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“SPEAK TO the people of Israel,” God says to Moses on Mount Sinai. “Say to them: ‘When you enter the land that I am giving you, the land shall observe a Sabbath for the Lord.’”  (Lev 25:1)
God goes on to set forth a vision for what the Sabbath Year means:
For six years you shall sow your field, and for six years you shall prune your vineyard, and gather in their yield; but in the seventh year there shall be a Sabbath of complete rest for the land, a Sabbath for the Lord: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. (Lev 25)
Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of debts…Provide liberally for your flock, your threshing floor, and your wine press, thus giving to him some of the bounty with which the Lord your God has blessed you.  Remember, you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you; for this reason I lay this command upon you today.    (Deut 15:1, 14-15)
What are our modern ears to hear in these ancient words about threshing floors and winepresses, unpruned vineyards and unsown fields?  What are we to make of the vision for a Sabbath Year in an age when most of us barely identify with days of complete rest, to say nothing of entire years?
To me, these questions are about far more than historical understanding of ancient Israel or even theological understanding of the present.   Just as the Levitical texts on Jubilee gave us a platform in the year 2000 for the then-unknown and abstract notion of debt cancellation for the world’s poorest counties, the Scriptural texts on Sabbath have the opportunity to draw us into an understanding of how we make “the year of the Lord’s favor” an enduring reality in the world.
As I have been reflecting on the Biblical vision of the Sabbath Year in preparation for this week’s meeting and our work in the year ahead, the word that keeps striking at me from the texts is remission.  God’s Sabbath call to the children of Israel is about not only the remission of debts and financial bondages, but remission from all of the various slaveries and captivities that bind our lives.   Even the land itself is released from its duty as a producer of abundance, and allowed to rest.   The technical details of this are far less important than the underlying ideal that in the Sabbath Year the normal patterns of life are brought into remission so that the people of God can be drawn back into their natural state of goodness, balance, and equilibrium that God willed for them at the dawn of Creation.   
I suspect most of us can identify with this idea, no matter what our faith background.   As individuals and as a human community, we understand innately that certain fundamental principles should govern our common lives: care for others, concern for the balance of creation, and the building of justice and righteousness in our world.   In the busy whirlwinds of our lives, however, we find ourselves on many days distracted from these altruistic ideals and drawn into preoccupations with our own selves: our time, our possessions, our own well-being, and our own carefully drawn certainties about our own lives and the world around us.   
As a nation and a world community, too, we can easily be distracted from our genuinely held concern for the common good by fears about security, economic hardship, or even simple fascination with Washington scandal.   When is the last time the front page of the New York Times, or the lead story of the CBS evening news was about international debt or the Millennium Development Goals?   When is the last time our nation behaved as if HIV/AIDS is, as Colin Powell said, a greater threat to our shared security than Al Qaida?

The Scriptural call to Sabbatical Years is an invitation to withdraw our gazes from things that distract us and ultimately limit us so that – in the resulting periods of silence and rest – we may be ​re-created again and again in the design God has placed in each of us to begin with.  As the Quaker educator Parker Palmer says, we have been trained in disconnection and taught to distance ourselves in an objectivist mode from nature, from God, and from our own souls.  Sabbath, then, is a time to tune in again, to create what the late Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel calls “an armistice in man’s cruel struggle for existence, a truce in all conflicts personal and social, a peace between man and man, man and nature, peace within.”   

And how is this peace lived out in our lives?  Isaiah writes (in words read by Jesus at the first appearance of his public ministry in the synagogue):
The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor…They shall be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, to display his glory.  They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former devastations; they shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many generations.

Three things strike me about Isaiah’s vision:

First, Isaiah is very clear that this vision of justice is not of his own making – nor yours or mine, for that matter -- but comes directly from the Spirit of the Lord.  Sabbath is the process, as Archbishop William Temple wrote, of seeking “to adopt God’s point-of-view in place of our own.”  It is through this process of turning away from ourselves and casting our concern upon others that we are drawn into a conscious realization that care for others is God’s point of view.  In God’s economy, there are no agendas, no boundaries, no judgments.  Instead, the totality of God’s yearning for us and for our broken world is expressed through care for the weakest among us: the poor, the brokenhearted, and those held prisoner or captive.
The second thing that strikes me about Isaiah’s vision is that it is, fundamentally, a call to justice rather than charity.  We are not simply to provide for the needs of the weak, but rather to empower them so that they may be the makers of their own destinies.  It is not us, but them, Isaiah tells us who will “build up ancient ruins, build up the former devastations, and repair the ruined cities.”   This very same idea of empowerment, of course, lies at the heart of the mission of Jubilee USA and the vision of the Millennium Development Goals, and is well-reflected in the fruits of debt relief for the world’s poorest people.
My final observation about Isaiah’s vision is that – far from being a call to sporadic or even regularly scheduled interludes of Sabbath – it is a challenge to make Sabbath Peace, the “year of the Lord’s favor,” our enduring reality.  By processes of Sabbath upon Sabbath, Jubilee upon Jubilee, we ultimately are stretched and transformed so that the year of the Lord’s favor becomes the world’s abiding reality.   We need not delude ourselves with utopian fantasies or unattainable ideals in order to understand what it means to build the year or the Lord’s favor.  We need only to reflect on our own roles, individually and corporately.  Martin Luther King, addressing Isaiah’s vision of “the acceptable year of the Lord” (the parlance used by earlier English translations for the year of the Lord’s favor) tells us: 
“The acceptable year of the Lord is any year we decide to do what is right…
The acceptable year of the Lord is any year when we will learn to live together as brothers [and sisters]…
The acceptable year of the Lord is any year in which we discover that – out of one blood – God made all the 
peoples of the earth…

The acceptable year of the Lord is any year in which we send to Congress men [and women] who will do 
justly, love mercy, and walk humbly with their God…

The acceptable year of the Lord is the year that men will beat the swords into ploughshares and their spears 
into pruning hooks; and nations will not rise up against nations; neither will they study wore any 
more…
The acceptable year of the Lord is the year we allow justice to roll down like the waters and righteousness 
like a mighty stream.”
Put another way, our observance of Sabbath allows us to be so fundamentally altered in our consciousness that Sabbath becomes the new identity of our shared lives.   And so, after describing Sabbath as an “armistice,” Rabbi Heschel goes on to say that it is more than an armistice, more than a temporary interlude, but rather a profound and permanent “conscious harmony of man and the world, and a participation in the Spirit that unites what is below into what is above.”   

Ultimately, then, Sabbath is about far more than ourselves or our world; it is about participation – not just mere ascent but tangible participation – in the work of God in the world.   “Faith is not a refuge from reality,” writes the Anglican mystic and teacher Evelyn Underhill.  “Faith is a demand that we face reality, with all its difficulties, opportunities, and implications. The true subject matter of religion is not our own little souls, but the Eternal God and His whole mysterious purpose, and our solemn responsibility to Him.”  The Sabbath Year of 2007 – the season of the Lord’s favor we seek to build our world – is our invitation to participate in God’s mysterious purpose.   
Seven years ago, people of faith made the tangible difference in building the moral will for the Jubilee 2000 campaign.  If we can do the same in 2007, if our advocacy can bring about the remaining debt cancellation necessary for the world’s poorest countries to meet the Millennium Development Goals, we will have done no small part to make the light of God break in all corners of the world.   We will have, in this moment, lived into our calling to be Sabbath people.   
As we begin our two days of reflection on our own participation in how we build a world of Sabbath peace for all God’s people, let us pray together:
“O God of unchangeable power and eternal light, 

in whose perfect kingdom no sword is drawn but the sword of righteousness, 

no strength known but the strength of your love: 

So mightily spread abroad your Spirit within us, 

that we may participate with full heart, mind, and strength 

in your design for the world. 

Let all people see and know

that things which were cast down are being raised up,

things that had grown old are being made new,

and all things are being brought to perfection 

by your Love, through which all things were made.

May the Lord bless us and keep us,

may the Lord make his face to shine on us and be gracious unto us,

may the Lord lift up the light of his countenance upon us,

and give us peace, both now and evermore. Amen.”
(Adapted from collects in the Book of Common Prayer)
