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“Finding Rest When You Have Nothing More to Give”
Text: Matthew 11:28-30 (1Kings 19, Psalm 23, and Isaiah 40:31)

A church I served was faced with a large congregational decision. We spent a lot of time studying the issue, holding listening sessions, answering questions. When we felt that we had done our due diligence, we held a meeting in the sanctuary. The item was presented to everyone present and then ballots were handed out to everyone. 

Because it was such an important issue, the senior pastor made a decision in advance of the counting of the votes. This decision was too important to decide by a simple majority. If the decision didn’t pass by at least a ¾ vote, we would not move forward.

The Senior Pastor explained that a simple majority would be an indication that there were many who did not support the decision. If the proposal didn’t pass by that large percentage, we would step back and re-evaluate. In that particular instance, the decision was close to 90% in support, and we moved forward with a sense of unity.

It might be tedious, and it required a lot of work and interpretation on the part of the leaders of the congregation, but it was better than moving forward with a deeply divided church. We have seen too much of that at the national church level and the hurt feelings that can result. It is a good model for important decisions.

We can do that with church decisions and in other venues. But it would never be possible for political decisions. If we were to wait until a candidate had a 75% majority there would be a lot of vacant seats at national and local levels. And so when I read the assigned scripture lesson for this morning, I was aware that it was the Sunday after the election. And even then, I knew that no matter how the results turned out, there were likely to be hurting people here this morning. There was no way around that. From the presidential election to governor and local school board, there were races that we knew were going to have razor thin margins. And we were invested in the outcomes. We supported candidates in a variety of ways. And on Tuesday night, some were declared victors and others were defeated. That is how our political system works.

And I want to apologize, but I don’t know how to get to what I want to share, without telling you my reactions to Tuesday night. I was sad and disappointed. I was hurting. It was a difficult evening. To go into the reasons for that disappointment would be impossible to do without becoming partisan and that is not my intention here this morning. For the sake of the message I am about to provide, it is sufficient to say that I was hurting.

And before I go any further, I want to be clear about something. Those who voted differently from me are not bad people. They are not my enemies. I refuse to succumb to the divisions that would view anyone as my enemy. We can disagree without hating one another.

That divisiveness that views others as enemies has no place in civil society. That is not just my opinion. It is biblical. St. Paul wrote that in Christ there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, there is no longer male nor female, for we are all one. When Paul wrote those words two thousand years ago he was using the major distinctions by which people defined themselves. If he were writing today to our society he might say there is neither Republican nor Democrat, nor any other distinction by which we might separate ourselves. We are all one. We have to be. 

As a modern prophet has put it, in his letter from the Birmingham Jail Martin Luther King Jr. wrote, “We are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”  

We may view the world differently. We may vote differently. We may hold different opinions, but we must never succumb to the divisions of us vs. them. There is no them. There is only us…all of us, no exclusions. What happens to some, happens to us all. Even before the results of the election were known, that was the message that I wanted to convey this morning. 

So I went to bed on Tuesday night feeling very sad and empty. And as I lay there I thought to myself, I have to preach on Sunday. They are expecting me to say something. Preferably something positive, something hopeful, something inspiring. And I had nothing to give. I was completely empty.

That happens. It happens to all of us for a multitude of reasons. You have given everything you have to give. There is nothing more. And yet there are people depending on you. 

I know that happens because I have seen it many times. I have seen it in the caregivers in this room. You have given and given. You have cared for a loved one with such loyalty and dependability. You end the day emotionally and physically exhausted. And the next day arrives, and you have to do it again.

I have seen it in the loss and grief you have experienced. The grief can be overwhelming. It can be a darkness from which there seems no escape. It is a lonely experience. You are sad and feel alone, even with lots of people around you. Teachers, social workers, therapists, nurses, you go through one of those difficult weeks. You are spent and exhausted, but Monday morning arrives and there are students waiting for you, clients in need of your help, people who are looking to you for answers. In some form or another, we have all been there.

These are the moments when you just want to stay in bed all day. Beneath the covers, scrolling on your phone, binge watching television shows, staring at the walls. You don’t have the energy to do anything. This summer I learned that there is a 19th century Scottish word for lingering in bed when you ought to be up and about. It is called “hurkle-durkle.” What a fun word for doing nothing. It makes it sound rather adventurous. I am not laying around in bed doing nothing. I am hurkle durkling!
On Wednesday morning I wanted to hurkle durkle the day away. But I couldn’t. There were people depending upon me. I was empty and felt like I had nothing to give. And I know that for a multitude or reasons you have all experienced that feeling at some time in your life. It is normal. 

Into that void, I heard the words of this morning’s scripture. One of the mysteries of this reading is that there is no context. We don’t know who the intended audience was. We don’t know what they were going through. What struggles were they facing that prompted Jesus to speak these kind and loving words? Maybe the context is lacking because Jesus shared these words to many who were hurting and feeling empty. I would like to imagine that he was looking directly at very weary people and offering these kind and hopeful words to them in their time of need.

“Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens and I will give you rest.” There were times when Jesus indicated that to follow him was a difficult road. You would be asked to do very hard things. Love one another. Forgive those who have hurt you. Treat all people in the way you would want to be treated. These are easy things to say, but difficult things to practice. But on this occasion, Jesus is not emphasizing the difficulty. He is looking into the eyes of weary people and inviting them to come rest. Be at peace. Find a quiet moment to just be still. Come unto me and we will hurkle-durkle together. He offers rest for the weary, peace for the troubled, light for those who are experiencing darkness.

This is not unique. In the Old Testament, there is a beautiful story about the prophet Elijah. In an epic battle, he has just defeated the followers of the god Baal. It is not a literal fight. It is a contest. And Elijah has prevailed. It should be a great day for him. The people ought to be carrying him out on their shoulders in celebration. But it doesn’t go that way. Despite showing God’s faithfulness once again to the people, they are angry at Elijah.

While the battle is a great story, what follows is even better. God instructs Elijah to go in the wilderness for some quiet time. Get some rest. Let your spirit be renewed. So Elijah finds that quiet space, but he still feels very alone. 

Standing in the wilderness he feels alone. Even God seems distant. Into that loneliness, the Bible says there arose a great wind, a wind so strong that it was breaking rocks. Amid such a powerful display, Elijah was hopeful that he might find God in that moment, but God was not in the winds. Next there arose a great earthquake, but again God was not to be found in the earthquake. After that, a great fire, but once again, God was not in the fire. All of these powerful displays and he could not find God. He was still alone and searching. Next came a great silence. It was in the silence that Elijah found God. In the place of rest and solitude and peacefulness, that is where his spirit was renewed, and he experienced the presence of God once again.

Amid all the expectations of our daily lives, we hear the gentle words of Jesus inviting all who are weary and carrying heavy burdens to come to him and he will provide the rest we need. The prophet Elijah felt alone and empty and in the silence and solitude he found God’s renewing presence.

In those times when we feel empty God invites us to a quiet place to rest. Be still. Your value is not based upon what you accomplish in a day. Your worth is not measured by how many things you check off your to-do list. You worth and value are inherent and eternal because you are a beloved child of God. You don’t have to earn that. It is always there. Just come and rest. “Come to me all who are weary and carrying a heavy burden and I will give you rest.” 

Although he is most often known as a great theologian, before he began to teach and write, Howard Thurman was a pastor of a church in San Francisco. I never had the opportunity to hear Thurman speak in person, but I have enjoyed listening to a couple of recorded sermons. What you should know about his preaching style is that Thurman was a slow deliberate speaker. He talked softly and very slowly. So it didn’t come as a surprise that in one of his books he wrote about a woman who would come to church every Sunday, sit in the same pew, and then fall asleep. Every Sunday.

Thurman visited the woman and discovered that she was a single mother with several very young children. Her home was filled with the energy of these young children. It was like a tornado. Seeing a glimpse of what she lived through every day, Thurman wrote that he felt like if the church could provide her with a quiet place to rest each week, that was exactly what she needed and the best thing they could provide.

In those times when we feel exhausted, empty, depleted, it is ok to slow down, to pause, even to come to a complete stop. We are not made to keep going incessantly. We need to rest. We need that time for renewal. And it is a gift that Jesus offered to us all. Come and rest. Let down your burdens. Let go of the weights that are holding you down. Release the stress and anxiety, even if only for a brief moment. The problems will be there later. For now, rest. 

What Jesus offers to our weary souls is a peacefulness that brings healing, that restores our spirits, that mends the brokenness. We can rest there in his arms. It is not a final destination. Think of it as a charging station. We experience that healing and renewal that allows us to find our bearings to once again move forward in faithful ways. 

A few years ago I ran the Chicago Marathon for the first time. It is a wonderful run that takes you through the various neighborhoods throughout the town. Along the lakefront and into Wrigleyville. Little Italy. Greektown. Chinatown. Pilsen. It is relatively flat and there are lots of people lining the streets to encourage you along the way. I was exhausted but continuing to run when I passed Soldier Field, the stadium for the Chicago Bears. I was nearing downtown, having at that point run more than 25 miles. I knew I was getting close, but the route took a right turn and there in front of me was an off ramp. I have been back to that location several times and it isn’t that steep. But when you have just run more than 25 miles it looks like a mountain. 

As I began that climb, another runner came up beside me. He said, “when you get to the top, you will be able to see the finish line.” And so I picked up by pace. Step by step. Moment by moment I worked my way up that ramp. And sure enough, when I got to the top, the route turned left and there in front of me was Grant Park. And at the end of that road, I could see the balloons and displays marking the end of the marathon. 

I was able to find a little more strength remaining and jogged triumphantly across that finish line. It reminds me of the words of the prophet Isaiah who promised that they who wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength. They shall mount up with wings as eagles. They shall run and not be weary. They shall walk and not be faint. 

That is where I find myself this morning. And perhaps for a variety of reasons you are there as well. We are weary. We are disoriented. We are tired. We are frustrated. We are hurting. In such moments, Jesus calls to us, “Come unto me and I will give you rest.” The work that is ahead will still be waiting for us. Be still. Let God nourish your spirit. Accept God’s love and care. And then with Jesus, we rise and continue the journey of faith.
