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Plate-Spinning and Sabbath-Keeping 

 

 As we have heard over the past two weeks, MaryAnn McKibben Dana has challenged us 

to push back against our societal norms of certainty and comfort and encouraged us to 

embrace curiosity and courage. In the third chapter of her new book, she urges us to shift from 

productivity to presence, and that’s when my toes begin to feel like they’ve been stepped on. 

They’re not permanently damaged, but they do feel a tad more tender than I’d like. I love my 

job, and my job involves doing lots of things, spinning lots of plates. And I get a huge rush out 

of being productive, having a full calendar, being busy, and checking things off my list. Since I 

was a child, I’ve been praised for being a hard worker and I love thinking I can do all the things 

and do them well. And even if I’m not doing all the things well all the time, at least I’m trying 

my best to do all the things. I’m not sure who I think is giving the grades or handing out the 

report cards, but I seem to be convinced that someone somewhere is, and I really want to get 

all As, at least for effort if not in every category. And when I don’t pull it off—and I never pull it 

all off—I tend to think I have failed miserably, and I feel miserable. And I know I’m not alone. 

 In a recent article in The Christian Century, clinical psychologist Mark Devries writes 

about the recent rise in the number of clients who come to him all but begging for a diagnosis 

of adult ADHD, or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder:  

[His patients report] that they can’t focus their attention long enough to complete a 

mundane task. They start several projects and complete none. They can’t manage their 



multiple responsibilities. Completing their work tasks is drudgery. They can’t keep up 

with the productivity expectations of their employer. They can’t slow their thoughts 

enough to focus on what’s in front of them. They are chronically distracted. Their minds 

race even as they try to sleep.1 

While he is quick to acknowledge that adult ADHD is a legitimate diagnosis, many who come to 

him seeking this diagnosis and help with managing it do not meet the clinical criteria for it. 

Devries recognizes that what many of them want from him is “something like absolution 

[forgiveness, even]. They want to hear that their inability to manage their lives is not their 

fault.”2 They want to hear that their inability to manage their lives is not their fault. Somehow, 

someone somewhere along the way has convinced them that it is their fault, that they are at 

fault, that they are not measuring up to some standard. Devries contends that the problem 

may be less about a disorder in his patients and more about a disordered society that 

determines an individual’s worth based primarily on what she does or does not produce. Lest 

we forget, this norm, this way of measuring who is a worthwhile human being is not biblical. 

Sabbath, however, is. 

 At the mention of Sabbath, at least of few of you immediately cringe as you recall long 

boring Sunday afternoons when you were forbidden from doing anything fun. No movies, no 

shopping, and in some cases, no playing at all. Sabbath equaled a big “no.” And on one level, 

our text for this morning fits that mold. This passage comes from one telling of the giving of 

 
1 Mark Devries, “Is it ADHD or just grind culture?” The Christian Century, vol. 143, number 7, July 2026, 61. 
2 Devries, 61. 



the Ten Commandments while the ancient Israelites are in the wilderness after being freed 

from slavery in Egypt. There’s the yes to working six days a week, followed by the no to 

working on the Sabbath. And that no includes not just the Israelites but their livestock, their 

servants, and any foreigner who happens to be living among them. So yes, there is the no. 

There is also the crucial rationale behind that no: 

For 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.3 

In other words, the God of the universe, the one who created the whole thing chose not to 

work 24/7 and actually rested, setting aside the seventh day as a holy pause. One could 

argue—and many have—that if the Lord of all takes a break, so should we, lest we begin to 

believe we are somehow more important or more crucial than God is. I once heard a joke 

about a pastor who told Jesus he could not take a break because the devil doesn’t. Jesus 

replied that the pastor might want to think twice about holding Satan up as a role model. The 

Exodus version of the Sabbath commandment reminds us who our model should be, and as my 

friend Meg might say, it also has a way of right-sizing us in our britches. God is God and we are 

not. If God rests, then we’re not too important to do the same. 

 You may recall that there’s another telling of the giving of the Ten Commandments in the 

fifth chapter of Deuteronomy. The gist of the list is still much the same, except for the reason 

behind the command to observe the Sabbath. After the same nos—no working for anyone 

including the animals and everyone else—the text gives a different rationale: 

 
3 Exodus 20:11, NRSVue 



Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God brought 

you out from there with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore 

the Lord your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day.4 

When someone is enslaved, he doesn’t have any say over his time. Slaves are expected to work 

when and how long and how much the master decides. Sabbath keeping is a way of 

remembering, celebrating, and giving thanks to the God who freed and saved the ancient 

Israelites, the God who frees and saves us. Sabbath keeping is also a way of reorienting the 

people to a different way of living, an alternate way of being. In MaryAnn’s words: 

In keeping Sabbath, whether for an entire day or just a portion of it, we’re not pausing 

our labors so we can go blithely back to Pharaoh’s work site. We are disrupting the cycle 

of productivity and when we do this—when we see ourselves as more than workers—we 

may realize that we don’t want to make bricks for a tyrant anymore.5  

Keeping Sabbath, stepping away from the “grind culture” that expects us to produce and 

produce some more, helps us resist being ground down and, as MaryAnn contends, we are 

then able to shift from a fixation on being productive to an openness to being present: 

Presence is a reminder that we are not machines; it’s a protest against grind culture that 

wants us to be units of production and consumption, to squeeze as much activity out of 

our bodies, our days, our lives as possible…Presence keeps my expectations humanely 

calibrated by steering me back to the question, What does this moment require?6 

 
4 Deuteronomy 5:15, NRSVue 
5 MaryAnn McKibben Dana, Better Than Normal” Virtues for an Off-Script Life, 54, emphasis added. 
6 McKibben Dana, 57. 



We are not machines. No matter how efficiently I plan my days or organize my time, I cannot 

do it all. And more crucially I was not created to. When I try to work like a machine, I am likely 

missing what I am meant to do and who I am called to be. In other words, when I step out of 

the spin cycle of trying to do everything or solve everything or carry every last thing, I am free 

to ask the question, “What is mine to do?” Because there are sacred tasks that I am created 

and called to do, concerns that need my work and my attention. I am not called simply to sip a 

fruity drink and ignore the world, no matter how tempting that may be. Sabbath is not simply 

about tuning out. Sabbath instead compels me to pause and observe and consider and wonder 

how God is calling me to engage the world and the people in that world.  

Sabbath also hones my awareness that not everyone has the privilege of pausing. Too 

many people do not have that choice. There are those who live in fear of losing a client or 

displeasing their boss if they do not respond to emails at any hour of the day or night. There 

are those who cannot fathom a way to understand their lives or their identity if they step away 

from their job even for a day. And there are others who must work multiple low wage jobs 

simply to survive, to keep a roof over their heads and feed their families. For them, Sabbath is 

a ridiculous fantasy, an impossible dream. And I cannot believe that is what God wants for 

them or for anyone. 

 I’m not sure I have wondered much before about why God insisted on inserting a 

Sabbath commandment into the law. Yes, rest is crucial to human thriving, but I’ve begun to 

suspect that God noticed something in humanity that needed a corrective along with not 

worshiping other gods, envying a neighbor, and caring for our elders. Yes, Sabbath-keeping sets 



God’s people apart in the ancient world, but I don’t think God is purely concerned with giving 

his people a distinctive brand. I think God wants something more for the entirety of the human 

family. I wonder if God sees Sabbath keeping as a way not simply to set the people of God 

apart but to open their eyes—our eyes—to the need to help God shape a new world, a world 

unlike the one the empire of the moment insists is the only way. Sabbath keeping changes us, 

changes me. When I lift my nose from the grindstone, I begin to see how many other children 

of God are being ground down all around me. I begin to want and wish for something more for 

them, something richer, better and more humane for all of us. I sense a deep call to long for 

and work for a world where Sabbath-keeping is the norm rather than the exception or the 

privilege of a select few. 

 I cannot save the world; that’s God’s job. But by the grace of God, when I take a break 

from spinning all the plates I think are mine to spin, when I take a breath and give thanks for 

the one who gave me breath in the first place, when I savor the goodness of God’s gift of rest, I 

begin to discover what is in fact mine to do. I begin to see how I might play some small part in 

God’s work of healing his beloved, embattled world, how I might help others stop spinning, 

how I might make it possible for even a few other beloved children of God to catch their 

breath, too. And that just may be the best and holiest work of all. 

 In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, Amen. 


