Matthew 11: 16-19, 25-30  “Lighten the Load”  Rev. Janet Chapman 7/5/20
	This week will be a month since ending up at Shasta Regional ER with a painful broken right wrist all alone, because like everyone else there, no visitors or support people allowed.  I began to do what a lot of religious people tend to do in those times when they don’t like what life has dealt them.  I pleaded with God, I bargained, I assured God that I had gotten the message, I needed to slow down, no more allergy pills while working, I would get back to the bike, kayaking and swimming, I would stop playing superwoman if this could just be a bad sprain.  While I would not have admitted it then, and hate admitting it now, I had been living up to that moment under the impression that God somehow expected more of me than other people.  I simply could not let God down, in the midst of our national crisis which is making 9/11 look like a walk in the park, and where a recent study revealed that over 50% of Americans say they are the least happiest they have ever been before.  So maybe God was speaking to me through this accident that I wasn’t superwoman and as long as that sunk into my stubborn brain, all would be as before.  But no deal – God wasn’t going to play my game.  As I sat in the ER, I looked around at the fellow wounded pilgrims in my midst.  One gentleman looked horrible and having been assessed with COVID symptoms was escorted outside.  One woman was coming off drugs crying non-stop, I whispered “I am sorry the pain is so bad, God is here with you and I am praying.” She looked up and was coherent enough to whisper a thank you.  When I got to a room, the xray revealed a wrist which required being put back in its socket and the necessity to be seen by a surgeon.  They did what they could and once home, my list of things to do began to gather dust and my appointment book lay unopened.  Being strongly right-handed, I learned to ask for help with everything from getting dressed to car rides to even typing my sermons.  The delay in getting into the surgeon led me back again and again to the Serenity prayer (God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference). At first it drove me a bit crazy, but then I started pondering once more what was really important and what wasn’t.  I started paying more attention to the sounds of the doves and ducks, to the beauty of tomatoes ripening on the vine, to the expressions of support and love. Finally, when the call came from the surgeon and the decision was made that surgery had been delayed too long and must happen in the next 24 hours, I just shrugged and said, “well, so be it then.”  Now I am moving a bit slower and more cautiously, I am more in tune to how weary and burdened I had become, the pain still reminds me I am not superwoman, and overall I am learning the truth of what God expects of me.
	On this 4th of July weekend, Matthew speaks not just to me, but to a nation that is weary and heavy-burdened, who has been living under a lie, and has been confronted with moving more cautiously into the future.  It may seem counter-intuitive for the holiday as the words are not necessarily a cause for celebration but a lesson for us as a nation.  The text indicates that this generation, meaning anyone descending from Adam and Cain, has fallen short.  It would be far easier to distance myself and our country from this text, but too much rings true.  Besides, whenever Jesus shows true emotion and passion, even to the point of anger, I get interested.  The passage begins with the children of the land whose songs are never quite understood.  One group wants to play “wedding” but can’t get others to dance when the glad song is shared; the other group wants to play ‘funeral’ but when the dirge is played, no one was moved to tears. So they all just sit opposite one another hurling bitter insults against each other.  Does this sound at all familiar? Jesus is addressing not individual failures but the society as a whole, a people who somehow fail to respond as they might to a song that is utterly clear.  As a country, we have prided ourselves on creating the “rat race” where if you just work hard enough, you can have whatever you dream; we have touted the words on the Statue of Liberty “Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free…”  The problem is we are not rats and Lady Liberty’s words fade into oblivion as COVID, systemic racism and rampant poverty reveal we don’t understand what is important and what isn’t.  We fail to respond to the song at hand.  A new normal is seeking to be born, to be understood out of the failures of this generation.  We are hearing a new tune being sung which mandates extra effort to keep relationships, even people, alive and healthy.  A song is being sung regarding the value of human lives versus the economy.  A chorus of children and youth sing out with a passion to be taught life’s lessons well outside the classroom as well as inside.  The protests we continue to see from the young are reflecting the power of standing together, working together to finally bring about the change that truth and justice are calling for and that is cause for celebration.
Jesus is speaking to a generation that can’t quite recognize the truth that is right in front of them.  Found in Matthew, often called the “teacher’s gospel,” we experience Jesus teaching the people from beginning to end.  Even as Jesus concludes his ministry on earth, he gives the disciples the directive to go out into the world and teach all nations. Teaching facilitates truth becoming wisdom.  Such teaching is one of the prime expectations God has for us as followers of Jesus – to teach, to facilitate truth which leads to wisdom.  That wisdom is desperately needed in times such as these.
I remember my work as a chaplain for a maternity home and adoption agency which consisted of mainly teenagers and young adults considering placing their babies for adoption.  Every Sunday morning at 10, my congregation of 4 or 5 or 6 would come in, some fully dressed in their Sunday best while others came in tshirts and shorts.  One by one they brought in their grief, fear, uncertainty and shame into that little chapel where there was not much to see – just an electric organ, a cross, a simple wood pulpit, the backs of each other’s heads, and a cross stitch picture with Jesus carrying a lamb with the words underneath, “Come unto me, all ye who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.”  A pregnant 12 year old (yes you heard me right) once asked me if that picture was making fun of them like kids did back at school, being heavy laden going through labor and all?  I decided right there and then that picture either had to go or some good ole fashioned Bible teaching needed to go on or both.  Because sometimes so-called sacred cows must take a back seat to the protection and well-being of those who have been marginalized and oppressed.  These young girls who were being faced with very grown up decisions deserved to be able to reclaim for themselves the comforting promise, “Come unto me, all you who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me... for my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
Pulling out some National Geographics, I found pictures of two basic kinds of yokes that can be used to bear burdens: single and shared ones.  The single ones are very efficient by placing a yoke across the shoulders and fitting buckets hung from poles on each side, humans can carry as much as donkeys.  They will tire easily and have to sit down to rest, and their shoulders will ache all the time, they may even trip and fall and break their wrist, but still it is possible to move great loads from one place to another using a single creature under a single yoke.  A shared yoke works quite differently.  It requires twice as many creatures for one thing, but if they are well-matched, they can work all day, because under a shared yoke one can rest a little while the other pulls.  They can take turns bearing the brunt of the load; they can cover for each other without ever laying their burden down because their yoke is a shared one.   When the day is done, both may be tired but neither is exhausted, because they are a team.  The song is clear if we will but listen and singalong.  Too many of us labor under the illusion that our yokes must be single ones, that we have to go it alone, that the only way to please God is to load ourselves down with heavy requirements 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.  Let us give thanks to our God this day who has given us and our nation the words which are music to our ears, “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.”  
