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Sabbath, Work, and
the Quest for Meaning

Thomas K. Johnson

“There is but one truly serious philo-
sophical problem, and that is suicide.
Judging whether life is or is not worth
living amounts to answering the fun-
damental question of philosophy. ... I
therefore conclude that the meaning
of life is the most urgent of questions.”
Albert Camus (1913—1960) in “The
Myth of Sisyphus.™

“Six days you shall labor and do all
your work, but the seventh day is a Sab-
bath to the Lord your God.” The Fourth
Commandment in the Decalogue, Exo-
dus 20:9-10.

When Camus penned these probing
words about the meaning of life, he was
speaking on behalf of many people in
our time. That is probably why he won
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1957.
His words interpret the experience of
many: “Rising, streetcar, four hours
in the office or factory, meal, streetcar,
four hours of work, meal, sleep, and
Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thurs-
day, Friday, Saturday — according to the
same rthythm—this path is easily fol-
lowed most of the time. But one day the
‘why’ arises.”

For Camus, who was an atheist when
he wrote these words, both the prob-
lem of meaning in life and the solu-
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tion arose out of “absurdity,” the unex-
plainable contrast between our daily
free choices and desire for significance
and a world that seems to be an end-
less, impersonal, uncaring chain of
causes and effects that has no interest
in our human struggles. According to
Camus, there can be no fixed or given
meaning to life if God does not exist.
His solution, in the words of a charac-
ter from one of his novels, is to try to
become “a saint without God,” that is,
to live humanely, as a protest against
blind, impersonal nature.? In this way,
one can create meaning. Camus’ hero
is Sisyphus from classical mythology,
who was condemned to spend his life
pushing a rock up a large hill, only to
let it roll down again. But rather than
being miserable, Camus thought Sisy-
phus could be happy, and if I under-
stand Camus correctly, Sisyphus could
be happy precisely at the point when he
glanced back at the stone rolling down
the hill.

In response to Camus and our other
neighbors who have many similar ques-
tions, it is proper for us to turn to the
biblical book of Ecclesiastes and say that
though it sometimes seems that “all is
meaningless” (Eccl. 1:2), yet meaning is
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found in relation to God (Eccl. 12:13).
It is also good for us to respond to our
neighbor’s questions about meaning
with the powerful words of the Wesz-
minster Catechism (Q. 1.), “Man’s chief
and highest end is to glorify God, and
fully to enjoy him forever.” In addition,
we should use the Fourth Command-
ment in the Decalogue to address the
question of meaning and purpose in
life, “Six days you shall labor, and do
all your work, but the seventh day is
a Sabbath to the Lord your God (Ex
20:9-10). On a weekly level we can and
should experience meaning in the tran-
sition back and forth between worship
and the work of the other six days.

The Sabbath commandment is God’s
call for us to recognize very practically
that he has the right to structure our
time — six ordinary days and one holy
day. The Sabbath commandment is also
God’s call to recognize that he is the
one who establishes the meaning of our
time. Like Camus, many of our neigh-
bors think they have to decide or cre-
ate the meaning of life. In the Sabbath
commandment God tells us both the
meaning of our lives and how we expe-
rience that meaning. But Camus may
have an extremely helpful observation,
that meaning or happiness may come
in “looking back.” This is what I would
call the transition between Sabbath and
ordinary days.

When God created Adam and Eve he
said, “Be fruitful and increase in num-
ber; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule
over the fish of the sea and the birds of

the air and over every living creature

that moves on the ground.” (Genesis 1:
28) Christians have often called this
verse the “cultural mandate,” though
we could also call it the “developmen-
tal mandate.” God’s purpose was that
Adam, Eve, and their children would
become sub-creators working God’s
good creation. They were to develop
families, farms, and communities, and
all the learning and organization needed
to make families, farms, and communi-
ties possible. All of this social, cultural,
and economic development would have
the glory of God as its center and focus.
Worshipping and glorifying God was
supposed to be the meaning and pur-
pose of all that people do, in work and
family, in society and culture.

The fall into sin distorted and dis-
rupted everything. Instead of wanting
to honor God, our first parents wanted
to become like God (Genesis 3:5), which
may mean to get rid of God or replace
God. This new motivation then spread
to all that people do in work, family,
and culture. This new, sinful motiva-
tion came to prominent expression at
the Tower of Babel (Genesis 11), which
was an attempt to build a whole new
culture and society, including all its
families, farms, businesses, education,
and organizations, without God. All
these elements of culture and society
were to find meaning and motivation
in worshipping humanity in place of
God. This sounds surprisingly like late
modernity.

When God rescued his people from
slavery in Egypt, he once again called
them to work in his good creation as his
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sub-creators. “Six days you shall labor.”
However, unlike Babel, all the work
of developing families, businesses, and
communities was intended to lead to the
Sabbath — the public worship of God.
The six (not five or seven) ordinary days
were to be a constant reminder that God
created us and our world. After six days
of diligence, the week was supposed to
culminate and reach its climax in the
Sabbath, by worshipping God in public
community. The Sabbath was intended
to give meaning and direction to the
work of the six days. Honoring the
Creator was intended to be the motiva-
tional center of all the effort, planning,
and creativity needed to develop farms,
families, businesses, and communities.
In the Old Testament, the meaning of
life is found in the transition between
work and worship, between holy day
and ordinary days. Diligent work makes
a proper Sabbath possible, and Sabbath
worship gives meaning and direction
to the activity of the week’s work. The
Old Testament would teach us that we
should work, in the family, business, or
community, with a view to worshipping
God, and we should worship God with
a view toward working for God. Work
leads up to worship, and worship gives
purpose to work. In this way our lives
will be filled with the proper meaning,
doing all for the glory of God.

With the coming of the New Testa-
ment, the meaning of the Sabbath has
been further enriched. God chose to
raise his Son from the grave on Sunday
— the first day of the week; therefore
Luke seems to speak for the whole first
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generation of Christians when he said,
“On the first day of the week we came
together to break bread.” (Aczs 20:7) The
Sabbath had been transformed into the
“Lord’s Day.” In this transformation,
our Lord took along the central mean-
ing of the Old Testament Sabbath and
added to it a celebration of his resurrec-
tion. For us, each Sunday is not only a
Sabbath, but also a miniature Easter.
Each week we are to celebrate not only
the goodness of creation; we are also to
rejoice in the resurrection and redemp-
tion. This enriched meaning of the Sab-
bath also enriches the meaning of the
ordinary days of the week. The work
of the normal six days finds its basis in
both creation and redemption.?

The story of the Bible begins in the
Garden of Eden (Genesis 2 and 3) and
ends in the Holy City (Revelation 21 and
22). This makes it look as though the
cultural or developmental mandate that
God gave to Adam and Eve will remain
in force into eternity. Our eternal hope
is probably not to sit on a cloud and play
a harp; in eternity we should expect to
finally fulfill God’s purposes in creat-
ing humans — that of being an entire
society doing everything in every sec-
tor and dimension of life for the glory
of God. When we fully receive all the
benefits of Christ’s resurrection in eter-
nity, benefits that will transform our
bodies, souls, and society, we will be
able to engage in all the activities of the
Holy City as fully restored people, fully
human in every way God intends.

Every Lord’s Day is a celebration of
Jesus’ resurrection; therefore, it is also a



Thomas K. Johnson

celebration of the coming Holy City that
he will bring by the power of his resur-
rection. As the meaning of the Sabbath
is enriched by the New Testament, so
also is the meaning of the other days of
the week enriched. We believers should
see ourselves as the citizens of the com-
ing City of God. Every Lord’s Day is
God’s reminder and promise of who we
will be in eternity. This promise, which
stands at the beginning of the week,
should shape the meaning of the rest
of the week. Unlike Sisyphus, we are
not doomed for eternity to roll a stone
up a hill, only to let it roll down again.
Whether in the home or in business,
in school or in the community, we are
citizens of the City of God, practicing
and preparing for the real life to come.
Part of the meaning of our lives today
is to point forward to the coming eter-
nal city, and we do this by the way we
participate in the full range of normal
activities on Monday through Saturday.
So far as we can, we should think, talk,
and act like citizens of the coming Holy
City of God.

Camus used the ancient myth of Sisy-
phus to question the meaning of six days
of ceaseless toil every week. Strangely,
in that essay and in the retelling of the
myth, Camus explicitly mentions every
day of the week except Sunday. As an
atheist, he could not understand Sun-
day nor see that Sunday is the clue to
the meaning of the other six days. And
yet, Camus noticed that meaning is
found at the point of “looking back,”
the transition from one phase of life
to another. The Fourth Command-

ment suggests that the right transition
to provide the experience of meaning is
the continuous transition between work
and worship. This Sabbath lets us not
only worship God in gratitude for the
goodness of creation; it also reminds us
that the purpose of the ordinary days of
the week is to glorify him at home and
work, in school and society. This Lord’s
Day let us not only celebrate Christ’s
resurrection and the resurrection he has
promised to us; it also gives us pause to
consider how to live and talk differently
because we are citizens of the coming
City of God. The transition between
Sabbath and work is the answer to the
meaning of life — one of the great prob-
lems of our time. The combination of
hope, gratitude, joy, and purpose can
drive every thought of meaninglessness
and suicide from our minds.
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Anmerkungen

"This essay by Camus can be found in many
good anthologies of texts in philosophy.

2The character is Tarrou from Camus’ novel 7he
Plague (New York: Modern Library, 1948), 229.

>The way some cultures and nations have made
Sunday the last day of the week reflects a loss of
the sense of newness which Christians celebrate

Uber den Autor

by making the day of resurrection our primary
day of worship. The way in which entertainment
has become the primary weekend activity shows
that entertainment can easily become a worship
substitute as part of the unavoidable quest for
meaning.
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