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Question: Is anyone here tired this morning? Anyone just want to 

take a nap? While I, or any other pastor, would never encourage anyone 

to curl up in the pew and snooze, especially during the sermon, I 

acknowledge that many of us are tired. We may be tired from our jobs. 

Or tired from our family responsibilities. Or simply tired of reading the 

endless pages of news stories that point to death, destruction, and 

heartache.  We’re tired.   

As a child, my parents always joked that if there was a gold medal 

for sleeping, I would win it every time.  Now, has anyone here ever 

attended a tractor pull.  Yes. It’s exactly what it sounds like. A tractor 

pull is a motorsport competition where modified tractors pull a heavy 

sled along a 330 foot long track with the winner being the tractor that 

pulls the sled the farthest.  They are incredibly entertaining. Incredibly 

overwhelming. And incredibly loud.  As a baby I slept through a tractor 

pull.  My parents were very delighted and concerned that loud noises 

didn’t seem to bother my sleep.  And as I got older, my parents could set 
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their clocks by when I fell asleep because my sleep patterns were so 

perfect. Its 9 o-clock? Where’s Jordan? Curled up in a ball somewhere, 

sleeping.  Rest has always been vital to me.  My goal when I go to bed at 

night is to wake up and find sleep lines on my face, a symbol that I had a 

good night’s rest. I need my rest.  

So, in today’s scripture reading from Matthew, we find Jesus 

telling the people to come to him to find rest.  He invites us to lay down 

our burdens in order to find rest in him.  To be told we can lay down our 

burdens sounds so sweet, until we realize that, in the next verse, Jesus 

says to put on a yoke! So, I grew up in Ohio, surrounded by farms, so 

when I picture a yoke, I picture animals in the field doing hard labor. So, 

first Jesus tells us to come get rest, and then immediately tells us to put 

on the very thing that represents doing more work. What is going on, 

Jesus? 

First of all, the primary thrust of what Jesus is saying here is not 

directed toward people who have just any kind of difficulty. By “all you 

that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens,” or an older translation, 
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“who labor and are heavy laden,” Jesus doesn’t primarily mean folks 

with ordinary problems – such as too many bills, or being unemployed, 

or sick, or having ungrateful kids, a hard life, or whatever. Jesus has all 

sorts of things to say about stuff like that, but that’s not what he’s talking 

about here. Here, Jesus is talking quite specifically to and about those 

who are on a religious quest – those who are seeking God, and 

relationship with God. He is calling to himself the religiously exhausted 

– those who, have tried all of the usual ways of finding some peace with 

the divine and have achieved only frustration. 

 

The real clue to this is the fact that a yoke was the common symbol 

for the Law of Moses, especially for the details of the law and the 

minute, ever-expanding demands of the legalism of the Pharisees. In 

fact, this is the main way the rabbis used the word “yoke” allegorically. 

 

The yoke of the Pharisees, their demands that you have to do this 

and this and this exactly right in order to matter to God, in order to be a 
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decent person, in order to be loved or counted significant – that yoke 

Jesus rejects. 

So, what kind of yoke is Jesus talking about? This is a call to 

relationship – to relationship with Jesus and to relationship with the 

community that continues Jesus’ life and ministry. A yoke, in the way 

Jesus is using it here, is a symbol of partnership.  In many translations, 

Jesus calls his yoke “easy.” Now, that’s an unfortunate English word; it 

makes it sound like everything’s a snap, that very little effort or energy 

is required to do it. And as anyone who has tried to live the life of Jesus 

knows, that’s just not true. The New English Bible’s translation is better: 

It reads, “My yoke is good to bear.” Jesus' yoke is not lighter because he 

demands less (5:20), but because he bears more of the load with us 

(23:4). There are two of you working on it and not just one. It’s as if 

Jesus says, "I will help you out with your problems. I will help carry 

your load. Trust me… this work is the only way to find God.” 
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So, I’m sure you’re thinking, “but wait… I thought this was about 

rest?... This sounds like you’re saying Jesus wants us to do more work… 

even if it is worth it…” To which I will respond, “Yes, that is exactly 

what I think Jesus is saying.” But, let me explain.  

 

In 2012, I worked as an AmeriCorps volunteer in Cincinnati, Ohio 

at an inner-city church who ran a free camp which also served as a 

summer feeding program. During the school year, many children depend 

on the free breakfast and lunch programs in order to eat, so during the 

summer, other organizations try to supplement by taking on this 

incredibly important task. So, when I arrived at my site, I was surprised 

to find that the two women who basically ran the camp were retired, in 

their 70’s, and full of energy.  An energy that I envied. I was a 23 year 

old college student, still trying to figure out my vocation, and struggling 

to make sense of the world. One of these women, Nancy, fascinated me 

because she talked about “Ben” a lot.  Ben? Who’s Ben? “Oh, I have to 

go pick up Ben from school” she might say. Or, “Last night at dinner, 

Ben told me…. Yada yada yada…” Assuming it was her grandchild, I 
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finally mustered up the courage to ask her about Ben.  Here’s the story 

she told me:  

Nancy worked as a school guidance counselor for many decades.  

She and her husband Tom, were very much looking forward to 

retirement.  They had dreams of vacations and cruises around the world.  

They envisioned their life consisting of coming home just long enough 

in between trips to wash the clothing from their suitcase, only to pack it 

up again, and go on to the next fabulous vacation location. In the months 

leading up to Nancy’s long-awaited retirement day, Nancy found herself 

dealing with a particularly difficult fifth-grader. He was disrespectful, 

rarely ever on time for school, dirty clothes, and a horrible attitude. 

Nancy tried to help him in all the ways that a guidance counselor could, 

but the boy’s home life was in such a disarray that any progress they 

made during the day, was quickly removed when he went home each 

night. Nancy was so concerned about this young boy, that she reached 

out to the mother and said, “You’ve got to figure something out.  He 

cannot stay living in this situation. He’s never going to make it.”  The 

next day, the boy came into school with a note for Nancy.  It read, “If 
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you want him, you can have him.” Nancy, stared at the note, and could 

see in the boy’s hopeful eyes that he already knew what the note said.  

No, no, no. This was not what her life was supposed to look like.  She 

was weeks from freedom. She had raised her own children, who now 

had children of their own. She and her husband had already ordered the 

brand-new suitcases for their first trip.  She just wanted to rest.  But, as 

she looked down at Ben, she knew that this would be worth it.  She 

called Tom, told him what was going on and he said he would get the 

guest room ready for when they got home.  Retirement was going be a 

little bit different for Nancy and Tom. And I stand here today to tell you 

that I don’t think they would change it for anything in the world.  The 

“rest” they were looking for actually materialized as a beautiful “yoke.”  

It was a new vocation. A new, “worth it” kind of work.  They found 

their rest doing God’s work for Ben and with Ben.  When I finally met 

Nancy, years later, she had found so much purpose for her life by taking 

on this new work that it actually inspired her to do more. 

“Come to me and find rest.” There are definitely still moments 

when I hear these words and I picture myself climbing up onto Jesus’ lap 
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and falling asleep. But if we take the next verse seriously, “Put on my 

yoke…. And you will find rest,” we will find that it’s actually a really 

beautiful invitation.  Here at Redeemer, we know what hard work is.  

We know that it takes commitment for a church to grow and to be 

sustainable.  Starting next week, officially, with the arrival of Reverend 

Susan Murtha, we will be beginning the next phase of the work. It’s 

going to be hard. But, I know we can do it together. 

Jesus asks us to do the work of God in order to find rest for our 

souls. This rest gives us a new emotional stability in a way that we could 

never find in a quick nap. With this kind of “rest,” as we are “yoked” up 

with Jesus, we can discover the place where our greatest passions meet 

the needs of the world.  Don’t divorce the first part of this call from the 

second part.  Yes, we can find rest in Jesus.  But that’s only because he 

points us towards the work God has sent for us.  It’s only because Jesus 

is right there the whole time.  It’s only because we rest in the sure 

knowledge that we’re not doing any of this alone.  This work is what 

will bring us closer to God.     Amen.  


