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Based on Romans 7:13-25a and Matthew 11:16-30 

 Is anyone else a bit confused by our scripture readings today?  On the one hand, 

we have Jesus saying “my yoke is easy.  Come and find rest.”  On the other hand, we 

have St. Paul, in Romans, who admits that he finds life - and the choices he has to make - 

very hard to deal with.  The words from Jesus are encouraging, engaging, comforting.  St. 

Paul’s words are … discouraging, disempowering … perhaps downright scary.  St. Paul’s 

words also probably resonate with us a bit too much for our own comfort - “I do that that 

I don’t want to do”.  How close to home are those words for each of us? 

 The texts, taken together, invite us to consider whether or not life is easy, or life is 

difficult.  Or perhaps more pointedly, is being a faithful Christian easy, or hard?  And why 

is it so hard for Paul?  Most of us probably envy Paul because he had a personal 

encounter with the risen Christ that changed him.  But - given that Paul was a follower of 

Jesus - perhaps the best question to start with is, “What did Jesus know that Paul seems to 

have missed?” 

 We have to remember that Paul was a well-educated person.  He was a Pharisee 

before he joined the Jesus movement.  And the Pharisees were big on pushing the “rule” 

side of faith.  Or, at least telling others to follow the rules.  In Matthew 23, “Then Jesus 

said to the crowds and to his disciples, ‘The scribes and the Pharisees sit on Moses’ seat; 

therefore, do whatever they teach you and follow it; but do not do as they do, for they do 

not practise what they teach.  They tie up heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on 

the shoulders of others; but they themselves are unwilling to lift a finger to move them.” 

 They tie up heavy burdens, and lay them on the shoulders of others.  In other 

words, the Pharisees - and the law - is like a heavy burden.  That sounds like the faith that 

Paul is talking about and struggling with.  At the time that Paul wrote Romans, his 

understanding of his own faith must have been evolving from the “rule-based” mentality 

he got from the Pharisees that felt like a heavy burden into something new that the Jesus 
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movement was still in the process of becoming.  Jesus tried to liberate people - and 

sometimes that takes time. 

 Now, when I just said, the the Jesus movement 2000 years ago was becoming less 

rule-based, did you think that I was suggesting that the Jesus movement - and by 

extension our own churches - have moved beyond rule-based thinking?  Do you think we 

ourselves have fully embraced the type of freedom that Jesus was talking about?  Or is it 

possible that we struggle just like Paul does with the tension between feeling the freedom 

of the spirit and our own internally-felt need to create and follow rules? 

 Ever since my boys became teenagers, I have loved Costco.  Particularly the food 

sections.  But Costco delivers more than products.  In one issue of their magazine 

“Costco Connection”, they have an article about different approaches to teaching 

mathematics.  I’m not just sure why Costco is interesting in teaching math, but in the 

article, they compare the two essential approaches to teaching mathematics that have 

been popular in North America.  The “traditional” method which relies on learning rules 

and memorizing facts.  And so-called “discovery math” which emphasizes openness, 

exploration, visualization, and deep learning.  Discovery math allows people to wonder 

about math, not just solve specific preset problems that have known definite answers. 

 “Discovery Math” has in fact proven to be highly controversial, with many 

experts saying that discovery math is the only way to deeply appreciate math while other 

experts say that discover math is a way to avoid learning math altogether.  That debate 

highlights a critical question: Is mathematics about following rules, or is mathematics 

about being on a journey of discovery to learn about numbers and relationships between 

numbers.  And that’s an important question.  It’s an important question because I think 

the same question is being asked in our scripture readings today - except about our faith.  

So the question is:  Is faith about following rules, or is faith about being on a spiritual 

journey of discovery and relationship? 

 Jesus offers us freedom.  But - what is freedom exactly?  Having recently returned 

from a car-camping trip to Newfoundland and Labrador, I have a number of images to 

share about freedom, because I am always intrigued by how different people create their 

own “safe space” while traveling.  If you have ever been to a Provincial Park, you 
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probably know what I mean.  Some people’s idea of freedom is very minimalistic - a 

small tent that emerges from the trunk of a small car.  Other people’s idea of freedom is to 

have a large RV that contains more items than I probably have in my own home.  This 

year, I was struck by how many people had strung lights all around their camp sites - 

powered by generators - turning their campsite into an area saturated in both light and 

sound.  A sharp contrast to the sites that Marjorie and I setup with virtually no presence at 

all.  Well, not much physical presence - lots of emotional and spiritual presence in our 

dark, quiet space.  And I’m not saying that one approach is right and one is wrong.  I just 

never cease to be amazed at what people find comfortable, safe, and liberating.  Freedom 

means many different things to different people.  Freedom is very personal. 

 Dictionaries offer two general definitions of freedom 1) “the power or right to act 

as one wants without hinderance” and 2) “the absence of external control”.  And yet, 

those definitions seem to miss the point.  Freedom cannot be the power to act without 

hinderance because that would be anarchy.  And in times of anarchy, few people feel free 

because of fear.  Also, freedom cannot be the absence of outside control because we all 

experience outside control, meaning that freedom would never be possible. 

 I think that Jesus comes closer to an understanding of freedom in the Sermon on 

the Mount.  In that long sermon, Jesus says a lot of things, but he emphasizes two point 

that are all about our own personal freedom.  In one place Jesus tells us to not worry, and 

right after that, to not judge other people.  Perhaps that’s a single idea, because judging 

others usually leads us to worry about all kinds of things.  The freedom that Jesus speaks 

of is a personal freedom to not get drawn into judging and therefore worrying and 

becoming afraid.  Perhaps we tend to read over that text too quickly.  But our own 

freedom comes in part from letting go of our own expectations and living into our actual 

reality, rather than trying to hang on to an image of reality that does not exist.  Personal 

freedom is not about being free from control, but rather, as Dostoyevsky said, “Freedom 

is an opportunity to control yourself”. 

 And of course, since we don’t live alone, our own personal freedom is connected 

to the freedoms of those around us.  Nelson Mandela said, “to be free is not merely to 

cast off one’s chains, but to live in a way that respects and enhances the freedom of 
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others.”  Freedom is not about being free to serve ourselves, but about creating 

opportunities to love and serve one another - including ourselves.  And once again we get 

back to Jesus, who said that the most important commandment was in fact three 

commandments: love God, love others, love yourself.  We are all called to love and serve 

others - and that is where we will find our own freedom. 

 And so at last, I come to realize why Costco has a magazine article that discusses 

methods for teaching mathematics.  It’s not because they care about teaching, or about 

mathematics.  It’s because they care about parents.  And they know that many parents are 

uncomfortable with mathematics in school.  And, Costco is leading by example in this 

case.  Instead of following the rules, which say that a Costco magazine should be about 

products, they have broken the rules and decided to create a magazine that is also about 

people - about their customers, about discovery and relationship.  And if Costco can care 

about its customers, surely we, as a church, can care about the people we deal with too.  

How do we do that? 

 Our model for growth and change is Jesus, his life, and his ministry.  The image 

from our reading today is being yoked with Jesus.  Jesus said, “take my yoke upon you, 

and learn from me”.  I think we are supposed to imagine a yoke - one of those heavy 

wooden yokes, with room for two animals.  I have heard that when two animals are 

yoked together, a mature, larger animal can train a younger, smaller animal beside it 

because the stronger animal forces the weaker animal to follow along and to learn as it 

goes.  In our case, if we imagine being yoked with Jesus … imagine what we might learn. 

 What furrows have you been plowing in your own life?  Have they led you to find 

freedom?  If not, consider what furrows Jesus would have you plow.  Where is Jesus 

leading you?  Where do you feel the tug to explore a new path with openness that leads to 

discovery and new relationships?  Perhaps the tug you feel is from God.  Respond to the 

tug of God, and find freedom. 

Amen.
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