St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday  OT  14 A   7/9/23
Zech. 9:9-10;  Romans 8:9, 11-13;  Matthew 11:25-30

My Brothers and Sisters,

Today, at the offertory Br. John and the choir will sing that well know hymn by Scots hymn writer Horatius Bonar: “I Heard the Voice of Jesus Say,” It begins:

“I heard the voice of Jesus say,

‘Come unto me and rest;

Lay down, thou weary one, lay down

Thy head upon my breast.’

I came to Jesus as I was,

Weary and worn and sad;

I found in Him a resting place,

And He has made me glad.”

This song and the words that inspired it from today’s Gospel according to Matthew are undoubtedly the most comforting and soothing words we have ever heard and ever will hear.  
They acknowledge, first of all, the reality that we often experience: the weariness of carrying heavy burdens, whether physical, emotional, or spiritual.  
And they point to the remedy: coming to Jesus, resting in Jesus, learning from Jesus.
First, we might ask: where do the heavy burdens come from?

Why do some burdens seem harder than others – and cause more anxiety?

I think that the heaviest burdens come from expectations, 
   expectations that others placed upon us as children, and now, 
   expectations that we now place upon ourselves.
Expectations are not about the work itself that needs to be done. 
Expectations are about our ego which needs to be perfect and seeks recognition, affirmation, approval.

Anglican theologian, Barbara Taylor, reminds us that we “human beings have a perverse way of turning Jesus’ easy yoke into a hard one”. She says that “… all God ever asked is that we belong to Him.” – not to achieve some standard of performance.
And speaking about herself she says, “I may believe that I live by God’s grace, but I act like a [girl] scout collecting merit badges.”  And adds, “While I would not have admitted it at the time, and I do not like admitting it now, I somehow had the idea that God expected more of me than of other people, and that I could not let God down.”  Expectations!
That resonates with me.  Growing up in a Protestant neighborhood in West Roxbury, my parents drilled into my siblings and me that, as Catholics, we were to be better behaved than all our Protestant neighbors.  
Also in school., whatever marks we received in subjects -- and those marks were scrutinized carefully, -- what was not negotiable, was anything less than A’s in conduct and in effort. 

And did we not all grow up somehow urged to be competitive, to be better than others, in something?  And the rivalry could be among our own siblings.
As we grew older we placed those same demands and expectations on ourselves.
And became anxious when we did not measure up.

No wonder, we feel heavy burdened! It is our ego, our false self, with all its desires to control and with its expectations to fulfill that wearies us.  It is not the work itself.
In response to our anxious ego and heavy self-burdens, Jesus says: “Come…take…learn”.
Come to Him because He has the words of eternal life, which is a life of peace and joy. That is what God most wants for us: to live in peace and to live with joy. If only we knew how much God loves us, we would rest in that love.
Then, Jesus says, “Take up my yoke.” Take up his yoke in place of ours. His yoke is usually simple: to do the will of God as it is revealed to us. 
Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh used to say, “You must wash dishes to wash dishes.”  I know what he is saying. If we wash dishes to “get them done,” we weary ourselves.  Our attention is elsewhere. We are divided. It is another task to tick off, and move on to something else. But, if we wash dishes with the intention of cleaning the dishes, time is not so important, the satisfaction is in the cleaning, and the soul is involved.
That is where Jesus says, “Learn from me.”  Jesus lived with a meek and humble heart.  His journey was not about him, not about the success of his mission. It was about living with a heart of that was free because it was focused on God.  That is what meek and humble of heart means – to be free because one is aligned with God.
Remember: that quality of meekness of heart is one of the beatitudes: “Blessed are the meek for they shall possess the land.  Meekness of heart is one of the 7 fruits of the Holy Spirit. It is a gift to be prayed for.  And it describes Jesus entering into Jerusalem to meet his destiny.  He fulfilled what the Prophet Zechariah foretold in our first reading: “See, your king shall come to you, a just savior is he, meek, and riding on an ass, on a colt, the foal of an ass.”
The basis of this meekness, this freedom of heart, in Jesus, is his closeness, his oneness with his Father.  Our own freedom of heart will grow too the more we come to Jesus, we take up his yoke, and learn from Him how to carry it.  It is a yoke, rather than a burden. We are yoked to Jesus.  He always carries the burden with us – if we let Him.

On Thursday evening, there was a funeral Mass at Our Lady’s in Newton for the husband and wife and mother who were murdered tragically a week ago. A packed church prayed together and supported one another as they turned to God in their sorrow. At the end, they sang a hymn that spoke to the moment and reflects, too, the words of today’s Gospel.  The refrain sung to God goes:
“You are all we have.

You give us what we need.

Our lives are in your hands, O Lord.
Our lives are in your hands.”

Living those words when burdened is coming to Jesus, learning from Jesus and finding rest in Jesus.

                                                     Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ
                                                     Brighton, Mass. 7/9/23

