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May Christians Eat Out on the Sabbath?


May Sabbath-observing Christians eat at restaurants on the Sabbath?  This whole issue about eating out in restaurants on the Sabbath has been debated now and again.  There was a local independent COG in Detroit that went through a schism nominally because of this issue (although one who used to attend with that group said that pastoral authority was the real issue, he thought, and this was just the doctrinal issue to enforce it).  I do know people in the UCG locally, now and in the past going into the WCG also, who avoided eating out on the Sabbath for this reason.  One reason why I've seen this as a problem is that the consequences (i.e., fruit) wasn't good, at least when a few individuals did this.  Such people were engaging in a type of social withdrawal.  This is especially the case when one is single, for people can't be quite as naturally invited over to one's home.  This becomes even more clear when one lives at quite a distance away from where church meets at and/or far away from many or most of the brethren.  It becomes seriously problematic to invite people over then to one's home.

Here I'll briefly state why I believe it is permissible for Christians to eat out on the Sabbath.  In this context, the key text is Matt. 12:1-8 and its parallels.  Here the Pharisees condemned the disciples for plucking heads of grain on the Sabbath.  Now, obviously, the disciples could have prepared their food in advance before the Sabbath.  Why was it "necessary" for them to harvest a small amount of grain on the Sabbath when they could have gotten it the day before elsewhere?  Were they guilty for failing to prepare for the Sabbath on the preparation day (i.e., Friday)?  Would it be like someone buying gas on the Sabbath after they forgot to buy it the day before?
 
There's a difference between being a customer and being an employer, which makes the statement that patrons of a restaurant requires those employees work on the Sabbath problematic.  Servants should be given the day off, as per the literal wording of the Fourth Commandment.  But customers aren't in the position of hiring someone to do work for them.  Also, people paid by Sabbath-keepers to do the same kind of work that they would do at home out of necessity (unless they were fasting) isn't a problem.  It would be a problem if they went shopping for a week's worth of groceries on the Sabbath, just as it would have been for the disciples had they gathered far more grain than they ate on that day.   

The basic issue I believe is whether or not eating out on the Sabbath, and paying for it, is any different from the disciples "harvesting" some incidental wheat on the Sabbath when crossing a field, and the Pharisees criticizing them for it.  If one did serious shopping not intended for immediate human needs, then there is a problem in shopping on the Sabbath.  It's one thing to buy a single meal on the Sabbath.  It's quite another to buy a week's worth of groceries on the Sabbath, or buy (say) an evening gown or a car or even a pair of shoes (unless you're completely shoeless!) on the Sabbath.  I don't believe it's a sin to pay for something that meet an immediate human need on the Sabbath, just as the disciples weren't sinning by "harvesting" grain on the Sabbath by plucking a few ripened heads off stalks.  I don't believe in abusing this principle:  For example, I strenuously avoid trying to buy gas on the Sabbath, although in a few cases due to poor preparation I've ended up in this situation.  If there is some way to duck the transactions involved in a reasonable manner, such as by buying the food the day before the Sabbath and then taking it over to someone's home to prepare and eat with them, that's a good goal to aim for.

One issue that I remember being raised on this concerns people who are in a "SRO" situation, that is, a sleeping room only rental.  They would have to forgo hot meals on the Sabbath entirely.

But those are practical considerations that may not be good enough to engage in commercial transactions on the Sabbath.  I agree we could spend decidedly more time in preparation for the Sabbath.  Some let down has occurred in this regard in the Church.  But, that does lead to this issue:  Could have the disciples have prepared in advance, and have avoided plucking the grain from the field as they crossed it?  Presumably, they could have, and thus avoided angering the Pharisees who observed it.  But Jesus didn't see this as a problem for them to do this, or for them to have provoked the Pharisees either.  It seemed the immediate human need aspect was more important, that the disciples "feeling hungry" could do this.  The general principle Christ draws upon to explain the situation is "It is mercy I require, not sacrifice."  It is possible to hurt people by enforcing a law unnecessarily strictly, which is a problem I've had to watch in my own spiritual life, that I don't get so legalistic about something I create serious inconveniences or worse on others over trivialities.

So I admit I have no "slam dunk" solution on this issue.  I do think at least both sides on it have to exercise some of the tolerance found on issues like vegetarianism and offering meat to idols (as per I Cor. 8 and Romans 14).  The problems of judgmentalism or intolerance on this issue, as this local  (i.e., in Detroit) independent church schism shows, may well be worse than the issue that set it off.  So I can understand others’ concerns here, for this is an old issue that (in my experience) goes back to the old WCG.  Admittedly, this area has long been a source of debate among in the COG, much like sacred names, the calendar, the date for the Passover and Pentecost, wearing cosmetics, etc. People should be able to hold different views about this particular subject in good will without condemning each other or leaving each other’s fellowships.  

So in conclusion, I believe that Christians are allowed to eat out on the Sabbath, but those who don’t should tolerate those who do and vice versa without calling each other “bad Christians” or “Sabbath-breakers.”

Eric V. Snow
www.lionofjudah1.org
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