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For Aristeia and Adeilia

For Addie, Jake, and Austin

Posterity will serve him;

future generations will be told about the Lord

and proclaim his deliverance to a people yet unborn,

saying that he has done it.

PSALM 22:30-31




Part 1
Starting from Where We Are





1
A Journey Toward Rest



Christianity is tired, and most of us are tired, too. Some are tired from the frenzy of performative religion with its stages and lighting in slickly polished services. Others are tired of worn-out religious formulas and rituals in straight-back pews stuck in an outdated past. And we’re all tired of tribalized factions and bloody infighting. We’re tired of revolving mission statements and steady leadership failures. We’re tired of small talk and of grand plans. We’re tired of people who are too busy for church and churches that are too busy for people. We’re weary from posturing as a group that claims unique answers but looks like everyone else.

Western Christianity has been exiled, removed from its formerly privileged status that conveyed material benefits needed to maintain institutional structures. Is Christianity tired because it has been exiled from the secular age, or is the secular age itself an expression of the tiredness of Christianity and its institutions? Either way, everyday experience suggests a looming obsolescence arising from Christianity’s own exhaustion.

But you know this already. Christianity is weary because you’re weary. That’s likely why you picked up a book on Sabbath. And it’s maybe not the first. There are lots of books on Sabbath. This book is different. That’s because most books on Sabbath fail to diagnose the actual conditions of our tiredness. They end up legitimizing the exploitative structures of the world that the church too often caters to. Instead of reminding us that God is leading slaves out of Egypt, they justify making bricks for Pharaoh.

For Christianity—or, better yet, for Christians—to be revived, we must renovate our understanding of Sabbath. In this book we’ll touch on the notion of Sabbath as a weekly practice of cessation from paid and deliberate work. But that won’t be our focus. The reduction of Sabbath to this practice—and the subsequent fixation on or rejection of that practice—is symptomatic of a deeper malaise that exhausts us. But recovering the real meaning of the Sabbath promises to refresh the church for our time.

There’s another way Sabbath promises to help the church. A paradox that we will continue to unravel is that understanding the nature of its true rest is key for the church to understand its true work. We wonder whether one of the reasons that today’s church is so weary is that it has been busy with the wrong kind of work. It has been doing the work of building, of laying brick and mortar, of establishing and constructing and restructuring institutions, when it should instead be about the task of sojourning, of breaking and setting up camp again and again, of seeking the city God has prepared.1 The primary work of the church is not manufacturing, but wayfinding; not creation, but migration.2 We are not architects; we are wanderers summoned to follow a Lord who calls himself the Way.3 We must go on a journey—a new exodus—to find rest from our weariness so that we can offer rest to a weary world.

Because this is a different kind of book on Sabbath, it may help to bring to it a different set of expectations than you may have carried with you. It may not quite fit the genre of whatever virtual or physical bookstore section you found it in. If it fits into any, we might call it peregrination literature (from the Latin peregrinatio, for “sojourning, being or living abroad, traveling about”). In this it would be joining, rather than pioneering, a well-established genre of writing. It includes authors such as Augustine, Dante Alighieri, John Bunyan, and J. R. R. Tolkien. On one level the genres of these authors vary widely, from a theology of history, to epic poetry, to allegory, to fantasy. But they share a common, animating instinct: that the human path to truth is just that—a path. That arriving at truth—true truth—isn’t a matter of mentally grasping and assenting to a set of claims; it is more akin to a discovery of the world that also entails the development of oneself. The journey is a cultivation of not just knowledge but also character—and thus of wisdom. Such a journey not only takes time but transforms the character of time itself. What’s more, peregrination books, even if read by individuals, require others: There is no city of God with a population of one, there is no tour of hell without Virgil as guide, there is no arrival at the Celestial City without help along the way, and there is no Frodo without Sam. That a journey demands both time and company, and transforms both in the process, already begins to foreshadow some of the discoveries that await us in Sabbath.

The nature of those discoveries may differ from that of other books. This book isn’t going to give you a set of practices, formulas, or strategies. And in fact, we would invite you to resist the urge to evaluate or demand applications until the end. One of the main aims of this book is to outfit the church with navigation tools. Navigation tools aren’t shortcuts. They help you discern what steps are in the right direction from the ground under your feet. The concepts and even the vocabulary explored in this book are aimed to help us renew our vision of what God is doing in and for the world so that we can orient ourselves toward his work. This book is more like a compass than a map.

So who is this journey for? We wrote this book for people who love the church—or who maybe want to love the church, or who maybe even used to love the church—but who sense, like us, that something is amiss. We wrote it for ordained pastors—like Gregory—who labor to cultivate a church of healthy, mature disciples of Jesus Christ who are ambassadors of reconciliation. We wrote it for bookish laypeople—like Amy—who long for a church characterized by robust, intimate community that bears each other’s burdens. We wrote it for fellow theologians, like both of us, who appreciate a book that can hold water theologically while nourishing a readership outside the confines of the academy.

And we wrote this book for people who are tired. Tired of how the busy pace of contemporary Western culture has colonized and infiltrated even what should be the measured and meditative pace of pastoral life. Tired by the constant noise of measures—our salaries or net worth, our social media influence or sexual appeal, our career accomplishments or children’s success—by which our lives are compounded, weighed, and found wanting. Tired of participating in, propping up, or perpetuating institutions that are at best hemorrhaging and unfit for purpose, or at worst exploitative and complicit with the managerialization and atomization of community. We wrote this for those who are wearied by life both inside and outside the church of our time and place and want to hear afresh the good news of the gospel. If you’re still reading, we wrote this book, we think, for you. Admittedly, we also wrote it for ourselves. But most of all, we wrote it for the people of God, for whom there still awaits a Sabbath rest at the end of time.


Mapping the Path

So what is Sabbath? Sabbath does not simply refer to the fourth commandment in the Decalogue but to a river valley of themes in Scripture connected by a network of tributaries and channels that, taken together, reveal a consistent whole.4 Sabbath is itself the journey and the destination toward rest and refreshment. Sabbath is bound to the topography of all human experience. It encompasses how we inhabit time and the character of time itself. Throughout this book, we will aim to distinguish between Sabbath as the reality of God’s reign and practices or signs of Sabbath that point toward that reality. Sabbath might be summed up as the immediate dwelling presence of the sovereign king of all creation with the united household of God. We believe that the seventh day of creation is the enduring time in which God himself dwells, the aiōn of God (to use the Greek) or ʿolam (to use the Hebrew).5 Sabbath is less fixated on the “when” of time than on the “so what” of time. Sabbath is ultimately characterized by the Lord of time, the one who takes up the sovereign rest of ruling a dominion of peace.

Like any biblical theme, Sabbath is attached to a specific subset of words (such as Sabbath and rest) that feeds into and is fed by other words, themes, and images. Because of this, and because of the especially rich and varied nature of Sabbath, our explorations of the biblical portrait of Sabbath will sometimes take us to nontraditional and unsuspecting texts. While it remains to demonstrate these themes in Scripture, we invite readers to set aside the many presuppositions and debates about what Sabbath means—which day of the week, what can and cannot be done, what qualifies as work or rest, and so on. Our task is first to rediscover what Sabbath means in the Bible before considering what this may mean for us as the church in the present.

In the course of our journey we will encounter key terms that will be shown to be intimately related to Sabbath: household and the people of a household order, the seventh day, signs, sovereignty and kingship, and more. At times we will also choose to frame our discussion with original Hebrew or Greek words in order to try to avoid any preconceptions that might be smuggled in with more familiar English ones. Just as we might slowly appreciate the interlaced geological features of a landscape as it naturally undulates at the pace of our travel, we’ll encounter and incorporate these terms organically as our exploration unfolds.

In part one, “Starting from Where We Are,” we’ll take the crucial first steps of our journey. Chapter two, “The Dream Home: The Foil of Sabbath,” marks our departure point on our journey. Sabbath requires us to consider what it means to rest. So, to begin our journey, we ask: What does it mean to rest? Or perhaps better, what do we think rest means? Resting is something that usually takes place at home. Home is where we literally sleep but also where we retreat from the world. In this chapter, we reflect deeply on what kinds of expectations and desires tend to accrue around the concept of a dream home. We’ll discover that the notion of a dream home takes on a life of its own as a metaphor for the false gospel that rivals the gospel of Sabbath rest. We’ll find that the dream home is our re-presentation of the world, but in a form under our own control.

This false gospel of the dream home prevails today. The Bible labels it with names such as Babel and Babylon, Sodom and Gomorrah, Egypt and Rome. The desire for a dream home is a desire to rest in a structure and project of our own making. The irony is that the attempt to construct our own rest is an illusion; it leads only to restlessness, exploitation, and ultimately death. By contrast, the gospel of Sabbath is a home already built and a rest already created in which the infinite diversities of the creation are held together in relationship to their Creator. This opening theme of the home will be re-encountered throughout our book. In particular, to discuss Sabbath is to discuss matters of economy—or, as the English word economy etymologically means from its Greek roots—the household law (from oikos, “house,” and nomos, “law”). Sabbath forces us to ask the question of whose economy we are participating in: the household of God, or a household of our own making? In other words: Whose rest are we seeking?

In chapter three, “The Sabbath Psalm: Beginning in the Middle,” we’ll launch our exploration of the story the Bible tells about the good news of Sabbath from an unlikely place: the middle. Rather than starting with theological first principles, reflecting on the nature of God in isolation, we begin with Psalm 92, the only psalm dedicated to the Sabbath. Although this psalm makes no direct reference to Sabbath practices, it shows that the biblical authors understood Sabbath as pointing to the sovereignty of God exactly where we find ourselves: in the midst of a hostile, unresting world. In other words, starting our biblical exploration of Sabbath with Psalm 92 helps us to start thinking about Sabbath in exactly the place we find ourselves: in the middle of history and on the far side of Eden.

Part two, “Sabbath Through Scripture,” logs critical miles as we follow the trail of Sabbath through the biblical landscape. In chapter four, “Sabbath at First,” and chapter five, “A Tale of Two Times,” we’ll look at the Bible’s first pages by considering key Sabbath passages in Genesis. These reveal that while creation was originally intended for God’s abiding or resting with his creation as an expression of sovereignty, this sovereign abiding was prevented by human rebellion, an unrest that takes on a life of its own and brings about destruction and death. In these chapters we’ll consider how the Bible’s prehistory is less the story of a universal humanity than it is the story of the formation of the people of God in distinction from a rebellious, rival line of people. We’ll also consider the nature of sin as not primarily individual moral failure but a power that inhabits and distorts human structures and institutions on a collective level.

Chapter six, “Signs of the Covenant,” will consider how God responds to rebellion by equipping a covenant people for a journey toward his rest. Practices of Sabbath—ranging from weekly practices of rest through ecological and economic practices of relief in the Jubilee—serve to reveal the nature of God’s kingdom and of God’s time of Sabbath rest. In other words, signs of Sabbath are a way that God’s people participate in God’s reality, recognize his sovereignty, and reveal his character to a rival order of time.

Chapter seven, “Life in God’s Household: Lifeblood of the Old Covenant,” takes our journey to an infrequently visited holy site, to Leviticus and the character of the household of God as it is understood through the sacrificial literature of the Old Testament. Rather than dwelling in arcane ruins of a bygone temple religion, this chapter works to discern the logic of the household of God so we can rightly discern the meaning of Jesus’ own ministry, death, resurrection, and ascension as the formation of a new people vivified by the undying life and love of God, who makes himself available to human flesh.

In chapter eight, “Jubilee Time: The Lord of the Sabbath Arrives,” our journey continues into the New Testament as we consider how Jesus Christ, as Lord of the Sabbath, is reconciling a rebellious world into his eternal reign of rest by establishing a renewed economy or household characterized not by rest taking but rest giving. In chapter nine, “Recapitulated Time: Blood of the New Covenant,” we consider the life, passion, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ through the lens of Sabbath and find renewed language for articulating Christ’s atoning and reconciling work. We will see that Jesus recapitulates all of human history, bringing it to its true end, thus gathering all creation to himself.

Chapter ten, “Exodus Time: Entering into God’s Final Rest,” considers eschatology (the Christian doctrine of the end of time, or last things) by exploring the nature of the final Sabbath rest for which God’s people wait. It will consider two main New Testament books—Revelation and Hebrews—that, from either side of God’s final Sabbath rest, envision God as leading his people in a great exodus out of the world’s crumbling structures of exploitation and enslavement. In the final Sabbath rest, God and humanity will no longer be mediated by constructions and institutions—or in other words, by human work. Instead they will feast on God’s generous and free abundance.

If the main chapters of the book are our biblical journey of Sabbath, then the chapters of part three, “Sabbath Now,” are our debriefing sessions before we reenter the lives we left behind. Chapter eleven, “Embassy Ecclesiology: Ambassadors of Rest,” considers how a deep appreciation of Sabbath might reconstitute the church for our time. What does it mean to be the people of God together who represent the household of God from within the order of our time? Chapter twelve, “Establish the Work of Our Hands,” suggests how our account of Sabbath might inform our approach to what we put our hands to in the present. We examine what it means to be a people who do good works, which should inform our approach to work and how we understand ourselves to be contributors of true and lasting value from within the distorted economic systems of the world. Refreshed, we hope, from the journey, we close by calling the church to renewal.

If our journey metaphor holds true, then the map we’ve just sketched should be just about as exciting as squinting at the contours of a hike on the tangled fold of two-dimensional paper. The real thrill, of course, lies in the journey itself: at the opportunity to stop and marvel at a sunrise-glinted mountain, a thundering waterfall, or a rare animal that has just crossed our path. And no adventure is worthy of the name if we don’t encounter the unplanned-for and the unexpected, maybe even the disastrous incident that ends up not in disaster but in a renewed understanding of life’s wild unmanageability and grace.6 We hope the path we just outlined is but a whetting of an adventurous appetite for a full-blooded life of journeying toward the Sabbath rest of God.

A final word about how to read this book. One of its premises is that it’s impossible for the gospel to be privatized. Living in the truth of the gospel must be a communal endeavor. If what we encounter doesn’t join us to others in Christ, it is not the truth of Christ. This book aims to develop the household of God, not a personal ethic; it’s a journey as God’s people, not a journey of self-discovery. For that reason, we encourage you to travel the course of this book with others. The end of each chapter has a set of discussion questions you may wish to share. Instead of telling you what to do, this book instead will indicate what kinds of conversations you need to have. Perhaps these will also help you discern as a community what the next steps are on your collective journey toward God’s Sabbath rest.

The call of Jesus is, “Come to me, all you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”7 The Sabbath journey leads to a rest that takes up a new and different responsibility—a yoke—supplied by Jesus himself. Let’s head in that direction.









2
The Dream Home
The Foil of Sabbath



The Sabbath gospel journey begins at home. Home, after all, is where the heart is. Or, as Jesus says, “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”1 Home is the sense of a place where our hopes and dreams are realized in a state of rest in a restful place, a place to dwell, to abide. But, like many journeys, the journey only truly begins when our hopes of home are questioned or made impossible.


Introducing the Dream Home Through the Dream House

This chapter explores the notion of the dream house as a doorway to explore a deeper concept: the dream home. It’s a concept that characterizes the world as we know it. It’s also directly at odds with Sabbath. The dream home is a foil to Sabbath, and the dream home also foils Sabbath.2 It’s a phenomenon we participate in individually and willingly but by which we are also exploited on collective and political levels. In one way or another, we all find ourselves conscripted into making bricks for Pharaoh’s dream home.

We’ll begin to unpack this phenomenon of the dream home, which is exemplified by the American dream house, but with a disclaimer. Given the rise in housing prices across the Western world as we write, many readers may not be in a position to contemplate buying or building a house. But the fact that some people’s dream houses, or ability to contemplate and actually construct such dream houses, operate at the exclusion or neglect of others already begins to direct us to the deeper phenomenon of the dream home. A 2024 New York Times article notes a telling trend: Increasing housing unaffordability has not turned ordinary audiences away from escapist real estate television that traffics in the allure of buying the paradisical mansion of a Hollywood star; instead, it has only increased the appeal.3 The less attainable it is, the more power the dream has. All are victims in some way of the dream homes of others, just as all of us are guilty of the misguided pursuit of dream homes of our own devising. That’s because the dream home is more than just a physical house. There are many other ways the dream home exerts power not only over our imagination but also over the actual infrastructure of the world we inhabit. But for now, the physical building, the constructed human habitat, is a useful place to start.

The dream home is a place of rest, where one’s desires are realized, where an entire artificial environment is constructed exactly to one’s specifications. “The Englishman’s home is his castle,” as the old saying goes. It’s a modern consumer conceit that we all could live with a custom living environment all to ourselves. But perhaps modernity has provided the means to create individual versions—at least in a simulated dream form—of something deeply ancient.

The problem is that the dream home has value only as a dream. No one who builds their dream home is finally or forever satisfied. The realization of the dream defeats the dream, or at least defers it. The very consumerism that allows us to customize our homes relatively cheaply makes us feel discontented with outdated appliances or decorations.4 Consider the dream homes built when fireplaces were the central feature of the great room. The hearth had been the central feature of homes since time immemorial. The invention of large, wall-mounted televisions rendered the previously obsolete fireplace into something of a nuisance, easily replaced by looped videos of simulated fire. Its displacement by screens is both literal and figurative. The same virtual mediums have launched a new transformation away from the dream home and toward the dream home. In other words, the same desire for constructing a building designed to meet one’s imagined needs can now be channeled into engineering a domain designed to taste within an entirely virtual reality. Today, houses are often directed to facilitate screen time—that is, to be a real portal to a virtual space.

That this desire to fashion a world to our tastes no longer needs to be concretized but can be achieved in artificial reality may betray something about the nature of that desire. Perhaps it shows that the dream home is valuable only as a desire, not as a fulfilled desire. Perhaps the recent rise of virtualized spaces shows that the dream home for which humanity has always longed needs to be inhabited only in our dreams. In other words, perhaps what humans have always longed for is to come to rest in a fantasy of our own making—not in the actual world in which we find ourselves.

Certainly not all readers will feel that these descriptions fit their situation or desires. Not everyone plays computer games, is interested in social media, or aims at fashioning a virtual world; not everyone can afford a home, let alone renovate it regularly. But there are other ways in which all humans, of any class, try to reorient reality according to some idea of what would make things better. The dream home is really about how humans aim to change things, about the dreams we cultivate individually and collectively around prefabricated conceptions of what would make the world a better place. What is true of the house is true as well of the human body, the political body, and the planet as a whole.

What does any of this have to do with Sabbath?

As we hope to begin to show at the end of this chapter and perhaps by the end of this book: everything.




The Deep Roots of Our Desire

The dream house is a modern manifestation of an ancient human desire—to come to rest in an environment entirely suited to oneself or one’s people. The desire is to arrive, to reach a finality, to have the world fit like a glove rather than laboring to fit into our purposes a field full of thorns or a house full of inconveniently small and island-less kitchens. The desire is rest, to have everything in its right place and a place for everything. We might call this kind of rest order or justice, but the desire is the same: to live in a safe, well-suited, predictable, stable world—a home. This desire is to be like a god: to form everything according to one’s own will, to achieve sovereignty as fellow creators. Because of this desire, the appearance of evil, of pain, of meaninglessness has long militated against belief in God and underwritten the view that the world is chaotic and in need of a major renovation.

When this desire is running at full throttle, it can be difficult to imagine a being one could call God who would not order the universe according to a law of total benevolence. If we were gods, we would not will the world as we find it—so how can there be a God? Thus, any glitch in the system of a restful, controlled cosmos is attached with a label that persists from ancient into modern times: chaos. Like the ancient pagans who first developed literature in the genre of mythology, moderns often conceive chaos as a starting point, the raw matter out of which the godlike exercise their sovereign will to bring about order. This desire to be like God manifests as control to create order and rest. But the comforts of consumerism have left contemporary humanity with few natural monsters to slay. We now need new places to domesticate.5

Today technology opens new doors to new realms. As humanity seeks to live in the virtualized dream home whose portals are our screens, we create virtual realities in which our bodies can truly be at rest, freed from bodily discomfort to efficiently focus sensory input into our minds. This efficiency bypasses the inconvenience of turning the dream into reality. This retreat is no longer geographical, no longer in the family, no longer staring at a gas fireplace with a glass of wine. This virtual retreat allows escape from even our own inconvenient physicality. And when it comes time to interact with other people in the physical world, there is less desire to give house tours to reveal the extent of one’s ability to manifest one’s will over the material world. There are other canvases beyond interior decoration. The body, for example, is the site of some people’s dream homes, a malleable surface over which control is exerted.

Again, we acknowledge that not all readers are concerned with or able to remodel their body any more than a social media account or a home. There are other forms of the dream, such as a job or relationship. Is it possible that the object of one’s dream could never be fulfilled by an actual position or title, or an actual face or name of a real person? Is it possible that, in reality, the job or the person would present challenges, annoyances, and resistances? That dream teaching job can’t be guaranteed to be free from pesky administrative demands or unruly students, any more than that dream partner can’t be guaranteed not to transgress a pet peeve or commit any number of minor—or major—betrayals. Whatever the object of one’s dream, does it have any place in the real world? And if not, where does the desire for it come from?




The Misplaced Rest of Aseity

All of this talk about dream homes, virtual spaces, the human body, and any other object of our fantasies symbolizes something profoundly theological and philosophical: the great desire to come to rest in a cosmos constructed out of chaos. We want to have no needs in the first place and thus no external entities that define us. To experience no needs is to be freed from desire and the discomfort of not having. It is also to be free from interdependency. This desire is to be ourselves in and by ourselves without reference to others to give us meaning or value. Truly coming to rest, at least according to this desire, is to be free of everyone and everything. This is not simply an individualist notion but one that factors into collective identities and grand projects as well.

Another caveat: We aren’t denying that humans can and do want healthy relationships with other people. Nor that humans can and should pursue sacrificial lives of service without reference to themselves, just as they should also rightly set appropriate boundaries around unhealthy and abusive relationships. But we are drawing attention to a strand of the human psyche, this side of God’s Sabbath rest, that wishes to construct the self or the world by means of impact analysis—not how we are transformed in mutual ways but in how the self is manifest by causing change in others. This rebellious strand of human behavior animates the desires that fuel our various dream home fantasies. The name we’re giving this misguided desire for the dream home is aseity.

The Latin term aseity literally means “from the self.” Let’s define it as “self-sufficiency.” In theology it is often used of God. Aseity describes how God’s existence derives from God’s own being, and in such a way that God has no external needs or dependencies. The term aseity is not used frequently to describe human desire as we are doing here through the metaphor of the dream home. The desire for the dream home is rooted in a desire to be without needs, to be satisfied to the extent that we no longer think about needs; it’s a desire to be independent in the most literal sense of the word. It’s a desire to be self-made, a se. The problem, of course, is that this desire is entirely misguided and downright impossible for finite creatures. Only God is a se; humans can never be. Thus, the desire for aseity can never be anything but a fantasy. This desire itself is the hope to realize one’s ambition, to make a story come true. The only way to make our own stories come true is to be the author of a fiction or fantasy. But the pursuit of that desire can wreak havoc psychologically, relationally, and ecologically. For that reason, the human desire for aseity is not only misguided. It is also dangerous and destructive.




Aseity in Other Forms

Aseity is something of a game of the scientific method. Control comes by eliminating variables. The simpler the home, the easier it is to build, clean, and maintain. The simpler a system, the more controllable the variables. This simplification happens in many ways.

On an individual level, simplification often takes the form of reducing inputs or stimuli. This can include spiritual methods such as centering prayer, mindfulness, and meditation. Simplification can also mean retreats, quiet places, closed doors, or time management—segregating space and time to control interaction with others. On a collective level, simplification requires that differences be controlled through segregation (walls, property boundaries, zoning, ethnicity, religion, gender), or eliminated through merging (as in ethnic merging in race) or by violence. The twentieth century is a handbook of grand political projects that demanded the total organization of people by both constructive (e.g., large-scale urban planning or environmental engineering) and destructive means. The extermination camps of Nazi Germany are among the most violent examples of aseity on a collective political scale. They are not the only. Consider the Khmer Rouge’s killing fields, the millions of deaths resulting from Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward, Joseph Stalin’s collectivization, and dozens of genocides. Even large-scale urban planning and social engineering aim at control by segregation and management of variables in ways that transform people into processes. For all their cruel variety, they also share much in common: the dream of the good achieved by control.

The most advanced way to simplify and reduce human variables is to group them into categories and anonymize individuals, especially those who provide for our needs so that we don’t factor them in. We transform variable individuals into corporate constants. States are large-scale versions of this same kind of control through simplification. States assimilate minorities, crush them, or transform them into largely anonymous and manageable category identities.6 But whether on an individual scale of a personal program of spiritual control or as a global corporate conglomerate or nation-state, the dream home is a version of eliminating variables until all aspects of the environment are controlled.

In this way human aseity truly obtains rest only by a final simplification that ends in sheer meaninglessness. The rest of aseity is the dreamless sleep, the elimination of all variables and all otherness. The final rest is not the peace of an equilibrium but equivocation, this equals that. Buddhism calls it nirvana, but it goes by other names.7 All differences disappear, and with them, all relationships. All of these forms of aseity are irresponsible in the most literal sense of the word. They fail to respond to others and instead try to control or eliminate them as other. These are attempts to solve the apparent problem of complexity, relatedness, of conflict, of otherness, and dependency. And when there are two variables, the self and the other, there are only so many options for resolving the two into one. The rest of aseity is ultimately a form of nihilism; it ends in nothing. For in seeking ultimate resolution to difference we must always come to some notion of stasis, eternity, or eternal recurrence. Resolution of this kind can only result in changelessness. It is eternity conceived as a static serenity, not a harmonious dynamism between living things.

Ecclesiastes 3:11 observes how this desire for rest as changelessness is inscribed in the human heart. The desire for eternity abides at the core of the self. It is a desire for an all-encompassing timeless resolution, an identity (this = that). But even though eternity is something God has set in the human heart, Ecclesiastes does not see this as a positive thing for humans to obtain, at least not on their terms. God is the one who makes everything beautiful in its time. Humans may desire eternity but were made in time and for time. And that means that we were not made for the rest of resolution or fusion, or for aseity. Time is essential to story, which is the medium of meaning making. Time is not about resolutions, about reaching goals or engineering outcomes; time is about character development through relationships.




The (False) Gospel of Desire and Rest

We could reframe what we’ve just suggested about the dream home and aseity by telling it as a story of desire. Every story has a problem and its solution. The description of the problem determines what shape the solution—or good news—will take. The problem we face is an experience of not-at-homeness in our environment, which feels like chaos and disorder, a feeling we also label injustice. Things are out of place. Something isn’t right. Something is broken. God can’t exist, because how could such a God tolerate the way things are? Therefore the gospel, the story that encapsulates our hopes and values, in which people have lived for millennia, is to attain the rest of cosmic order, justice, making everything fall into place. This is a rest of home. And whatever gospel we live by promises to transform the world into a home for us, a suitable environment in which we do not experience lack, need, injustice, or disorder.

The problem with the dream-home gospel is the problem with nearly every human-made gospel. It narrates a solution in the same terms of solving the stated problem, confirming the reality of the problem and legitimizing the problem. Put another way, our hamartiology (doctrine of sin) determines our soteriology (doctrine of salvation), meaning that such gospels encase us in a closed narrative in which the solution is the problem. But what if, in our desire to attain the rest of aseity, the desire for godlikeness, we misidentify the problem? In other words, what if the environment wasn’t a problem to be solved by a dream house, even a paradisal dream house offered by popular religion? What if the problem was this kind of desire itself? In the Bible, this desire is described as a yearning to be like God in knowing good and evil, and through this knowing to devise a rest of our own.




The Gospel of Sabbath

By contrast, the good news offered by the Bible is the hard-to-hear story of a rest we have not created, a solution that upends the very things we see as ultimate goods to achieve. It is a dream home not in the sense of an environment that conforms to our will but an environment that breaks the endless loop of desire for fulfillment of our own devising. It is a real home, not a dream in any sense. Rather than dissolving diversity, reducing variables, or simulating freedom and self-expression, Sabbath is a call to a maturity that reconciles our desires with those of others—not by coming to agreement on all points but by learning to live with difference. In God’s kingdom, otherness is secured by relationship with the God who alone can relate to all things in infinite diversity. We will find that the good news of the Bible is rest in God rather than in the expression of godlike faculties for the creation of rest. In other words, we’ll find that the Sabbath gospel is grace, a gift, not the fruit of human cocreation with God.

The Sabbath gospel does not reform the world in the way we might imagine or desire. The Sabbath reforms us and our desire, and in doing so transforms the people of God to be the renewal that creation has long awaited.8 The Sabbath gospel moves toward relationships of mature responsibility. It is a gospel that describes rest as an adaptation of the self to a nexus of ever-changing relationships. It is not a vision of stasis but a vision of constant discovery of uncontrollable and unmanageable others. Sabbath is the exodus from Babel, the leaving behind of a desire to express unity in concrete ascending forms that secure the oneness of a people through standardized identities. The Sabbath gospel is about the irreducible diversity of the creation, including human beings, who find their unity not in the simplicity of group identities but in giving up the management of complexity in submission to the Creator. Indeed, the goal of creation is not in some final resolution but in a durable relationship of faithfulness. God’s plan to dwell with his creation demands that the way be prepared by his people. This is a task of replanting a garden of faithful people in the midst of a wasteland of human sin.

Put another way, the gospel of the Sabbath is the rejection of the dream home by living in the world as it is. It is learning, like all the other creatures, to adapt to it first before growing in maturity to master it and have dominion responsibly.

The first step of the Sabbath journey is to leave behind the dream home—which in Scripture is signified by empires such as Egypt and Babylon—and journey to the wilderness, where the forces of chaos dwell and where we will be tempted, tried, tested, and reformed as we learn responsibility within the environment of our journey rather than by seeking to rest by conforming the world into our own dwelling.

So where is this Sabbath in which we find ourselves at home in a world not of our creating but of God’s? Or, maybe more accurately: When is it? As we’ll see in chapter three, which focuses on Psalm 92, our invitation to Sabbath rest is issued not from an unfallen creation or the consummated reconciliation at the end of time. Instead, our invitation to belong to God’s real home of Sabbath is issued from the very midst of a world that threatens to destroy itself in order to create a home for itself. We may be in the middle of that homelessness, but we are not left there.

The Sabbath gospel is a journey to take with others in order to practice the kinds of responsibility and maturity discussed in this chapter. This implies asking ourselves some questions. What story have we been telling ourselves, and what kind of resolution have we sought? That is, what is our own dream home where we come to rest? And if we were to ever attain that dream, what next?




Group Discussion Questions


	1. What are some of the dream homes (e.g., dream job, dream partner, dream body, dream life) you have entertained or pursued?


	2. What are some of the dream homes your church community may be enamored by?


	3. In what ways do you see the surrounding culture, society, or government enlisting you or others into a dream-home project of someone else’s devising?












3
The Sabbath Psalm
Beginning in the Middle



In the last chapter, we started our journey toward Sabbath from the place we find ourselves: within the world’s misguided pursuit of rest. We looked at the distorted human desire for aseity, which strives for self-sufficiency, epitomized by the notion of the dream home. Sabbath directly resists the dream home by issuing an invitation to a maturity that reconciles competing desires and plans for aseity. Sabbath ultimately encourages unity amid diversity. It is the rest found when all members of a community dwell together in peace.1

The next step on our journey toward this Sabbath encounters a fork in the road. The traditional theological path speaks of first principles, of who God is prior to creation—God as God apart from creation. We’ll briefly tread this path only to demonstrate how it leads astray. Our true course, the Sabbath gospel, transforms how we begin talking about God.


The Road More Traveled: Beginning with God’s Aseity

As an academic discipline, Western theology is deeply influenced by Greek philosophy and metaphysics (discussions of foundational principles “beyond physics”).2 This is most evident in discussions about God in isolation from creation. Theologies that begin here often start by describing God in terms such as omniscience (God’s all-knowingness), omnipotence (God’s all-powerfulness), and omnipresence (God’s being everywhere).3 These terms are imported to the Bible. The Bible does not offer much data on the essence of God, on who God is a se—in other words, by himself. Instead, from its opening pages the Bible depicts God in relation, starting with God’s very first act of creating.

The Bible’s authors begin with God’s covenantal relationship with his people, not his aseity. The Bible’s foundational discussion of God is a matter of hesed, the Hebrew noun used frequently of God’s faithfulness. It refers to a love proved in time. Throughout the Bible, God’s people both praise and plead with God for his hesed.4 And it is not a coincidence that Jesus, when confronting his contemporaries on their misunderstanding of the Sabbath, refers them to an Old Testament passage on hesed.5

The very biblical definition of God is thus not a question of ontology (of the nature of being) but character revealed in relationship, “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt.”6 The “I AM” of the tetragrammaton found in Exodus 3:14 is not a great statement that God’s essence is being itself but a statement of God’s reliability. “I will be whom I will be” is proclaimed in the same context in which God highlights the relationship of Yahweh to the patriarchs: “I am . . . the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God Jacob.”7

This is a God of concrete action, not abstract metaphysics; a God of people, not principles.

God reveals himself in kingship, his will to rule over his people in a relation of responsibility, and insists—in a phrase that reverberates through the passages of Scripture—“I will be your God, and you shall be my people.”8 We could say, to paraphrase Philippians 2, that as in the incarnation Christ trades Godhood for servanthood, so in creation God trades aseity for kingship. That he does so makes him no less a se as a king than it makes Jesus less God as a servant. But it demonstrates the character of God and what kind of relations are faithful to the kingdom of this God-King.

Talk of kingship implicates God’s sovereignty, which introduces a tension. The world seems anything but under the complete rule of God. Far more prevalent in Scripture than philosophical questions of God’s essence are existential questions of God’s covenantal faithfulness alongside a volatile and hostile world. The Bible is peppered with questions such as, “Why do the nations conspire?” and “Why does the way of the guilty prosper?” and “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”9 These questions demand not philosophical principles or treatises but a narrative that accounts for why things are the way they are and where they are ultimately headed. Sovereignty is more of a story and a question in the Bible than it is a theological first principle.10

But when theology attempts to describe God-in-Godself, it also attempts to get beyond time and history to eternity, where it is assumed God dwells. A theology that begins with God’s aseity also tends to make God’s rule timeless, changeless, and therefore logically unassailable.11 This often leads to the view that everything that happens in time is the expression of God’s will. From this view, God’s sovereignty is a type of personified fatalism, potentially confusing the events of history as the expression of God’s will. Such a view fails to perceive that the time of God overlaps human history as a different timeline, a different possibility—one that would exist if God were recognized as king.

Jesus suggests in his descriptions of God’s kingdom that human history is a realm that God has ceded his sovereignty over while he is also invading it with his patient love. This is why Jesus instructs his disciples to pray, “Thy kingdom come” and “deliver us from the evil one”—a clear indication that God does not completely rule the present evil age and that human history is not a revelation of God’s will. So on the one hand, God isn’t found in the timeline of our history. But on the other hand, neither can we escape this history to attain an aerial view of God outside time. Instead, God invades history with Sabbath. Sabbath names the alternate timeline of the sovereignty of God intended by his rest, his dwelling, his abiding as a King at peace.

The sovereignty of God, then, is an unfolding story of God’s love and covenantal faithfulness (in Hebrew, hesed) as he invades human time with interventions of relationship forming. It is not a static description of God’s capacities in a state of timelessness. God’s sovereignty does not coerce but allows itself to be rejected. And in the face of this rejection, God chooses to work through a chosen and beloved people to reconcile all things to himself. Sabbath names the kind of relationships that will ultimately obtain when God’s kingship comes to completion and when all of God’s creation will relate to God and one another in accordance with God’s character, not through the forced and prefabricated architecture of the dream home. God’s character must be learned in time as God’s people journey to the Sabbath, where his sovereignty has full reign.

If we cannot theologize by abstraction, by working our way up to heaven by ignoring or bypassing earthbound symbols, any truth about God must be revealed.12 As Jacques Ellul describes the difference between these two modes, religion ascends, but revelation descends.13 While a revelation-based theological method is nothing new in Christian history, we believe Sabbath reintroduces this insight in a revitalizing way.

Theologies that begin with God’s aseity incorporate a weakness in the foundation of their theological edifice. They attempt, like a misguided ivory tower of Babel, to reach God in a state of timelessness through ladders of abstraction and speculation. In fact, these theological projects are themselves attempting to construct a kind of dream home, a falsified blueprint of God’s primordial unity that no creature could ever possess. Taking this fork in the road, then, is to take a loop that leads us back to the previous chapter where we started, returning to continually renovate a theological dream home. This is why academic theology can at times, like Christianity itself, seem so tired.

Scripture does not speak of God before or apart from time.14 Instead, Scripture speaks of God from within time. So to take the next steps of our Sabbath journey, we take the fork that begins in the middle of history, in the midst of conflict. The world as we know it, and time as we experience it, is not the actualization of God’s will. It is where God’s will is resisted.




The Road Less Traveled: Beginning In Medias Res

In the rest of this chapter, we begin in the middle, in the midst of conflict rather than in an imagined time before time.15 The Sabbath gospel is exemplified by Psalm 92. In it, we’ll find that God’s people are those who, while being encompassed by enemies, anticipate God’s victory and so are like a living organism rather than a static structure or dream house.

To begin a story in medias res is to begin “in the middle of things.” It introduces a story from within its unresolved conflict rather than from its chronological start. This artistic choice seemingly grates against inborn notions of order. People have birthdays, journeys have pioneering steps, fires have first sparks: Why not start there? But in medias res touches on a universal aspect of human experience: Everyone starts a narrative of life in the middle of things. We find ourselves thrust into our present circumstances with no choice and little explanation. The march of history long precedes our appearance, and the history texts we meet in school barely get us up to speed on what we missed. Our very birth even evades our memory; its story must be told to us. The psychological record of our own lives starts in the middle, emerging haphazardly from the fog of our first years. The road to adulthood feels almost detective-like, unraveling the familial and political events that shaped us and our times while we were unaware or before we showed up. The journey of adulthood can also entail a degree of resignation, coming to terms with things we cannot account for in a world riddled by uncertainty and pain.

Though the Bible starts with the words “In the beginning,” its opening chapters are told and heard long after the prehistoric era they relay, from a people in the midst of turmoil. The primordial era remains beyond our grasp despite the Bible’s poetic descriptions.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, reflecting on the inaccessibility of creation, insists that we can’t really know what things were like in the now-lost Garden of Eden.16 We can talk about it, we can read about it, but we can’t think our way back to a time before the now-defining conditions of our being and our thinking. To try otherwise would be to set ourselves in the place of God. We can read of God’s act of creating at the beginning, but only as those who now reside in the middle. There is no return route to paradise, guarded by a flaming sword; there is only forging forward from the place where we find ourselves.17 In medias res is an experience that begs for rest, for resolution, both by coming to know the beginning and by seeing the story through to its end. As we will see, the Sabbath gospel intervenes within this middle time of conflict by taking us both back to the beginning and forward to the end.

Psalm 92 also finds itself in the middle of things as a story of combat between the people of God and their enemies. The psalmist is aware that things are not as they should be, as God’s good works are threatened by enemies. But by its end, the psalmist indicates how God’s people are to comport themselves in the middle of a hostile world. The psalmist shows how Sabbath orients God’s people away from a rebellious world’s false constructions by grounding them in God’s patient sovereignty, which permits rebellious forces to roam free in their own time.

God’s people have always lived in contested times. As chapter two noted, most human efforts to achieve aseity are a rebellion against God’s rest. But the charge of God’s people has always been to establish themselves in God’s order and reign as defined by Sabbath, not in their own structures. Sabbath, we will find, is God’s mission to replant the Garden of Eden within the wasteland of humanity’s misguided constructions. This garden is the community of God’s people.




The World According to the Sabbath Psalm

As the only psalm dedicated to the Sabbath, Psalm 92 curiously never mentions Sabbath after the superscription.18 Nor are any practices or customs commonly associated with the Sabbath alluded to. One even wonders why it has been dedicated to the Sabbath at all.

But if Sabbath is the opposite of misguided human efforts to achieve aseity and rest, then the themes of this psalm are fitting. The threefold movement of Psalm 92 redirects God’s people from artificial rest while indicating how Sabbath is a matter of God’s replanting his people as a restored Garden of Eden.19 Sabbath identifies both the coming era when all of God’s rebels will be subdued and the ways God’s people anticipate that final rest in the present era. They do so not primarily by executing their wills in the world or defeating God’s enemies themselves but by respectively celebrating and anticipating God’s present and unfolding work. It is by grounding themselves in and receiving God’s action that God’s people find meaning and bear fruit, even in the midst of a rebellious world. Psalm 92 thus serves as a nutshell presentation of the Sabbath gospel.




Resting in God’s Works (Psalm 92:1-5)

The psalm’s opening verses display the beating heart of Sabbath from the vantage of a human participant: reveling in the works of God. The Sabbath keeper is primarily one who delights in God.20 This is the opposite of aseity (self-satisfaction). The psalmist unites words and music by submitting them to the works of God rather than human works. Two Hebrew words for “works” (poʿal and maʿaseh) appear right after each other in the center of the Hebrew text of Psalm 92:4, as if God’s immense work were piling on top of itself in the center of the sentence. Around this monument of God’s works is the psalmist’s jubilant declaration. One interpreter suggests that this verse does not just state the depth of God’s thoughts but acknowledges that God’s ongoing design is deeply embedded in the created order. This plan continues to unfold even in the face of its disruptions by God’s enemies, and in a manner that escapes human comprehension (see Eccles 3:11).21 It is just this depth to God’s plans that the fool of Psalm 92:5 fails to comprehend. The Sabbath, these five verses attest, is the opposite of trying to fix what we think is incomplete in God’s work. Sabbath is instead a matter of actively and gratefully receiving what God has already done and anticipating what God will do.




The Unrest of God’s Enemies (Psalm 92:6-11)

The second section of the psalm casts a long shadow over the opening portrait of personal intimacy and joy with God. Here we learn that God’s ways are resisted on earth by wicked evildoers who rail against God as enemies. Enemies are a recurring theme in Scripture, especially the Psalms. On average, the Hebrew term ʾoyeb (“enemy,” Ps 92:9) appears twice every psalm, though peculiarly these enemies are rarely specified. The closest thing to a general definition of the term appears in Psalm 41:7, which describes enemies as those who “imagine the worst” for you. Otherwise, the term remains polyvalent in meaning. Enemies can be personal, national, or even cosmic. Sometimes context indicates which kind of enemy is in view. In other instances a particular circumstance, such as sickness or war, is the enemy at hand. But the identity of the enemy in some ways does not matter: “The important thing is not the precise description of the enemies, but the theological classification of their work as contrary to God.”22 This will introduce us to the basic dichotomy operative from Genesis 4 onward between the people of God, who live with God as King, and those who do not. What unites these enemies is the rejection of God’s sovereignty, so they naturally take many forms, personal and impersonal. These enemies prompt a desire for relief from enemies, a desire found through many psalms and other parts of Scripture.23 Thus God promises David—a man whose life, like that of Israel, was plagued by adversaries and rivals—that the reign of his son Solomon will be one of peace and rest from his enemies.24

These verses are also rich in messianic symbolism and imagery, as they trace a common motif in ancient Near Eastern literature: The victory of a god over his enemies was thought to bring about his enthronement and usually coincided with temple building.25 This psalm similarly refers to God’s temple in its final portion. This pattern is also found in other biblical passages, such as the Song of the Sea in Exodus 15, which follow God’s destruction of Israel’s Egyptian enslavers and assailants and anticipates the establishment of God’s house in the Promised Land. Psalm 93 also traces these themes of God ascending his temple throne following his mastery of tumultuous waters.26 The messianic figure spotlighted in Psalm 92:10-11, who anticipates the downfall of God’s enemies and the commencement of the figure’s reign as God’s representative, does nothing actively to effect the destruction of these enemies. God exalts and anoints the author, who in turn simply sees and hears the end of the assailants. This nexus of themes—of God coming to rest on his throne to reign following the defeat of his enemies and at the establishing of his temple—complements our understanding of Christ’s passion, which we will explore in more detail in chapter nine.

This psalm is a declaration of faith that God will reign over a world that feels profoundly rebellious. It attests that Sabbath rest is not a matter of achieving a state of comfortable control over one’s environment. Sabbath rest is a matter of learning to inhabit the world as it is before engaging in self-willed violence. It is a matter of learning to live within God’s time even when it lies beyond human understanding and perception.27 As one commentator articulates, “The chief question that lingers beneath the surface of this particular psalm is not ‘Does Yahweh rule,’ but ‘Is the world in which humans live and over which God rules rightly ordered?’”28 This psalm suggests that God’s people are those who answer yes even as they raise the question. And their yes takes on a particular posture, even as they await God’s final action.




Unmasking False Strategies Against the Enemy

Psalm 92 highlights that Sabbath is a matter of sovereignty as it contrasts the reign of God with the experience of being surrounded by enemies, thrown into the midst of a history hostile to the people of God. God’s good creation is under assault by enemies who attempt to undermine the goodness, beauty, and peace of God’s created order. Psalm 92 also shows that there is another kind of character who inhabits the world stage alongside God’s enemies and loyal followers. This person is the “dullard” (Ps 92:6), whose folly cannot fathom that God’s antagonists are doomed to failure.

There are two kinds of fools, who straddle the camps of the people of God and the rebellious powers of the world: those who collaborate and those who retreat out of fear. Both lack a whole life–encompassing faithful commitment to God but find solace or consolation elsewhere. Collaborators take the world too seriously and lack the Sabbath vision Hebrews 10–11 discusses. Often collaboration looks as simple as making faith into a set of principles that do not demand fealty to God but are derived from religious wisdom. Collaborators make bricks from faith for the common project of building the dream home of Babel, working for a central goal of a tower. Those who retreat into artificial isolation likewise aim at building some safe space by backing away from the world. This retreat mentality equally builds a dream home, but it starts by building walls first.




God’s Response to Enemies

Both kinds of fools fail to perceive the impermanence of God’s enemies (Ps 92:7, 9, 11). God’s enemies will not last. The impermanent nature of God’s enemies is illustrated by their comparison to annual grasses that fade with the seasons. This contrasts with the perennial permanence of the righteous, who like trees are deeply rooted. The character of time is revealed by these differing plants: rapid cycles of growth and death of ever new schemes in opposition to the slow growth of mature trees. In Psalm 92:9 the psalmist declares the fate of God’s enemies again.29 They will “perish” and “be scattered.” Though the same Hebrew word is not used in Genesis 11, we wonder whether there may be some allusion here to God’s scattering the builders of the tower of Babel. God does not destroy the builders of Babel outright, though the act of scattering does eliminate their work to build a construction in resistance to God’s plans. As we will see with God’s judgment throughout this book, there is an intentional ambiguity to what God’s justice will look like. It is spoken of in Scripture with highly destructive imagery but filled with hope that such things need never come to pass.30 We wonder whether the previous verbs, then, may not necessarily indicate the full annihilation of God’s enemies but perhaps the destruction of their status as enemies. Perhaps God does not destroy his enemies by annihilating them but by disciplining and reforming them.

The psalm does not say, but the possibility remains open.31 But even if this prospect remains, neither does this psalm foreclose the possibility of their utter destruction. It may be left to the enemies themselves to determine what their end will be. Either way, whether God’s enemies are annihilated or are converted from their status as enemies, true rest resides in God’s work to forge peace. This rest is the opposite of the false rest of the dream home, by which humans mistakenly attempt to achieve their own aseity by manipulation and control of their environment. Psalm 92 reminds us that true rest is found in the defeat of God’s enemies. And even if this final rest is one for which God’s people still wait, it is one they can foreshadow.




Replanting Eden Through Sabbath People (Psalm 92:12-15)

If God’s foes are as ephemeral as grass, God’s followers are as lasting as trees. Both trees mentioned here, the date palm and the cedar of Lebanon, were used to construct and decorate the temple. Psalm 92:13 also describes these righteous-people-as-trees as planted in the temple itself, referred to in the Bible’s prevalent parallelism as both “the house of Yahweh” and “the courts of our God.” This same temple elsewhere in the biblical narrative is described as God’s “resting place.”32 This is where he comes to rest, having put all of creation in order; this is where God is enthroned as King, having taken care of his enemies. Thus, this psalm simultaneously portrays God’s people as trees planted in the temple and akin to the trees that themselves decorated or constituted the temple structure. This also indicates that the physical building of the temple is only a sign that points to the reality of God’s restful Sabbath reign. The psalmist does not imagine that the righteous ones are actually, physically planted in the courts of the temple, immobilized and never to leave its gates. Instead, they are rooted in the political order the temple points to—of God’s reigning and ruling among his people in peace. God’s people replace the temple as a kind of garden-forest, a body politic rooted in a common soil that constitutes God’s household order.33 God’s very people are his replanting of the Garden of Eden. As trees in an arid or desert environment, their very rootedness fixes the soil, giving a whole environment the stability of rest it needs to thrive.

To this point, Psalm 92 has been largely narrated from a first-person perspective. Its conclusion transitions to a communal dimension. The careful reverberation of the opening verb from Psalm 92:2 (Hebrew nagad), translated initially as “declare” but appearing as “showing” in Psalm 92:15, retrospectively casts the whole psalm as a communal statement that is also caught up into the mouth of God’s Messiah. The psalm closes with a first-person quotation put in the mouth of the collective righteous. This psalm suggests that good works are not a matter of doing or achieving anything but rather of setting up signs that welcome God’s work and bear fruit that can yield only from organic connection to God’s will and reign.

The close of the Sabbath psalm gives us an image of God’s people as solidly grounded even in a climate of erosion. Even in a bare desert, God’s people can become great trees that might yet give shade and comfort that invites others into the oasis of God’s Sabbath reign. Likewise, in contrast to our description of the dream house, this forest is planted, rooted, nourished, and watered. Instead of building a simplified artificial environment out of lumber, God’s people are grown in the rich soil of God’s own created environment. Instead of dead wood, dimensionally cut and reassembled with nails and sacrificed to the building of a collective artificial reality, God’s people are freed from building houses for others (as in Egypt) to a flourishing life of bearing fruit.




Conclusion: Sabbath Replants the Garden of God

Psalm 92 establishes and distills some of the central threads of this book. First, Sabbath means that the defining characteristic of God’s people begins with their grateful and joyful reception of God’s work. Such reception sets up signs that direct attention to God’s character and action. Second, Sabbath-shaped action occurs even when God’s people are surrounded by enemies, agents who resist and rebel against God’s work, who in doing so inflict violence and harm. The perennial temptation is for God’s people to respond in fear by either compromising with or cowering under these forces. Both responses falsely assume that God’s enemies pose a lasting threat to God’s order. God’s people should rightly long for the full expression of God’s will and reign over his creation, and for the quelling of all rebellion and the complete ascendancy of God to his throne. But this will not occur through any action on the part of God’s people, whether collaboration or resignation or even activism, but only by taking root in God’s time.

The Sabbath-eyed psalmist knows that God’s enemies will not last; they are as fleeting and ephemeral as grass in a desert land.34 God’s people, on the other hand, achieve the lasting permanence of stately trees, befitting the temple and the palatial Garden of Eden.35 We’ve seen that the metaphorical placement of God’s people in Psalm 92 as trees in the temple courtyards renders the building of the temple itself a metaphor. God’s ongoing work in creation is not a matter of setting up static institutions or structures but of replanting the Garden of Eden through a community of people. Even in the midst of a hostile world, the people of God can achieve lasting significance not by any of their own efforts but by bearing fruit that is the organic outcome of their connection with his kingdom. God is resowing his garden in a rebellious world as a symbol of the sovereignty that is coming so it will one day be “on earth as it is in heaven.” This is the hope and promise of Sabbath to which God’s people are invited to participate and anticipate even now, from the midst of the middle in which they find themselves, even while surrounded by God’s enemies.

In other words, God’s people are called to give up their dream home projects of engineering an environment catered to eliminate their needs and dependencies. Instead, they are invited to be the foundation species of an oasis garden, creating a living, harmonious ecosystem that bears fruit for the nourishment and delight of others. The dream home is a parade of static, artificial, and infertile renovations, ever new but always cycling through hope and despair like the annual cycle of grasses. A garden is dynamic, communal, and abundant. Psalm 92 indicates that God’s people can begin this task even while estranged from their native soil. They can begin to bear fruit that gives a foretaste of life from a different order of time. The image of a fixed garden may seemingly sharply contrast with our metaphor of Sabbath as a pilgrimage gospel. But the dissonance is only apparent. The journey of the Sabbath gospel is one that even trees can make, as this is a journey through time, a journey of maturation that creates rest as trees themselves do in their own maturation, bearing in their wood the annual rings of time. As Psalm 1 portrays, to journey well is not necessarily to go far geographically but to be watered by a different time, unfazed by the vagaries of human history and the works of evil.

But in order to allow Scripture to do its work of penetrating human time even while clothed in time-bound language, we need to permit ourselves to inhabit its timeline. And although we have rightly begun from the middle, at some point we need to engage its account of time’s beginning.




Group Discussion Questions


	1. How have you tended to think about God: outside time and creation or in the midst of time and creation? What implications are there of such thinking for how you understand the gospel?


	2. How do you think you and/or your community are more inclined to respond to enemies of God’s will—through collaboration or retreat? What does this tend to look like? What might a more measured, Psalm 92–like response entail?
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