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In the early 1900s, the Canadian Sunday was known to be among the strictest Sunday observance 
in the world. Maybe just slightly behind Scotland in the enforcement and observing of Sabbath laws 
or blue laws that restricted work and commerce and amusements and entertainment and, in may 
people’s views, fun on Sundays. 
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The biggest group advocating for these laws, maintaining them, and pouring money into lobbying 
efforts was a group called the Lord’s Day Alliance. A group made up of mostly Protestant clergy 
zealous to protect the Lord’s Day Act of 1907, an act that limited pretty much everything from 
happening on Sundays. 


In the 1950s, 50 years after the Lord’s Day Act came into effect, the group redoubled their efforts in 
response to a growing concern that Sabbath observance was waining across Canada. And the 
group feared that if Canada followed the same trajectory, in another 50 years, Sunday would just 
become a carbon copy of Saturday. So these Lord’s Day activists went about the work of advocacy 
and lobbying and legislation to keep Sunday from becoming just another Saturday. 


More than 50 years on, we know they failed in those efforts. No one is fined for having their shop 
open on Sunday and across Canada, Sundays look a lot like Saturdays.


Some of us remember these Canadian Sundays.  
Some of us can’t even imagine what that was like.  
Some of us still refrain from going to the store on Sundays.  
Some of us don’t see much difference between our Saturdays and Sundays, except for a worship 
service on one of them. 


What does proper Sabbath practice look like for us?  

The fourth commandment is found in two places: in Exodus 20, and here, in Deuteronomy 5. 


 Source: John Gray, “They’re Fighting To Save What’s Left of Sunday”, Macleans, February 15, 1955. https://1

archive.macleans.ca/article/1955/2/15/theyre-fighting-to-save-whats-left-of-sunday
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Back in Exodus, Moses is giving the 10 Commandments from Mount Sinai on the heels of God’s 
rescue of his people out of Egypt. 


But here in Deuteronomy, the context is different. We’re on the other side of the wilderness, 40 years 
after the Exodus, after the Ten Commandments were given the first time, and Moses is an old man 
now, and he’s preparing them for entering the promised land. 


And just as the people are about to enter this land, Moses summons all Israel together and reminds 
them of their covenant with God, of the laws and commandments that bind them to God and to 
each other. And it’s basically word for word except when Moses gets to the Fourth Commandment. 


Observe the Sabbath day by keeping it holy, as the Lord your God has commanded you.  

In Exodus, it’s “remember the Sabbath day”. Here it’s “observe”. Not a big change. 


Six days you shall labour and do all your work, but the seventh day is a sabbath to the Lord your 
God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your male or 
female servant, nor your ox, your donkey or any of your animals, nor any foreigner residing in 
your towns, 

Exodus leaves out the ox and donkey and goes with the generic “animals”. Again, small revision. 
Then this second version of the 4th commandment undergoes a big revision: 


…so that your male and female servants may rest, as you do. Remember that you were slaves in 
Egypt and that the Lord your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm. Therefore the Lord your God has commanded you to observe the Sabbath 
day.  

Here at this transition point for God’s people, on the other side of the wilderness, on the border of 
the promised land, God revises the 4th commandment to include two things: 


1. So that your male and female servants may rest, as you do. The Sabbath rest of God wasn’t 
just for the privileged people of Israel, but for everyone around them too. For the foreigner. For 
the servant. For that ox and donkey of yours. You practice Sabbath not just for yourself, but so 
that all those around you may rest as you do. 


2. Remember that you were slaves in Egypt… In Exodus, the grounds for the Sabbath were 
rooted in God’s resting on the seventh day. But here, in Deuteronomy, God grounds the Sabbath 
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rest in the Exodus: Remember that you were slaves, but you’re not now. So don’t treat other 
people like Egypt treated you. 


God’s people are about to emerge from a generation in the wilderness - the most intensive 
experience of spiritual formation possible - and enter into a landscape filled with distractions and 
temptations, with rival gods and other people. 


And God is reframing their Sabbath practice from something they do just among themselves 
to something done for their neighbour, for those they’ll encounter.  

Again and again in Deuteronomy, God will remind his people that the true test of their obedience will 
be their care of the most vulnerable in their community and in the land around them: the foreigner, 
the widow, and the orphan. And God’s command to care for these least of these is always grounded 
in remembering they were once slaves, but God freed them. So don’t treat others like Egypt treated 
you. Treat them like I have treated you. 


Here in this revision of the Fourth Commandment, God basically says to his people: 


Now extend my Sabbath rest, not just to you and your family, but to the foreigner in your midst 
so that together with your servants they may all have rest. Just like you.  

As Christians, we’ve shifted from a Jewish observance of Friday to Saturday nights as Sabbath, and 
we now consider Sunday, the day of resurrection, to be the holy day of rest and gathering as God’s 
people. So we don’t exactly follow the letter of the law on that point. And as 21st century North 
American Christians, we’re not into the strict observance of a previous generation like the Lord’s Day 
Alliance that kept Canadians either in their homes or in the pew on Sunday. 


What does proper and faithful Sabbath practice look like for us? 

In recent years, there’s been a bit of a resurgence of Sabbath practice as self-care.  

Book after book has been published with prescriptions for using the practice of Sabbath


to eliminate hurry in your life  
to refresh your soul by turning off the phone and getting into nature,  
to reconnect with your family who you don’t see Mon-Sat because you’re just too busy  
to find ways to be attentive to God in worship and prayer in a life filled with distraction 
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And all this stuff isn’t bad. It’s really good! And much needed. I’m a big proponent of practicing 
Sabbath as a day of joy and enjoyment, of rest and sleep, of connecting to those you love, as well as 
giving attention to God in the midst of a busy life. 


But does that exhaust what proper and faithful Sabbath practice looks like in light of this 
version of the commandment here in Deuteronomy?  

In the past few months, our eyes have been opened to the most vulnerable in our communities… 


As Covid has torn through long term care homes and killed far too many of our older folks, and 
left so many others alone and separated from family and loved ones.  

And we’ve witnessed the precarious labor of seasonal workers whose working conditions fall 
short and left them vulnerable to sickness with little recourse or protections.  

And as those who struggle with mental health or loneliness find themselves isolated in a way is 
meant to protect them in this pandemic but can also do so much harm to their well-being and 
ability to cope.  

And we’ve learned to value the true essential workers - those who gave up days off and took on 
extra shifts just to keep our communities going: the grocery story workers and the farmers, the 
microbiologists and nurses, the bus drivers and teachers, and so many others.  

What difference does our Sabbath practice make in the world we’re in now and what possible 
difference can our Sabbath practice make for the most vulnerable in our communities, for 
those who desperately need a day off themselves?  

The old blue laws went about creating rest for others through enforcement and conformity. While 
well-intentioned, these laws also did harm to others. In many places, at the height of Sabbath 
observance here in Canada, Sundays were often the only day off for immigrant workers. And with 
the stores shut and towns basically closed down, these families couldn’t shop or run errands - not 
for luxury or leisure, but just to take care of their basic necessities. The laws were made to protect 
the rights of church-going folks, but didn’t take into account the lived reality of other communities, of 
the foreigner in their midst, who should be able to rest just like the white Presbyterian or Christian 
Reformed family in town.
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Walter Brueggeman, an Old Testament scholar and preacher, writes: 


Sabbath is not simply a pause. It is an occasion for reimagining all of social life away from 
coercion and competition to compassionate solidarity…Sabbath is not simply a pause that 
refreshes. It is a pause that transforms. 


By revising the Fourth Commandment in Deuteronomy, God revealed the deeper purpose of his 
Sabbath commandment: 


To transform his people from those who would enslave others, to those who would free them.  
From those who would mistreat their servants, to those who would provide for them.  
From those who would work others into the ground, to those who would let even their donkey 
and ox recover.  
From those who would exclude the outsider and the foreigner, to those who would welcome 
them in with rest just like they and their family enjoyed. 

As God’s people were emerging out of a time of isolation and about to re-enter the world of 
strangers and neighbours, distractions and temptations, God gifts them with a command to 
Sabbath practice that shapes and forms them to be bringers of God’s Sabbath rest wherever 
they go and to whomever they meet.  

While this time of pandemic has not been a restful time, it has been a time where I’ve gotten to know 
my neighbours. And my neighbourhood. I have had more interactions with my neighbours in the last 
5 months than I have in the last 5 years. I also know the needs of our neighbourhood better - who’s 
unemployed, who’s struggling. It’s a common experience these days. 


By staying put and pausing our lives, we’ve gotten to know those around us in deeper and better 
ways.  
By staying put and pausing our lives, we’ve learned to pay attention to the needs of those 
around us. Not to hurry off to the next appointment or shrug it off as someone else’s problem.  

So, as we emerge out of our own time of isolation and as we re-enter the world of strangers 
and neighbours, distractions and temptations, as we struggle to figure out our Sabbath 
practices in grateful obedience to God’s promises and God’s command, may the Spirit be at 
work in our lives to transform us more and more: 
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From those who would never know our neighbour’s name, to those who care for our neighbour’s 
well-being.  
From those who work ourselves and others into the ground, to those who do everything in our 
power to provide rest to those around us.  
From those who turn away from the need and hurts of the most vulnerable, to those who do 
something about it.  
From those who are harried and hurried and never-stopping to those who know the gift of God’s 
rest and presence and share the joy of it with others. 

In the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord and Saviour, through whom we may enter God’s eternal 
Sabbath rest.  
Amen.  
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