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The Easy Yoke 
 
 
Here, in the lectionary reading for today, we witness, I think, one of Jesus’ most dramatic 
mood swings. At the beginning of the chapter we find a leader, like many leaders after 
him, frustrated and maybe even a bit jaded by the fickleness of public opinion. John, 
Jesus’ mentor in many ways, he had a certain style—he was an ascetic, meaning that 
he lived a simple and austere life outside of town in the desert, meaning that he didn’t 
eat fancy foods, he didn’t drink alcohol, and he generally eschewed worldly pleasures as 
he tried to tell the world about a higher pleasure that he knew, the pleasure that comes 
when we liberate ourselves from attachment to material things, and instead attend to that 
which is truly worthy of our attention, namely, to listen for and to live always in response 
to the call of God. John came neither eating nor drinking, and yet the people grumbled 
and griped.  
 
And then Jesus, John’s student at first, he grew up in the same spiritual lineage as John 
and so he shared something of John’s general conviction that the highest good was to 
do the will, as Jesus so often put it, of the one who sent him, and yet Jesus moved 
through the world with a rather different style. Rather than eschewing worldly pleasure, 
Jesus it seems fully embraced the enjoyment of creation, the joie de vivre. He seems, for 
example, never to have said no to a good meal, no matter who was serving it, and he 
seems never to have turned down another glass of wine. John came neither eating nor 
drinking, and Jesus came eating and drinking his fill, and yet the people still grumbled 
and griped.   
 
We often talk today about our world being made smaller on account of things like the 
internet and social media, where we think we live in a new world in which news spreads 
rapidly and public opinion swings wildly, and yet Jesus here offers a good reminder 
about the human world always being a bit small in this sense. 
 
I grew up in a small town called Chagrin Falls, Ohio—well, it would probably be a large 
town compared to Weybridge at 4,000 people—but small in the sense that I think Jesus 
puts his finger on here. I’ll always remember how one of my classmates put it in his 
graduation speech from High School, he said, “The best thing about living in a small 
town is that even when I don’t know what I’m doing, someone else does.” Or I’ve also 
heard it put, “The best thing about living in a small town is that everyone knows 
everyone’s business. The worst thing about living in a small town is that everyone knows 
everyone’s business.”  
 
Anyway, so Jesus expresses a bit of frustration about people talking about him, and 
talking about John, and about how it is that we as extremely social creatures sometimes 
cannot help but express our opinions of others, often holding others to standards that we 
don’t even hold ourselves to—judging John for not eating and drinking on the one hand, 
then judging Jesus precisely for eating and drinking.  
 



What’s amazing about Jesus though, is that while he sometimes does become a bit 
frustrated with this as we all do, Jesus’ spirit is relentlessly forward moving and 
hopelessly optimistic here as by the end of the chapter he moves from frustration to an 
expression of the most profound and moving sense of peace and contentment, 
transforming his own jadedness and world-weariness into a great prayer for all the jaded 
people, for all the weary-hearted, for all of us who are all-too-human and so at times feel 
like we’re laboring under an almost unbearable yoke—“The mass of men lead lives of 
quiet desperation” is how Thoreau put it in Walden—to which Jesus responds with his 
unspeakably beautiful prayer: “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. For my yoke is easy, 
and my burden is light.” 

I don’t know about for you, but for me today, this sounds like the perfect prayer for 
summer, for trying to live deeply into this season of life, this season often dreamed of 
and longed for all year as a unique time of rest and relaxation, or a time of restoration 
and re-creation, this season where we’re invited to slow down a bit. “Languid” is the word 
that I often think of when I think of summer, to move at a more languid pace. “Summer 
afternoon.” The novelist Henry James once wrote that he knew of no two more beautiful 
words in all the English language than these—“Summer afternoon,” indeed just the 
sound of it, just the thought of it, can transport us to a more peaceful, a more restful, a 
more restorative place.  
 
Last week there was a wonderful reflection on the meaning of summer in the Addison 
Independent. Maybe you’ve already seen it, it was an Op-Ed titled “Diagnosing a case of 
summer fever,” written by Gregory Dennis, who I think is a Cornwall resident. His short 
piece resonated pretty strongly with me in terms of thinking about Jesus’ prayer as a 
prayer which could help us mark and live deeply into this summer season, and so I’d like 
to read a few fragments from this piece.   

“Diagnosing a case of summer fever,” by Gregory Dennis. 

“Case Number: 12345 

Patient: G. Dennis 

Age: 61, going on 10 

Primary symptoms: Smiles too often. Breathes deeply of the [summer] breeze. Prone to 
random, pointless walks outdoors. Delusions about the length of the current season. 

 Dear Dr. Freud: I write to refer you to a patient, a Mr. G. Dennis…Mr. Dennis was 
referred to me by his neighbors. They worried that his habit of endlessly digging in a pile 
of large dirt, outside his front door, represented a bizarre form of obsessive-compulsive 
disorder. He is spending hours bent over this dirt pile, in the apparent belief that he can 
produce food from small particles planted in it. To date, no food has appeared, and his 
condition appears to be worsening...When not digging aimlessly in the dirt, Mr. Dennis 
has been observed wandering in hayfields, whistling aimlessly and watching the clouds 
roll by…He appears somewhat immune to mosquitoes…When not wandering or digging, 



Mr. Dennis is known to sit on his porch and sigh endlessly as he breathes in what he told 
one concerned friend was “the sweet, cinnamony scent of summer.” He confesses that 
he often buries his nose in the clover…I have also noted that Mr. Dennis’ taste in poetry 
has taken a troubling turn. Previously he had a healthy appreciation for the verse of 
Robert Frost and that bard’s appropriately dark view, “a lover’s quarrel with the world.” 
Recently, however, the patient has begun quoting a line from Dylan Thomas (whoever 
he was) about “the force that through the green fuse drives the flower.” … The patient 
also quotes one John Ruskin about the weather, in a way that indicates he is seriously 
unmoored from reality: “Sunshine is delicious, rain is refreshing, wind braces us up, 
snow is exhilarating; there is really no such thing as bad weather, only different kinds of 
good weather.” Indeed, I regard his belief in this view as proof that Mr. Dennis is 
seriously unhinged…As I entrust him to your care, Dr. Freud, I encourage you to bring 
him back to reality with a healthy reminder of what winter in Vermont is really like…”  

Certainly, the winter will come around again like a healthy reminder, and even the late 
summer will bring with it a certain sadness all its own, but for now, here at the beginning 
of July, the time seems right to be intentional about living deeply into the summer 
season… the time seems right, in other words, to seize the moment, and yet, in a 
paradoxical way, to seize it by way of loosening our grip on it, to seize it by way of 
easing into it, to seize it by way of not seizing it, perhaps in the similarly paradoxical way 
that Jesus talks about in his great prayer, when he talks about a type of burden which is 
paradoxically a light burden, and a type of yoke which is paradoxically an easy yoke.  

And so in the end, these words from Jesus just seem so right for this moment. And so I 
offer them again, as a type of prayer for the summer, useful perhaps for mowing the 
grass, useful for barbequing, useful for burying your nose in the clover, useful for digging 
in the dirt, useful for reading poetry, useful for baking pies, useful for smiling too often, 
useful for relishing the beauty of those two English words, “summer afternoon,”  

“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. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 

	  


