Third Sunday after Pentecost
July 3, 2011
Text:  Matthew 11:16-19,25-30
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

If you were to ask me, “Tom, what is a moment when you are most at rest?” – this is what I would describe to you: 

· I am at our cabin on Hatch lake in northern Minnesota.

· It is early morning, about 6 o’clock, the sun is beginning to rise, a beautiful day is dawning.

· And I am out in my garden – a garden of both flowers and vegetables, a cup of freshly brewed coffee in my hand, and I am surveying my crops!

Looking to see which flowers are getting ready to bloom (if it’s the middle of June, I’d go down to the section by the lake where the wild Showy Lady Slipper is blooming; it’s Minnesota’s State Flower, a beautiful wild orchid.  I’d be checking out the broccoli heads, full and firm….see if the potatoes are blooming; if so, that means the potatoes themselves are beginning to form underground….coffee cup in hand I’d walk up the hill to see how my newly planted apple trees are doing.  I walk….I sip my coffee…I am enjoying my garden…and I am at rest.

Come to me, Jesus says, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.  Oh, that rest sounds so good to us, doesn’t it?

What is it that makes us so weary?  Our hectic pace of life which hasn’t even slowed down this summer, working overtime, constantly going to your kids’ baseball games, soccer games, swimming lessons – no time for ourselves?

What are some of your burdens which you would like to be relieved of?  

· Uncertainties at work…wondering if you will still have a job a year from now?  Or work that is dull and tedious, not meaningful to you?

· Difficulties in your marriage, communication between you and your spouse is kind of slim and what little there is tends to be negative?

· Or perhaps you are parenting a difficult child (to put it mildly), you just seem to bounce from one crisis to the next.

Or is it a load of guilt that you are still carrying around with you?  Oh, I believe guilt can be a positive force in our lives…a reminder to us that none of us are perfect saints…we bungle it from time to time.  Guilt can be the power in our life which forces us to turn to God’s grace, to God’s loving forgiveness.

But….but if the guilt hangs on…so heavy on our backs that we can’t even hear God’s good news of gracious forgiveness….then it is a terribly heavy burden indeed.

Whatever your burden, whatever your weariness, hear again these familiar words of Jesus:  Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.

What kind of rest do you suppose Jesus has in mind for us?  Liberation?  Escape from all responsibilities and accountability?  Free to be able to do anything you damn well please?

Like the fellow who retired after 40 years for the same company.  The very next day, he woke up at the same time, put on his suit and tie as he had always done, walked out the door to the bus stop.  The familiar faces at the bus stop were surprised:  “Aren’t you supposed to be retired?”  He responded, “I just had to see what it was like to get all dressed for work, wait for the bus….and then not have to get on!”

That may feel like freedom the first time, but if the man did that every day of his retirement that would not be freedom at all.

No, the kind of rest Jesus calls us to is not a freedom from responsibility, not even a freedom from burdens, I’m afraid.  What Jesus gives to us in one of his hands when he says, Come to me, I will give you rest, he seems to take away from us in his other hand when he goes on to say, Take my yoke upon you.

Wait a minute.  Did Jesus say yoke?  Do you find it surprising that Jesus offers tired, burdened people what they seem least to need?  What labored, heavy-laden folk need is a vacation, not a yoke!  A yoke is a work-instrument used to help oxen pull together.  Jesus’ yoke may be easy and his burden light, but a yoke is still a yoke and a burden is still a burden!

Just when we expect Jesus to offer us a vacation, he offers us a different yoke from the one around our necks, a new burden from the one we are currently bearing.  Instead of escape, Jesus offers tired people new equipment.  A burden.  A yoke.
Whatever the deliverance Jesus offers, it is not deliverance from responsibility, accountability.  Martin Luther noted that only Jesus could say, Come to me all you who are heavy laden in one breath and I will place around you necks a yoke in the next breath!  Perhaps Jesus dares to speak of giving us rest by placing his burden upon us because Jesus knows that the issue in life is not if we shall be burdened but rather which burdens we shall bear.

Life’s greatest burden is not in having too much to do – some of the happiest folks I know are the busiest – but in having nothing worthwhile to do.

Back to my early morning stroll in my garden.  That restful coffee-sipping out there among the flowers and vegetables would not be enjoyable…..except for the fact that a couple of months before I was hauling wheelbarrow loads of compost to put on that soil.  I dumped it on my garden and worked it all into the soil, digging it down deep.

For my blueberries, the month before, I had taken a mile walk deep into the forest where there was a grove of red pines, raked up old pine needles, filled two bags full, tied them together, slung them around my neck, and then walked the mile back home with those 25-pound bags hanging around my neck…did that once a day for five days in order to provide that acid-rich compost for my acid-loving blueberry plants.

There would be no joy in a leisurely garden stroll if I hadn’t spent hours out there planting…down on my hands and knees putting in a 180 plants I had raised from seed.  Then weeding in the hot sun…and more weeding…and yet more weeding…again and again.

That is a burden, a task, a responsibility…but it gives meaning to my life.  Oh, I know it’s not for everyone….maybe not for you.  But for me it is a burden and a rest at the same time, a sharing in the creative powers of God’s magnificent earth.

Back in the early days of the civil rights movement, during the bus boycott in Montgomery, there was an elderly black women….”Mother Pollard,” she was respectfully called.  She supported the boycott, walking many miles to work each day instead of riding the bus.  Because of her advanced age, she was encouraged by the leadership to go ahead and ride the bus and save her strength.  She refused, saying, “My feet may be tired, but my soul is rested.”


Or there is the story which has come down to us in several different forms:  from Scotland…from Boys Town, Nebraska…on a poster….and even in a popular song from the 1960’s.  It’s the story of a priest coming upon a small boy who was carrying another boy on his back.  “That’s a heavy burden for you to carry,” the priest comments.  “Oh, no, Father, he’s not heavy, he’s my brother.”
Jesus’ idea of a good rest, a good vacation, is not “getting away from it all,” but rather Jesus taking us someplace where we are given something significant to do, namely, participation with him in his ministry to the world.

Now if you have some fears about this new burden, remember that Jesus calls it a yoke…and remember what a yoke is, that it joins together two oxen to pull a load.  Then remember whose yoke it is.  My yoke, Jesus calls it.

We do not carry our new burdens alone!  Our Christian responsibilities in the world are shared…with Jesus.  We are yoked to Jesus.  Again, it is not a question if we will be yoked, but to whom shall we be yoked.

There is an old legend about Jesus the carpenter, that Jesus made the best yokes of all….that there was a sign above his door:  My yoke fits well….tailor-made to each ox.

My yoke fits well.  It will not chafe your neck or rub you sore….and I will wear it with you, Jesus goes on to say.

Take a look at your burdens.  Maybe you’re carrying around stuff you should have junked a long time ago.

Look for Jesus’ yoke.  Yes, it’s still a burden…but it’s one you don’t have to carry by yourself.  Furthermore, it is a burden which will give you rest.
