Glimpses into God’s Realm: A Liberating Invitation
Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30
The times are hard.

The government provides important things like roads and military support and a justice system. But it seems hopelessly out of touch with the people.
And the religious establishment isn’t much better. It seems so focused on preserving what it has that there’s little or no vision for what might yet be.
Voices of hope do arise. But they quickly fall as questions surface about the speaker’s character, ability to deliver, or past mistakes.

Apathy seems to be the prevailing ethos of the day. It’s not hard to imagine people’s asking, “Why even bother when nothing seems to change?”

Does that description sound familiar? Does it feel reflective of what’s going on around us today?
As contemporary as the description may seem, it actually sums up what was going on in the community for whom the gospel of Matthew was written. People in that community understood disappointment and despair. They recognized being resigned to what felt like the all-too-certain realities of their day and refusing to hope the future might somehow be different. They were familiar with the weariness that comes when burdens seem to far outweigh any relief that might be available.

We can relate to those feelings, can’t we? We understand the sense that not much can be done to improve the world’s situation. Poverty, hunger, and homelessness seem to have no real answers. Political impasses and civil unrest seem here to stay. And it seems like we have to run harder and faster just to stay in place.
Just when things begin to seem hopeless—for the people of Matthew’s day and for us—comes Jesus’ invitation: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you. . . .”

Given the pace of most of our lives, the invitation to rest probably comes as a welcome offer. But we’re probably not so excited about the idea of taking on any new yoke. After all, we already have enough of a load to carry.
But maybe that’s the point of Jesus’ invitation. Maybe instead of trying to lock us into bearing more, it offers to liberate us from the heavy burdens we try to manage on our own.


I’m not an expert on yokes, but from what I’ve read there are two basic kinds that are used to bear loads. There are single yokes and shared ones.

A single yoke can be extremely efficient. If you place such a yoke across someone’s shoulders and add buckets on either end of a pole attached to the yoke, that person can carry almost as much as a donkey. While it’s possible to move great loads from one place to another with a single yoke, using this kind of yoke will take a toll. The user will need to stop and rest, shoulders will ache, and backs may even give out.


A shared yoke works quite differently. For one thing, it requires twice as many creatures. But if those creatures—whether human or animal—are a well-matched pair, they can work all day without stopping. Under a shared yoke, one can rest a little while the other pulls. They can take turns bearing the brunt of the load and can cover for each other without ever laying down their burden. When the day is done both may be tired, but neither will probably be exhausted because their shared yoke has allowed them to work together.


In reflecting on these two kinds of yokes, the author and preacher Barbara Brown Taylor notes:

Plenty of us labor under the illusion that our yokes are single ones, that we have 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.


“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” No wonder those words have weathered the centuries so well; no wonder they are still music to our ears. They assure us that 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 relationships with the one whose invitation is a standing one. . . .

Jesus doesn’t invite us to a life of ease, a life doing nothing. Following in his way is full of risks and challenges—as he often makes abundantly clear. It’s a way of humble service that calls us to put the needs of others ahead of our own. But it’s also a way we don’t have to travel alone or along which we don’t have to carry everything on our own.

On this weekend when we celebrate freedom, it’s not hard to think of the names of individuals who opted to take on a shared yoke because they believed it would liberate themselves and others—George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Martin Luther King, Jr., and so many others. It’s also not hard to think of those whose willingness to take on a shared yoke has impacted the world: Mahatma Gandhi, Dorothy Day, Mother Teresa, Oscar Romero, Wangari Mattai, and so many others.
As we hear those names, perhaps we don’t believe we can ever live up to their legacies. Maybe even thinking about it makes us feel weary.

But Jesus still extends the same invitation:
Come to me. Find a bit of rest as you glimpse something of God’s realm and your place in it. Experience the liberation of God’s love and grace.

And then share in carrying the load. The load of making God’s realm more visible in our world. The load of bringing new possibilities to situations that have long seemed hopeless. The load of helping others find their way to liberation from whatever it is that burdens or ensnares them.

Jesus extends the invitation. In responding to it, may we find our own liberation. Amen.

Invitation to Communion
“Come to me.”

Jesus extends this invitation after discussing the problems people had with his table habits. They criticized him for eating and drinking—as well as for the folks with whom he ate and drank.

But Jesus still says, “Come to me.” Not “come to me if you’re good enough, if you’re a religious insider, if you’re acceptable to others.” Just “come to me.”

And that’s the invitation today. Whoever you are, wherever you are along your journey, if you wish to accept Jesus’ invitation to come, then this table is open to you. It’s gifts of bread and cup—symbols of God’s love and grace—are available to you.
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