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Dear friends in Christ,

As part of the health plan I’m on, you can earn points by going online and doing certain wellness activities.  Once you’ve earned 300 points, you are credited with $200 that can be used to pay for the deductibles that are built into the plan.  One of the activities I am currently doing is called “My Stress Solution.”  As the name suggests, it’s about learning to better handle the daily stress that is part of our lives.

There’s always been stress, and a certain amount of stress is a good thing.  I don’t think I’d ever get a sermon done if it weren’t for the stress of knowing Sunday comes every week and I’m going to have people looking at me and expecting me to say something.   But the medical field has in recent years become much more aware of how too much stress can negatively impact our lives.  One of the things they ask you to do in “My Stress Solution” is to track your daily stress level.   What that does is make you aware of the different kinds of stress you experience.  My back has been out of whack and I’ve just begun seeing a chiropractor to see if that will help, so there’s some health related stress.  Melissa is back in MN. and we had someone look at our house there for a second time this week, so there’s that family and housing related stress.  We’ve had some major purchase stress, like a new car to handle the mountain driving of Utah.  I could go on, and I feel much more blessed than stressed, but the point is that we all have things we’re dealing with and we all have days that we’re really stressed out.  

Today is the Sunday of the 4th of July weekend.  It’s our great, national summer holiday, when many people try and get away from the stresses of life.  So it seems to be a good day to talk about rest and peace for our souls.  “Come to me all that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest,” says Jesus.  I bet everyone here today is carrying at least one burden, if not more, from which you would welcome rest and a sense of peace.  What can we learn from our Lord today?

Last week at the end of Matthew 10, Jesus sends out his disciples with a word of promise.  “Whoever welcomes you, welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me, welcomes the one who sent me.”  Beginning in Matthew 11, Jesus continues his mission work in various cities.  Quite frankly, he wasn’t having a great day.  If you read carefully, you see Jesus himself was feeling stressed out.  


The first thing that happens in chapter 11 is John the Baptist, by this time in prison, sends disciples to ask Jesus  “Are you really the one?” This question was probably not what Jesus wanted to hear, especially from John of all people. He was his relative, his peer, the one who announced his coming.  Good grief, John, don’t you already know?  After all you’ve seen and heard! Yet Jesus takes time to give a response, and to defend John and his character.


As Jesus continued on his way, he encountered children playing in the marketplace. Their games were the games of energy-laden kids, their laughs were the sounds of joy. Understandably, none of them paid any attention to this wandering band of strangers. Jesus perceived in their reaction the same he met in their parents and other adults. Everywhere he went, it now seemed, people were so preoccupied with their own games, their own ways of living and their own agendas that no one paid any attention to him, his Word, nor the word of grace offered. 

Finally, there is more frustration in verses 20-24, which were left out of the reading.  Jesus remembers his time in the twin cities of Chorazin and Bethsaida, remembering the many displays of power and the miraculous events which had taken place in the lives of their citizens.  But he then recalled that it had not made any impact at all. No one was responding and no one was repenting. Jesus was having one of those days. In the background, and between the lines, I think I hear Jesus crying, “give me a break! What more do I have to do? If this is the thanks I get, I’m ready to throw in the towel!” I’ve felt that way, and I’m sure you have as well.

So what does Jesus do? He does not go home and slam the door in frustration.  Nor does he go on a vacation and try to escape.  Instead, he lifts his eyes toward heaven, to God the Father who is the source of his life, his authority, and his well-being.   And Jesus prays.   “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants (Matthew 11:25, NRSV).” After having one of those days, Jesus finds it within himself to offer a prayer of thanks to God. “ I thank you, Father.”  He turns it all over to the Father above.  That’s what he needed to do, and that’s something we can all learn from.

 The familiar invitation which follows is addressed precisely to people like us -- people who are stressed, tired, weary, who are ready to throw in the towel.  So here is Jesus’ invitation to the stressed: “Come… and I will give you rest.”

But the rest Jesus offers is different from what you might think.  It’s not a vacation, a day at a water park, a time of seclusion, a day of sleep, or getting away from it all.  Rather, it is taking on his yoke.  Listen to his words, “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” (Matthew 11:29a, 30). It is in being yoked to Christ, where true rest is found.


One of the wonderful legends that was handed down concerning the mysterious quiet years of Jesus, the years prior to his adult ministry, is that Jesus the carpenter was one of the master yoke-makers in the Nazareth area. People came from miles around for a yoke hand carved and crafted by Jesus son of Joseph. Perhaps on this occasion, Jesus recalled a friend driving a team of oxen into his courtyard. As a yoke maker, he would have spent considerable time measuring the team, their height, the width, the space between them, and the size of their shoulders. Within a week, the team would be brought back and he would carefully place the newly-made yoke over the shoulders, watching for rough places, smoothing out the edges and fitting them perfectly to this particular team of oxen.

That’s the yoke Jesus invites us to take. The yoke is “easy,” says Jesus, but its root word in Greek speaks directly of the tailor-made yokes: they were “well-fitting.” The yoke Jesus invites us to take, the yoke that in itself brings rest to stressed and weary souls, is one that is made exactly for our lives and hearts. The yoke he invites us to wear fits us well and does not rub against us uncomfortably.   And since his yokes were always designed for two, our yoke-partner is none other than Christ himself.

As is so often the case, Jesus gets to the heart of our stress and weariness.  It’s not just that we are busy, that life is stressful, and there is simply too much to do.  The problem is having all of that and no connection with God.  It’s not being yoked to Christ, who alone can bring rest in the face of our stress. 

We will only find peace in the midst of our stress if we approach it as a spiritual matter.  It’s not about simply being less busy.  That can help, but it’s not the whole answer.  It’s about trusting that Jesus is yoked with us, walking beside us, pulling with us, travelling with us on our life journey.  Sixteen hundred years ago, Saint Augustine wrote these famous words, “our hearts are restless until they find rest in God.”  There will always be stress and restlessness in the world.  We only find true rest, when we rest in God.


The early days of the civil rights movement produced many persons who faced dangers and carried the burden of the movement on their shoulders. In Montgomery, Alabama, during the bus boycott by the black community, the story is told of an elderly black woman. She walked daily from her home to work, a distance that many of her friends and family considered far too much for her. But she supported the cause and so walked everyday. When she was encouraged by the leaders of the movement to take the bus because of her age, her health and her limited mobility, she replied: “my feet are tired; but my soul is rested.” That’s the rest we seek and comes with being yoked with Christ.  We will still have days when we are weary, stressed, and too busy, but are souls are rested as we wear Christ’s yoke.

How are you doing today?  How would you chart your stress level this week?  There are many helpful tools to help us relieve stress and live more balanced lives.  But the best solution is a spiritual one.  It is turning our stress over to God in prayer.  It is receiving Christ’s word of grace.  “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.”    That is God’s stress solution, which comes with being yoked to Christ.  Today, and every day, may we take this well fitted yoke upon us.  For it is then that comes to pass these words of promise, “for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your soul.”  Amen
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