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Yoked with Jesus in a Pandemic (Matthew 11: 28-30), a reflection for 5 July 2020 
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton at East Plains United Church, Burlington 
 
This pandemic time we are in has been hard for many folks. As an Extravert, I thought 
it would be harder for me than it’s been, because I process what I am thinking with 
other people. But with the magic of Zoom, I have been able to do that on a regular 
basis—with colleagues, family, friends, and East Plains leaders—even sometimes by 
just adding a clean shirt to pajama bottoms and sitting with my feet propped up in bed. 
Zoom is so much better than telephone, because we can read each other’s eyes, 
sometimes referred to as “windows on the soul.” 

But I also have the advantage of being with my beloved and this time has been 
precious in learning how to cook together, after twenty years of living together. When I 
work at the church in “regular” times, I often get home quite late and don’t feel like 
cooking, so we were eating out way too often. With time saved from not commuting, 
and someone to share the joy of food prep and cleaning up, what a difference it 
makes. Sharing the burden, as our gospel reading says. 

Not all of us have others with whom we have “bubbled,” the description of having a 
small group of people with whom we don’t have to physically distance nor wear masks. 
For some, this time has been extremely challenging, even with company in our 
“bubble,” if there is tension or abuse in that “bubble.” 

There have been days, especially if I am taking a walk and have to cross the street to 
avoid another walker, that I have this overwhelming sense of wishing this was all a bad 
dream. 

Have these past months of pandemic isolation been hard on you at times? If so, I hope 
we can find some comfort in today’s short gospel reading.   

First, though, there are a couple of mindsets which really don't help right now, or ever! 

One is that you are in the minority in not having your life all together. You hear or read 
about others who seem to be living the dream, in spite of COVID19. Their gardens 
have never been more beautiful or plentiful and their homes have never been cleaner 
and they have never gotten as much exercise. Are you like me in wondering, “Why 
can't I be like that?” In fact, we can beat ourselves up over not being more motivated.  

We are hearing that this is a common experience in this time. There are even 
references to the foggy thinking of “Covid brain,” a reference to how what we are 
experiencing affects us emotionally and functionally. 

It also doesn’t help to be chastised, as I have been on my personal FB page by folks 
who grew up in the same fundamentalist religious background that I did, to just turn it 
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all over to Jesus. That God will carry all our burdens for us. After all, today’s gospel 
says, 28 ‘Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will 
give you rest.” 

My theology has changed a lot since I grew up with them. For one thing, it is not helpful 
to proof text by quoting single verses. Let’s read texts in the context of the wider text. 
In the chapter before this, Jesus says, "I am sending you out like sheep into the midst 
of wolves ... brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child, and children will 
rise against their parents and have them put to death." And Jesus also talks about 
taking up a cross. What about that stuff, eh? Doesn’t sound like light burdens to me. 

Jesus does not take away our problems! Read on: “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.” 

How do we understand these words? Rev. Andrew Prior, a minister in the Uniting 
Church in Australia writes:i  

One way into Jesus' meaning is to consider what it means to be human. 

We are all Homo sapiens. That's what makes us physically different from Felius 
catus, that other creature which thinks it is the Lord of the Universe. 

But to be human, in the fuller sense, means to know pain; it means to see the 
shortcomings of the world. Being human ... means living with the knowledge that 
we are going to die. My daughter said to me, recently, that being human is the art of 
learning to die well. A human life is not easy. 

What I'm saying is that if we want to have a care-free life, a life without burdens, we 
are asking to be less than human. We are asking to be free of the very gifts of 
feeling, and being, which mean we are made in the image of God.  To be god - 
like...  to live up to our image, and to be free, means to transcend pain and 
overcome burdens, not to be without them. It means to use life's circumstances to 
grow, even while we seek healing and relief. 

The short way of saying all this is to note that Jesus does not say, "I will take all 
your burdens away." Instead, he says his yoke, his way of living, is light. It is a rest 
for our souls in all the difficulty and challenge of life. There is a way of living... a 
discipline ... which lightens the burdens of life, and which begins to transcend them. 
There is a way of living which suits being, and becoming, ...  Human. 

There are adages that we have all heard, that relate to how we address or respond to 
difficulties or challenges. That it’s not what happens to us, but how we respond to what 
happens, that makes all the difference in the end. This may or may not be true. An 
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insightful article on facing adversity such as we have in this pandemic is “Here’s 
Exactly What to Do When Facing Adversity,” by Adam Sicinski, which you can read at 
https://blog.iqmatrix.com/facing-adversity. I was tempted to go down this rabbit hole in 
writing this sermon, but am going to stay with reflecting on the quote from Jesus. 
Besides, I am leery of advice that claims to be “Exactly” what is needed. Nevertheless, 
I commend the article for your reading pleasure and contemplation. 

The point is that God never promised that we won’t have adversity, nor did God 
promise to remove it. It is part of being human, as Rev. Prior points out. What we do 
believe in The United Church of Canada, is that God is with us through it all. In the first 
and final words of A New Creed: “We are not alone.”ii And as the Psalmist sang: “Even 
though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you are with me….”iii   

From Andrew Prior again: 

God can, and God does, break into people's lives--  anyone's life. But unless we 
respond, unless we give ourselves to the way Jesus showed us, we won't see and 
experience the lightness of being he promises. 

It's not that God refuses to give us these things. It's just that: 
if we insist on carrying our bitterness instead of laying it down; 
if we won't let go of our anger about the things done to us, or the things that didn't 
work out; 
if we insist that it has to be done our way; 
….all these things blind us to what Jesus shows us and to the rest which God  
offers us. 

These things get in the way of seeing and receiving the healing of God. …It can be 
that life closes in around us. You know how we can think ourselves into a dark 
mood? … 

Lay down your burdens. 
Forgive. 
Take up the burden of loving and caring. 
Struggle with the discipline of not grumbling, and bitching, and gossiping. 
Help the unlovely. 

Shouldering this yoke, enables us to see life in new ways. 

It even lets us be able to let go of the hurts which seem impossible to ever let go! 

And we begin to find there is a surprising, transcendent freedom in life-- a lightness 
of being--  in which we find our humanity is altogether more splendid --- and more 
glorious ---  than we ever hoped for.iv 

https://blog.iqmatrix.com/author/adam
https://blog.iqmatrix.com/facing-adversity
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Taking up a shared yoke, lightening the burdens of others (including our own), is part 
of living in God’s Realm now. Jesus’ favourite topic was the Kingdom of God, which 
many of us have come to call the Kin-dom of God. Living as children of God, siblings of 
all. All My Relations, in the phrase we have learned from our Indigenous Sisters and 
Brothers. When we live with that mindset, we “get” what Jesus was talking about.  

And during COVID19, it has become even more clear that folks in EPUC do this. The 
Pastoral Care team has quadrupled its efforts, phoning people at home weekly rather 
than monthly. Many of you have joined in that activity, lightening the burden of 
loneliness by lifting spirits of friends and neighbours in imaginative ways. Kent 
Burnison, Communications chair, sends out weekly messages in the form of the e-
bulletins. Our secretary, Barbara Matthews mails or hand-delivers them to folks who do 
not use internet. Jan and Frank Barretto have generously offered to pick up groceries 
and meds for those who are most vulnerable. A pair of secret angels even delivered 
care packages to Stephen and me in Paris. Various folks are keeping the church lawn 
and gardens looking beautiful. Others are helping folks without internet connect to our 
Sunday worship on the phone. A group of eleven folks meets regularly as an ad hoc 
pandemic strategy group for “Re-Entry,” researching best practices and up-to-date 
government health guidelines and suggestions from wider United Church circles to 
help keep us all as safe as possible when we are able to gather for worship again, 
hopefully some time in the fall. The list goes on and on of how EPUC folks share each 
other’s burdens.   

In so doing, we are learning from Jesus, as he says in verse 29: “learn from me; for I 
am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.” Thank you, 
friends, as we continue to learn from Jesus during this pandemic time!  

 

 

i “Lay Your Burdens Down,” a sermon on Matthew 11: 16-30 by Rev. Andrew Prior at https://www.onemansweb.org/theology/the-
year-of-matthew-2017/a-sermon-lay-your-burdens-down-matthew-11_16-30.html. Accessed on 3 July 2020. 
ii A New Creed (1968), accessed at  https://www.united-church.ca/community-faith/welcome-united-church-canada/new-creed 
iii Psalm 23:4 
iv Prior. 
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