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“COME AND REST”

“For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

You would have to be a very dedicated fan of the New York Yankees to remember Steve Kline, who
pitched for the Bronx Bombers from 1970-1974.  He was nowhere near as famous as such Yankee
icons as Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio and Mickey Mantle; nor was he as great a pitcher as
Whitey Ford or Mariano Rivera.  But I remember Steve Kline because he was the only Yankee who
visited North Plainfield High School during my years there as a student.  I remember how excited we
were when it was announced that Steve Kline would be visiting our school and speaking at a student
assembly; even Mets fans were thrilled that a real major league player would be in our midst.  We put
up posters of Steve Kline on the mound at Yankee Stadium and imagined what it would be like to
stand in the presence of someone who actually played on that iconic field.
As the day of his visit approached, our expectations grew as to what Steve Kline would look like in
person.  Even students who had seen him in action at the Stadium were excited to see him up close,
rather than from a distance.  We imagined that he would be very tall, very strong, and very powerful –
almost super human.  A real-life Yankee would be walking the halls of our school, and Yankees are
not the same as mere mortals!

So when the day of his visit finally arrived, we were looking around for the sure sign that Steve Kline
had arrived.  We gathered in the auditorium for the assembly, certain that there would be no doubt
when this superlative athlete was present.  But when the moment finally arrived, there was a wave of
disappointment that went through the hall; on stage were our principal, the athletic director, the coach
of the baseball team – and one other very ordinary-looking person, dressed in very ordinary clothes. 
Perhaps this was Steve Kline’s agent, or a teacher from another school who somehow knew him.  But
when Mr. Thompson invited us to welcome Steve Kline to North Plainfield High School, it was this
person, who looked nothing like the major league pitcher of our imagination, who took the microphone
and began to address the student body.  While we politely listened, it was not what we were
expecting from a member of the New York Yankees, and whatever impact Steve Kline’s words might
have had on us was lost because he did not meet our criteria for a major leaguer – even though he
really was a major league pitcher.  It was an example of how our expectation can lead us to
disappointment and the inability to appreciate the lessons we might learn from the real persons who
we encounter in our lives.

Today’s Gospel lesson contains one of Jesus’ most important teachings: his invitation to “all who are
weary and are carrying heavy burdens” to come to him so that he might give them rest.  But it is
preceded by Jesus’ lament regarding how people have reacted to both him and John the Baptist, and
how they were often rejected because they did not live up to the people’s preconceived notions
regarding the Messiah and the one who would prepare his way.  In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus’ words
of despair follow two sections that make clear the identity of these two individuals:

· “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought
to them.  And blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me.” – 11:4-6

· “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at?  A reed shaken by the wind?  What then
did you go out to see?  Someone dressed in soft robes?  Look, those who wear soft robes are
in royal palaces.  What then did you go out to see?  A prophet?  Yes, I tell you, and more than
a prophet.  This is the one about whom it is written, ‘See, I am sending my messenger ahead
of you, who will prepare your way before you.’  Truly I tell you, among those born of women no
one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater
than he.” – 11:7-11.



But even though both John and Jesus’ deeds clearly identify them, Jesus laments that “this
generation” lacks discernment and recognizes neither of them for who they truly are.  In Jesus’
analogy of children playing in the marketplace, one group wants to play a happy game (such as a
wedding) but the other group will not play.  So the first group tries to get them to play funerals, but
they reject that also.  In Matthew’s structure, the latter option corresponds to the gaunt and ascetic
figure of John, who “wore clothing of camel’s hair with a leather belt around his waist, and his food
was locusts and wild honey” (3:4), and whose message was too threatening and lifestyle too
unworldly.  But when Jesus came in meekness, announcing the peaceable kingdom of unconditional
love and forgiveness and celebrating the goodness of life with all, he was rejected as not “spiritual”
enough.  “This generation’s” depiction of Jesus as a “glutton and a drunkard” is reminiscent of
Deuteronomy 21:20-21, suggesting that more is involved here than merely an insult: Jesus is seen as
a rebellious Israelite worthy of stoning, one who should be executed in order to purge evil from the
midst of the covenant community:

· “They shall say to the elders of his town, ‘This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious.  He will
not obey us.  He is a glutton and a drunkard.’  Then all the men of the town shall stone him to
death.  So you shall purge the evil form your midst; and all Israel will hear, and be afraid.”

Jesus’ words of lamentation and despair over his people’s failure to recognize his true identity and
therefore be blessed by his words would later be echoed by John in the prologue to his gospel, in
which he distinguishes between those who reject Jesus and those who both recognize who he is and
heed his teachings:

· “He was in the world, and the world came into being through him, yet the world did not know
him.  He came to what was his own, and his own people did not accept him.  But to all who
received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were
born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God.” – John 1:10-13.

Those who “received him [and] believed in his name” would be blessed by the teaching which is at
the heart of our Gospel lesson this morning: Jesus invitation to all who are burdened to “come to me
… and I will give you rest.”  It is an invitation that is embraced by those Jesus describes as “infants,”
persons who are open and unpretentious, those who do not allow their wisdom or intelligence to
stand in the way of recognizing Jesus and being open to his gifts.  These gifts are bestowed on those
who recognize Jesus as the embodiment of divine Wisdom, for “all things have been handed over to
me by my Father; and no one knows the son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except
the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal to him.” (11:27).  It is a wisdom that to some
is dismissed as foolishness, but is seen by those who are open and discerning as the very power of
God at work among God’s people:

· “For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are
being saved it is the power of God … For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know
God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those
who believe.  For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ
crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are called,
both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  For God’s
foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human
strength.” – 1 Corinthians 1:18, 21-25.

Those who recognize Jesus as the “Word [that] became flesh and lived among us … full of grace and
truth” will also recognize that his invitation to rest is not an invitation to a life of ease, for it is an
invitation to discipleship, to follow him in the path that leads to the cross.  It is an invitation that entails
having a yoke placed upon their shoulders, which in Jesus’ time was a common metaphor for
servitude and obedience.  But Jesus’ yoke is different: it is a “yoke [that] is easy, and a burden [that]
is light.”  While Jesus’ “yoke” will bring with it risks and burdens, it will also bring those who take it



upon themselves liberation from the artificial burdens of human religion.  Those who heed Jesus’
teaching and take his yoke upon their shoulders will be blessed by his gift of rest, which is not mere
ease but is synonymous with salvation, the gift of the kingdom of God, and eternal life.

· “And I heard a voice from heaven saying, ‘Write this: Blessed are the dead who from now on
die in the Lord.’  ‘Yes,’ says the Spirit, ‘they will rest from their labors, for their deeds follow
them.’” – Revelation 14:13.

Jesus’ invitation to all who recognize him as the Word of eternal life and accept his invitation to
discipleship are invited to heed the call he first issues to the Twelve when they fail to understand the
true nature of following a Messiah who came not to be served but to serve, who comes not as a tyrant
who inflicts harsh demands on his followers but one who is “gentle and humble in heart” and who
never overburdens those who seek to walk in his steps.

· “You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones are tyrants over
them.  It will not be so among you; but whoever wishes to be great among you must be your
servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man
came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.” – 20:25-28.

True wisdom comes when we recognize Jesus as the true Son of God and not one who necessarily
fits into our preconceived notions of what the Messiah of God will be like.  True wisdom comes in
knowing that the true Word of God will never be burdensome, nor will it demand more from us than
we are able to shoulder.  True wisdom can be found when we realize that we cannot carry all of life’s
burdens upon ourselves, and that we need to walk with our Savior who promises to take life’s
overwhelming burdens off of our backs so that we can walk in newness of life.  True wisdom comes in
following the path of our Savior, who invites us to take upon ourselves a burden that will never hold
us back or weigh us down but will allow us to carry to others the liberating word that our Savior first
carried to us as the true incarnate Word of God.

· “It is not that Jesus invites us to a life of ease.  Following him will be full of risks and
challenges, as he has made abundantly clear.  He calls us to a life of humble service, but it is a
life of freedom and joy instead of slavery.  It is life yoked to Jesus under God’s gracious and
merciful reign, free from the burden of sin and the need to prove oneself, free to rest deeply
and securely in God’s grace.” – Elizabeth Johnson.

When Steve Kline came to our school, I looked upon him through the eyes of a child expected my
sports hero to fit my criteria.  When he proved to be a mere human being, I was so disappointed that I
couldn’t even hear what he had to share with us.  I wonder how many other times I have deprived
myself of wisdom that could have been of benefit to me because the person who was sharing it with
me didn’t fit my expectations or fit my preconceived notions of how they must be.  I wonder how often
I have been life those people who rejected both John and Jesus because their assumptions blinded
them to the reality that was standing before them.  I am reminded of Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians,
that “when I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I
became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.” (13:11).  When I pray “thy kingdom come, thy will be
done on earth as it is in heaven,” I am asking the Lord to accomplish his will in and among us, to
open our eyes so that we might see our Lord as he truly comes to us and listen to the Word that is
proclaimed to us as the words of eternal life.  May we be open to our Lord who comes to us as the
true Son of God to take the burdens off our shoulders, give us the rest that only our Savior can give,
and to take upon ourselves the joyous task of bearing the love of God to a world desperately in need
of an authentic word of good news.  As Christ comes to us “just as he is,” may we come to our Lord
and Savior “just as I am.”
Amen.


