The Great Consolation

a sermon delivered by Rev. Scott Dalgarno on July 9, 2023
based on Matthew 11: 16-19, 25-30



“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."

This is one of the great consolation passages in the Bible.  The greatest. And as much as I revere the wisdom I find in other religions of the world, there’s nothing like this in any of them.  Other religions, like Buddhism for instance, give you techniques to deal with suffering – effective ones, but they don’t wrap you in a blanket of sheer love like this passage from the mouth of Jesus.  Nothing else comes close.  

You can find these words etched in tombstones or worked into stained glass, or stitched into needlepoint hanging on living room walls and church parlors all over this country.

Some things are that treasured. 

It is a promise that comforts so much because when all our efforts to cope have failed and we are close to collapse this is something you can hold on to. 
That’s what the passage means to us today but it was something quite different to those followers of Jesus who first heard it.  When he first uttered those words he had just finished a teaching mission to several Galilean cities where his words had fallen on deaf ears.  

The people in these cities were quite sophisticated.  They had enough schooling to understand the finer points of theology and they had enough money to make handsome donations to the synagogue.  

In many ways they were blessed, but they also carried a curse that made them unable to hear what Jesus was saying.  

That’s because Jesus broke all the rules.  He did not see things in the traditional way, and these people were all about doing things the traditional way.

They had been given the law by Moses as a light for their lives, but there was a problem with that because they turned that light into a check-list and used it as a tally of religious rules and regulations to separate themselves from one another.

Those who lived by the rules believed themselves better, and closer to God.

It was all about staying on top. Jesus saw this.  In fact, he saw THROUGH this.
He saw that in their hands the law had become a heavy yoke, bulky and burdensome and impossible to bear, and yet the town folk embraced it because their religious leaders said that was what God wanted and they had no other choice.

That is, until Jesus came along; this scruffy peasant teacher from Nazareth 

He offered them a lighter load, a law based on loving God and your neighbor and he said that that summed up all the meaning behind all the previous laws and made them easier to bear.

For these sophisticated folk I’m sure he made it all sound just too easy.  They were outraged. Matthew says he left town without changing a single mind.

He had much better luck in the country-side with the rural peasantry and farmers who welcomed his good news.

They may not have been educated to understand the finer points of the law, but Jesus spoke so openly to them of the rural life they knew, he seemed to know them and what drove them; he knew it so well that they couldn't help but listen to him.

When the teachers of the day said that the people got cancer because they were so sinful, Jesus pointed them to the farmers’ fields around them and said, “Look, the nourishing rain falls on the field’s of the just and the unjust alike.  That stuff you’ve been hearing in church about the bad people getting sick and only the good people getting the blessings is what Joe Biden would call, malarkey.”

Barbara Brown Taylor says that when he offered them a lighter load to carry, well they gladly took it.  They unburdened themselves from what they had as if it were a pair of too tight boots and they had finally gotten the right size.

They exchanged the hard yoke of rules for the lighter yoke of living NOT BY RULES but out of a gratefulness to God for being alive at all.

That is why in this passage he thanks God for hiding these things from the “wise and understanding,” and revealing them to babes, so no one would ever get the idea that faith in God is something that only smart people, or rich people, or socially acceptable people can have.  “Come to me ALL you who labor and are heavily laden, and I will give you rest,” he says.  

Do you see why they loved him so much?
Comfort and rest – these are what he offers.  He doesn’t promise to take away our diseases, or make us rich, or rescue us from trouble. He promises simply to be with us and give us comfort when we need it most. 
I’ve always been curious about how that seems to happen in people’s lives.  I mean, comfort sometimes comes from the oddest places. Here’s an example told by Corki Stewart of Tempe Arizona.  
In 1956, Phoenix, Arizona, was a city with boundless blue skies.  One day as I walked around the house with my sister Kathy’s new parakeet on my finger, I had the notion to show Perky what the sky looked like. Maybe he could make a little bird friend out there.  I took him into the back yard and then to my horror; Perky flew off.  The enormous relentless sky swallowed up my sister’s blue treasure, and suddenly he was gone, clipped wings and all.  

Kathy managed to forgive me.  With fake optimism, she even tried to reassure me that Perky would find a new home.  But I was far too canny to believe that such a thing was possible.  I was inconsolable.  Time passed.  Eventually my great remorse took a modest place among the larger things of life, and we all grew up.  

Decades later, I watched my own children growing. We shared their activities, spending soccer Saturdays in folding chairs with the parents of the kid’s friends, the Kisells.  The two families went camping around Arizona together.  We piled into the van to go on outings to the theater.  We became the best of friends.  One evening the game was to tell Great Pet stories.  One person claimed to have the oldest living gold fish.  Someone else had a psychic dog.  Then Barry, the father of the other family, took the floor and announced that The Greatest Pet Of All Time was his blue parakeet, Sweetie Pie.


“The best thing about Sweetie Pie,” he said, “was the way we got him.  One day, when I was about 8, out of the clear blue sky a little blue parakeet just floated down and landed on my finger.”

When I was finally able to speak, we examined the amazing evidence.  The dates and the locations and the pictures of the bird all matched up.  It seems our two families had been connected long before we ever met.  Forty years later I ran to my sister and said, “You were right, Perky lived!”  (from the book,  I THOUGHT MY FATHER WAS GOD, Paul Auster).

One reason I love that story is that when I was 10 I had a blue parakeet too. And you know, his name was Perky.  And one day I lost him to the blue sky.  I never found him, but you know, I found this story, and just that fact makes it better.  

Carl Jung, the Swiss psychologist, had the following phrase put above his doorposts and eventually on his tomb in Zurich:   “Bidden or unbidden, God is present.” (He picked that up from Erasmus of Rotterdam).

And I believe God presents God’s self a million different ways as a way to comfort us.  
You know, I wonder if maybe Jesus was thinking of the comfort he himself was longing for when he said those words about comfort to others.  As I said, in the cities of Galilee he experienced little besides rejection.
There, greatly fatigued, Jesus had a bit of a melt-down 

“To what shall I compare this generation?” he asked rhetorically.  “You are like a bunch of children"  he tells them. Then he says that on judgment day (when God finally gives them what they deserve) it will be no better for them than it was for Sodom and Gomorrah

It wasn't one of his better moments.

But he was tired of rejection, tired of other people's nonsense especially the “religious” nonsense I spoke of moments ago.  

Once Jesus took his hungry disciples on a short cut through a grain field and pretty soon he was bad-mouthed by Pharisees because he let his guys pick and eat some ears of corn. The religious leaders scolded him because it was the Sabbath day.   
 "Come on?" he said, "Lighten up!"  Maybe Jesus was getting a little stale.  It’s bound to happen.  In a sermon I preached here once on the subject of depression, I quoted this from GK Chesterton: 
"There comes an hour in the afternoon when the child is tired of pretending, when he is weary of being a robber or a cowboy, and it is then that he torments the cat.”  (GK Chesterton --   THE EVERLASTING MAN)

Chesterton calls this staleness.    We all get that way some times   Even Jesus got stale sometimes.  He needed a vacation like everyone else. Maybe you are overdue for one, too.  
"Come to me all you who labor and are heavily laden, and I will give you rest,” he said to himself, as much as he said it to everyone else.  

Here is an invitation to vacation -- to Sabbath, in the deepest sense of that word.  It's what we all need and long for.

On this weekend following the 4th of July, think of the words of Emma Lazarus, written on the Statue of Liberty:  "Give me your tired your poor, your huddled masses longing to breathe free." 
Now, let’s not forget, in connection with comfort and rest, Jesus did say the word, “yoke.”

Yoke?  What over-worked and heavily laden people need is a vacation - not some oxen's yoke, right? It's what beasts of burden are stuck with in order to get them to work together.

What we need right now is a week at the beach with no cell phones, right?  But what Jesus asks us to accept is a new kind of burden in exchange for what we have already.
Martin Luther noted that only someone like Jesus could say,  "Come to me all you who labor and are heavy laden," in one breath and "I will place a yoke around your neck," in the next.

Maybe Jesus dares to do this because he knows that the issue in life is not “IF” we shall be burdened, but rather what burdens we shall bear.

I mean, look, Jesus doesn’t say, “Come unto me and I will take away every pain you have and make sure you never get heart disease . . .  No, he says, “I will give you rest for I am meek and lowly in heart.”  

He is saying, “Hey, I’m not Superman, I’m just your friend.  And what I have to offer you most of the time is comfort.”  This is the same Jesus, who, when his disciples were worried about his dying and leaving them, didn’t say, “No worries! I’m invincible.” No, instead he said, “Yes, I’m going to die, but I promise not to leave you orphaned.”  

Woody Allen once said, “God is an under-achiever.”  
Now, that’s either true . . . or God is intentionally holding back maximum kind of help from us because we are here for a reason larger than being rescued.  

I spoke earlier of the rest Jesus promises his people.  And it’s true, sometimes only a vegetating kind of rest will do -- when we feel beat up -- but this is only part of the picture.
As Margarite Lawrence says,   "Holidays are enticing only for the first week or so.  After that it is no longer such a novelty to rise late and have little to do."

Our bodies crave rest regularly, but our minds, our souls crave recreation (RE-creation)  that which truly renews the spirit. 

You know, most every year I take time to attend a writer’s workshop somewhere in the country. I’ve been to one in Florida twice and. you know, I have never seen the beach there.
The time wasn’t particularly restful.  I had assignments every day.  But it was a shot-in-the-arm for my spirit every time. And I came home energized. 

I find I need more than rest.  I need to plug into something that renews my sense of meaning and purpose, too.  

Paul Hindemith, the composer once said,   "Your task it is amid confusion rush and noise, is to recognize the lasting the calm and the meaningful and finding it again, to hold and treasure it."

That's my job, every week, to try to hold out to you something that might offer you a renewed sense of purpose and meaning – a sense of something larger than yourself that will offer you a deeper kind of peace.  I take that very seriously.  
"Come to me all you who labor and are heavily laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, and you will find rest for your souls, for my yoke is easy and my burden is light."

Amen

