4 Pentecost – July 6, 2014 – Peace
Matthew 11:15-19, 25-30
This reading from Matthew’s gospel begins in a place we’ve all been, in the backyard or on the playground where children are arguing about what kind of game they are going to play.  You who are children and you who have been children know how long these negotiations can go on, sometimes a lot longer than the actual playing of the game goes on.  In this case it is the children playing the part of the musicians who are accusing the others of not cooperating in either playing wedding or playing funeral. Though the musicians provide appropriate sound effects, the other group won’t mourn at the funeral or dance at the wedding.
This, says Jesus, is exactly the way that people, and especially, the religious authorities have reacted to Him and to John the Baptist, the prophet who prepared the way for Him. John wears rough clothing and eats a vegan, survivalist diet. John calls upon people to repent, to change the direction of their lives, to quit focusing on their own interests and share with those in need.  “God’s patience is running out.  Clean up your life today because the fires of worldwide judgment are coming and there isn’t going to be a second chance.” John gains a following among some of the common people, but not among the religious leaders and others.   They dismiss his message by saying, “He has a demon”, which was a way of saying, “He’s too radical, too disciplined…and maybe somewhat mentally unstable.”
Then, Jesus himself comes along, eating and drinking with good people and bad people, with responsible, devout people and with tax collectors and sinners and with everyone in between, proclaiming the love and mercy of God for all…and people criticize Him for being a “glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners” and all those low life types. John was too serious, too much a preacher of doom and gloom but Jesus….Jesus is out to dinner way too much and not very careful about who He associates with.  Some of this is simply the nature of public opinion.  As President Lyndon Johnson once said, “If one morning I walked on top of the water across the Potomic River, the headline that afternoon would read, “President can’t swim.”  Some of it is the fearful, entrenched religious leadership which overestimates their knowledge of God. They have their standards and neither John nor Jesus meet their criteria for a person who would be bringing an important message from God. This is convenient, of course because it means that they don’t have to take either John or Jesus seriously, but can human beings really be so sure that that they know how what God is doing or who God has chosen to work through? 
“Yet”, says Jesus, “Wisdom is vindicated by her deeds…” Wisdom is a concept we find in several Old Testament books, particularly the book of Proverbs. It is always understood to be God’s Wisdom. To live according to Wisdom is to live in harmony with the structure, the logic, the laws that God built into the universe from the beginning, to live in harmony with God’s plan, God’s dream.  Matthew often presents Jesus as a teacher of Wisdom and sometimes even presents Jesus as the embodiment of Wisdom. 
“Wisdom is vindicated (or proved right) by her deeds” is first of all a statement of confidence in God in the face of disappointing results. God has sent both John and Jesus and the religious authorities reject both of them. It looks like God’s plan is not working, but Jesus is willing to wait and see how things come out. Right now, John and Jesus look like minor players, up against the opposition of the religious authorities who don’t want to take any risks or rock any boats. But God’s wisdom is at work and God’s Wisdom will have its way.
The other thing that Jesus may be saying here is that whether or not you are living in accord with God’s Wisdom can be seen by the things that you do, by the way that you live. John is calling people to repent of their deafness to God and change their lives, to do a 180 degree turn in how they are thinking and living. John preaches the simplest, most obvious kind of social justice: if you have more food than you need, share with those who don’t have enough. If there are extra clothes in your closet, share with those who don’t have clothes. Jesus has an even more radical vision: “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven.” Is their teaching in harmony with the Wisdom of God? Then their words and their deeds will be vindicated, proven to be right after all.
In between the two sections of our text are some verses that are left out. In these verses Jesus reproaches the cities where most of His “deeds of power” have been done because while the people heard what Jesus had to say, they did not repent, they did not change their behavior. Even Sodom, a pagan city with a terrible record on human rights abuse, will come out better on judgment day than these cities which have not had their hearts turned to repentance by Jesus’ presence among them.
[bookmark: _GoBack]25 At that time, Jesus said, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to infants, 26 yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.
If the religious authorities, the religious experts won’t hear God’s word, won’t receive God’s wisdom as it comes in Jesus, then who will? The religiously ignorant, the outsiders, the “unchurched”, so to speak! Jesus calls them “infants”, people just taking their first baby steps in faith. These unpretentious people who don’t have time or ability or interest or religious background turn out to be those who are open to Jesus, who are wiling to hear what He has to say. They haven’t put in their time, they haven’t earned a thing but by the sheer grace of God, they are hearing and receiving the message that Jesus brings. Who would ever imagine that the experts would miss God’s messenger while the most unlikely people would be willing to receive Him? Jesus thanks God for God’s surprising wisdom and will. Jesus is willing to trust that what looks like failure is really God’s plan.
And now we come to the most frequently quote words of this whole passage:
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 I 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.”
Jesus’ invitation to come and learn is very much like the invitation of Wisdom to the simple in Proverbs. Jesus speaks here as the embodiment of God’s Wisdom, as God’s Wisdom come in flesh and blood. He invites all who are weary and heavy laden, and Matthew has in mind particularly the burden of religious obligations imposed by the scribes and Pharisees which he saw as a barrier to communion with God. Jesus is inviting people, inviting us to know Him and to know God in Him and through Him by a different route than the one imposed by the religious experts. He promises rest which is not so much the ceasing of work, but is a synonym for salvation. This rest is not idleness, but a peace, a security and joy in God.
The yoke that Jesus is talking about here is the piece of wood that fit around the neck and harnesses a team of horses or oxen and keeps them working together.  People used the metaphor of a yoke when talking about the Jewish Law. When you became a Jew, you took on the “yoke” of the Law, that is, you accepted the responsibility to keep the rules for living that had been developed from scripture. These rules were meant to be a guide for living and not a burden. But by Jesus’ day, the rules had been elaborated and interpreted to the point where the common people didn’t have time to keep all the rules. Still, the religious experts looked down upon the common people as spiritual inferiors. The very expertise of the experts has become a possession that they believe puts them in a higher spiritual class.
29 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. 30 For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”
Jesus offers another yoke, one that He promises is easy and light, because He is not harsh and proud and demanding, but “gentle and humble in heart”.  Jesus’ yoke is easy and light because He is not loading us up with religious things to do, but calling us to live as people of a gracious God. Jesus’ yoke is easy and light because it is not a list of rules to keep, but a relationship into which we are invited. The word that Jesus uses here for “learn” means to become an apprentice, to learn by  doing. As we open ourselves up to God, we learn to know God better and to be sensitive to what is important to God. (“Come to me all who labor and who are heavy laden…” is Jesus’ gracious invitation to each of us and to all of us.
Secondly, the text reminds those of us who have been around in the church for a while, and especially, we who are professionally trained always to bear in mind  how often the insiders, the “churched”, the religious experts missed or even actively fought Jesus’ message. Knowledge and expertise have their place, to be sure, but far more important is the willingness to be open to God, the willingness to trust God, the willingness to be questioned and challenged by God.  Many of the people of Jesus’ time missed seeing who He really was because the “knew” too much, they assumed that they knew what God was doing and how God would do things…and they didn’t.
Thirdly, the reading reminds us how thoroughly Jesus identified with those who were on the very fringe of the worshiping community, or even outside that community, or even outside that community. His deep concern is for those who are regarded as unimportant, as lost, for those who don’t faintly imagine that God is concerned about them. It is a concern that we must share as those who follow Jesus. We who have already heard Jesus’ invitation to God’s new world need always to be about the business of taking down barriers for those who have not heard.
“Come to me all you who labor and are heavy laden”. The religious authorities and experts don’t get it, but the outsiders and the unimportant people do…and such is the Wisdom of God. Amen

