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“For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.” How many of you heard 

that line and thought, “Yep, that’s about what our life is like.” How many times have we rushed 

home from work, eaten dinner standing up in the kitchen, and then rushed off again to a meeting, 

or the kids’ soccer game, or some other commitment? How many of us have eaten lunch at our 

desks—or out of a vending machine? How many of us sit down for breakfast anymore—at a 

table, as opposed to sitting in the car? How often are our meals from the drive-through or take-

out?  

 

It seems to be a standard part of postmodern life, to be so busy that we can’t even sit down to 

have a meal ourselves, let alone eat a real meal with our families or our friends or coworkers.  

 

A few years ago, UCLA’s Center on Everyday Lives of Families published the results of an 

anthropological study the center conducted in the early 2000’s. Called Life at Home in the 

Twenty-First Century, the study follows 32 middle-class families in the Los Angeles area. Study 

participants opened their homes and lives to the anthropologists, and the researchers took over 

20,000 photographs of homes and recorded over 1500 hours of home tours, interviews, and 

family interactions, giving a fascinating—and often rather frightening—look into modern family 

life. 

 

The anthropologists were interested in the material culture of the families—that’s what 

anthropologists study, after all, and the study reveals much about how our relationship to stuff 

affects our lives. The other thing the study revealed is what our stuff, and how we deal with it 

says about the busy-ness of our lives. 

 

Here’s one example of a photo from the study (slide of fridge door); something that might look 

familiar to you. The researchers found that there was a correlation between how cluttered the 

family’s refrigerator door was, and how cluttered their lives were. The more stuff there was on 

the fridge door, the more stuff there was in the house, and the more likely it was that the family 

members were losing the battle against limited energy, limited time, limited storage, and 

unlimited material goods. 

 

Another part of the study explored the families’ dining habits. The study compares the self-

reported statistics of how families eat dinner together with the actual observations that the 

researchers made of the families in the study. (Dinner statistics slide) 50 percent of families say 

they eat dinner together every night, but the researchers observed their test families dining 

together only 17 percent of the time. 

 

Additionally, most of the families rely on prepared foods like frozen or par-baked meals, even 

though they save only 10-12 minutes per meal over something prepared at home.  



 

Two-thirds of families eat fragmented meals, in which family members are eating at different 

times or in different rooms. 

 

“For many were coming and going, and they had no leisure even to eat.” 

 

Another interesting finding that is illuminating is that the most common home renovation was to 

create a fancy master-bedroom suite, designed to recall a cushy hotel-room suite. (Master 

bedroom slide) They were intended as refuges of quiet and leisure away from the hustle-bustle of 

family life, yet they were hardly ever used by family members, except for sleeping.  

 

One more fairly disturbing finding. The study participants rarely went outside. Jeanne E. Arnold, 

lead author of the study and a professor of anthropology at UCLA, noted that “Something like 50 

of the 64 parents in our study never stepped outside in the course of about a week. When they 

gave us tours of their house they’d say, ‘Here’s the backyard, I don’t have time to go there.’ 

They were working a lot at home. Leisure time was spent in front of the TV or at the computer.”1  

 

This was the case not only for adults, but for the children, too. About half of the children spent 

no free time in their backyards during the study. The families rarely used their yards, even if they 

had invested in outdoor upgrades and furnishings, even though they live in southern California, 

where there is mild weather most of the year. 

 

(Backyard photo) This is a composite photo of several shots—perhaps ten—of one of the 

family’s backyards. Over the course of time when the researchers photographed the backyard, no 

one is ever in it. 

 

There is a growing body of research that indicates that direct exposure to nature is essential for 

healthy childhood development and for the physical and emotional health of both children and 

adults throughout their lives. (Nature deficit disorder slide) Author Richard Louv, in his book 

Last Child in the Woods, coined a term for the harm that can happen when we don’t get outside 

enough: Nature Deficit Disorder. Louv suggests that “As children and adults spend less of their 

lives in natural surroundings, their senses narrow, physiologically and psychologically. Studies 

indicate that time spent in nature can stimulate intelligence and creativity, and can be powerful 

therapy for the toxic stress in our lives, and as prevention for such maladies as obesity […] and 

depression.”2 

 

If we already had the feeling that our lives were too full and overwhelming, this UCLA study 

certainly helps make it clear that it’s not just a feeling—it’s a reality. And there doesn’t seem to 

be any easy solution for this complex problem. It took us a century to develop this material 

culture and this way of being in the world that is so busy, and it will take a monumental effort, a 
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societal effort, to change it. I, of course, am secretly hoping that cleaning off my refrigerator 

door will somehow magically make my house and my life less cluttered. 

 

But one way to start is by heeding the words we hear from Jesus, right here in our passage from 

Mark: “Come away to a deserted place, all by yourselves, and rest a while” Just as Jesus himself 

went off by himself to pray, he urges the disciples—and us—to do the same. Just before things 

get so crazy-busy again for the disciples and Jesus, before the teaching and feeding and healing 

work starts up again, he calls us, again, to Sabbath rest. 

 

Of course, we’re familiar with the commandment to keep the Sabbath holy. And I think most of 

us interpret that as meaning the obligation to go to church. But the Sabbath is not just about the 

obligation to worship God; it’s also about the obligation to rest from our labors, so we are 

capable of meeting our obligations the rest of the week. Think about what an amazing idea 

having a day of rest would have been to people who had recently been slaves. What unbelievably 

good news it would have been to be told that everyone was guaranteed a day off from work. 

 

In a way, it would seem that we are unlike those ancient Hebrews enslaved in Egypt. But our 

slavery is of a different sort altogether, and is often self constructed, self-imposed, and so even 

more difficult to detect. We find ourselves enslaved to our work, or enslaved to our schedules, or 

enslaved to society’s notion that more and bigger is better. 

 

In light of all this, hear again Jesus’ simple invitation: “Come away to a deserted place all by 

yourselves and rest awhile.” This is not just an invitation to take an afternoon off or go on 

vacation—although are important actions for our health and well-being—this is also an invitation 

to create a practice, a spiritual discipline, of resting in the midst of our busy-ness. It’s an 

invitation to carve out time for those things that strengthen our relationships with God and with 

each other, which can mean things like spending time in nature, spending time playing with our 

families and friends, or spending time sharing a communal meal. 

 

Jesus is not the only voice in the Bible telling us to rest. Hear again the opening lines of Psalm 

23. I love the way the contemporary translation, The Message addresses the psalm directly to 

God:  
 

God, my shepherd! 

    I don’t need a thing. 

You have bedded me down in lush meadows, 

    you find me quiet pools to drink from. 

True to your word, 

    you let me catch my breath 

    and send me in the right direction. 

 

I’d like to invite you to practice catching your breath this week. I’d like to invite you, as Jesus 

invites us and as the psalmist invites us, to come away to a deserted place, all by yourselves, and 

rest a while—in whatever personal way that might be for you. And because I was an English 

teacher and still believe that doing homework is a virtue, I’m going to give you some homework. 

In the chair pockets in front of you 3 x 5 index cards. I’d like you to take one and write 

something on it.  



 

The first thing I’d like you to write down is one thing you will not do this week. Perhaps you will 

shut down the computer early one evening, or turn off the cell phone for an hour, or not make 

that extra appointment or forgo one opportunity or obligation. 

 

The second thing I’d like you to write down is one way that you will find to rest this week. 

(slide—rest) Perhaps you will have a family meal all together at once, at home. Or play a game 

all together with your family, or take a walk with a friend or just sit outside in the backyard 

under the evening sky and think about God’s grace and abundance in your life and give thanks. 

 

I want to recognize that life is such that sometimes, grabbing even an hour of time away from the 

demands to keep body and soul together is just not possible. And so, perhaps, if your life is such 

that you have enough rest, perhaps your practice this week will be to offer a period of respite to 

someone who desperately needs it. 

 

And then I hope you’ll share how it goes for you. Email me, or talk with a friend, or post it on 

Facebook or Instagram, or share how your week went with each other next Sunday during 

fellowship time. Tell each other what you discovered, what was easy, what was hard, what was 

rewarding. Because when we share these things, we become a Sabbath community, one that 

encourages, consoles, and celebrates together as we keep the Lord’s commandments and follow 

Jesus, and answer his invitation to rest. It may not be easy, and it might involve giving up 

something, but along with what we lose, we just may find our lives again. 

 

As we enter into our time of reflection, I offer you this poem of blessing, from pastor and artist 

Jan Richardson.  

 

Blessing of Rest 
 

Curl this blessing 

beneath your head 

for a pillow. 

Wrap it about yourself 

for a blanket. 

Lay it across your eyes 

and for this moment 

cease thinking about 

what comes next, 

what you will do 

when you rise. 
 

Let this blessing 

gather itself to you 

like the stillness 

that descends 

between your heartbeats, 

the silence that comes 

so briefly 

but with a constancy 

on which 

your life depends. 
 

Settle yourself 

into the quiet 

this blessing brings, 

the hand it lays 

upon your brow, 

the whispered word 

it breathes into 

your ear 

telling you 

all shall be well 

all shall be well 

and you can rest 

now. 

 


