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A Homily by         “Living yoked together”
The Rev’d Jo Popham  Third Sunday after Pentecost

July 3, 2011
Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

Are any of us weary? Are we carrying more than we can bear – truly heavy burdens?

Our Lord Jesus Christ promised that he would give us rest. If we have problems or

responsibilities too heavy to carry we are invited to take on Christ’s yoke so that we can

find rest.1 How can it be that if we take what another is carrying it will make our load

less?

A yoke – a wooden bar-like frame – was used to join draft animals at the heads or

necks so that they pull together. In the early Middle East and in Greece and Rome, oxen

and onagers were yoked across the horns or necks.2 A yoke was a means of governing

beasts of burden linking them together for greater strength. If two are yoked together –

this person and that person –then where one goes the other will. Yoked together we can

pull weight much easier. If one were to go off in the wrong direction, the other would

pull the one who had lost their way back on track. Together we go where we are

supposed to go. But if we do not work together while we are yoked, then we likely will

go nowhere fast.

What would it mean if a wife and husband were yoked together? As you know, my

husband and I lead the marriage prep classes for the diocese. One of the prayers we pray

with the couples who are about to be married is an Apache wedding Prayer:

Now you will feel no rain,
for each of you will be shelter for the other.
Now you will feel no cold,
for each of you will be warmth to the other.
Now there will be no loneliness,
for each of you will be companion to the other.
Now you are two persons,
but there is only one life before you.
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Although it might seem limiting, if husbands and wives were yoked together we

would treat one another with respect – always. We would certainly have the opportunity

to recall what brought us together, given that we would be literally tied together. We

would need to move with gentleness and even kindness as our connection demanded. We

would need to focus on what is right between us, rather than recalling the frustrations,

difficulties, and fears that threaten all relationships at one time or another. We would both

have to take responsibility for the quality of our common life.

At this time of the year and especially on Canada Day that we celebrate this weekend,

we cannot help but remember the beginnings of life in the heart of the new West here in

Alberta. The Calgary Stampede that begins next week celebrates the spirit of the early

days in Alberta. My husband and I enjoy going to watch the heavy horses at the

Stampede. The heavy horses take part in horse pulls. But we prefer watching these gentle

giants – Belgiums, Clydesdales, Percerons, and Shires – as they work in teams, drawing

wagons. They compete to the strings of the Calgary Philharmonic Orchestra, and they

look like they are dancing. These beauties are yoked together in complex riggings, but

there is a lead pair of the most experienced horses. These two work together – yoked

together – these beautiful beasts of burden – to lead their team drawing their wagon

around the Saddledome to classical music. What could be better on a summer afternoon?

For the horses (and their drivers) the music must make their burden light.

Why must we take on a yoke? A yoke was meant to control, to manage, and

sometimes to restrain. Are we that stubborn? Do we want our own way? Are we spoiled?

I think that is exactly the message to be gleaned from the joining of these two parts of

Matthew’s gospel where Jesus spoke of a generation focused only on themselves. And his

accusation applies to this generation as well. A yoke suggests that we are to work

together, you and I, you and the person sitting next to you, and we are to be yoked to

Christ. If we work as a yoked team we can accomplish good work and even beautiful

work. But our work may be interior as well as mission focused. Work oriented outwardly

to the world is a natural consequence of good inward spiritual work. Could it be that we
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are to be yoked with Christ Jesus so that we can find true rest, real peace. And in rest and

quietness we may hear just what our work to do in Christ’s name is to be.

Are we to be yoked to our brothers and sisters who need us to help carry some of their

load? If we take on Jesus’s yoke and learn from him, will we learn where our mission

lies? Could we learn that we are being called to serve as Christ’s hands in New Orleans to

continue the work of recovery, or to send aid to Japan, or Haiti, or Slave Lake, or to those

whose crops are flooded out from the mighty Mississippi or to pray for the massive

flooding in China? There is no shortage of burdens to be carried, my friends.

June 20th every year is World Refugee Day. Sadly the number of displaced people is at

a 15-year high. The United Nations Refugee Agency launched a new campaign that is to

continue throughout this year. It is a simple message: “1 is too many.” And the campaign

involves three ‘1’s: 1 refugee is too many, I am 1 who cares, then the call to action: do 1

thing – whether it be to learn, to act, to spread the word, to give, or to follow.  St.

Andrew’s is a leader in the diocesan and the national Anglican Church of Canada’s

Refugee program. But perhaps we all can do 1 thing more by spreading the word: Here

are some easy things to focus on if we yoke ourselves to this project:

1 family forced to flee is too many.
1 refugee without hope is too many.
1 refugee returned to danger is too many.
1 refugee longing for home is too many.
1 child without a nationality is too many.
1 family without shelter is too many.
1 refugee denied a safe haven is too many.
1 child growing up in a camp is too many.
1 family torn apart by war is too many.
1 girl raped at gunpoint is too many.
1 refugee child behind bars is too many.
1 refugee without schooling is too many.
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Ann Curry, a reporter who works for NBC News, has a gift for seeking out refugees to

cover for in depth stories. She is motivated by an effort to give voice to refugees of war,

hunger, disease and especially genocide and ethnic cleansing. She is constantly amazed at

how many put their lives and the lives of their children at risk to save the lives of

refugees around the world. Imagine what a world it would be if every human being had

that kind of courage. What if we behaved as though we were yoked to the people fleeing

from Syria into Turkey, from Yemen into Europe, from Sudan's north-south border at

Abyei, How would the world have been changed if in the past we had yoked ourselves to

refugees fleeing Rwanda, Kosovo, Congo, Burma, Darfur and Germany? Today’s reading

coming on the heels of the World Refugee Day and the UN’s new campaign claiming 1

refugee is too many is a reminder that “there is no us and them. There is only us, one

human family, connected in ways we sometimes forget.”3 We are yoked together. And

together we can make the burden light.

                                                  
1 “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I 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.” (Matthew 11:28-29).
2  An onager (Equus hemionus) is a wild ass found in northern Iran and bordering areas
that is dark yellow with a stripe along its back.
3 Ann Curry, “Nowhere to go: Remembering the plight of refugees,” msnbc.com, June
20, 2011, 8:47 am.


