Rest and Restoration 						7/27/58





Scripture:  Mark 2: 23- 3: 5





For many years, our two churches, the Congregational and the Methodist of Wisconsin Rapids, have worshipped together during the summer months of July and August.





Beginning with the summer of 1950, and continuing to the present time, two services of worship have been arranged for each Sunday of these two summer months.  There are those who like an early service of worship, especially in the summer time.  The early morning hours are fresh, cool and beautiful.  Like the young folk who have kept early morning watch at summer church conferences, those who come to church early are lifted in spirit, and refreshed in the beginning of the day.





Of course some who come to the early service do so at that time because, by attending then, they have a longer day for family plans, trips to see friends, or for recreational activities.  Some who have responsibility for very small children or for shut-ins, divide family forces, part of the family attending the early service and part the later service.





There are others, apparently more in number, who like an unhurried rising on Sunday, a leisurely breakfast, and attendance at the second service on these summer Sundays.





For all of us, I think it is well to remind ourselves that this dual service arrangement is not a concession to selfish or secular attractions, but an attempt to underline the importance of the Lord’s Day.  With two services available, it has been clear that more people, judging by total attendance, are present at worship than was the case when a single summer service was held each Sunday.  And this fulfills one of the purposes of a Sabbath Day as a day of worship and renewal.  I want to dwell upon this for a little while this morning.





No benefit which we have should be taken for granted, or accepted thoughtlessly.  To have a day of rest from vocational labor, with the opportunity to worship, an important part of that rest and renewal, is a blessing which should be matched with dedicated purpose to worship.  This is far from being the kind of “duty” that is imposed by some party leader or dictated by dogma.  It is a blessed opportunity, denied to some, but freely open to most of us in this land.  It is short-sighted and spiritually stunting to neglect it.





Here is a young man on his tour of duty with the armed services.  He is stationed hundreds of miles from his family.  But he keeps track of the time that they will be at church back there in his home town.  He tries to synchronize his own worship with theirs, and feels strength in the knowledge that they all seek the presence of God, though many miles apart.





Here is a man who knows beyond a doubt that his mother prays for him every Sunday of her life.  Knowing that his needs, his sins, and his promise of serviceable manhood, are held before the throne of grace at the same time he himself is at worship, is a source of unfailing strength and renewal to him each week.





Here is a woman who is particularly lonely, without family of near living relatives, and with few real friends.  Yet she relies on the grace of God to keep her ways, and to make vital the friendships she does have; and to illuminate her work, as she worships regularly.





Here is a young husband and wife, only recently bride and groom, full of the joy of their life as a new household, building their home together at regular worship in a church service and taking in the strength to meet the testings as well as the bliss of household responsibility.





All sorts of folk, with all sorts of need, are to be found at worship.  And all of us, without exception, have our own need for worship.  Further yet, others have their need of us.  For every worshipper who attends adds his or her own contribution to the significance of corporate worship.  In reaffirming our belief in the Christian Sabbath as a day of worship, we are not advocating any stiff and “blue law” kind of Sunday.  Some of the severe requirements of Sabbath observance are more characteristic of the Pharisees than of our Lord.





It was the requirement of Pharisees that one might walk only so many steps on the Sabbath without transgressing the law to keep the Sabbath holy.  Jesus went where it was necessary to go, and when, in order to observe the spirit, as well as the letter, of the Sabbath.





Among the spiritual ancestors of the American people are the Puritans of New England and the early settlers of Virginia.  The Puritans, especially, have been given a reputation for joyless severity.  And there are far too many who are willing to join in “three sneers” for the Puritans!  They may have had ways that seem to us somber and severe.  But they had something that we need today, as fully as they needed it, and had it --- namely moral backbone!  And this was much of their joy!





I would hardly advocate their 3-hour sermons!  (--either for the one who should prepare them or for the congregation that had to listen to them.)  Even thirty minutes may seem long to present-day churchgoers.





But a lot of teaching, as well as exhortation, went into those Puritan sermons.  It was a form of schooling for those Colonial folk who had little enough opportunity for learning.  And it was deemed important enough so that everyone ought to pay attention.





Do you remember, from your history book, or from some picture of Colonial life, how there was a “tithing man” at Puritan worship whose duty it was to see that no one slept or even nodded during those long sermons?  He stood at the back of the room, and was equipped with a long pole.  On one end of the pole was a solid knob and at the other end a feather.  If the “tithing man” should see some man or boy nodding with drowsiness during the long sermon, it was his duty to give that one a fairly solid awakening rap on the head with the knob on the end of his pole.  And this he did!  If it were a lady whose head began to bob in drowsiness, the tithing man would tickle her face with the feather.





I’m glad that we have a better use for the services of ushers and deacons in our church.  And yet our admiration goes out to those old timers.  They had principles and disciplines that they would not compromise.





The early Virginians might pass around a box of snuff when someone got sleepy in the church.  But they expected to pay attention during long sermons, too.  It seems quaint to us now, but it was a part of the sternness which they imposed upon themselves and which gave character to their lives.  And they did have moral backbone!





It must be recognized that many of the Scribes and Pharisees had a deep determination to do right and to be right.  In fact they lost their way in the mechanics of that endeavor.





Not so our Lord Jesus Christ!  He rescued the Sabbath from its negative misused and made it over into a glad, positive kind of day.





To the Pharisees, one could hardly eat on the Sabbath, because eating involves a certain amount of effort or work, which was forbidden on the Sabbath.  To Jesus, it was all right for his followers, if they were hungry, to eat some kernels of grain, even though it did involve the modest effort of picking the kernels of grain in the field on the Sabbath.





To the Pharisees, it was work to help or heal one on the Sabbath.  To Jesus, it was a blasphemy to withhold the mercy of healing simply because the appeal came to him on the Sabbath.   And if a man’s ox fell into the ditch on the Sabbath and couldn’t get out, it was not necessary to leave the poor beast there until the Sabbath was over.  But one could rightly help it to get out.  Jesus was actually angry with the Pharisees for their narrow strictness at this point of Sabbath observance.





When his critics spoke against him for healing the sick on the Sabbath, he explained that “the Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath.”





In fact Jesus transformed the Sabbath -- re-formed it through his own victory over death.  An
