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8th Sunday After Pentecost/ July 6, 2008
“Blessed to Be a Blessing”

Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

Pastor Wayne Zschech


“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”


Most people know what a yoke is. It’s that wooden thing that lies across the neck and shoulders of a pair of oxen so they can do some heavy pulling. But how does it work? And if Jesus invites his disciples to take his yoke upon our shoulders then what does that mean for the work of the gospel that is ours to bear?

First, a bow yoke, or the type of yoke we often see in pictures, fits across the neck and shoulders of the oxen. It is actually a simple, yet life saving device, used to ease the load and burden of the oxen that plow the rock laden fields or pull heavy loads. The rather than the necks of the oxen, the yoke bears the force of the load being pulled. Without the yoke, the oxen would be strangled as they bore the weight of their burden. 

The yoke also makes their work easier. By placing the force of the load at their shoulders the weight is actually lessened due to the force transferred from the shoulders to the yoke. 


Finally, and this is essential, every yoke is custom made. That’s right. Every team of oxen has its own custom yoke that is carved out of wood to fit the subtle differences of the neck and shoulders of each ox. This is essential because in order for the yoke to work as it was designed there needs to be a perfect fit between the yoke and the oxen that bear it. Without the right fit, the animal actually works harder and in time will suffer pain from an improper fit. 


This last fact is most important for several reasons. First, life is more difficult when things don’t fit just right. At 6’3” with a 37” sleeve and thick legs there are a lot of things that I typically don’t fit into. Most stores don’t sell shirts in my size and suit selections are a lot slimmer in the “extra long” category. My legs will never see straight leg jeans and when it comes to buying a car it usually takes months to find one that fits just right.

When we bought our Rendezvous I didn’t worry about the fact that driving it was somewhat uncomfortable for me. It was Kate’s car and I wasn’t going to be the one driving it. When I did on long trips the orientation of the seat to the wheel and pedals became so uncomfortable my foot would cramp up since it was always under tension.


So when we switched cars for practical reasons I had to resolve this issue. I couldn’t drive this car all the time with such a bad fit in the driver’s seat. After taking some time to adjust the seat not only back but so the front was higher than the back my leg and foot were now at a comfortable angle to the gas and brake pedals. I suddenly went from a car that was uncomfortable and a burden to drive to one of enjoyment and pleasure to drive for hours. 


Having the right fit when it comes to the yoke we take on in ministry is also essential if the yoke Jesus invites us to wear is to be easy and the burden become light. Too many times people are “roped” into ministry much like a cowboy ropes a calf around the neck and drags it into the coral. If you’ve ever seen this on TV or at a rodeo you know it isn’t a pleasant experience for the calf and takes a lot of energy on the part of the cowboy. 

But if we think about our role in ministry being like a yoke that has been shaped to fit our individually specific gifts and abilities then suddenly ministry may not be the burden it has always seemed to be. But how does God shape the yoke of ministry we are to take on? Or another way of asking the question is “What is our God-given shape to which a yoke of ministry is to fit?” 


One way to explore how God has “shaped” us for ministry and the yoke that fits us best is to remember the acronym SHAPE. “S” stands for the spiritual gifts the Holy Spirit has poured out on us in baptism. They include administration, exhortation, teaching, prophesy, encouraging, giving, and . And while you may think you have none of these gifts you might be surprised. For instance, the person who likes order in their lives and is able to multitask a variety of jobs might have a strong gift of administration. The person who is able to read God’s word and finds joy in sharing it with others so they may understand and assimilate it in their lives may have the gift of prophesy, teaching, or exhortation. The person who thinks nothing of giving toward others may have the gift of giving.


“H” is for heart or passion. What are you passionate about? What gets your heart going and eager to begin or look forward to? God gives us a heart for particular aspects of ministry rather than everything because Jesus calls us to live our lives for him passionately rather than half-heartedly.


“A” is for ability or aptitude. All the passion in the world won’t compensate for not having the ability or aptitude to actually accomplish the task. What abilities do you have that can be utilized in ministry? People who love to scrapbook would make excellent creators of bulletin boards that engage the eye and mind of the passerby. People who like to bake or cook can share that ability in making a meal for My Father’s House or baking cookies for our Cookie Brigade.


“P” is for personality, and is essential in bearing the load of ministry well. I was so thankful to have a strong “lionlike” leader of a secretary in my one congregation to balance my playful “otterlike” personality. Yet, if we expected each other to have our personality we would have constantly been at odds. How does your personality benefit the area of ministry in which you participate?


Finally, the “E” in SHAPE is for experience. God can use each and every experience of our life to help us learn how to deal with current and future situations and circumstances of ministry. Even and especially the most painful experiences God is able to use in helping us deal with the task of ministry God calls us into from the waters of baptism until we draw our last breath.

There’s one last thing to remember as we think about how we are called to take on the yoke of ministry. Remember it is Jesus’ yoke too. A yoke is always for two oxen and never for one. And there right beside our uniquely shaped side of the yoke is our Savior and Lord Jesus pulling along with us. We are not alone in our ministry, but always coupled with the one who has shown us how to live and trust in God our heavenly Father. 

Each of us has been uniquely shaped for ministry. Each of us from the waters of baptism has been given spiritual gifts as well as heart, abilities, a personality and experiences to do God’s work in the world along with Christ by our side. So let us take up the yoke of ministry Jesus invites us to bear. Let us learn from our gentle and humble Lord what is to work for the sake of the gospel. For when we do we will know what it is like to find rest for our souls that hunger for a deeper sense of purpose and meaning.  For the yoke of Christ is easier than we think and the burden is lighter than we know.
