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Claire Feingold Thoryn 

Worship Theme: Sabbath 

June 2, 2019 

Last sermon before sabbatical 

 

Call to Worship, “Song of the Open Road” by Walt 

Whitman 

 

I call us to worship with a poem by Walt Whitman, whose 200th 

birthday was on Friday. These words by Whitman have been 

scripture to me. I have returned to this scripture at each major 

coming or going, each threshold I have lingered upon, each 

major promise I have made. Ben and I included this reading in 

our wedding, and I used it as the reading in one of the first 

services I led here. And since I will be going on sabbatical very 

soon, returning in December, I offer you this gift of scripture by 

Whitman once again.  

 

Afoot and light-hearted, I take to the open road, 

Healthy, free, the world before me, 

The long brown path before me, leading wherever I choose. 

 

(Still here I carry my old delicious burdens; 

I carry them, men and women—I carry them with me wherever I 

go; 

I swear it is impossible for me to get rid of them; 

I am fill’d with them, and I will fill them in return.) 
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You road I enter upon and look around! I believe you are not all 

that is here; 

I believe that much unseen is also here. 

   

Listening to others, and considering well what they say, 

All seems beautiful to me; 

I can repeat over to men and women, You have done such good 

to me, I would do the same to you. 

   

I will recruit for myself and you as I go; 

I will scatter myself among men and women as I go; 

I will toss the new gladness and roughness among them; 

Whoever denies me, it shall not trouble me; 

Whoever accepts me, he or she shall be blessed, and shall bless 

me. 

   

Listen! I will be honest with you; 

I do not offer the old smooth prizes, but offer rough new prizes; 

These are the days that must happen to you: 

  

To know the universe itself as a road—as many roads—as roads 

for traveling souls. 

 

Allons! the road is before us! 

It is safe—I have tried it—my own feet have tried it well. 
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Camerado! I give you my hand! 

I give you my love, more precious than money, 

I give you myself, before preaching or law; 

Will you give me yourself? will you come travel with me? 

Shall we stick by each other as long as we live? 

 

 

Let us worship together.  

 

Opening Hymn: 67 We Sing Now Together 

Centering Hymn: 15 The Lone, Wild Bird 
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Reading: “The Waking” BY THEODORE ROETHKE 

 

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.    

I feel my fate in what I cannot fear.    

I learn by going where I have to go. 

 

We think by feeling. What is there to know?    

I hear my being dance from ear to ear.    

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow. 

 

Of those so close beside me, which are you?    

God bless the Ground!   I shall walk softly there,    

And learn by going where I have to go. 

 

Light takes the Tree; but who can tell us how?    

The lowly worm climbs up a winding stair;    

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow. 

 

Great Nature has another thing to do    

To you and me; so take the lively air,    

And, lovely, learn by going where to go. 

 

This shaking keeps me steady. I should know.    

What falls away is always. And is near.    

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.    

I learn by going where I have to go. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/theodore-roethke


 5 

Sermon: Going to Sabbath 

 

My last real sermon before sabbatical—here it is!  

Afoot and light-hearted, I take to the open road, 

 

I wanted to say something profound, but the thing about being 

so close to sabbatical is I fear I have nothing profound left to 

say. I estimate you’ve heard me give somewhere around 200 

sermons in the past six years so hopefully you have some 

residual good feeling. 

 

The concept of sabbatical for religious leaders is based on the 

fourth commandment which is for everyone:  

to keep the Sabbath, a day of rest each week.  

In addition to such crucial commandments as not killing or 

stealing, God declares all humans must have a Sabbath to live 

healthy and moral lives. Sabbath, or shabbat means, quite 

simply, “ceasing.”  

Stop. Rest. Recharge. 

 

Ministry is a vocation and a job that asks me to learn something 

about everything and practice it all.  

Theology and budgets. Death and potlucks.  

Prayer and performance reviews. Love and loss.  

 

Rev. Sarah Juist writes,  
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“Going to seminary is a lot like going to culinary school: 

you learn the basic foundations, some cool party tricks,  

and by the end you can create a gourmet meal.  

Pastoring, however,  

is like waking up every day on a new episode of Chopped,  

where the ingredients are completely random,  

and you’re expected to do something  

with whatever you are handed  

while everyone watches and  

provides running commentary,  

and occasionally something explodes.”  

 

Sabbatical, the longform version of a Sabbath, is the ceasing of 

all that striving.   

I wish I could give all of you a sabbatical.  

As Whitman wrote,  

“You have done such good to me, I would do the same to you.” 

It isn’t fair that only a few careers still value  

the concept of sabbatical, when truly all people who work 

deserve time for renewal.  

 

Rev. Walter Brueggemann wrote a book titled  

Sabbath as Resistance, and he says:   

 

Sabbath is not simply the pause that refreshes. It is the 

pause that transforms… 



 7 

That divine rest on the seventh day of creation has made 

clear  

(a) that YHWH is not a workaholic,  

(b) that YHWH is not anxious about the full 

functioning of creation, and  

(c) that the well-being of creation does not depend on 

endless work. 

 

I love that reminder:  

God is not a workaholic,  

God is not anxious about not working,  

and the well-being of the world does not depend on anyone’s 

constant work—not even God’s,  

and therefore certainly not mine. Not yours, either. 

 

It reminds me of how much I am NOT God, because I am totally 

a workaholic, and I am totally anxious about not working, and I 

totally secretly worry that if I stop working, everything is going 

to fall apart.  

That’s why, for me, sabbatical is not only  

the enjoyable spiritual practice of rest,  

it is the rigorous spiritual discipline of humility… 

because you all really will be just fine without me for a few 

months. (As long as you want me back!)  
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And I have to laugh at how appalled Walter Brueggemann 

would have been at the little goal I set for myself for my first 

sabbatical, which I took in 2012, when I was the Associate 

Minister at First Parish in Lincoln.  

My goal on that sabbatical was simply: to create human life.  

Yeah no God complex at all, there. 

I spent that sabbatical in a haze of infertility treatments. I 

mastered a shelf of injectable pharmaceuticals and had my blood 

drawn every single morning. I cried a lot. I endured. I did not 

recharge. But we did get our Leona.  

 

No such goal for this sabbatical! 

My goals this time are: rest, contemplation, peace, prayer, art.  

I’ll wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.    

I’ll learn by going where I have to go. 

  

I came across these gems from Rev. Donna Schaper  

about how to approach sabbatical, and I think they can help us 

be intentional about every time of rest,  

from a weekend to a vacation.1  

She charges us with these Sabbath practices: 

 

                                                 
1 https://collegevilleinstitute.org/bearings/rules-for-radical-sabbatarians/ 

https://collegevilleinstitute.org/bearings/rules-for-radical-sabbatarians/
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1. Lose the guilt early. Rest is a gift from God. When you 

don’t rest, you more than risk idolatrous behavior. You get 

too tired to think, much less act. 

2. Find out if you really know how to do nothing. You may 

not…. 

3. Imagine yourself an escapee from the prison of the 

dominant narrative:  

“You are what you do.”  

“If you don’t do it, no one else will.”  

“Hard work is the route to justice.”  

 

Imagine another narrative:  

“I lift heavy things lightly.”  

“The Spirit thinks I am precious.”  

“I am here to enjoy Spirit.”  

“I am here to relax.” 

 

I love that. I want to offer to you these mantras as well, for your 

Saturdays or for your summer.  

Hold your hands out like this; “I lift heavy things lightly.” 

Hands over your heart: “The Spirit thinks I am precious.” 

Smile and look around: “I am here to enjoy Spirit.” 

Roll your neck, throw your shoulders back: “I am here to relax.” 

Yes! So as you carry these mantras lightly, Rev. Schaper has a 

few more words of advice. She says: 

 



 10 

4. Bask in the renewable energy of a large narrative.  

You are a creature. You are not in charge of the universe. 

You are enough. You are all right.  

You are the child of a kind parent.  

You don’t run on power supplied at a cost by a utility 

company.  

You are not an extractive resource, like oil.  

Like solar and wind, you are a renewing resource.  

There is energy enough for you – and it is free. 

 

All of us deserve to plug into that  

essential mystical renewable energy.  

Let us wake to sleep, and take our waking slow.    

We can learn by going where we have to go. 

 

As I read in the Harvard Business Review recently,  

“Resilience is about how you recharge,  

not about how you endure.”2 

 

And finally, Rev. Schaper advises: 

5. Don’t worry about whether you can maintain  

any of these habits when you are back at your job.  

Don’t think much about the end time.  

Treasure the now time.  

                                                 
2 https://hbr.org/2016/06/resilience-is-about-how-you-recharge-not-how-you-endure 

https://hbr.org/2016/06/resilience-is-about-how-you-recharge-not-how-you-endure
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Work is work; play is play. Sabbath is Sabbath.  

There are six other days in the week, also divine.3 

 

As a recovering perfectionist, I love this last bit because it gives 

me permission to enjoy sabbatical  

rather than seeing it as another self-improvement challenge  

to strive towards some imagined perfect self  

who manages to attain such lofty goals as  

true “work/life balance.” 

 

As David Whyte says… (come on, you didn’t think I’d get 

through this sermon without quoting David Whyte, did you?) 

 

Poets have never used the word balance, for good reason. 

First of all, it is too obvious and therefore untrustworthy;  

it is also a deadly boring concept and seems to speak as 

much to being stuck and immovable,  

as much as to harmony.  

There is also the sense of unbalancing  

that must take place in order to push a person  

into a new and larger set of circumstances. 

 

Sabbatical is a time out of balance, a sacred time, and I am 

grateful for it.   

                                                 
3 https://collegevilleinstitute.org/bearings/rules-for-radical-sabbatarians/ 
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So what am I going to do on sabbatical?  

I’ll wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.    

I’ll learn by going where I have to go. 

 

A colleague of mine gave me good advice for sabbatical at this 

stage of parenting. She told me to take three trips: one just for 

me, one for me and Ben, and one for the whole family.  

The first trip for me will be a walking retreat in Ireland with the 

poet David Whyte, June 15-22. I’ve quoted David Whyte in 

many, many, many sermons and his books of prose and poetry 

have been touchstones for me.  

I applied to this retreat, which has the theme of “Poetry, Myth, 

and Music” and was accepted along 35 other people, including a 

minister friend of mine, Rev. Margaret Weis who serves our 

congregation in Ithaca New York.  

The timing was almost eerily perfect, as I’d long-planned to 

begin my leave on June 15, and then here was this trip starting 

that same day, offering a time of transition, visioning, a liminal 

space to mark the end of one thing and the beginning of another. 

It’s something totally different from anything I’ve done before. 

I’m excited and I’m nervous and I bought hiking boots. 

 

God bless the Ground! I shall walk softly there,    

And learn by going where I have to go. 
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The trip for the family is in October, we are going to 

Disneyworld!  

And the trip for me and Ben is in late November, something to 

look forward to and mark the beginning of the end of sabbatical. 

We’ll go off somewhere sunny and gorgeous for a second 

honeymoon.  

Technically my early summer is a combination of vacation and 

study leave, and the actual sabbatical leave begins August 1st, 

but all in all it comes down to six months away. It is such a big 

gift of time that it doesn’t even seem real to me yet.  

I think it will start feeling real in August, when instead of 

coming back to work and preparing for the new church year, 

Rev. Tom Schade will be doing that for me, as our half-time 

sabbatical minister. 

I plan to do lots of reading, and to take art classes and long 

walks, and be a really engaged parent, and tackle all those house 

projects I always meant to get to, and work out every day, and 

read and read and read and hopefully, do some writing too. My 

minister friend Robin has sabbatical at the same time as me and 

has declared we are going to take guitar lessons together.  

 

I’ll wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.    

I’ll learn by going where I have to go. 

 

I hope my sabbatical is your sabbatical too, a sabbatical for the 

whole church. We have been so busy.  
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Raising money, raising the roof, increasing attendance and 

engagement, trying new things and getting to know lots of new 

people. It’s time to take a breath and a break.  

We live in challenging times.  

We want to be a resilient community.  

And resilience is about how you recharge,  

not about how you endure. 

  

As our community moves into our new building, I hope you see 

the time of unpacking and settling in as a purposefully 

unbalanced time of rest and recharging.  

Replace any sense of urgency or anxiety with a sense of 

gratitude and abundance as we learn what it means  

to live into our new space.  

 

The last few years at Follen have been a time of rigorous 

internal work and transformation.  

Next year is Follen’s sabbath year: a time to reap the harvest, 

celebrate, rest, recharge.  

A time to let the fields that have worked and produced so much, 

lie fallow.  

And after next year, re-energized, who knows what 

new ministries of outward-focused justice and love we might 

create.  

I don’t know.  

We’ll learn by going where we have to go. 
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I will miss you. You will be in my heart.  

Like Whitman on the open road ahead I will carry  

my old delicious burdens; 

I carry the people I love with me wherever I go…   

     Camerados! I give you my hand! 

 

Hand in hand we can say 

“I lift heavy things lightly.”  

“The Spirit thinks I am precious.”  

“I am here to enjoy Spirit.”  

“I am here to relax.” 

 

Let us wake to sleep, and take our waking slow.    

We learn by going where we have to go. 

 

May we bring the Spirit of Sabbath into our hearts, into our 

homes, into our world.  

Amen.  

 

Closing Hymn: 1064 Blue Boat Home (teal) 
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Benediction Response: 
Woah 

Ladies and gents, this is the moment you've waited for (woah) 

Been searching in the dark, your sweat soaking through the floor (woah) 

And buried in your bones there's an ache that you can't ignore 

Taking your breath, stealing your mind 

And all that was real is left behind 

Don't fight it, it's coming for you, running at ya 

It's only this moment, don't care what comes after 

Your fever dream, can't you see it getting closer 

Just surrender 'cause you feel the feeling taking over 

It's fire, it's freedom, it's flooding open 

It's a preacher in the pulpit and you'll find devotion 

There's something breaking at the brick of every wall, it's holding 

All that you know 

So tell me do you wanna go? 

Chorus:  

Where it's covered in all the colored lights 

Where the runaways are running the night 

Impossible comes true, it's taking over you 

Oh, this is the greatest show 

We light it up, we won't come down 

And the sun can't stop us now 

Watching it come true, it's taking over you 

Oh, this is the greatest show 

colossal we come these renegades in the ring 

(Woah) where the lost get found in the crown of the circus king 

Don't fight it, it's coming for you, running at ya 

It's only this moment, don't care what comes after 

It's blinding, outshining anything that you know 

Just surrender 'cause you're calling and you wanna go 

Chorus 

It's everything you ever want 

It's everything you ever need 

And it's here right in front of you 

This is where you wanna be (this is where you wanna be) 

Chorus 

'Cause everything you want is right in front of you 

And you see the impossible is coming true 

And the walls can't stop us (now) now, yeah 

This is the greatest show (oh!) 

 

 


