Sabbath Economics:

Reclaiming Some Things Old To Make All Things New

Barry G. Shelley

2009 Forum on the Solidarity Economy

Amherst, MA

March 19-22, 2009

Introduction

Economics is a fundamental theme that runs as a central thread through both the Hebrew Bible shared in part by the Jewish, Islamic, and Christian traditions, as well as the Christian New Testament.  In fact, I would contend that it is perhaps THE central thread that holds the fabric of the story together.  That often comes as a surprise to both followers and non-followers of these faiths.  Today I want to introduce some to and remind others of this thread and, in so doing, suggest that the Biblical story may still have some relevant insights for us in regards to the local, national, and global economic concerns we face.  

I want to begin with some general comments about the Bible.  Among other things, the Bible is a story.   One way of looking at it is the following:  The bible is the story of a people trying to connect with and live in covenant with the divine, with that transcendent realm some of us call God.  In the initial covenant or contract, God provides, through Moses, a set of wise guidelines for an alternative way of living together as a community and promises that if the people follow these guidelines, they all—EVERYONE--will experience whole, healthy, abundant life.   God also gives the people rituals which help to incorporate them into this way of life. The people struggle to live by the guidelines and the rituals that help to uphold them.   Along the way many forget, ignore, or defy the covenant guidelines; but there are always others, like the prophets, who denounce the problems—the evil--that result and re-proclaim the covenant vision for good living.  Jesus is anointed to call the people to a new covenant that evolves from the old.  Jesus’ followers, such as the Apostles, the early church in Acts, and Paul, continue the mandate to build alternative communities of the covenant.  It’s very important to read scripture passages as parts of a whole, as parts of the BIG STORY and not as disconnected pieces.  A creative and substantive summary of this story is provided in the booklet entitled “We Are Manna People” by Dan Erlander.
So let’s look more closely at these guidelines for abundant life.  Usually and quite understandably, the faith and economics link that is made around global debt and some other global economic issues is grounded in the discussion of Jubilee in Leviticus 25.  There it is proclaimed that every 50th year all debts shall be cancelled and all land should return to its original owners.  In order to more fully understand Jubilee, however, we need to explore the earlier and more stringent laws—or guidelines--of sabbath found in Exodus and Deuteronomy.  

Sabbath rest has become a popular theme in recent years, as more and more church members feel overworked and stressed out.  The sabbath tradition definitely offers insights as we face schedule crunches and the imbalances of work, family time and leisure in our lives.  Today, however, I primarily want to explore other, often ignored, facets of sabbath that offer much wisdom and hope on matters that are broader than those of our own personal rest and spiritual health, concerns like the debt crisis, increasingly unequal distributions of wealth and economic power, and economic imperialism.  Yet, as we’ll see in the end, sabbath rest very much links us to debt and other such seemingly distinct issues.

The Sabbath Tradition in the Hebrew Bible

To better understand this idea of sabbath we need to go back to the Torah or the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible.  First, let’s recall this part of the BIG STORY:  The Hebrews are oppressed as slaves in Egypt.  God hears their cries for mercy and help, and liberates them from their Egyptian masters.  Then God guides them through the wilderness for 40 years as God uses that stripped down basic existence to de-program the Hebrews from their Egyptian-taught mindset about how to live and teach them a new way of living together in community.  

The ten commandments, given to Moses in the wilderness are fundamental guidelines for how to live in an alternative society.  This part of the story is found in Exodus 20.  Let’s look at one of those commandments—the commandment to “remember the sabbath and keep it holy. 

Exodus 20: 8-11 (NRSV)

8 Remember the sabbath day, and keep it holy. 9For six days you shall labour and do all your work. 10But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns. 11For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it.

There are two key points I want to make about this passage.  First, we are to rest because God rested.  “By God’s own precedent, rest is woven into the fabric of the universe.”
 Secondly, notice the effort in verse 10 to specifically identify those who should not work:  

10But the seventh day is a sabbath to the LORD your God; you shall not do any work—you, your son or your daughter, your male or female slave, your livestock, or the alien resident in your towns.

Who are these creatures?  They are the most vulnerable in the household. So, this is not just about the value of rest.  It is a protection against exploitation of the most vulnerable in the house.  EVERYONE gets a rest—even the animals--and no patriarch should threaten dismissal for not working on the sabbath.
  (Let me note that I wish the passage also specified wives.  I guess the sabbath commandment at that time was still in need of further enlightenment.)

When we dig deeper in Exodus and Deuteronomy we find the call to practice a sabbath year every seven years—a time when farmers would let their land lie fallow, debts would be cancelled, and slaves—referring mostly to indentured servants bound to a land owner because of inability to repay a loan—would be freed.  Not only were these debt slaves to be freed, they were to be given their land and a little additional capital to get them re-started.  We also find prohibitions against charging interest.

How did these sabbath laws arise?  What were their purposes?  Let’s continue the story, this time with a bit of historical and biblical scholarship thrown in:  After the Hebrew slaves escaped from Egypt and experienced their rite of passage in the wilderness they settled in the land of Canaan, the majority living as peasant farmers.  They organized themselves into families and clans, produced on commonly held land, and managed their community affairs in a relatively egalitarian manner.  Then, despite the vehement warnings of peasants and prophets such as Samuel, a monarchy was established about 250 years after the exodus from Egypt.  Increasing oppression from the king’s court, in part through a tributary tax system and the arbitrary confiscation of peasant land, led to the split between the tribes into two kingdoms after less than 100 years of monarchy.  

And then, after another 100 or so years, during the 8th century B.C.E., a monumental shift in the social structure begins—a shift that probably provoked the sabbath laws:  That was the introduction of individual private property and an accompanying system of money and interest-based credit.  Less and less was the risk of poor harvests and other obstacles to survival shared by the community at large.  Under the king’s tax burdens, rural communities still maintained a sense of solidarity.  Now however, small farmers were increasingly on their own.  Those who had a bad year could be forced to borrow from neighbors for seed and other supplies for the next year’s planting.  If they were unable to repay the loan, they often lost their land AND themselves to the creditor.  That is, the entire family might become the debt slaves of the creditor.  Through quite “legal” creditor-debtor contracts, property distribution became more and more unequal, and the previous solidarity among the peasant farmers was significantly undermined.

Much evidence suggests that the oldest writings about sabbath were actually written in the wake of these new property and credit systems, not during the time of Moses some 500 years earlier.  As the Hebrew people became aware of how these systems were eroding the physical, social and spiritual health of the community, they probably established the sabbath laws in an effort to both prevent and correct the destructive tendencies they saw in their society.  Sabbath laws were considered so important, so fundamental to the identity of the Hebrew people, that the Biblical writers at the time incorporated them into the older, identity-defining story of Israel—the exodus and wilderness experience.
  

The rationales for the laws might have been something like the following:  

First, let’s establish preventative guidelines, like no interest, that prohibit exploitation.  At the same time, let’s recognize that to some degree, even with these preventative measures, things inevitably are going to get out of wack.  However, we refuse to accept the destructive concentration of wealth and the resulting loss of solidarity as a permanent or “natural” condition.   

Instead corrective sabbath practices dismantle on a regular basis the structures that unjustly produce such inequality and restore “right” economic relations.   “Disparities of wealth and power are not ‘natural’ but the result of human sin, and must be mitigated within the community of faith through the regular practice of redistribution.”

We could summarize the thrust of these sabbath practices as follows:

· They are built-in restraints against abuse and exploitation of both other human beings and of nature. 

· They are safeguards against anyone accumulating too much and letting society become too unequal.

· Property rights are not divinely ordained and permanent.  Property regimes should serve social purposes, not foremost an individual purpose.  Property regimes should serve humanity and life, not the other way around. 

· Concretely, the vulnerability of your neighbors must not be exploited for one’s personal accumulation.  Predatory lending is wrong.

· Holding power over others permanently by exploiting creditor-debtor relationships is wrong. 

· Finally, individuals have no sacred right to perpetuate the status quo economic relationships.  On the contrary, the community has a responsibility to dismantle the status quo in the interest of the community.

If you know even a little about the origins of the global debt crisis, you’re probably already making the fairly obvious connections between the sabbath vision and the current situation across the global south.  Many of the loans made to poor nations were or later became, in a sense, predatory.  Furthermore, they have been used, particularly by the U.S., the World Bank and the IMF, to pressure nations into accept economic policies and certain treaties against their will.   Despite the fact that these debts literally lead to destruction and death, not life, despite the fact that they long ago ceased to serve a broader social purpose, and despite the fact that the lenders have already profited many times over from these loans, calls for cancellation are met with sterile arguments about not wanting to undermine the current economic order with bad precedents.   We tend to accept “the economy” as some natural order with which we cannot tamper.  

Our world and our economy is very different from the Middle East 2700 years ago.  Yet, to me at least, the wisdom of the sabbath laws still seems pretty applicable.   They would suggest that to NOT cancel the debt is WRONG!

The link to weekly sabbath rest

O.K., now, how does sabbath rest directly link us to these national and international concerns, as I suggested in my introduction?  

To discover this link it’s enlightening to take into account scholarship that suggests that the practice of a seventh year debt release pre-dates that of the seventh day sabbath, and that the sabbath day was instituted as an on-going symbol of the purpose and vision of the seventh year practice.  In his book, Sabbath and Jubilee, Rick Lowery suggests that “a periodic release from debt and its burdensome consequences eventually was celebrated as a weekly cessation of work….  [The seventh day sabbath] is a ‘little sabbath year,’ a ‘little jubilee.’  It is an enduring sign in Israel of the social solidarity and economic justice implied in seventh-year debt release.”
  So even the sabbath DAY—not just the sabbath YEAR--is about social solidarity and economic justice.  

Amos, one of the earliest prophets, did his thing in the 8th century b.c.e, soon after the sabbath laws probably began.  In his chapter 8, verses 4-7 he warns the rich about abusing the spirit of the sabbath:

Hear this, you who trample the poor and exterminate the lowly of the land, saying, “How long till the new moon passes, so we can sell grain, and the sabbath, so we can market wheat, shrinking the bushel, expanding the buck, and cheating with unbalanced scales, buying the helpless with silver and the poor for a pair of shoes, while we sell the sweepings of the wheat.”  Yahweh swears by the arrogance of Jacob, “I will certainly never forget any of your deeds.”
 

As Rick Lowery interprets this passage, 

Amos 8 turns on a fundamental misunderstanding of sabbath.  The privileged wealthy scrupulously observe the sabbath ban on commerce just as they obsessively keep the requirements of temple purity.  But they completely misunderstand the significance of sabbath relief.  By trampling on the poor [they] violate sabbath, even while religiously taking a daylong pause.  Sabbath is a day of rest, but more fundamentally, it is a call to economic justice.
                                                                                                                              

The task of Amos and other Biblical prophets—Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, Micah, and the rest—was to denounce the injustices and call the Hebrew people back to holding up their end of the Covenant with God, to call them back to the vision of an alternative way of life set forth in God’s guidelines initially given to Moses in the wilderness.  The sabbath economics theme runs right through the prophets.   Here are two brief examples from Isaiah  and Micah:

In verse 8 of chapter 5 Isaiah angrily denounces, “Ah you who join house to house, who add field to field, until there is no room but you, and you are left to live alone in the midst of the land!”

Micah also rails against the increasing unequal distribution of land in chapter 2.  He declares, “Alas for those who devise wickedness and evil deeds on their beds!  When the morning dawns, they perform it, because it is their power.”  And what are these evil deeds?  He continues, “They covet fields, and seize them; houses, and take them away; they oppress householder and house, people and their inheritance….The women of my people you drive out from their pleasant houses; from their young children you take away my glory forever.

 In other cases, the prophets specifically refer to the abuse of the commandment to keep the sabbath day holy.  This came home to me a few months ago as I prepared a sermon for which one of the lectionary texts was Jeremiah 18:1-11.  In this passage a potter, first being unsuccessful in his efforts, reworks what at first was a “spoiled” vessel into another vessel that is deemed to be “good.”  We can imagine Jeremiah walking down the street in Jerusalem where most potters worked and having a moment of spiritual insight that he goes onto pronounce as follows:  God desires to do with Israel what the potter does with the spoiled pot:  Reshape the nation into a society that is good, that has turned from its evil.

Reflections on this passage often conger up the image of God molding us as individuals.  That can be an inspiring interpretation and deserves attention.  But if we limit our reflection to only that we miss the societal dimension of Jeremiah’s plea:  It’s the NATION—the SOCIETY—that needs to turn from its evil and be remolded.  And the key question I asked in my sermon preparation was, “What is this ‘evil?’”  Just the usual run of “classic” sins?:  sexual promiscuity, murder, abuse?

Actually, with only a little digging around, I found that Jeremiah seems to be especially hyped up about the people of Israel not obeying the commandment to keep the Sabbath holy.  It’s right in the previous passage:  Three times in Chapter 17, verses 21 – 27, Jeremiah quotes God as warning the people to (quoting from verse 24) “bring in no burden by the gates of this city on the sabbath day, but keep the sabbath day holy and do not work on it.”  In the verse just prior to our lectionary reading, God even goes so far as to suggest that the consequences of continuing to abuse the sabbath would be the destruction of Jerusalem.

What?  So, let’s get this straight:  God is ready to punish the entire nation of Israel because many have been working on Sunday?  It sounds a bit absurd.  Maybe over-reacting a bit there, God?  Maybe it’s not so absurd if we truly understand what sabbath is all about.  Clearly it must mean more than just a day of rest. 

It is a sense of abundance—of enough—which under girds the entire sabbath vision.  If we see the world and our lives in terms of scarcity—a fundamental assumption of mainstream economic theory today--then our security depends on competing and accumulating, storing things away so that we’ll always have enough for ourselves.  It’s hard to rest in such a world, or to cancel debts or to redistribute when we’ve come to have more than others.  Such practices would defeat the whole purpose of competing and accumulating in the first place.  But if we see the world and our lives in terms of abundance, if we truly believe that with social solidarity and appropriate restraint there is enough for everyone, then when we have enough, enough really is enough.  Our security is placed in God and God’s grace and abundance.  We are liberated from competing and accumulating.  There is time for rest.  

This was God’s wilderness lesson in the manna story, when God provided food every day in the desert.  The people just had to collect it off the ground.  There was always enough for everyone, but anything hoarded rotted.  Only on the sixth day did the extra food collected stay preserved overnight.  On the seventh day—the sabbath--everyone rested and there still was enough to eat…for everyone.

So, now maybe we’re getting some idea why one of the ten most important guidelines God gives the people of Israel about how to live together as a community is the commandment to keep the sabbath day holy.  The violation of the sabbath is not just about some pious legalism from a God who is an egomaniac.  It is actually symptomatic of alienation from God and from everything God had tried to teach the Hebrew people about how to live.  It’s symptomatic of a deep distrust in our covenant with God:  That if we will live by these wise guidelines, we will be blessed with abundant life.

So, sabbath IS about rest, but not rest only in a personal way.  It is one foundational piece of a much bigger picture.  Sabbath rest is an act of resistance to the dominate order, that opts for abundance through solidarity and restraint and not through competition and accumulation.

The Sabbath Tradition in the New Testament

Now, what about Jesus?  Didn’t he sort of ridicule the Sabbath laws?   So it seems when we read accounts such as that found in Mark 6: 30-44.

[Show transparency of Mark 2:23 – 3:6.  Ask participants to follow along as I read the passage.]

Mark 2:23 - 3:6 (NRSV)
23 One sabbath he was going through the cornfields; and as they made their way his disciples began tuck heads of grain. 24The Pharisees said to him, ‘Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the sabbath?’ 25And he said to them, ‘Have you never read what David did when he and his companions were hungry and in need of food? 26He entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and he gave some to his companions.’ 27Then he said to them, ‘The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath; 28so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.’ 
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Again he entered the synagogue, and a man was there who had a withered hand. 2They watched him to see whether he would cure him on the sabbath, so that they might accuse him. 3And he said to the man who had the withered hand, ‘Come forward.’ 4Then he said to them, ‘Is it lawful to do good or to do harm on the sabbath, to save life or to kill?’ But they were silent. 5He looked around at them with anger; he was grieved at their hardness of heart and said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ He stretched it out, and his hand was restored. 6The Pharisees went out and immediately conspired with the Herodians against him, how to destroy him.

First, Jesus and his disciples were walking through a grain field and the disciples, being hungry, began picking grain to eat.  Not good said the Pharisees.  And what is Jesus’ response?  “The sabbath was made for humans, not the human for sabbath.”  Pretty outrageous as far as the Pharisees were concerned.  Then Jesus goes into the synagogue and heals a man with a withered hand.  The Pharisees leave and begin to plot against Jesus.

So it does appear that Jesus is thumbing his nose at the Pharisees and has little respect for the sabbath laws.  However, if we look at these stories in the context of the Gospel as a whole, we find that at the core of Jesus’ ministry was precisely the restoration of the true meaning of sabbath.  It’s reminiscent of Amos.  By this time, many in Israel had turned sabbath into an even more rigid set of ritualistic legalisms--part of what was called the purity code.  While the original intent of the purity code may have been otherwise, it did in many cases serve to maintain social stratification between distinguished castes instead of protecting the poor and serving justice.  Not surprisingly, many of the Pharisees and others that vehemently and piously protected this code held elite positions on the social scale.

When Jesus first announces his ministry he refers back to the prophet Isaiah in proclaiming…

The Spirit of God is upon me, because God has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  God has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, TO PROCLAIM THE ACCEPTABLE YEAR OF GOD.

What’s the acceptable year of the God?  It’s a reference to the Jubilee, or the Sabbath year of Sabbath years.  And what’s good news to the poor?  Probably in this context, it’s debt cancellation and land reform.  What could be better news to the poor?  

And when his disciples ask Jesus to teach them to pray he gives them what we call the Lord’s Prayer.  (Matthew 6:9-13)  “Give us our daily bread” is most likely a direct reference to the Exodus manna story.  And “Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors”?    Well, that connection is pretty obvious!

Jesus is not ridiculing the sabbath.  On the contrary the restoration of the true sabbath tradition is at the core of his ministry.

What does he actually do on the sabbath?  He feeds and heals—precisely what the sabbath is all about.  His acts on the sabbath are acts of reclaiming sabbath for those for whom it was meant to serve and protect.

And who is sabbath meant to serve and protect?  Most directly, the poor and disenfranchised.  

I affirm efforts by many in the Jewish and Christian traditions to re-incorporate sabbath practices of rest into daily and weekly rhythms.  However, I raise a caution: I don’t believe a sabbath focus that is limited to our OWN rest will get us too far.  Sabbath practices are not just about doing or not doing certain things our faith tradition’s designated Sabbath days.  They are about living out the vision of sabbath economics every day.  Sabbath practices that are consistent with the Biblical story will, from the outset, include a sense of “we’re all in this together.”  They will call practitioners into worldwide solidarity and urge them to proclaim ENOUGH IS ENOUGH!

We could continue to follow the thread of sabbath economics through Acts and the Epistles and even Revelations.  We’ll leave that exploration to another day.  The point is that solidarity economics is central to the Biblical story, and that much—certainly not all—of that story holds relevant insights for us today.  In the vein, let me conclude by quoting Richard Lowery, one of the most respected scholars on Sabbath and Jubilee:
“In its biblical contexts, sabbath protests conditions of scarcity, overwork, and economic inequality that prevailed under Israel’s kings and foreign emperors.  By celebrating a divinely ordained cosmic order built on natural abundance, self-restraint, and social solidarity, sabbath critiques the oppressive consequences of a royal-imperial system built on tribute, forced state labor and debt slavery.  In the modern context of globalization, sabbath can serve a similar critical function.  As individual alienation increases and a sense of social solidarity declines, as the boundaries of time and place that once defined the world of work disappear into cyberspace, sabbath speaks a word of proportion, limits, social solidarity, and the need for rest, quiet reflection, and nonconsumptive recreation.  In the emerging world, sabbath consciousness may be the key to human survival, prosperity, and sanity.”
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