“Rest in Jesus” — September 10, 23
15th Sunday after Pentecost
Matthew 11:28-30

28 “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.
29 Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you will
find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” (NRSV)

One-third of our 24-hour day is sleeping. Likewise, one-third of our life is
sleeping. We often think that God took a rest after finishing creation. As a matter
of fact, God’s creation was not complete without the divine rest on the seventh
day.! As Jewish theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel said, “The Sabbath is not for
the sake of the weekdays; the weekdays are for the sake of Sabbath.””

Just like a mother needs rest after childbirth, God has shown us how essential it is
to find the rhythm of work and rest. God also became a role model for us not to be
exhausted, but to create room for pause, rest, and peace. From the very beginning,
we were made to rest and sleep as part of our daily journey. However, living in a
rapidly changing and multi-tasking world, we often forget that we are called to
choose the God of rest-fulness, not the “gods of market ideology” that never stop
saying “more, faster, not enough yet.””

| often appreciate scientists who are increasingly discovering God’s delicate touch
in and through creation. One of the greatest gifts from God is rest and sleep, and
no wonder, “sleep seven to eight hours per night” is one of the Mayo Clinic’s
seven to live a healthier and happier life." It has been common sense that one of
the simplest ways of moving towards happiness is taking a good rest. It could be a
walk, a nap, sleeping well, time off, contemplative prayer, play, or other enjoyable
activities. Experts say that all of these simple practices will boost our happiness,
helping us physically, emotionally, and spiritually.

This sounds simple, but we often hear our inner voice say, “I can’t.” Why can’t we
rest? Why is it always go-go-go? Resting sometimes means saying NO, and we
don’t want to let people down. We also feel guilty for resting, because there are
always things to be done in our production-oriented culture. We often see resting
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as doing nothing. We often forget that resting prepares us to be there for others,
not just to boost our health and happiness. Does this resonate with you?

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and | will
give you rest.” Jesus’ invitation was, and still is, counter-cultural. Heavy burden
might mean the strenuous taxation system of the Roman Empire. Alternatively, as
many contemporary scholars agree, Jesus probably had in mind those excessive
and endless religious requirements imposed by the scribes and Pharisees.’
Unfortunately, in first-century Jewish life, Sabbath (from Hebrew shavat, “to rest”)
often meant more restrictions, more segregation, and more discrimination
reinforced by its purity system.

How can we apply Jesus’ invitation to us living in the 21st century? How can we
become “mindful” of God’s invitation through the Bible and our inner voices while
living in an increasingly “mindless” world? Jesus’ invitation reminds us that
Sabbath rest is a gift of God essential and urgently needed for our physical,
emotional, and spiritual health, but it is not always easy to slow down, pause, and
rest.

Even though we know how important our health is, we often neglect it until we get
sick. When we hear our inner voices tell us, “You need some rest now. You need
some more sleep now. You have to take some time off now,” our answer is often “I
know. I feel it. But not now. Maybe tomorrow. One more week. One more year...”

Looking at us with earnest, empathetic eyes and caring heart even at this moment,
Jesus invites us to turn our faces to him, the source of true rest, comfort, healing,
and new life: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens,
and | 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.”

Jesus’ yoke is not an overpowering burden but strengthens us to carry the load
more easily. It is not an invitation to a life of ease, but an invitation to a joyful life
in seeking and following God’s will, the weight of our accountability to God.

A yoke is commonly a wooden instrument for two oxen to work together. Imagine
you are carrying your burden on one side of the yoke. Jesus invites us to welcome
him to wear the other side of the yoke. That makes Jesus and us a team. Jesus
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may be saying: “Become my yoke mate, and learn how to pull the load by working
beside me and watching how I do it. The heavy labor will become lighter when
you allow me to become your partner. Let us be gentle and humble in heart.”®

If heavy burdens are our struggle, pain, or any form of physical and mental anguish,
Jesus still invites us to become a team: “Come to me. | will give you rest.” Jesus
wants us to lay down our burden before Jesus in prayers, and walk together with
him.

Years ago, | was invited to lead workshops on Tai Chi and self-care for faith
leaders, including new pastors of the New England Conference. The following are
five essential invitations | shared:

First, “When the New Testament refers to the body, it often uses the Greek word
soma. Soma encompasses the whole person. Since our body and our spirit are so
intertwined, caring for our body is, in fact, a spiritual discipline.”

Second, “Remember our body is not a machine. Every ‘body’ has limits. We need
to understand and honor our body in all of its particularities.

Third, “As much as we must focus on what we must do to stay spiritually healthy,
we must also be attentive to what we do not do. As important as it is to ask
ourselves, ‘How often do I pray?’ we must ask, ‘How often do | rest?’

Establishing now the habits of slowing down or stopping completely will help keep
us physically, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually well in the days ahead and
throughout our life.”

Fourth, (to the pastors) “The responsibility for your health is not yours alone. The
ministry settings in which you serve have a responsibility, too. For example, the
health of the clergy directly influences the health of the congregations and
communities in which they serve, and vice versa.”

Finally, “Sabbath reminds us who God is in the midst of all of our ‘busy’ness. In
God’s sight, you are worth more than you can produce. Rest in that truth!””’

Pause, and rest, are easy to say, but challenging to practice. That’s why
Brueggemann calls Sabbath counter-cultural “resistance,” saying NO to the current
culture. What we are grateful for is we are not alone. Jesus will continue to
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become our teammate, inviting and empowering us to rest in God’s loving, smiling,
and healing embrace and transform us into new, reconciled people. I also invite all
of us to give ourselves permission to rest and relax, responding to Jesus’ invitation.
Can you do that?

God’s beloved siblings, we are called to joyfully praise and give thanks to God in
all of our lives. Let us learn and practice the God-made rhythm of work and rest!
Let us rejoice and be glad in it!

And all God’s people say, “Amen!”



