7-3-11 sermon
3rd Sunday of Pentecost

Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Tomorrow is the 4th of July; Independence Day.
Picnics, parades, fireworks and cookouts are all reminders of this very important day in our country.
I have two quotes to share with you this morning; in the form of a quiz. The first one is the first lines of the second paragraph of which important historical document?
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. An easy one right? The Declaration of Independence.
And now for the bonus question; where would you find this quote?

Give me your tired, your poor, 
your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free

The wretched refuse of your teaming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me.

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!

If you answered the Statue of Liberty you would be correct.

Both of these quotes capture the lofty ideals and goals that make this beloved country such a special place. They also challenge us because we know we don’t always live up to these ideals as a people and as a country.
Both of the quotes also capture the strand of DNA that is so deeply embedded into our culture and into our country; independence and freedom.

This is our greatest gift as a country. This is why people have flocked to this country for centuries. We are fierce about these gifts of freedom and independence. The blood of many has been sacrificed protecting this gift; oftentimes justly and sometimes questionably.
Even the gift of gathering to worship this morning is a result of the freedom and independence we have been given. It is a profoundly precious gift and yet we don’t give it a second thought on most Sundays and that is for the people who even bother to go to worship.
I give thanks for these gifts of freedom and independence. Like you I take them for granted most days. I also wonder how this freedom and independence aligns with my call to follow Jesus and his words that we hear.
At times I wonder if this freedom and independence we have been given makes it harder to follow Jesus; for his is a call not to independence but to inter-dependence.
This freedom and independence is a challenge because too often I seek to go it alone and think only of myself and I don’t need God or anyone else.

And then Jesus speaks to me; Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 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.”
These words sound a little like the words that Lady Liberty shares with the world. These words are an invitation to come to Jesus when we are weary and carrying heavy burdens which is when we most often go to Him. 

When the challenges and the heartbreak of life beat us down and fill us with fear and uncertainty, we are invited to go to Jesus where he promises rest for our souls; a precious gift, a fragment space, a holy peace that passes all human understanding; the gift of rest that only Jesus can give.

But he also says that we are to take his yoke and learn from him. 
I would be willing to bet that we still have a few members of this church that know what a yoke does and how it works. I remember seeing on the barn wall of the old Aune homestead the yokes that were used on the horses and perhaps even oxen to help break up the prairie soil and plant the crops back in the days of non-mechanized farming.
The farm animals were yoked together so they could work together. Two was better than one, four were better than two and eight were better than four.

A yoke may look like it restricts freedom and independence but it creates instead inter-dependence and the power to do more than one can do by himself or herself.

Take my yoke and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.
Jesus invites us to be yoked to him. His desire is walk side by side with you and me, to be in a relationship that has the power to not only change our lives but to empower us to do things we cannot do by ourselves. We are yoked together as the body of Christ for this very reason. We are yoked to Jesus because he is the only one who can hold such a diverse group of people called the church together.
We are so fiercely independence and individualistic in this country. This independence creeps into our faith lives and into the church. It manifests itself in judgment of others who are different than me or who express faith different than me or who look different than me.
Peter Marty, a Lutheran pastor in Iowa said this in an article I read this past week; “German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer liked to speak of the privilege of being in active fellowship with believers who are different.”

This is what happens when we are yoked to Jesus, 
when we learn from Jesus, 
when we are dependent upon Jesus, when we follow Jesus. 
It is not an easy thing and it can be messy when we recognize our inter-dependence but it is the only way the body of Christ can work and function.
220 children at vacation bible school are not cared for, taught, played with, cooked with or crafted with by one person. NO it is over 75 adults and youth helpers yoked to Jesus who make it happen.

A habitat for humanity house is not built by one independent person. It is built by a group of diverse people who are yoked together. 
I could give example after example of this inter-dependence at work. Even the simple act of placing a gift of money into an offering plate is an example of this inter-dependence.
Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 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.”
Rest, sacred rest for our souls is given by Jesus; and a yoke that is easy and a burden that is light; the gift of a relationship with Jesus but also with one another. 

Inter-dependence day; day after day after day; the church of Jesus Christ, yoked to one another, serving the world.
We thank God for Independence Day and the gift of freedom.

And we praise God for the yoke that Jesus gives and the power of inter-dependence with Christ and one another.

For Jesus sake and in his name. Amen.

