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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
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My grandmother wouldn’t lift a finger to do any unnecessary work
on Sunday, and she made sure no one else did either. On Saturday
evenings, she would harness my mother and my aunts to get the
Sunday meals as ready as they could, so all they had to do on
Sunday was to serve them. After Grammy died, my grandfather did
pretty much the same. Six days a week he fired up the wood
cookstove to make all his meals, but on Sunday he ate a bowl of
corn flakes in the morning and sandwiches later on, unless he got
a dinner invite. He wasn’t opposed to anybody else cooking on
Sunday, especially if it was for him. And he never played cards or
took a drink on Sunday either. I suspect some of you could tell
similar stories. Most of us remember when stores didn’t open on
Sundays. In fact, in our little corner of the world, a law called the
Lord’s Day Act prohibited most stores from opening until the late
1980's.

That’s the way it was because of the far-reaching influence of
Christianity. Not any more though. Lots of Protestant Christians,
and a few Catholics, believe that since Jesus rose from the dead
early on Sunday morning, making that the day of Christian
worship, then the Sabbath, the day of rest God legislated for his
Old Testament people somehow got transferred to Sunday. But
that’s not really true. Nowhere in the New Testament can any basis
be found for making that claim. It’s just another one of those ideas
that, since that’s the way we’ve always done it, it must be the way
it’s supposed to be. Sunday did not replace Saturday as the sabbath,
the Jewish day of rest. The earliest Christians, all Jewish converts,
continued to observe the sabbath rest for quite some time. 

Sunday is the Lord’s Day, the day he rose from the dead after
resting from all his earthly labors from Good Friday evening
through Saturday night. There is no biblical law that requires
Christians not to work on Saturday or Sunday, even though it’s the
subject of the fourth commandment, and even though the Ten
Commandments are the basic moral code of God’s people. It’s just
that a couple of the commandments apply in a different way since
Jesus. The thing about that is that the Ten Commandments, along
with the whole law of Moses and everything else in the OT has
been fulfilled in Jesus. 

In the beginning, God rested on the seventh day from all his work
of creation. On the cross the last thing Jesus said before
commending his spirit to the Father was, “It is finished,” meaning
that he had finished his work of redeeming the creation. Then he
rested in the grave. That particular sabbath rest was the fulfillment
of the fourth commandment. And as Bishop Tom Wright very
clearly spells out in several of his books, Jesus’ rising from the
dead on the first day of the week initiated a new order for God’s
people. It’s the day when, freed from the burden of sin, all the
baptized enter into God’s eternal sabbath rest. It’s the day when
God’s kingdom burst into our present reality as Jesus our King
burst out of the tomb inaugurating a new creation and a new
dominion. So for us, Bp Wright says, every day is a sabbath day.

For the first three centuries of the Church’s life, because of
recurring persecution, Christians gathered in secret before dawn on
Sunday morning to celebrate the resurrection. And then they went
to work, because it was the first day of the week. It wasn’t until
Christianity became the state religion of the Roman Empire that it
reserved Sunday as the day, not of rest, but of worship. Nothing
else was allowed to happen so that everybody could go to Church.
It’s from that, I think, that the notion of Sunday as the Christian
sabbath developed. So by the nineteenth century we got people
writing hymns like “O day of rest and gladness,” which the editors
of our present hymn book corrected to say, “O day of radiant



gladness” (Hymnal 1982, #48).

So what’s all that mean for us? Well, the Church always needs to
be looking back to her beginnings, to see what the apostles and the
first Christians were doing, with regard to just about everything,
and then to correct whatever needs correcting. Giving priority to
worship on Sunday has always been the main thing. The idea that
we’re not supposed to do anything else is something that developed
as a way to protect that sacred time– a buffer, if you will. It’s like
how the Pharisees who were always dogging Jesus were more
concerned with peripheral things than with what was really
important. So he showed them, as we read in today’s gospel, that
feeding the hungry and caring for the sick take precedence over
strict sabbath obedience. At one point he said that if your child or
one of your animals falls into a well on the sabbath day, you’re not
going to leave him there until the next day. You’ve got to get him
out right away (Lk 14:5).

What the earliest Christians understood very well is that, barring
emergencies or illness, they needed to be in church on Sunday
morning, in communion with their brothers and sisters, proclaiming
the Lord’s death and celebrating his resurrection. Because that’s
where the risen Lord comes to meet his people every week, to
speak to us through his word, to wash away our sin and strengthen
us through his sacraments, and to build us up together as one body
in him. We do it, not because he needs us to, but because we need
him, and we need to do these things together as members of his
Body. And it doesn’t really matter where it happens. I mentioned
last week how we build beautiful churches and decorate them with
all sorts of things that declare the glory of God, and we use them
for one thing only. That’s our normal venue for worship, but it
doesn’t always have to happen there. It’s good for us to go out and
worship in a place like this too because, as the poet Gerard Manley
Hopkins said, “The world is charged with the grandeur of God”
(God’s Grandeur)– we’re in the midst of it right now.  And Bp Wright
says that the whole world is God’s temple, so why not? 

The main thing is that Sunday is the Lord’s day, the day when the
Church comes together to worship. And one of the things we do
then is to remember those who can’t be with us, and pray that
they’re okay. It really, really annoys me when I hear someone say
in a critical tone of voice, “Why wasn’t so-and-so in church
today?” Nobody’s in a moral position to say that about anybody
else. What they should be saying is, “I hope so-and-so is alright,”
and maybe check up on them. But if for whatever reason you can’t
join your brothers and sisters somewhere on Sunday morning, you
can always say your prayers on your sick bed or at your work
station or wherever you may be, because when you’re a Christian,
it’s what you do. The whole world is God’s temple, and he’s happy
to see holy hands lifted up in worship wherever they happen to be.
And that’s all I have to say about that. In the Name of ...

a.m.d.g.
Ian C. Wetmore+


