
Subversive Sabbath: Key Ideas from Chapters 4-6 

Overview 
The second part of Swoboda’s book simply considers the relational aspect of the Sabbath: 
relationship with God, with each other, with creation, and with the marginalized. 
Although seemingly simple of an idea, the application of the principle would have radical 
implications for the way we live. If we take this section seriously, I think we would need to 
truly examine how our lives either liberate or enslave others and creation. As such, this 
section provides a fairly strong challenge to us all. 

Chapter 4: Sabbath and Relationship 
While we may be familiar with the famous line from the first letter of John to the Christian 
Church that to love God is to love neighbour, I wonder what would happen if we really 
consider the implications of such a command. In the fourth chapter, Swoboda takes 
serious that command, but from a relational point of view. He notes that the Sabbath is an 
opportunity for us to return to our maker, to enter into relationship with our God. As we 
are drawn into relationship with God, we’re also drawn into relationship with others. In 
fact, one can’t fully enter into relationship with God unless one opens oneself to others. 

I would add to Swoboda’s remarks in this chapter that Christian faith is inherently 
relational. Our theology of God reflects this; we speak of God as three persons who are in 
constant relationship with each other. That dynamic relationship between the three 
persons goes beyond the Holy Trinity. God, as a relational being, creates and enters into 
relationship with God’s creation (humans, animals and all of the natural world.) We being 
made in the image of God, are likewise relational and are called to further extend the 
loving relationship God has with us to others. 

As simple as that sounds, it is perhaps one of the most difficult aspects of Christian life. 
Even for the most dedicated of Christian communities. Unfortunately, we humans have a 
tendency to perceive relationships as transactional and ask ourselves “what do I get out of 
this relationship.” Thus, I think it is important the distinction that Swoboda makes between 
a “Peg” community and an “Ethical” community. In the former, we come together for a 
purpose and to gain something in particular. In the later, we commit to the good of others 
and sacrifice our own wants and needs for the greater good. We live so that all can 
flourish, even those whom we most disagree with. The Sabbath, Swoboda argues, allows 
these communities to live.  

I think he is right to note that churches likely struggle with this latter point. Particularly in 
our consumerist age. People often flock to churches that affirm or align with their political 
and social views. Yet that is not what the Church is about. Rather, the Church is a gathering 
of God’s people who come from many backgrounds and experiences. It is the school of 
love, whereby we learn to love even the people we do not like.  



Sabbath, according to Swoboda, is a practice that opens us up not only to God but also to 
others. And when we open ourselves up to God, we become receptive to God’s grace 
reviving and renewing us. 

Chapter 5: Sabbath, Economy and Technology 
Swoboda begins to take the Sabbath principle and raise questions about how our 
economy and society would change if we learn to take rest, to ease the burdens of others, 
and step back from an overly aggressive form of consumerism. Fundamentally, his point in 
this chapter is that our current lifestyle — even when we take sabbath rests — enslaves 
others. Our over accumulation of goods, our indulgence in a decadent lifestyle, forces 
others to labour even more and often in unjust conditions. 

I don’t think we need to look far from home to see this in action; Bolton hosts distribution 
centres for major corporations, such as Amazon and Canadian Tire. It is widely known that 
Amazon warehouse employees often work at a very demanding schedule, with few breaks 
and low pay, to ensure purchased goods are delivered to customers as soon as possible. 
Yet, many of us at home are simply unaware of these working conditions. Instead, we take 
for granted, and almost expect, that the things we order should arrive in very short order. 
Our insatiable desire for more and more goods ultimately means the enslavement of others 
to their jobs. 

Swoboda notes that according to the Old Testament, the ancient Jewish people not only 
observed the Sabbath, but also Jubilees, occasions by which the land would rest ever 
seven years and people would be freed from their debts and burdens ever 50 years or so. 
While he admits that this was not always perfectly followed, it is a biblical principle. In 
fact, if you read the prophets, such as Isaiah and Hosea, you will notice that God’s anger is 
enflamed by the people’s inability to ease the burdens of the suffering. In fact, the people 
actually increase the burdens of the suffering in order to obtain greater wealth and 
prestige. 

Sabbath, Swoboda suggests, is a time for a scheduled social justice, an opportunity for us 
to give rest to those who are constantly in service of others. Sabbath is an opportunity to 
be radically generous with our time and resources rather than be motivated by our self-
interests.  

Chapter 6: Sabbath and the Marginalized 
While Swoboda looks more closely at the Jubilee principle in this chapter, I found his 
assertion that we should be a blessing to others. As God blesses the Sabbath, so we should 
be a blessing to others most helpful. God’s posture is to always bless; as shall we be as 
well. 

Again, this a theme inherent to the Old Testament. Israel was not only called to be a great 
nation, but to be a light to all the nations. God called Israel to be a blessing, to reveal 
God’s saving grace, to the whole world. With Jesus, that call to be a blessing is extended to 
all those who belong to the Church. We are to be a blessing to others, not a curse or a 
burden.  



Ultimately, we are called to have an unbounded love for all, a love that is driven by our 
love of God.  

Finally, Swoboda also warns against making the Sabbath a practice of the privileged. 
Unfortunately, very few people have the ability to take a few months or a year off to have a 
sabbatical. As such, the Sabbath is reserved for only the wealthiest and those in particular 
careers. While not everyone can take a few months or a year for Sabbath, let alone for a 
day, that’s not to say that we can’t possibly figure out ways that allow others to even have 
some Sabbath rest in their lives. 


