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Abstract 

James K. A. Smith’s Cultural Liturgies project, since gaining public attention following 

publication of Desiring the Kingdom in 2009, has rekindled awareness of the significance of 

liturgy—formative, habitual practices—in shaping desires. This paper extends Smith’s 

thinking in two areas that receive negligible attention in his work: the workplace as a context 

in which liturgical practices occur, and Sabbath keeping as a genuine form of Christian 

counter-liturgy. 

The paper argues that extension of Smith’s broad definition of liturgy might 

reasonably incorporate consideration of Sabbath keeping as a Christian liturgical practice 

with formative potential to respond to the secular, cultural liturgies of high-pressured, 

twenty-first century working life. The argument demonstrates that neglect of Sabbath keeping 

as a liturgical practice is unjustifiable, by both Smith’s own criteria for liturgy and in light of 

salient biblical passages. To the contrary, Sabbath keeping is presented as having liberating 

potential. It can reshape anthropology by repositioning us as created and redeemed beings, 

challenge expectations of 24/7 availability, boost the formative efficacy of other Christian 

liturgies, and speak powerfully and prophetically in the context of workplaces in which time 

management is a ubiquitous and perennially unresolved issue. 
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Introduction 

James K. A. Smith’s Cultural Liturgies project has garnered widespread interest since 

publication of Desiring the Kingdom, the first in his Cultural Liturgies trilogy, in 2009. In 

particular, his work on anthropology and liturgy has rekindled awareness of the significance 

of liturgy in shaping desires. Smith argues that liturgies—practices that shape desires—are 

more widespread in society than is generally acknowledged, and that Christians need to be 

intentionally practicing counter-liturgies in order to have desires rightly ordered. This paper 

extends Smith’s thinking in two areas that receive negligible attention in his work: workplace 

practices as liturgy and Sabbath keeping as counter-liturgy. 

Although Smith’s consideration of liturgy does not address the workplace 

specifically, his generally inclusive definition of liturgy as deliberate cultural practice does 

allow room for recognition that routines in the workplace function as liturgical practices. 

Workplace practices are often intentional, repeated and teleological. Recognition of such 

practices as liturgies in turn invites consideration of an important question: What kind of 

Christian liturgies might counter the formative weight of workplace practices?  

This paper argues that extension of Smith’s broad definition of liturgy might 

reasonably incorporate consideration of Sabbath keeping as a Christian liturgical practice 

with formative potential to respond to the secular, cultural liturgies of high-pressured, 

twenty-first century working life. Despite his generally inclusive definition of liturgy, Smith 

marginalizes Sabbath keeping as a Christian liturgical practice. The foundation for the 
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argument for its inclusion is a demonstration that, measured by Smith’s own definition, his 

failure to recognize Sabbath observance as a liturgical practice is not warranted. The 

argument begins with an outline of Smith’s view of humanity as worshipping beings.  

Smith’s Anthropology 

Smith lays the groundwork for his cultural liturgies project by critiquing prevailing western 

anthropologies as reductionist. His first assertion is that the dominant way of perceiving the 

human person in modern thought as a “thinking thing”—homo rationale—is inadequate, 

because it invariably leads to functional disembodiment and denial of the material reality of 

being human. He argues that the “stunted, rationalist picture of the human person” such 

anthropologies invariably present has distorted our understanding of what it means to be a 

Christian. He then sets out to present in contrast “a retooling of our understanding of the 

human person in order to push us … to consider the central, formative role of worship.”  

What anthropology does Smith offer instead of the narrow, static models of the 

rationalist “thinking thing” or even the faith-based but quasi-rationalist “believing thing”? 

Smith’s argument about widespread liturgies rests on the notion of humans as primarily not 

thinking beings, but worshipping beings—homo liturgicus. He moves on from his critique of 

reductionist anthropologies to unpack his preferred understanding of humans as “the kind of 

animals we are, first and foremost: loving, desiring, affective, liturgical animals who, for the 

most part, don’t inhabit the world as thinkers or cognitive machines.” In asserting that 

humans are loving, liturgical animals, Smith stands on the shoulders of at least one giant: 

Augustine and the famous opening of his Confessions that we are made for God, and our 

hearts are restless until they find their rest in him.  

Smith presents three key elements of the core human identity as lovers rather than 

thinkers or believers. Simply put, human beings—desiring, loving, worshipping beings— are 

characterized as beings who direct their love, who direct that love at an object of desire, and 



who develop their capacity to do so through habitual behavior shaped by communal, 

formative practices that Smith identifies as liturgies. The relationship between the three he 

depicts in diagrammatic form. 

The first element Smith introduces is the idea that we are inherently beings who 

intentionally interact with the world. In this he claims an affinity with Augustine. “Augustine 

would argue that the most fundamental way we intend the world is love.” Love is 

externalized; it must be directed toward an object, that which is desired. The question, argues 

Smith, is not whether we love, but what we love. He develops this idea in language 

unmistakably echoing Jesus’s warning that where a person’s treasure is, there also will be 

found that person’s heart (Matt 6:21). Smith is not interested in trivial desires, but in  

[EXT]ultimate loves—that to which we are fundamentally oriented, what ultimately 

governs our vision of the good life, what shapes and molds our being-in-the-world—in other 

words, what we desire above all else, the ultimate desire that shapes and positions and makes 

sense of our penultimate desires and actions. This sort of ultimate love could also be 

described as that to which we ultimately pledge allegiance; or, to evoke language that is both 

religious and ancient, our ultimate love is what we worship.[/EXT] 

The second critical element of Smith’s anthropology is the existence of a target for 

love. The necessary corollary to a life that is directed is that there must be an intended goal, a 

telos to which love is directed. “Because love is intentional and teleological, our love is 

always aimed at some particular vision of the good life that has been pictured for us.” 

Undirected love is inconceivable. Since the stakes are so high when dealing with ultimate 

loves, selecting and sustaining focus on the right goal is critical.  

The third element of Smith’s discussion, that of how love is shaped, flows naturally 

from the assertion that love is directed at an object of desire: How is desire formed, focused 

and maintained? Smith’s answer—habits—is unoriginal. Here he stands on the shoulders of a 



line of giants stretching from Aristotle through Aquinas to Macintyre and Hauerwas. Habits, 

he argues, “constitute the fulcrum of our desire; they are the hinge that turns our heart, our 

love, such that it is predisposed to be aimed in certain directions.” Humans are part of a story 

in which they are shaped through habits that are instilled by bodily practices. Such practices 

direct the desires of a person toward particular goals. 

 

Smith’s Liturgy—Essence and Impact 

Having depicted humans as loving, worshipping beings, Smith moves on to discuss the nature 

of liturgy, with a focus on essence and impact. He categorizes as liturgy only practices that 

are both communal and teleological, and that serve to teach us to be a certain kind of person 

by shaping our most fundamental desires.  

Liturgies, he argues, are a subset of habits that direct our loves. For a practice to 

qualify as liturgical for Smith, it must fulfil five essential criteria—it is intentional, telos-

oriented, formative, communal, and embodied. He distinguishes liturgy from practices, and 

from rituals more broadly. Some rituals are merely routines, repeated actions that fall outside 

Smith’s meaning of liturgy because they are not directed toward an end. An example would 

be always putting the left sock on before the right. “Practices” are a step closer to liturgy—

“we might suggest that practices are a species of the genus ritual”—and “liturgies, then, are a 

certain species of practice.” Liturgies are “rituals of ultimate concern: rituals that are 

formative for identity, that inculcate particular visions of the good life, and do so in a way 

that is meant to trump other ritual formation.”  

His view of how habits become ingrained in our dispositions revolves around our 

nature as embodied lovers who respond to the world both viscerally (with bodily responses 

driven by an instinctive, emotional reaction to stimuli) and corporeally (with patterns of 

behaviour intentionally conducted on the basis of considered responses to stimuli). Love must 

be given direction. Although we are by nature creatures who love, or desire—at a more 



inherent level than we are creatures who think or believe—and who worship that which we 

ultimately love, we are not by nature creatures who rightly discern that which we ought to 

love. Love must be trained in order to be rightly directed. Good liturgical practices direct 

desire rightly; bad liturgical practices misdirect desire. 

Love is directed through the material reality of our bodies: “habits are inscribed in our 

heart through daily bodily practices and rituals that train the heart, as it were, to desire certain 

ends.” Building on his notion that love must be directed through embodied practice, Smith 

identifies two essential features of practices that prove effective in instilling desire-shaping, 

life-transforming habits. 

[EXT]First, practices are communal or social. There are no “private” practices; rather, 

practices are social products that come to have an institutional base and expression. Practices 

don’t float in society; rather, they find expression and articulation in concrete sites and 

institutions—which is also how and why they actually shape embodied persons. There are no 

practices without institutions. Second, a telos is always embedded in these practices and 

institutions. [/EXT] 

Smith’s objective is to raise the stakes of Christian worship. “The goal is to get us to 

appreciate what’s at stake … nothing less than the formation of radical disciples who desire 

the kingdom of God.” Worship, in other words, is a teleological activity directed at faith 

formation. Liturgical practices are critical because they are the heart of worship. 

But the “core claim” of Desiring the Kingdom is about more than simply the 

communal and teleological essence of liturgies. Liturgies work; they have impact. 

[EXT]Liturgies—whether “sacred” or “secular”—shape and constitute our identities 

by forming our most fundamental desires and our most basic attunements to the world. In 

short, liturgies make us certain kinds of people, and what defines us is what we love . . . every 



liturgy constitutes a pedagogy that teaches us, in all sorts of precognitive ways, to be a certain 

kind of person. [/EXT] 

The underlying premise of Desiring the Kingdom is that liturgies are not a peculiarly 

Christian thing, nor indeed even something associated only with organized, recognized 

religion. Smith highlights several contexts in which secular liturgies are seen, paying most 

attention to the shopping mall. In a mall the same patterns of behavior are practiced 

repeatedly, on weekly visit after weekly visit. Each visit and repetition of an increasingly 

comfortable routine (park the car in the same area, use the same entrance, go to the same 

individual shops, purchase the same brand from the same aisle, stop at the same café for 

coffee, etc.) further entrenches the desire to come back and do it all over again.  

The response is visceral—the mind is not necessarily engaged in conversation about 

the decisions that are made as a result of oft repeated habit. Engagement in discussion about 

the shopping mall as a place of worship or character formation is almost certainly non-

existent. Yet despite the lack of intellectual engagement and articulation of what is happening 

as worship, the embodied habits practiced at the mall do inform the characteristics of people 

who attend regularly. All such formative practices, Smith argues, are liturgies. Recognition 

by the participant that the activity is teleological is not required for the activity to have 

desire-shaping impact. Even if the intentionality of the action is known only to the organising 

community, or institution, that does not prevent the liturgy being effective in transforming the 

desires of a participant. 

 

Workplace Liturgies 

Although Smith does not himself dwell on the workplace as a locus of cultural liturgy, 

applying his thinking in this area is appropriate. Most individuals spend more time in the 

workplace than the mall. If a mall can work formative influence through perhaps just a 

weekly visit of an hour or two, how much more so the workplace through five visits a week 



of six, eight or ten hours each. Workplaces, particularly those of the twenty-first century 

developed economy, are unquestionably venues of habitual practice of all sorts, some daily: 

commute the same route each day at the same time, sit at the same desk, login to see the same 

image on the same homepage with the same password, explain the same concept to multiple 

clients using the same predetermined corporate wording, meet with the same team members 

in the same boardroom, eat lunch in the same location, watch the same clock till knock-off 

time, and so on; potentially two hundred and fifty times each year. The formative nature of 

such routines is unquestionable, even though the formation might appear to be incidental 

rather than intentional. 

Nevertheless, the fact is that formative practices in the workplace are not merely 

incidental. That is not to say that they are always explained, and of Smith’s five essential 

criteria for a practice to be considered liturgy—that it is intentional, telos-oriented, formative, 

communal, and embodied—not all apply to every practice. Workplace habits sometimes 

appear to be acts done to employees, and sometimes done with workers’ compliance. 

Moreover, in some cases the teleological and formative elements might be most easily 

perceived by an observing academic, rather then articulated by a participant in a practice 

orchestrated by an employer or organisation. 

But the liturgy-like aspects of workplaces are well documented. Workplace analysts 

Trinca and Fox argue in their provocatively titled Better than Sex that in twenty-first century 

Australian society, a whole generation has become “hooked on work” in ways that foster 

meaning-creating ritual. They trace the search for “daily meaning as well as daily bread” in 

work back to the 1970s, but assert that it was in the 1990s that “work was repositioned as a 

place where the individual went for meaning.” The milieu of fear that arose particularly in the 

white collar sector during the downsizing of the 1980s led to deliberate corporate efforts at 

“creating a belief system.”  



In short, employers set out with intent to shape their employees. They do so by 

establishing intentional, communal, teleological routines meant to direct desires toward the 

good life—as defined by the employer—through repeated, embodied practice. The workplace 

does more than simply provide a way for workers to access the good life as they understand 

it. The white collar, brainpower workplace in particular is a space, like educational 

institutions and arguably the shopping mall, where the institution itself seeks to shape the 

notion of the good life. The routines need not be daily. One-off induction programs, weekly 

briefings, Friday afternoon or end-of-project drinks, corporate service days, birthday cake 

rituals, the office Christmas party, the annual review and celebration of successes, regular 

reminders of employee perks—and even regularly scheduled research seminars—are all 

examples of orchestrated, formative liturgies designed to strengthen the loyalty and shape the 

behavior of participants. 

 

Smith on Christian Liturgy 

Smith positions Christian liturgy as an exercise in counter-formation. Worship is polemic, not 

simply neutral. “The emphasis on counter-formation in worship is a fire-meet-fire response to 

the deformation of our loves that manifests itself as conformity to ‘the world’.” The 

battlefield language leads to the expectation that Smith will come out with all guns blazing 

aimed at the source of violence done to visions of the good life—the deforming, secular 

liturgies of institutions such as the mall, the school and the workplace. Surprisingly, he does 

not. 

Given Smith’s understanding of the all-pervasive nature of liturgical behavior in 

society, it would be reasonable to expect his definition of Christian liturgy to be equally 

expansive. However, his interest is particularly narrow. The Christian social imaginary is 

embedded, he argues, in Christian worship. He spends sixty pages—over one quarter of 

Desiring the Kingdom—describing the scope and sequence of worship services, what might 



be called “the liturgical hour.” Although he includes a section on “Practices Beyond Sunday” 

and rejects as a caricature of his thesis “the supposed adequacy of ‘Sunday only’ 

participation” in Christian worship, his articulation of Christian liturgy marginalizes practices 

outside the formal worship service. It is at this point that room for expansion of his thinking 

begins to become clear. There are multiple questions that arise from his focus, albeit not 

exclusively, on such a narrow part of the communal interactions of God’s people. 

The most intractable problem is the ineffectiveness of Christian liturgy in countering 

prevailing cultural liturgies. This fatal flaw in Smith’s thesis has been identified by critics of 

his work. Smith himself posits the question: “Why doesn’t Christian worship seem to create 

the ‘peculiar people’ we sometimes claim?” The question might be put even more starkly: If 

one of the five essential components of liturgy is that it is formative, but Christian worship is 

in fact not formative in the way anticipated, then is it even liturgy as defined by Smith? Smith 

rejects the suggestion that the ineffectiveness of Christian liturgical efforts to shape desires 

places in jeopardy his theory of the power of liturgy. Indeed, in the face of overwhelming 

evidence, it is difficult to argue with his assertion that his “liturgical anthropology” does in 

fact make sense of “our cultural assimilation to the disordered loves of consumerism, 

militarism, nationalism and other performative idolatries.” Yet the enigma of the 

ineffectiveness of Christian liturgy remains. 

Why, then, the “ecclesial failure,” the inability of Christian liturgies to assimilate us 

to rightly ordered loves? Smith begins by offering two insights. Firstly, he differentiates 

between “proper habituation” in Christian liturgical practices and merely selective 

participation in those practices. Dissonance between engagement in Christian liturgy and 

engagement in Christian life, he says, is because: “more than likely we see someone who 

participates in only some of the practices of the body of Christ.” 



Secondly, he argues that catechesis—teaching why certain practices are undertaken—

is indispensable. Yet neither proper habituation nor attendant explanation seems critical to the 

success of secular cultural liturgies. Ikea does not explain to its customers why they are 

encouraged along a circuitous route through the store, nor shed tears if a customer accepts 

only some of their offerings, perhaps happily following the arrows on the floor, but not 

pushing a trolley as they do so, nor visiting the Ikea café. But Ikea items continue to appeal to 

customers, who keep coming, and keep submitting to the Ikea formative experience. 

Smith’s next port of call is what he calls “liturgical capture.” Borrowing the concept 

of “regulatory capture”—the phenomenon of a government agency charged with regulating 

an industry actually becoming beholden to that industry—he suggests “a situation of 

‘liturgical capture,’ in which the liturgies of the church are captured and dominated by the 

disordered rival liturgies they are meant to counter.” The problem is not, he argues, with the 

narrowness of his definition of Christian worship, but with the fact that Christian worship has 

been co-opted for some purpose more aligned with the priorities of alternative cultures such 

as the nation, the market, or the family. Smith points particularly to conflation of Christianity 

with national or ethnic identity, such as Irish Catholics or Scottish Presbyterians. His analysis 

at this point appears to stretch beyond his own narrowly confined definition of worship and 

thus to allow for wider application. Congregations at formal worship services can be 

functionally atheist social gatherings, denominational annual gatherings can appear to be 

political manoeuvrings, the family unit can be elevated to a sacrosanct position beyond 

criticism and above the body of believers, and so on. The suggestion that this kind of 

mundane conforming to the world renders Christian liturgy impotent comes as no surprise to 

any reader of Romans 12:1–2. 

In addition to his rebuttal of the idea that inefficacy in formation demands re-

evaluation of his project, Smith even seems, paradoxically, to soften to some extent emphasis 



on an element critical to his whole project; namely, the formative efficacy itself of liturgies. 

He cautions, firstly and not unreasonably, against eschatologically undisciplined expectations 

of perfect faith formation in this life, appealing to Paul’s use of language that suggests not 

complete formation but rather formative progress. He also argues, despite his persistent focus 

on the formative nature of liturgy, against having an instrumental view of liturgy that places 

too much weight on faith formation. He then goes on to redefine liturgy’s purpose: “While 

we believe that [Christian liturgy] engenders formation, it is a normative good apart from its 

effectiveness precisely because it is the way we meet God. … It is the lived performance of 

the catholic faith that draws us into the story of God in Christ reconciling the world to 

himself.” The instrumental purpose of worship, he would seem to be saying, is not primarily 

to form us, but to draw us into the story of God. But the suggestion that liturgy’s primary 

purpose is invitational rather than formative merely redirects the question of efficacy. To 

what end are we to be invited into a story by worship, if not to be participants in the story, 

formed by its author? The question remains, but with the criteria for assessing efficacy 

restated.  

Moreover, at this point there appears to be a desire to both have and eat the 

teleological cake. The claim that liturgical acts draw us into a story calls for substantiation as 

much as does the claim that those acts form faith. One might reasonably expect that liturgical 

practices that effectively draw us into the story of God would also rightly order our desires to 

align our lives with the author in order to play a role in that story, but Smith has already 

conceded that liturgy does not necessarily function in this way.  

So despite Smith’s offerings, the question remains of why it is that Christian liturgies 

are outgunned by secular alternatives, rather than the other way round. Smith concedes a 

quantity challenge: “the rhythms and practices of Christian worship take place, in most cases, 

in about an hour and a half, one day a week … not much time to enact counter-measures to 



the secular liturgies in which we are immersed the rest of the week.” His concessive 

inclusion, discussed below, of practices beyond the formal liturgical hour affords 

opportunity, within his framework, for consideration of Sabbath and its potentially desire-

shaping power as a liturgical practice—intentional, telos-oriented, formative, communal, and 

embodied. 

 

Smith and Sabbath 

In Desiring the Kingdom Smith depicts Christian worship as a cathedral in order to 

distinguish liturgical practices from other kinds of regular activity and to highlight the 

centrality of those practices he considers liturgical.  

[EXT] “At the heart of the cathedral, at the intersection of the cross, is the altar: this is 

the focal point of Christian worship that culminates in the celebration of the Eucharist. 

However, the cathedral is also home to all sorts of nooks and crannies that are devoted to 

other kinds of regular activity. … There will be still other corners and spaces in the cathedral 

that host all sorts of activities. … This provides a visual metaphor for thinking about the 

relationship between the liturgical practices of gathered worship and other Christian 

practices outside of that.” [/EXT] 

For Smith, to the extent that practices in the “other-than-liturgy” category have any 

formative power, it is only derivative. 

[EXT] “The range of Christian practices ‘beyond Sunday’ are best understood as 

extensions of the liturgical practices of gathered worship; they are important and formative 

because (and insofar as) they draw on the formative power of specifically liturgical practices. 

Or, to put it conversely, the formative force of such extra-Sunday practices is diminished if 

they are unhooked from the liturgical practices of the ecclesial community.” [/EXT] 

Smith locates Sabbath keeping in this “other” or “beyond Sunday” or “extraliturgical” 

category. Given this contingent, second tier status to which he consigns Sabbath, it is 



understandably of marginal interest to his thesis about liturgical practices. He refers to it in 

Desiring the Kingdom only four times. Two references are made in passing, with a third 

being in a footnote. In the one remaining, more significant mention, though, Smith 

acknowledges the formative efficacy of Sabbath keeping, thus offering a glimmer of 

possibility for Sabbath keeping to be considered as a legitimate liturgical practice within his 

five-point definition of liturgies. 

[EXT] “Christians engage in all kinds of formative practices and spiritual disciplines 

beyond the specifically liturgical practices of gathered worship. … When Christians engage 

in the practices of hospitality and Sabbath keeping, singing and forgiveness, simplicity and 

fasting, they are engaging in a way of life that is formative and constitutive of Christian 

discipleship. These ‘practices beyond Sunday’ are further opportunities to rehearse a way of 

life, to practice (for) the kingdom.” [E/XT] 

The case for consideration of Sabbath keeping as a properly liturgical practice is 

justified not simply because it seems to fit Smith’s conceptual framework, but, more 

importantly, on biblical grounds. The biblical depiction of Sabbath practice has all the 

hallmarks of a Smithean liturgy. Contrary to Smith’s marginalisation of Sabbath keeping as 

adjunct to liturgical practice, in the context of the Old Testament, the Sabbath is intended as 

an identity-forming, identity-revealing practice with multiple explicit telos, and entails a 

pedagogical purpose intended to shape and re-shape desires. In other words, it fits Smith’s 

criteria for inclusion as a liturgical practice in both essence and intended impact. 

The intention that Sabbath keeping function as a formative practice, that it “make us 

certain kinds of people,” is apparent from its description as a covenant or sign that marks the 

people of God (Ex 31:12–17). The counter-formative potential of Sabbath observance is 

underlined by its juxtaposition against apostasy. The Sabbath injunctions of Exodus 31:12–17 

and 35:1–3 bookend the idol worship and consequences of Exodus 32—34. The narrative 



structure suggests that the counter-blow to the distorting burden of desire for forward 

movement in the desert might have been the communal Sabbath practice introduced in 

Exodus 16. The critical importance of Sabbath as something more than just a day of rest is 

clear from the severity of punishment for breaches: death at the hands of the whole 

community (Ex 31:15; 35:2), affirmed with crystal clarity as appropriate even for breaches 

seemingly far less problematic than wholesale idolatry (Nm 15:32–36). So important is 

Sabbath that it is to take priority even over matters of life and death for an agrarian people: 

“Six days you shall labor, but on the seventh day you shall rest; even during the plowing 

season and harvest you must rest” (Ex 34:21). 

The liturgical nature of Sabbath practice is as clear as is the intention that it be 

formative. Smith’s narrow focus on the worship service cannot obscure the liturgical intent of 

Sabbath commandment and practice. Sabbath is to be a day-long, God-oriented activity, “to 

the Lord” (Ex 16:23, 25). A Sabbath practice draws attention to the works of God, who both 

created (Ex 20:11) and redeemed his people from slavery (Dt 5:15). It will draw people to the 

place of worship (Jer 17:19–27). Knowledge of God will ensue (Ez 20:12–20). The Sabbath 

operates as a mnemonic device, reminding the people that God is holy, and is in the business 

of making his people holy (Ex 31:12–17; Ez 20:12). 

The formative and liturgical nature of Sabbath is clear from a number of Old 

Testament descriptive and prescriptive passage. Smith’s focus on the formative role of 

cultural liturgies and the need for counter-formation through Christian practices provides 

encouragement to consider Sabbath keeping as a counter-formative practice, despite the 

minimal consideration he gives it. The biblical evidence suggests that it was clearly intended 

to, and has the potential to, play a role in directing love in the sense in which Smith argues 

that formal liturgical services do. 

 

Sabbath Keeping as a Liturgical Response to Workplace Liturgies 



We have argued that a biblical perspective suggests that Sabbath keeping warrants 

consideration as a properly liturgical, formative practice in line with Smith’s broadly defined 

understanding of liturgy. Nothing in his definition of liturgy warrants the marginalisation of 

Sabbath keeping to an “extra-liturgical” category. The remainder of this paper will therefore 

consider the question of the potential that Sabbath keeping might have to counter the 

powerful, formative forces of contemporary dominant culture seen in the workplace. 

It is perhaps in the context of working life that Sabbath keeping most directly offers a 

counter-liturgy to the prevailing culture. It is beyond the scope of this paper to give detailed 

treatment of the semantic range of “work,” or to discuss at length the range of contexts in 

which work takes place. But habitual practices with formative potential occur in all situations 

in which human endeavor is undertaken, whether that be in traditional workplaces or the 

more fluid settings associated with digital connectedness, working from home and the gig 

economy, and whether the worker is financially recompensed or not. How might Sabbath 

function as a counter-formative liturgical practice in response to liturgies in the workplace, 

adding value to Smith’s project of calling believers to take Christian liturgy seriously as a 

weapon in the counter-attack against secular liturgies? 

First, Sabbath observance reshapes our anthropology. A full day of rest dedicated to a 

deliberately God-honoring avoidance of achieving, acquiring or providing for ourselves 

reminds believers of the great works of God in creation and redemption, the reasons given in 

Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5 respectively for the Sabbath commandment. In other words, it 

repositions us as created and redeemed beings. That has potential to liberate us from the need 

to identify primarily as workers in a workplace, the need to create our identity or reputation 

through the work we do, and the need to save or justify ourselves by our work outcomes. It 

cuts against distorted liturgies of work that seek to “make us certain kinds of people,” people 



whose love is directed not toward God but toward the employer, the end of financial year 

bonus-bearing target, or the longer-term organisational strategic plan. 

Second, the notion of a 24-hour Sabbath observance is unique amongst Christian 

liturgies in that it places a demand on time, rather than activity. It is not so much about doing, 

as not doing. It invites participants into a temporal sanctuary. To the extent that it causes a re-

evaluation of time use, Sabbath keeping challenges expectation of the 24/7 availability to 

employers made possible by twenty-first century technology. It redirects thinking to the 

notion that the one for whom all work is done is the creator of the universe who demands all 

our time for the whole of life, not the employer with the pay cheque who cannot legitimately 

make the same demand. It signals that the clarion calls of the workplace—these days 

transmitted courtesy of information and communication technology beyond both the place of 

work and any notional hours of work—are to be intentionally set aside. 

Third, a Sabbath practice offers potential to boost the formative efficacy of the formal 

liturgical hour—on which Smith places such emphasis and the weakness of which he 

laments—leading to stronger faith formation and hence greater capacity to resist the 

formative power of workplace liturgies. In Smith’s cathedral of spiritual formation, the altar 

of formal worship services is the focal point from which other activities that occur in “nooks 

and crannies” and “corners and spaces” draw their formative life. 

[EXT] “The practices of Christian worship function as the altar of Christian 

formation…but the energy and formative power of gathered worship is extended and 

amplified … in the different gatherings and practices of Christian communities and friends 

who together intentionally pursue a life formed by the Spirit.” [/EXT] 

Smith locates Sabbath keeping, because he categorizes it as extraliturgical, in a 

derivative position: 



[EXT]“If, in a certain sense, the altar is not enough—a sense in which just liturgical 

practices are insufficient counter-measures to secular liturgies—there is also a sense in which 

extraliturgical practices will have diminished formative power (or worse, could themselves 

become practices aimed at quite a distorted picture of the kingdom) if they are not tethered to 

and nourished by the practices of Christian worship.” [/EXT] 

He appears unwilling to concede that any other practices might have the potential to 

exert formative influence autonomously on a par with what he posits as the core practice. Yet 

there is room for consideration of the possibility that the sustaining connection he asserts 

flows from his narrowly defined liturgical centre to his “extraliturgical” is at least matched by 

the counter-current—formative life given to the central act when it is legitimized and 

enhanced by virtue of taking place as one aspect of the larger constellation of liturgical acts. 

Sabbath observance might in fact reinvigorate formal worship. It occurs as frequently, but, as 

a day-long liturgical practice, it addresses to some extent the “quantity challenge” conceded 

by Smith to be a hindrance to the efficacy of a liturgical hour. 

Trevin Wax sums up the situation: liturgy as defined by Smith cannot be the primary 

solution to the problem that secular liturgies carry such sway. What if the loss of the 

formative power of worship services were due to the decontextualization of formal worship 

by the dismissal of Sabbath keeping as a formative, communal, liturgical practice within 

which the more specific liturgical practice stands? In the context of a bone-weary, time-

pressed, work-oriented culture, might the restoration of a communal practice of devoting a 

whole day to love-driven, intentionally love-driving, time-forgetting, formative practices 

possibly offer a more potent alternative to the cultural liturgies Smith is keen to counter than 

an hour-long service can? How might the formative impact on worshippers be enriched by an 

approach to the service that considered it but one component (whether central or not is not 

the question at this point) of a whole-day multi-component experience of intentional, telos-



oriented practice? Moreover, how might the whole-day practice add counter-cultural, 

missional depth to the central practice of a formalized service? 

Fourth, Sabbath observance practiced in and by the community of God’s people 

declares the need to draw a boundary around sacred time. The practice has prophetic potential 

to speak powerfully in the context of workplaces in which boundaries are placed around time 

only with difficulty unless it is for the purpose of redirecting energies to an alternative work 

task, and in which time management is a ubiquitous and perennially unresolved issue.  

Our consideration of Sabbath as a liturgical response to workplace liturgies would be 

incomplete without a word of caution. If we are to appropriate Sabbath keeping as a counter-

formative practice for the workplace, we do well finally to heed Smith’s warning about 

“liturgical capture.” One increasingly widespread response to the increased freneticism of 

some work patterns has been a focus on time off as a mental health maintenance mechanism. 

But when a solution to present or looming mental health difficulties is confused with Sabbath 

observance, Sabbath has been eviscerated. Neither can Sabbath—God-oriented rest with 

intent to worship at its heart—be reduced to simply an instrument of refreshment for future 

work, or a day off for self-indulgence. Each of these fuels the flame of love misdirected 

toward work as the source of meaning and identity or self as the focus of attention. Indeed, 

the misappropriation of Sabbath primarily for the purpose of recuperation has been shown to 

be ineffective. Sabbath that is not God-focused is simply a day off, not a properly liturgical 

practice. When a practice becomes instrumental for purposes that are neither doxological nor 

formative of faith, its status as liturgy must be questioned, as must the appellation of Sabbath. 

Smith has done a service in his cultural liturgies project in reminding us that we are 

not merely intellects, but embodied beings in process of formation, whose essence is to love. 

His focus on the importance of formative practices provides encouragement to consider 

Sabbath as one such practice, despite the minimal consideration he gives it. Biblical evidence 



that presents Sabbath observance as fulfilling his five essential criteria for a properly 

liturgical practice lends support to at least a prima facie case for serious consideration of 

Sabbath as liturgy.  

Sabbath keeping clearly has the potential to play a role in directing love in the sense 

in which Smith argues that formal liturgical services do. At the very least it ought to be 

brought out from dark nooks and crannies into the full light of discussion about Christian 

formation as a countermeasure to the broad liturgies of contemporary dominant culture, 

including the expectations of the workplace. It has the potential to increase believers’ 

resilience in the face of secular workplace liturgies and to speak prophetically of a God who, 

unlike the workplace, offers real rest and unassailably secure identity independent of 

performance. 
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