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I know what you’re expecting.
We’ve just read this incredibly well known passage. And you know what comes next, right?

This. The picture of a pair of oxen yoked together. Seriously, if you do a google search for this
passage, a variation of this image will dominate.
And I have a confession to make. I really don’t like this image.
I tend to do what you’re probably doing right now, which is rolling your eyes and getting ready to
tune out what comes next, ‘cause you’ve already heard it before in many farm animal-centric
sermons. And oxen and yokes don’t have much to do with your own life.
Somehow when I hear Jesus’ words here in Matthew 11, they hit me so very deep. Every time. But
then this inevitable picture comes to mind and just derails the connection. ‘Cause imagining myself
as a big dumb ox next to Jesus as a big dumb ox, plowing an endless field together into eternity just
kinda leaves me blah.
And yet there is something so powerful here in the words of Jesus, in his invitation, that
persists despite the cliche image.
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Come to me
All you who are weary and burdened
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.
When the first century crowd heard Jesus speak these words, they probably had the image of big
dumb oxen come to mind too. Because the yoke was a well known metaphor for the Torah. For the
Law of Moses.
Two whole centuries before Jesus spoke these words to the crowd gathered around him here in
Matthew 11, a Jewish teacher wrote a similar invitation:
Come to her (the Torah) like one who plows and sows. Put your neck in her collar. Bend your
shoulders and carry her with all your soul and keep her ways with all your might….For at last you
will find the rest she gives….[for] her yoke is a golden ornament.
Not quite as simple and poetic and immediate as Jesus puts it, but you can hear the similar imagery.
Even down to the promise of rest.
This wise teacher was actually trying to recruit new students. Young men who would follow him and
learn the Torah with him. The golden ornamented yoke they were going to learn to shoulder with this
teacher was all the religious obligations and responsibilities that the Law required to be right with
God. And they hoped to earn the rest that comes from keeping God’s ways and walking the right
path.
If they could bear the weight that is.
If they could shoulder it with all their might.
Fast forward a couple centuries and the Pharisees of Jesus’ time were quite familiar with the yoke as
a metaphor for the Torah. For the Law. They took great delight in adding to those religious
obligations and responsibilities. Getting more and more creative with all the ways they could demand
faithfulness to the Law on the backs of God’s people. Just a few chapters later in Matthew, Jesus
accuses the Pharisees of doing this very thing:
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They tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s shoulders, but they
themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them.
And Jesus’ anger at the Pharisees was fuelled by the collateral damage he saw. He saw folks
exhausted and overburdened and weary in body, in soul, and in faith. Experiencing nothing close to
the promised rest that the old wise teacher promised those who took up the golden and heavy yoke.
Just a bunch of weary folks trying to bear the weight of God’s expectations.
Just a bunch of weary folks trying to shoulder their religious responsibilities with all their might.
Just a bunch of weary folks trying….and failing.
We don’t really need a bunch of Pharisees tying up heavy, cumbersome loads on our shoulders. To
feel weary and exhausted and overburdened in body, in soul, in faith.
Because, if we’re honest, we’re actually pretty good at doing that to ourselves.
If the world and our circumstances don’t add to the burdens we shoulder, we certainly do.
Hoisting on our shoulders bags of guilt and shame.
Filling up sand bags of perfectionism and judgement.
Shifting the weight of past sins we can’t let go, or current ones we can’t face.
Killing ourselves under the weight of our own ambitions and expectations, worries and fears.
We might not take to the picture of oxen and yokes and Torah, but we are quite familiar with a
bunch of weary folks trying to bear the weight of impossible expectations and trying to
shoulder the weight of too many burdens.
When Jesus spoke to the crowd that day, he sounded like a wise teacher inviting people to follow
him and learn how to better wear the yoke of their burdens, how to carry it with all their might when
they’ve continually failed over and over again. Teachers came and went, but the weight always
stayed. The duty. The work. The guilt. The failure.
But then again Jesus sounded nothing like those wise teachers.
No other teacher talked about “my yoke” but pointed only to the Law as the yoke.
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No other teacher talked about the weariness of the burden, just the need to shoulder it.
No other teacher stressed how gentle and humble they are, just how wise and learned they were.
No other teacher said the yoke is easy or the burden light.
Jesus sounded nothing like a wise teacher ‘cause he is so much more than that.
Jesus looked out at the crowd, overburdened and weary, helpless and harassed, like sheep without
a shepherd, and had compassion on them all. And then he reaches out to his Father, lifting his voice
in prayer.
I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these these things
from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this is what
you were pleased to do.
Like Father like Son.
Jesus invited all who were weary and burdened to come to him. Not the strongest or the smartest.
Not the wisest and most learned. Not the ones who thought they could shoulder the weight, but the
ones who knew they couldn’t.
There’s a story that at the end of Thomas Aquinas’ life, he experienced Jesus coming to him in
a time of prayer.
Thomas Aquinas was an Italian Catholic theologian and philosopher. (Whose nickname, amusingly
enough, was the Dumb Ox.) He has been declared a saint and Doctor of the Church by the Catholic
Church and if you want to study theology or philosophy, you have to reckon at some point with this
giant of both fields. If anyone can be considered among the wise and learned, it’d be this guy. Hands
down. No contest.
At the end of his life, while in prayer before an icon of the crucifixion, Jesus came to him and said,
You have written well of me, Thomas. What reward would you have for your labour?
Thomas replied,
Nothing but you, Lord.
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In those final days of life, Thomas stopped working on his life’s work, on his summary of theology
that is still studied today in seminaries and in secular university philosophy departments, because of
the closeness he was experiencing with Jesus. In prayer. In visions. In relationship. Thomas said:
Everything that I’ve written seems to me straw - compared to the vision I have had.
Thomas spent his life studying and unpacking and teaching and writing about Jesus and what
Jesus taught, but nothing compared in the end to experiencing the presence of Jesus, the
presence of God.
Jesus is not just another wise teacher giving us a better list of do’s and don’ts.
Jesus is not just another wise teacher telling us to practice a little self-care and me-time so that
we bear our burdens for another week.
Jesus is not just another wise teacher pointing out where we can do better and earn enough
gold stars to get into heaven and do enough to be right with God.
If he were, there’s no gospel. No good news. And we had better get use to carrying the weight on
our backs and the feeling of failure. But Jesus isn’t like a Pharisee tying up heavy and cumbersome
loads to our all ready weary shoulders, he’s taking them oﬀ one by one.
Jesus, the Son of God, has already made us right with Father.
Jesus, the Son of God, has already shouldered the weight of the Law for us.
Jesus, the Son of God, has already taken up the cross and carried the weight of all our burdens
and sin and failures and put it all to death, so that our yoke might be easy and our burden light.
Jesus, the Son of God, invites us not to follow him like any other wise teacher but to come to him
and through him to the Father, the Lord of heaven and earth. Who is pleased to reveal the fullness of
his love and presence, not to the wise and learned, but to little children. Like us.
Who know their need.
Who know their exhaustion.
Who know their inability to shoulder the weight of their own salvation on their own shoulders.
No matter how hard they try.
I don’t know where you’re weary this morning, whether it’s body or soul, or what is exhausting you or
what you’re carrying that weighs on you, but I do know that Jesus’ words of invitation and promise
are for you. For each of you. For all of us. For all who are weary and burdened.
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Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened
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.

Thanks be to God.
Amen.
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