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II Corinthians

In my very first congregation in rural DeKalb County, I asked one of our elderly farmers to bring a yoke to church in order to use it in the children’s sermon. True to form, he brought in an heavy leather yoke that smelled musty and felt ancient, which had been used years ago before tractors were ever invented. Citing Matthew 11—“my yoke is easy and my burden in light”—I held and demonstrated the yoke while talking to the children. Well, I didn’t know what was going on that morning, but I must have been in rare form. Every comment I made drew laughter and commotion. I told the children how a yoke could help the oxen do work and share the weight more equally. The people laughed. I showed them how a yoke could fit them to be sensitive to the farmer’s reigns and directions. The people laughed more. I then put the yoke around my head and upon my shoulders to show how we could expert God to lead us in service—then the people started laughing their heads off. The whole congregation was roaring. Finally a choir member stood up and said: “Pastor Neff, we’re all laughing because you’re a city boy, and a; us farmers can see that you’ve got the yoke on backwards. You’ve got it pointed the wrong way!” More howls of laughter.

I should have ended the service right there.

I.

Many of us Christians have gotten the yoke o Christ on backwards. Unknowingly, we anticipate the universe to revolve around all our crises and needs. Unconsciously, we expect the Creator of the spheres to bend down and choreograph all our dramas in the precise way we expect them to come out. We put on the yoke backwards, and then wait for God to pull while allowing us to steer. We anticipate God to harness the load, while we remain the drivers. We want God to work for us, when God wants to put us to work.

Put simply, we make religion man centered and not God centered. We make religion all about us and all for us—and only secondarily about God.

Long ago Rabbi Heschel warned “As long as man sees religion as a source of satisfaction for his own needs, it is not God whom he serves, but his own self.”

What would it take to reverse the equation? What does it take to keep God first in this consumeristic, materialistic, jingoistic, hedonistic, individualistic, militaristic world? How do we let God be God when all the forces in society point to the primacy of our own needs and wants and wishes of self-fulfillment?  How do we keep ourselves from eclipsing God and usurping the true center?

II.

Why—in order to do that, we’d have to have a stronger sense of the God who calls us. We’d have to have a more vivid, personal and corporate experience of the God who sends us out. We’d have to have a powerful experience of the God who in Jesus Christ gives his disciples the power to cast out evil spirits and the authority to heal.

We would have to be called, given authority, and sent out—literally Mark’s words are in the Greek “catapulted” into the world.

· Which is what is happening early in Mark’s gospel account as Jesus gives His authority away to the disciples so they can become his life giving presence on earth.

The disciples began to do things, which sound miraculously superhuman to us!

· They gave away more and more in order to live with less and less, in order to share the gospel more effectively!

· They gave up their jobs and careers to go out into the world as mendicants, begging for their daily bread!

· They left behind their homes, their soft mattresses and cushy beds in order to go out carrying the message, not knowing where they would lay their head at night!

· They packed away all their extra clothes and gave them to Good Will or the Unique, to take God’s show on the road, going door to door, offering the message that God’s reign is right here, right now, repent and believe in it…

They sounded like a bunch of Jehovah’s Witnesses!

III.

They were able to do these things because the power of the risen Jesus at work in the Holy Spirit flowed through them to accomplish God’s purpose and mission.

They were able to do these things because they got the yoke on right.

Most of us think that we are doing good just to make it to church on Sunday, give to he church when we can and help out whenever asked.

There is so much more God wants to do through us individually and corporately!

We will never be able to do much of anything for God unless we begin to understand that God has already done everything for us. Ministry is not based upon what we can do for God, but upon what God has done fore us. Before God asks us to do anything God has already done everything. Before God calls us to serve, God has redeemed us and set us free. Only the redeemed can keep God’s commandments. That’s grace. Only grace can allow us to serve rightly. Only grave can put the yoke on right.

And when we do we know that the yoke is on backwards?  When we can admit to ourselves that our prayer life isn’t working; When we acknowledge we are cold in our love or stale in our hop; When we have been too filled with pride to kneel down and pray, or too busty to wait upon the Lord; When we have been too stiff-necked and stubborn to be teachable; When we have gossiped or talked too much and not listened for the words that are on our hearts and near our lips; When we have closed our minds to inspiration and closed our hearts to compassion; When we lack enthusiasm or zeal; When we have quit asking for knowledge or wisdom or discernment or understanding.

Every Christian goes through valleys and deserts. But the mature Christian knows that “when we are weak, we become strong, because we find grace is sufficient for us; God’s power is made perfect in human weakness.” Hasn’t God’s grace always proven more than enough?

It is as simple as that. Our lack of faith becomes an occasion for God to fill us and empower us. Our lack of faith becomes an occasion for us to draw closer to God through God drawing nearer to us. Jesus sent out the twelve without anything in order to teach them to be dependent upon God for everything!

IV.

Is the life of faith working for you? If so, good, but, if not, simply ask God to put the yoke on right. Then wait—Wait for the cues and impulses—And wait to feel the reigns and directions—For the power to come—until you are called, given authority and sent forth in His service to minister in His name, like the disciples of old. And above all things remember this: “His yoke is easy and His burden is light.” Amen.
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