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 A pastor I knew years ago had a special signal for his children. When he put his elbows 

next to his ribs and his palms out, they knew it meant, “Come give me a hug!”  

 In the original New Testament language, the word “Come” in today’s Gospel reading is 

something like that. It’s not even a real verb, rather an adverb, but people knew what it meant. It 

would be like a person pulling out a chair, gesturing and saying, “Here.” Or like my pastor 

friend’s signal – “Come!” 

 Jesus tells where to come – “Come to me,” he says. And he indicates who can come, 

using that beautiful word, “All.” Specifically, all who are weary and carrying heavy burdens. In 

short, Jesus’s invitation is to you – and to other people, whether you like them or not, whether 

they approve of you or not (or you of them), whether they look or talk like you or not. 

 If you heard or read my sermon last week (and I realize there will be some who did not), 

you may remember that I made reference to freedom, and what happens if a person asserts their 

“freedom” to the point of kicking God out of their lives, so to speak. In a sense this is what we 

attempt to do whenever we sin. On the basis of what Paul wrote in Romans 6, I said that we 

might then in a certain sense be “free to do what we want”. But I quoted a prayer from the great 

North African theologian, Augustine – “You have made us for Yourself, and our hearts are 

restless until they rest in You.” I pointed out that a decision to expel God from our lives, if we 

succeeded, only amounts to a “freedom” to lose our heart’s true rest. 

 In today’s Gospel, Jesus invites us instead to come to that true rest. He invites us to 

Himself. He invites us to take His yoke upon us, to learn from him. He is very specific about 

who is invited: All. Everyone. There is no one that needs to be left out. This is an invitation of 

grace. He is also very specific about who we’re to come to.  “To me” – that is, to Jesus. Not 

anyone or anything else. “No one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son 

chooses to reveal him,” he says. 

 These two things can be unpopular. Some are outraged at the talk of grace: “Do you 

really mean to say that this invitation is to anyone, no matter what they’ve done? And without 

doing anything first? You mean the lowlifes get to come alongside the good folks like me?” 

(And yes, the gospel does indicate that in God’s Kingdom, lowlifes rub shoulders with good 

folks. But don’t be too sure you know who’s who.) On the other hand, some object to the 

particularity: “Do you really mean to say that it’s only through Jesus? I think there should be 

many roads to God.” 

 This is like the people in Jesus’s parable today: “People these days – to what shall I 

compare them? They are like children playing in the streets: ‘We played the flute for you, and 

you did not dance; we wailed and you did not mourn.” The picture is of kids pouting because the 

others don’t want to play the game they want. One says, Let’s pretend we’re at a wedding dance. 

Here, I’ll play the hot licks on my air guitar. But no, the others say. We don’t want to play 

Wedding. Okay then, let’s play Funeral. Here’s the funeral march – Dum, dum-ta dum, dum-ta 

dum-ta dum-ta dum. But no, they don’t want to play Funeral either. Phooey on it, then. I’m going 

home. 



 For, Jesus says, John the Baptist lived an austere solitary life in the desert, and people 

said, “The guy’s weird. I mean, he must be nuts! Why else would anyone hang out in the desert, 

eating grasshoppers and honey?” But then Jesus came along, friendly with everyone, even loving 

them all – accepting their hospitality, eating their food, drinking their beverages. And people 

said, “Look at him! He’s a souse and a pig, and he hangs out with lowlifes!” There’s no pleasing 

people, sometimes. 

 So it is today: We tell them about free grace, and they say it’s too easy, there’s got to be a 

catch, if we do things that way we’ll let in too much of the riff-raff. But when we tell them the 

free grace comes through Jesus alone, they say that’s too narrow, too exclusive. Many people 

don’t want to play the game God’s way, but the time will come when God’s game is the only 

game in town. Can’t we be happy that God – who could have left us to stew in our own putrid 

juices – has come instead to invite us to our heart’s true rest? 

 So Jesus has called us to refreshment and rest. What now? What exactly does this look 

like? Well, listen to his own words about it: “Take my yoke upon you; learn from me.” So even 

though he calls it rest, he mentions two things that imply activity – taking a yoke, which is only 

worn to pull a load, or to get work done; and learning from Jesus. The idea seems to be of a 

decisive moment in time, after which we say, “From now on, what my life is about is wearing 

Jesus’s yoke; from now on, life for me is about being Christ’s disciple.” (For the word used for 

“learn” here is closely related to the word for “disciple”.) 

 So the picture is not of inactivity, resting in the shade while someone fans you with a 

palm branch and someone else brings you a cold lemonade. Rather, the idea is of activity, of 

pulling the yoke for Jesus, of learning from him – but it is activity that Jesus promises will bring 

true rest for our souls. “My yoke is easy,” he says. Perhaps this is because he pulls the yoke with 

us. “My burden is light,” he says. Surely this is because, when we get to the end of it all, we will 

see that he’s been the one carrying it. 

 I told you about my pastor friend – the one with the signal for his children that meant 

“come!” I once heard him tell a story about his son. My friend bought a toy truck for his son. In 

youthful carelessness, the boy soon wrecked the truck. I think I remember that there were gashes 

in the windshield, and an axle had been bent. The father was angry about this, and took the truck 

away. The boy tried to make light of it. 

 But the burden of having upset his father was not light. After a time, the boy tapped on 

the door of the study, where his father was reading. Invited in, he said, with tears in his eyes, 

“Daddy, I’m sorry I wrecked the truck.” 

 His daddy made the signal, putting his palms up. And the boy leapt into his lap. They 

had, my friend said, “the best hugging session you ever saw.” This was true rest for the boy’s 

soul. 

 It is something like this to which Jesus invites you. If something you have done grieves 

Christ, tell him you are sorry. He extends his palms – “Come!”  

 You can have, if you like, the best hugging session ever. And this is the place for your 

heart’s true rest. 

 

We have our own ideas of rest, of joy, of true life. But place your yoke upon us, and teach us – so 

that our hearts can find their true rest. Amen. 

  

 


