This morning's gospel reading is all about an invitation. It is an invitation for you and me to join in God's wonderful music and dance of creation. In Jesus, God says, "Come and play". We are invited into life and life in all its fullness, in its superabundance. The problem is that not everybody wants to play:
We played the flute for you,
and you did not dance;
we sang a dirge,
and you did not mourn.
John the Baptist's invitation seemed to some too severe. To others, Jesus was just not severe enough. The invitation to life was extended by both but we were too busy arguing about what it meant or whether it was quite what we wanted or expected and so we became like little children arguing in the playground and refusing to join in. God says, "Come and play" but we got distracted by arguing about exactly what he meant and whether it was "sound and orthodox" and whether other people were playing the game in the "right way" which meant the same way we were and all the while we missed it, we missed God's open and generous offer to enjoy life in all its richness and fullness. We sat on the sidelines arguing and that life, that full, abundant life,  passed us by. It's a particular problem of religious people of, course. We get so caught up in fretting about doing the right thing and making sure other people do the right thing too that we forget that the life that God gives is something free, open hearted, accepting and, above all, something to be embraced and enjoyed and lived. If we lose this sense of life as a freely given invitation then it can become a burden, a terrible weight, something we have to worry about getting right, something we need to persuade others to get right.

Which is why Jesus issues his invitation to life in this way:
Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, 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
Jesus talks about a yoke. We know what a yoke is even in these days when fields are ploughed by tractors and not by oxen. You may have seen those ploughing competitions they still have a country fairs where the ancient skill of ploughing a straight furrow in double quick time is demonstrated with a team of, usually in this country, horses. The yoke is placed on the animals to ensure that they can do the job, that they will plough in a straight line and respond to the ploughman's touch and guidance. In order to plough a field you do need horse or oxen who have a yoke otherwise I guess they would just wander around digging up the field any old way or more likely just sit down somewhere where there was plenty of grass to eat. So a yoke is necessary for the job to be done. But if the yoke is too heavy, if it weighs the oxen down so that they cannot move freely or comfortably or it is ill fitting then the animals will become weary and slow. The act of ploughing a field will become a burden and a painful one at that. It's not just animal cruelty to have a heavy yoke, it's bad farming too. A wise farmer will set a yoke that is easy, one that means the job gets done and allows the animals to do what they do to the best of their ability.

And in Jesus' day, following the law of God, the law of Moses, the Torah, was often referred to as taking the yoke of the Torah. The keeping of God's law was taking upon yourself God's leading and direction. By taking the yoke of the Torah you submitted yourself to God's desire for your life. The problem was that for many people that yoke had long since ceased to be something life-giving and liberating and had simply become a burden. The way that some religious groups chose to apply the law was so strict that it simply bowed people down and to keep the law was something wearisome and heavy. It began to feel impossible as if God were impossible to please, impossibly demanding. But this was the opposite of what God intended when the law was given. God invites us into life and so if faith becomes something that grinds us down, that makes us feel anxious or exhausted then something has gone seriously wrong. A heavy yoke is bad farming and it's bad religion too. So when Jesus says that his yoke is easy and his burden light he is inviting people to cast off that life denying religious yoke that is actually stopping them living in exchange for his yoke which leads them into life.
So let me ask you a question: does your faith feel like a burden or a source of life? In one of the prayers of thanksgiving at  communion, the president says, "It is indeed right, our duty and our joy, that we should at all times and in all places give you thanks ...." But is it more duty than it is joy? Is it more law than it is grace? It's not that we should expect to breeze through life or, indeed our Christian life, whistling a cheerful tune and saying isn't everything lovely in the garden. But it does happen that our faith can become something so narrow and inflexible that it becomes burden to be borne rather than a joy to be celebrated. We feel it like a downward pressure on our lives. Sometimes it feels like an uneasy and ill fitting yoke that manufactures more guilt than it does thanksgiving, more judgementalism that it does love, more grim going-through-the motions than a liberating celebration of the wonder of God's love in the world. And because of this, instead of feeling like an invitation into life, our religious observance is just another burden, along with all the other burdens, we have to bear. That is not how it is meant to be. Eugene Peterson in The Message paraphrases Jesus invitation this way:
Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. Get away with me and you'll recover your life. I'll show you how to take a real rest.
So are you? Tired? Worn out? (Or is it just me?!) And has your faith contributed to that? Is there a yoke you need to put down? Are there burdens that need to be set aside? Do you need to recuperate?
Because that is what Jesus offers: burdens laid down and rest for our souls. Isn't that a wonderfully peaceful yet powerful image? Rest for the soul. Rest held in the love of one who is not actually constantly demanding, constantly judging or constantly demeaning you but who is "gentle and humble in heart?" Jesus wants to say, "Here, let me take that." Let me take all that anxiety, stress, worry, all that trying to keep to the rules, trying to please God or impress others. Here let me take that.  Let go of all that and let me give you a new yoke, one that fits, one that is light,  one that leads you in the path of life.

Because it remains important to notice that Jesus doesn't say we don't need a yoke at all. This is not going to sound a fashionable to modern ears but it is not a choice for us as to whether we do or don't wear a yoke but rather which yoke we choose to wear. If we are not wearing a yoke of the one who is gentle and humble and gives us rest and peace and life that we will be wearing someone else's yoke, that is to say we will be driven by something or somebody else - be it the pursuit of money or more stuff, of status, of popularity, of beauty, all things that, when they become our yoke,  will eventually become our burden. So Jesus doesn't say you will find life in freedom from all claims and responsibilities. The rest he gives is not inactivity, listlessness, hanging around. There's still a field to be ploughed! His rest comes from taking upon ourselves his yoke and knowing that we no longer need to be driven relentlessly by the demands of bad religion or the pressures of the world but instead can draw peace, joy and nourishment from knowing that we are loved and welcomed and guided by someone we can trust completely. So resting we are released to play, to dance, to sing, to join in, to be part of the life to which God invites in Jesus, the one who in his gentleness and humility give us life in all its fullness. 
