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We continue our walk through part of the Gospel of Matthew this morning with this focus on Christ’s
calling to rest and to reclaim one’s purpose in following him. There’s a clarity, a renewed resolve that’s described
here, not in an increased amount of hours of work, but rather in one’s joyful, unhurried focus upon Christ himself.
We all encounter Christ differently: sometimes with joy, sometimes with doubt, sometimes with a lot of emotion,
maybe emotional baggage even.

Jesus, as we looked at last week, is considering in particular the response to him and to John the Baptist,
namely those who had rejected the message along the way. So in the passage last week, we heard about how the
“hidden things” of the world are revealed to those whom the Son chooses, to “infants rather than to the “wise
and intelligent.” That’s a whole other conversation, of course, but lingering in the air is the notion that this Jesus,
this teacher, doesn’t bring a message that the usual suspects, the wise and the intelligent, would prescribe to.

In addition to the first reading Psalm 116, we’ll have two other readings. The second is from an apocryphal
book called Sirach. (We’ll get into why that’s different in a little bit.) And then from the Gospel of Matthew itself.

First, from Sirach 51:

26 «pyt your neck under her yoke,
and let your souls receive instruction;
it is to be found close by.”

27 See with your own eyes that I have labored but little
and found for myself much serenity.

And then from the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 11. Hear now the Word of God.
[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me?

Gracious God, we praise you for in your Spirit you come alongside us; you inspire us; you guide us; you
comfort us. We pray for your Spirit’s presence among us this day, that you might speak anew through this Word.
And for Word spoken and heard this morning, may it not be mine but yours. Amen.

Alexis Byrd began suspecting a good ole bait and switch in her first week at a new job. She worked in HR
in logistics, and in the interview process, she was told the job would be 100% remote—or at least that it could be
100% remote—and she had been up front as to what she needed. The office was an hour away from where she
lived, and a regular commute of that length simply wasn’t what she was interested in doing, so working remotely
most, if not nearly all, of the time was something she had been up front about.



She was hired, and she understood that starting out there are some things that need to be done that are out
of the ordinary when you’re just starting at a new position. Some time face to face. Some onboarding and
orientation. So she didn’t really mind it all that much when in the first week she was asked to do the hour-long
commute for that purpose.

No big deal, she thought. The people were nice and greeted her warmly. And it’s the first week.

By the third day, however, her manager informed her that she would need to come into the office—again
with the hour-long commute both ways—three days a week, and on top of that, she would need to visit the two
other worksites twice a week, which would add about two more hours onto her daily commute on those days.

When she raised the issue with her manager, citing her transparency up front in the interview process in
needing flexible, remote work, she was told, “Well, sometimes we just have to be flexible.”

She stayed for two months before finding another job.

Classic bait and switch. Get told something would be easy or flexible, just to get you to sign on, only then
to be told actually it’s going to be much more involved or difficult.

According to one survey, over half of all US workers have experienced some kind of bait and switch in a
hiring process. Doesn’t inspire confidence, to say the least. In fact, because the practice has been felt so widely,
it’s more a shared skepticism that when you hear one thing as you’re about to start something—a new job, a new
commitment, whatever it is—there’s this common voice that many, maybe more than half of us, have that says,
“Yeah, that’s not the whole story. What’s the catch?”

There may have been some similar mumblings of “What’s the catch?” in the background when Jesus
offered the words recorded in these few verses. “Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy
burdens, and I will give you rest.” So far so good. How inviting. How comforting. In fact, this sounds like it’s
giving some clarity to what he just said before. “No one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom
the Son chooses to reveal him,” Jesus just said in the verse before this, which begs the question, okay, so who
does the Son choose to reveal the Father? Who are the chosen ones? Well, this seems to answer that: those who
are weary and carrying heavy burdens. That’s who Jesus chooses. That’s beautiful.

Then he goes on, in v. 29: “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 by burden is light.”

And if this was your first time listening to Jesus, you might be thinking, that is just lovely. This gentle and
humble rabbi, inviting you to take on this yoke of his, and that yoke is easy, and that burden is light.

Underneath it, if you were a Jewish hearer of those words, then you’d likely also be hearing echoes of
other Jewish spiritual writings. We read those words from Sirach a few minutes ago: “Put your neck under her
yoke, and let your souls receive instruction; it is to be found close by.” What’s happening here is a reference to
what’s known as “Holy Wisdom,” often referred to in the feminine, so “her yoke,” and thus the imagery of putting
one’s neck under a yoke was another way of saying, come under someone’s particular teaching, become a disciple,
become a student to a particular school of thought.

Never heard of Sirach before? It’s one of the books in what’s called the Apocrypha. Long story short about
the Apocrypha, it’s a collection of books that are included in the Catholic Bible but not in Protestant ones, and the
reason for that is mostly due to these books not having manuscripts in the original Hebrew, so a compiler a long
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time ago said, “Hey, we can’t find these books in Hebrew, just in a Greek translation, so let’s keep them in a
separate section over here.” Catholic Bibles include that separate section. Protestant Bibles do not.

So you may have noticed when we read it we didn’t say “The Word of the Lord” after it and we don’t offer
it today as Scripture per se, but it does show what Jewish listeners of Jesus might have heard in his words “Take
my yoke upon you,” that is, an invitation to become his student, his disciple, to learn from him, to follow in his
ways.

We have this sort of thing today. The kind of teacher or instructor is a big factor in what you learn. It’s not
just a matter of presentation of facts, and especially once you get to, say, college level major courses or graduate
school, the teacher is a huge factor. Who are you going to learn under? What school of thought will you be trained
in? If you’re an athlete, knowing how a this coach or that coach is going to develop you, what skills the coach
can impart to you, is a big part of committing to that coach. If you’re an apprentice, knowing how your mentor is
going to guide you along and teach you a trade is a big part of committing to that mentor.

And if you were there listening to Jesus inviting you, “Come to me,” “Take my yoke upon you,” as his
student, his disciple, you might wonder, well, what kind of teacher would he be? Well, he answers that, “I am
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”

And you might think, “Well that sounds just lovely. /’m weary and carrying heavy burdens. My soul needs
rest. This sounds like just the thing, just the kind of teacher I’ve been looking for. His yoke is easy, and his burden
is light, he says.”

But if you had been around Jesus for a bit of time, you might be wondering, “Hold on a second. Something
doesn’t add up. Is this a bait and switch? Didn’t Jesus, not long ago, say [and he says this just in the previous
chapter in Matthew, though there’s been a little bit of time in between]: ‘Whoever loves father and mother more
than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever
does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Those who find their life will lose it, and those who
lose their life for my sake will find it’ (Matthew 10:37-39)? Was he not saying that unless you value him more
than your family, you’re not worthy of him? Was he not saying that if you don’t take up a cross, you know, that
horrible, tortuous form of death that we’re all afraid of, and follow up, you’re not worthy of him? Maybe I'm
missing something, but that doesn’t sound so much like an easy yoke or a light burden. In fact that sounds like
the opposite. Bait and switch here. Sign on to follow this Jesus, and he says one day, “Here’s your easy yoke,”
and then the next day, “Oh, and here’s your cross to carry too.”

And if that thought had crossed your mind, you wouldn’t be the first. This seeming disconnect has been
felt for a long time. How can following Jesus be at once this easy, light burden, rest for the weary soul, and also
this heavy cross to carry, a path that promises suffering and hardship in his name?

One of the best explanations I’ve heard ties back to ancient yokes, namely that a common use of them
wasn’t just to put on a single animal like a donkey or an ox, but rather to join two oxen together. This is where
you get notions of being equally or unequally yoked elsewhere in Scripture, if you’ve ever heard that phrasing
before. The image then of a yoke, especially when it comes to teacher and student, master and disciple, isn’t
merely the teacher placing the yoke upon the student and saying “Mush! Get to work! Here’s your homework!”
It’s the teacher saying, “This is a yoke for two. I’'m in one of them. Let’s do the work together.”



So where the light burden comes in isn’t because the work is light. It’s because Jesus is doing it with you,
alongside you. Even when the work is carrying a cross, Jesus carries it with us, alongside us, and goes before us,
leading the way.

There’s a running joke in ministry circles about church-related job descriptions. Maybe this happens across
the board I don’t know. But like in any job description, you’ve got the bullet points, the breakdown in what a
position’s responsibilities are, and then at the very end—this is the joke part—there’s a phrase, “Other
responsibilities as assigned.”

For example, at my last church, one day after worship had ended, the head pastor—his name was Will—
and I discovered that someone had gotten sick on the staircase up to the balcony of the sanctuary. And we could
see what remained of that sickness there are the carpeted stairs. Everyone had left except for him and me, and we
couldn’t just leave it there. So we got the stuff and were cleaning it up, and at one point looked at each other and
said, “Other responsibilities as assigned.”

Or just this past week, we had that big storm come through Wednesday evening while we were having
Wednesday Night Dinner. It rained so much that it overwhelmed the parts of construction that were just tarped
over, and we had a good bit of water coming into parts of the building, including in the hallway by the
Columbarium and in the corner of the Sanctuary, each of them next to the construction zone.

Well, as far as the hallway, Joe Anderson just went and got a mop and a bucket, didn’t announce anything,
and just went to work mopping up the water. Other responsibilities as assigned. And as far as the sanctuary, Pastor
Mark and Mary Emily were leading a First Communion class in the sanctuary when the downpour was happening,
so while Mark kept the class going, Mary Emily went over to the Spitzer building where we had some towels, got
them, brought them back, and started soaking up the water that had leaked in. Other responsibilities as assigned.

Now would Joe or Mary Emily have said, “Now, when I signed on to this whole Jesus thing, I was told it
would be an easy and light burden, so I’'m not supposed to do this,” or especially in Mary Emily’s case as someone
on staff, “Soaking up leaking water isn’t in my job description as Director of Children’s Ministries, so I’m not
going to do it”? No of course not. It came out of their desire, their willingness to serve as needed when the need
arose, not merely citing, this isn’t easy, this isn’t what I signed up for, this is too inconvenient, too hard.

I couldn’t swear to whether Joe or Mary Emily had joy in their hearts as they were soaking up the water.
I’m not sure how joyful I was when Will and I were cleaning up the sick. But there was a laughter about it, a
lightness to it.

Not to equate soaking up rainwater to carrying a cross, but that’s kind of the message, I think, coming
from Jesus when he says, “Come to me, you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens.... My yoke is easy, and
my burden is light.” It’s not that the work isn’t hard, not that the burden isn’t heavy. The work is hard. The burden
is heavy. It’s a cross after all that we’re called to carry. It’s that we’re not carrying it alone. The yoke is for two,
and there is no burden we can carry that Jesus isn’t carrying too, mops and towels and all.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



