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All Saints’, Wolcott

In many non-Episcopalian churches this morning, readings from Scripture will be selected and sermons will be carefully crafted to highlight the national holiday which captivated our attention and imagination on Friday, but in the Episcopal Church we do not abandon the Sunday lectionary except for other feasts of Our Lord, so our observance today of this “Fourth of July weekend” will be primarily through our prayers and a patriotic hymn. Let me hasten to assure you that we’re not being un-American – there are even readings from Scripture appointed for Independence Day which recall to us our freedom from tyranny and oppressive government, but the holiday itself passed on Friday. Today, as on every Sunday, we focus on our freedom from bondage to sin and death which God has granted us through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Some weeks ago, we entered into that “long green season” which signifies in the Church Year not so much the summer time, but the season which stretches all the way from the Feast of Pentecost to the First Sunday of Advent; a period sometimes known as “Ordinary Time,” in which, through Word and Sacrament, we are gently encouraged in our steady growth as living members of the Body of Christ. The major feasts of the Church Year are all behind us. Stretching before us now is a quiet time for exploring the stories and sayings of Jesus’ earthly life and teaching, to help us better understand our own individual stories, as well as the stories of the Church. Throughout this year, we focus on the stories of Jesus as they are recounted in the Gospel of Matthew. Today in particular, we zero in on a moment which Barbara Brown Taylor calls “one of the great consolation passages of all time.”
 “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”


There are not a whole lot of us around these days, but if you are a lifelong Episcopalian (as I am) and you’re over thirty, you probably resonate to these words as I do. In the previous edition of the Prayer Book, they appeared immediately following the Confession and Absolution, where, in company with a few other select passages from Scripture (and in the language of the King James Version), they were known as the “Comfortable Words,” inviting people to Communion. (They are still an option in Rite I.) If you have a musical background (as I do), or are a devotee of that annual pre-Christmas public spectacle known as a “Messiah sing-along,” you will hardly be able to help hear in your mind’s ear a soprano voice (or even a whole chorus of more-or-less on-key soprano voices) spinning out Handel’s mellifluous melody. 


Even if you do not fall into either of those categories, it is most likely that, given the frantic pace of the world in which we live, you are weary, and very likely are carrying some heavy burdens. In any given community, there are always any number of good people who are struggling with illness or disability; with financial woes; with the somber threat of increased forest fires, floods, hurricanes, global warming; with the disintegration of a marriage; with the loss of a loved one or house or job, or with increased pressures at your workplace, as companies of all kinds downsize and demand expanded workloads of those who remain; you may be struggling with obstinate children or aging parents; or with a deep-felt need to seek or offer forgiveness. Even more than a dozen years after September 11th, most of us in this country are dealing more or less with a certain amount of anxiety and worry about what Al Quaeda may have up its collective sleeve for the future, as security measures are tightened at airports and public buildings and daily terrorism updates are published in the news media. Given the famous six-degrees-or-less of separation, most of us know - or know someone who knows - a soldier deployed currently to Afghanistan or perhaps even Iraq, yet again. Daily reports keep us informed of the bloodshed which takes place in those and other countries so far-but-yet-so near. 


Do you see yourself in any of these images? If so, then Jesus is speaking directly to you, today. What do you hear him saying to you?


I’ve been reading a wonderful historical novel by Edward Rutherfurd titled Paris, about that city of light and beauty; just Thursday evening – the perfect time!– I came to an account of the crafting of the Statue of Liberty (which, as you know, was a gift to the United States from the French people, in thanksgiving for our help to them in effecting the success of their own Revolution). And, as I reflected on that, I recalled those memorable words of Emma Lazarus, inscribed on a plaque at the base of the statue: “Give me your tired, your poor/ your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,/ the wretched refuse of your teeming shore./ Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me,/ I lift my lamp beside the golden door.” When she wrote those words, the poet had been involved in aiding refugees to New York from anti-Semitic pogroms in eastern Europe, but it sings to all who, down the ages, seek refuge on these shores from tyranny and oppression; from poverty, intolerance, hatred and violence. It is our privilege to keep that lamp of freedom alight for them, as well. I could not help but think of all the children who have been streaming into this country from Central America, where their lives are worth very little, unless they are sold into slavery and human trafficking, just as is happening in so many other places around the world. We are told that there are close to 52 million refugees seeking shelter and hope in foreign countries, not including these children whose plight is so hard to contemplate, and who are being turned away in droves from places here which refuse to welcome them. This is indeed a humanitarian crisis of great proportions. We cannot solve it overnight, but we, as Christians who bear the image of Christ must take what steps we can to help. Above all, we must pray for them and for their welfare. We must work in whatever ways we can toward creating ways to find a safe and welcome home for them and other refugees. We must urge our government leaders to work tirelessly toward immigration reform, so that all who come to these shores may find it a place of safety, justice and dignity. After all, all of our American ancestors were once immigrants! 


We cannot do all of this alone, but only “with God’s help.”        


Is the message of rest and peace which you hear in Matthew’s Gospel one to be taken lightly and tossed aside, with a mumbled “that’s all well and good, but I’ve got too much to do just to sit down and let it all get the better of me?” Then let me encourage you to listen again, especially to the part where we hear Jesus say, “take my yoke upon you and learn from me.”


It sounds wonderful, doesn’t it - a message full of hope and help, because it means being yoked like a beast of burden with Christ, who will share and help carry the load you bear, like two oxen pulling a cartful of debris which would be impossible for one to haul alone. That message didn’t sound so wonderful, though, to the people who first heard those words. They were smart and sophisticated, and their successful businesses made them wealthy enough to make big donations to the synagogue coffers.  But they had forgotten why they were there in the first place. As Barbara Brown Taylor says, “Human beings have a perverse way of turning Jesus’ easy yoke back into a hard one again, by driving ourselves to do, do, do more and whipping ourselves to be, be, be more when all God has ever asked is that we belong to him. That comes first; everything else follows that, but we so often get the order reversed. We think there are all kinds of requirements to be met first, all kinds of rules to follow, all kinds of burdens to bear, so that we are not yet free to belong to God. . . . We are still loaded down [especially we Americans, influenced as we have been by the Protestant work-ethic], not only by our jobs and our families and all our other responsibilities but by something deeper down in us, something that keeps telling us we must do more, be better, try harder, prove ourselves more worthy than other human beings or we will never earn God’s love. It is the most tiring work in the world, and it is never done. ”
  



 In this story which Matthew recounts for us, Jesus is speaking to a crowd of people in Galilee, his own “home territory.” He knows the religious leaders well. He knows that they stand in a long tradition of developing ten brief commandments into 631 impossible-to-keep detailed rules and regulations for living what they call a so-called “righteous life” in the eyes of God. They had a hard time stomaching what Jesus had to say because he broke all the rules. He welcomed all who came to him; he palled around with tax collectors, fishermen, and women, ate with well-known sinners and outcasts; he even healed sick people on the Sabbath, for goodness sake. Here he is speaking to a crowd of ordinary hard-working people from the countryside (some think that’s what he means by that cryptic comment about hiding things from the “wise and the intelligent” and revealing them to “infants”). These good folks, I expect, were grateful to accept his offer of a lighter load, without having to live up to all 631 of those infinitely precise rules and regulations in order to be accepted by him. By living not by all those burdensome rules, but by their loving relationships with God and one another, they were free to live into all the infinite possibilities that God had prepared for them. 


Because, when it comes down to it, Jesus seems to have operated on the assumption that weariness and carrying a heavy burden is not so much a physical or emotional state, but a spiritual state of being. It is when laboring under such burdens that people often begin to feel alone - and even abandoned both by other people and by God. The people to whom Jesus spoke believed that they had to store up merit badges in religion to get God’s attention and acceptance. Jesus wanted them to learn the Good News that no amount of theological rule-keeping, no differences in race, class, ethnicity, or any other human differentiation would ever be able to keep anyone from the mercy and love of God. Let that be the message which comforts our own hearts, and which we share with those who seek refuge from danger and despair. 
 


“Plenty of us labor under the illusion that our yokes are single ones,” says Barbara Brown Taylor, “that we have got to go it alone, that the only way to please God is to load ourselves down with heavy requirements - good deeds, pure thoughts, blameless lives, perfect obedience - all those rules we make and break and make and break, while all the time Jesus is standing right there in front of us, half of a shared yoke across his own shoulders, the other half wide open and waiting for us, a yoke that requires no more than that we step into it and become part of a team . . . those who please God are not those who can carry the heaviest loads alone but those who are willing to share their loads, who are willing to share their yokes by entering into relationship with the one whose invitation is a standing one.”
 Reach out to Jesus. You will find him in the community which is called the Church. Let that Body of Christ share your load. “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
�   Taylor, Barbara Brown. “The Open Yoke,” printed in The Seeds of Heaven. Forward Movement, 1990, p. 3.
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