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In this morning’s Gospel we come upon another teaching that highlights the contrast between God’s dream for 

the world and our flawed expectations of it. It’s clear how important it is to Jesus that we set to one side our 

critical natures and receive Jesus’ teaching with our hearts, with our joy, and with our hope. Jesus goes from 

calling us children - not in a good way - to throwing our words back at us so that all the double-standards are out 

in the open. This interaction between Jesus and the onlookers is tough love. While the lesson may begin with a 

moment of deliberate discomfort. It ends with redirecting our attention back to the beautiful dream of God for all 

humanity. 

 

According to Jesus, the people treat Jesus like he’s some kind of entertainer, who plays his parts according to 

the whims of the people. He’s expected to dance whenever they play music, or wail along with them when they 

mourn. Their expectation is that Jesus will do these things without question. These expectations are a way of 

asserting their perceived dominance over him, and diminishing the mission he’s been sent into the world to 

accomplish. It’s a handy technique for avoiding the kind of spiritual transformation Jesus invites us to enjoy. 

 

Jesus confronts his detractors with a pattern of behaviors like this. Rather than receive the good news of God, 

they put up obstacles to it. John was a demon because he didn’t drink. Jesus is a drunkard because he does. 

They find ways to discredit those who bear the kingdom of heaven because to receive it means they have to 

change, to grow, to become more like the children in the world God dreams of. So what does Jesus do? First he 

calls them out on these unhelpful comments and flawed expectations. 

 

This is not the first time we’ve seen critics dismiss what God is up to in the people God sends to help guide us. 

In the second chapter of Acts, the Holy Spirit causes the gathered disciples to begin to speak in all the languages 

of all the people in all the city. The bystanders didn’t want to receive the brilliant thing the Holy Spirit had just 

done. We read how Peter tried to get them to not default to cynicism. “Peter raised his voice and addressed the 

crowd: ‘These [disciples] are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning!’” It’s easy to default to 

cynicism and dismiss experiences whenever our hearts feel it’s just too much to hope for. 

 

It would be unfair to characterize everyone who gets defensive as being belligerent, or that doubt or skepticism 

all come from malice. Sometimes the weight of the world itself makes it practically impossible to see the world 

through the lenses of anything but despair. 

 

We see this very thing happen at the resurrection in John’s Gospel, chapter 20. “At this, [Mary Magdalene] turned 

around and saw Jesus standing there, but she did not realize that it was Jesus. He asked her, ‘Woman, why are 

you crying? Who is it you are looking for?’ Thinking he was the gardener, she said, ‘Sir, if you have carried him 

away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him.’ Jesus said to her, ‘Mary.’ She cried out “Teacher!” 

Even the best of us can become overwhelmed by circumstances beyond our control such that our hearts simply 

cannot receive the Good News. Mary was looking right at Jesus, and she couldn’t see him. Sometimes that 

happens. Jesus understands this, which is why, in the Gospel today, he doesn’t linger very long in discomforting 

us. 

 

The people to whom Jesus speaks have damaged expectations. Hope is often tempered by disappointment. Life 

is complicated and often difficult, and things don’t always go according to plan. We are all confronted with 

challenges we were never taught to anticipate; and have to learn new skills to cope; build the plane as we’re 

flying it, as they say; and has anybody seen the operating manual for any of this? No. Life’s challenges can 



overwhelm even the strongest of us, and can leave us all drained and skeptical when the prospect of good news 

shows up. 

 

The people who surrounded Jesus certainly had their full share of difficulties and  disappointments. They lived 

with the hope of a triumphant messiah’s arrival to help them overcome their oppressors and restore Israel’s place 

in God’s promised land; while all the while Roman forces were disintegrating their families, their economy, 

livelihoods, and future. I can’t say I blame them for being snarky, or lacking a certain buoyant joy or the ability to 

receive the Good news of God with unbridled hearts. Nevertheless, it’s this very yoke of world-weariness that 

burdens their souls. This is what Jesus is trying to get them to recognize within themselves. How can one step 

into the kingdom of heaven while one’s ankles are still shackled to the world? 

 

I’ll tell you a Zen story. Once upon a time there were two monks on a journey. They entered a town that had very 

wide roads that were deeply muddy from recent rains. A wealthy woman called the monks over and asked to be 

carried across the road so that her shoes and garments would not be ruined by the mud. The monks agreed to 

assist her, and she climbed up on the younger monk’s shoulders. She complained loudly about the bumpy ride 

as she fidgeted and shifted awkwardly. She just knew her coat was dragging and mud was splashing up on her. 

Her bags the other monk carried were being jostled so, and dangerously close to the puddles! When they got to 

the other side she dismounted, grabbed her bags back and stormed off. The two monks journeyed on. Several 

hours later the younger monk commented about the woman’s complaining and general crankiness. The older 

monk relied, “we parted ways with her hours ago. Why are you still carrying her?” 

 

How often do we hang on to our hurts such that they prevent our hearts from healing fully and enjoying what’s 

in our present moment? The young monk chose to imagine the woman still riding his back for hours, and it 

prevented him from being fully present to his journey. What beautiful things did he pass but never noticed, or 

subtle experiences of wisdom he couldn’t hear, because his heart was closed off by a hurtful experience? Part 

of Jesus’ teaching today asks us to release those burdens so that we can be restored to the condition God 

dreams for us. 

 

To simply let our burdens go is no easy task. It takes a lifetime of practice and diligent attention to our hearts in 

order to make our way through this complicated and difficult world without falling victim to it. Jesus presents us 

with a beautiful image for our journey. “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and 

I will give you rest.” Try this: sit up straight and take a good breath. Let your shoulders drop to their natural 

position. Take a moment to imagine all the things that burden your hearts. Now imagining yourself setting all 

those burdens down. Do you feel lighter? It’s hard to realize just how heavy burdens are until you put them down. 

It’s okay to set those burdens down. You’ll be alright without them. 

 

Once the arms of our hearts are free to pick things up again, Jesus invites us to try carrying something different. 

“Take my yoke upon you,” Jesus says. “My yoke is easy. My burden is light.” It’s this lightness that allows Jesus 

to withstand the confrontations of the crowds.  

 

Lightness doesn’t mean making light of everything. Some of the important and difficult things we face must be 

addressed with seriousness. There are plenty of things Jesus takes very seriously. And there are plenty of things 

Jesus refuses to allow the power to harsh his serenity and his effectiveness in ministry. There are burdens and 

there are burdens. Jesus understands this. His teaching today calls our attention to the difference between those 

burdens. Which are life-giving, and which are life-stealing? And which burdens will we choose to hang on to for 

the journey? 

 

This pericope ends the eleventh chapter of Matthew. After this, Jesus moves to another place where he’s again 

harassed by people with flawed expectations and unyielding hearts. His message remains though, and his 



teaching is consistent. The cares of the world can become too much to bear, and we end up damaging ourselves 

trying to keep up with expectations that grow ever more flawed until we lose patience and compassion for one 

another and for ourselves. God’s dream for humanity and the entryway to the kingdom of heaven is the way out 

of that life-stealing cycle. Jesus says, “learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest 

for your souls.”  

 

And that’s good news. 

 


