teach me to shirk on occasion

Not only that I may work more efficiently

But also that I may enjoy life more abundantly.

Enable me to understand that the earth

Magically continues spinning on its axis

Even when I’m not tending thy vineyards

Permit me to breathe more easily

Knowing the destiny of the race

Rests not on my shoulders alone.

Deliver me from false prophets who urge me

To repent and shirk no more

I pray for thy grace on me

Thy faithful shirker.

