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Jesus says, “Come to me all you who are weary and burdened.” Our choice in life isn’t whether we will carry a
burden but what burden we will carry. There are some burdens that crush our souls, but Jesus comes offering one that will
set them free.
Some years ago I was worshiping at another church. When it came to the Bible reading and sermon someone in
the pew behind me started to make audible sighs. The pastor would read a verse of Scripture and there would be a loud
exhalation behind me. The sermon would get to a poignant place and my fellow worshiper would release these sounds of
deflation. Sometimes I could feel them on the back of my neck.
At first I was annoyed. But then my heart began to go out to this guy. Did he even know he was sighing like this?
It sounded like he was trying to unload burden he was carrying in his soul. Worship in the presence of Jesus is just the time
to do that. Maybe today it’s time for someone here to do that. I don’t know, was soul sighing was going on all around this
guy and his was the only I could hear?
Everyone carries burdens. When Jesus said, “Come to me, all you who are struggling hard and carrying heavy
loads, and I will give you rest,” he didn’t say there were some loads he’d accept and others he wouldn’t. He just said, if
you’re carrying it and it’s weighing on you, come to me with it. But if we look at the context of our passage, we get the
impression that there was one burden Jesus especially had in mind.
At the start of Matthew 11, Jesus is being compared to John Baptist. People were noticing the difference. John
lived out in the wilderness. He fasted. He never had a drop of alcohol in his life. Jesus traveled through villages. He went
to parties. He feasted and drank. Whatever burden Jesus carried, it wasn’t to make the right impression on the good
religious folk. In chapter 11 verse 19 Jesus repeats what some were saying about him: “Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a
friend of tax collectors and sinners.”
But lest we think that Jesus was trying unburden people of morals and conscience, the next thing we hear Jesus
denounce the towns of Chorazin and Bethsaida. These were places Jesus had performed most of his miracles. But even
with all they’d seen and experienced of Jesus lifting people out of sickness, relieving them of blindness, knocking the shame
off their backs, they didn’t repent. Which is to say that their hearts and their life direction didn’t turn toward God and the
kingdom Jesus showed.
Which brings us to the start of today’s reading where Jesus laments that even the “wise and the learned” were in
the dark about the work God was doing in him. Who were these “wise and learned?” In Jesus’ time they certainly would
have been the people highly trained in biblical interpretation. They studied the Scriptures for hours and could speak with
authority about what they really meant. They did this for their own wisdom, but also for the sake of those that didn’t study
Scripture, or couldn’t, to tell them what the Bible says about how to live.
So in the immediate context, Jesus was saying, I want everyone that has experienced religion as a burden to come
to me. If you’ve been quoted a Bible verse and heard it as a backhand slap, come to me. If religion is something from
which you’re trying to find freedom, instead of the means of becoming free, come to me. Since Christ is the same
yesterday, today and forever, if he was saying this back then, we can be sure he’s saying it today to those for whom religion
has felt like piling on rather than a path to joy.
But the burden religion can lay on people, that you have to live this way to earn God’s favor, or God only loves
you if you’re like this, or you have to believe just like this or you aren’t really welcome––this wasn’t the only load Jesus was
talking about. Because really, you can turn anything into religion.

You can make a religion out of having to perform in your job, and then live with the burden that you’re never
doing enough. You can make a religion out of having a picture perfect life, and then live with the burden or fear that
others will see how flawed you are. You don’t need the biblical law to make your standards for life, with crushing
expectations that you’ll never be able to meet. You can make a religion out of escaping the problems of life, the woes of
world, and all that might threaten you, and then live with the weight of isolation and fear of the world around you.
The burdens we can carry are endless––the burden of being right, of being in control, of wanting to experience
the next new and scintillating thing. What’s common to them all is that they won’t let us rest, if not in our bodies, most
certainly in our souls.
But when Jesus says, “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest,” is it like he’s
inviting us to a beach where standing there with a cocktail with a little umbrella, saying, “Come get away and take it
easy?” No, it isn’t like that, because if we listen on, we hear that Jesus doesn’t want to relieve us of all burdens. He just
wants us to carry right one––one that isn’t life on easy street but will allow us to live with souls at rest.
Listen to his invitation. He says, “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.” So the goal of life isn’t not to
have any burdens, or to live without cares, or to get to the place where we won’t have to strive any more, but to live only
with the burdens Jesus gives to us. Which doesn’t make life easy, but does allow us to engage life’s struggles from a place of
peace.
When he talks about his burden, Jesus uses the metaphor of a yoke. A yoke is work instrument. It’s a piece of
wood that enables an animal to pull a plow or a human to carry water. Is it paradoxical what Jesus says, that finding rest
in him is about putting on an instrument of labor? But the yoke that ties you to your work also empowers you to do more
than you could without it.
You can carry buckets of water farther with a yoke than just in your hands. An ox can plow more efficiently with a
yoke, especially when the yoke is for two oxen pulling side by side. Which is where we hear that Jesus’ call to take his yoke
is an offer of grace. He’s saying, when you take my yoke upon you, there is no work you’ll do, no load you’ll carry, no
living you’ll do just alone. Because I’ll be there beside you. Take my yoke upon you and we’re tied together in life.
We can hear Jesus say, “Take my yoke upon you,” and imagine him looking so deeply into our eyes that he sees
all the way down to our souls. In all that he sees, he isn’t offering a getaway, or a mattress, or a vacation, or the first thing
we desire when we’re bone tired. He’s speaking to our felt inadequacy to meet the labor of living, and he’s offering us a
whole new way to carry life. Everyday. Everywhere. With everyone. With ourselves, not least of all. It’s an invitation to
bring all of life into Jesus presence, and to live it bound to the Savior that isn’t you.
After saying, “Take my yoke upon you,” Jesus says, “Learn from me.” He isn’t talking about book learning like
you might get from the experts of the day. He isn’t inviting us to refine our doctrine or memorize more Bible, as good at
those things may be. Learning from Jesus involves going to school in his whole way of life.
Yoked to Jesus we learn there really are burdens worth carrying––like the weight of love for neighbor, which is so
much lighter than desire to control them. Like the load of forgiveness of ourselves, which is so much easier to bear than a
crushing load of guilt. Like the weight of joy at the kinds of simple things that show up in Jesus’ teaching, like trees and
flowers and wine and children and eating in company with others, rather than the burdens of distraction and anxiety over
the future and that bends us so far over we can’t see the gifts all around us.
The rest Jesus offers isn’t a less vigorous life, or even a less challenging life, but a simpler life because it flows from
communion with him. It’s rest connected to how Jesus describes himself, as “gentle and humble in heart.” Or as Dale
Bruner translates that phrase, “gentle and simple in heart.”
We live in a complex world, apparently so much more so than back in Jesus’ day. But whatever the complexity
before us, Jesus’ invitation is to learn from him how to walk in simplicity, especially with all that runs through our hearts.
“I will always be gentle and simple with you.” That’s Jesus’ promise to us.
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And Jesus’ simplicity is, at heart, his presence with us, which was his great promise to disciples at the end of
Matthew’s gospel. After he’d risen from the dead and before he ascended to heaven, Jesus gave his disciples work to do.
He told them to go into the world, not escape it. He called them to obedience, not self-focused living. He empowered
them to baptize others into God’s life, all of which might seem a heavy burden.
Except for the last thing he said: “Surely I am with you always.” Which is to say, the one to whom the world really
belongs has yoked himself to us. He is the risen Savior and so is the one that does the heavy lifting and hard pulling in our
lives.
Could it be that most days, our great burden in life is just a simple one? It isn’t to figure life out or slog our way
through or do solo combat with what makes us sigh without our knowing it. Our great burden is to attend to and trust the
presence of the Savior that has bound us to himself.
He is the love of God that the Apostle Paul said “bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all
things.” Yoked to Jesus, it isn’t your job to endure what weighs on you but to attend to how he is enduring and bearing it
with you, even for you, and inviting you to live from that place of soul where you find his presence. His burden of love for
you, which is the refreshment of everlasting mercy. Amen.

3

