Proper 14 (A) 

Collect: O Lord, let the world be ordered in peace, according to your will: that your people may be free to worship you with joy; through Jesus Christ, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you, in the unity of the Holy Spirit, one God, world without end.

Gen 24.34-38,42-49,58-67 - So he said, “I am Abraham’s servant. The Lord has blessed my master abundantly, and he has become wealthy. He has given him sheep and cattle, silver and gold, male and female servants, and camels and donkeys. My master’s wife Sarah has borne him a son in her old age, and he has given him everything he owns. And my master made me swear an oath, and said, ‘You must not get a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, in whose land I live, but go to my father’s family and to my own clan, and get a wife for my son.’  “When I came to the spring today, I said, ‘Lord, God of my master Abraham, if you will, please grant success to the journey on which I have come. See, I am standing beside this spring. If a young woman comes out to draw water and I say to her, “Please let me drink a little water from your jar,” and if she says to me, “Drink, and I’ll draw water for your camels too,” let her be the one the Lord has chosen for my master’s son.’  “Before I finished praying in my heart, Rebekah came out, with her jar on her shoulder. She went down to the spring and drew water, and I said to her, ‘Please give me a drink.’  “She quickly lowered her jar from her shoulder and said, ‘Drink, and I’ll water your camels too.’ So I drank, and she watered the camels also. “I asked her, ‘Whose daughter are you?’  “She said, ‘The daughter of Bethuel son of Nahor, whom Milkah bore to him.’  “Then I put the ring in her nose and the bracelets on her arms, and I bowed down and worshiped the Lord. I praised the Lord, the God of my master Abraham, who had led me on the right road to get the granddaughter of my master’s brother for his son. Now if you will show kindness + faithfulness
to my master, tell me; and if not, tell me, so I may know which way to turn.”  So they called Rebekah and asked her, “Will you go with this man?”  “I will go,” she said.  So they sent their sister Rebekah on her way, along with her nurse and Abraham’s servant and his men. 60 And they blessed Rebekah and said to her, “Our sister, may you increase to thousands upon thousands; may your offspring possess the cities of their enemies.”
Then Rebekah and her attendants got ready and mounted the camels and went back with the man. So the servant took Rebekah and left. Now Isaac had come from Beer Lahai Roi, for he was living in the Negev. He went out to the field one evening to meditate,[a] and as he looked up, he saw camels approaching. Rebekah also looked up and saw Isaac. She got down from her camel and asked the servant, “Who is that man in the field coming to meet us?” “He is my master,” the servant answered. So she took her veil and covered herself. Then the servant told Isaac all he had done. Isaac brought her into the tent of his mother Sarah, and he married Rebekah. So she became his wife, and he loved her; and Isaac was comforted after his mother’s death.

Ro 7.15-25a - 15 I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. 16 And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good. 17 As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in me. 18 For I know that good itself does not dwell in me, that is, in my sinful nature.[a] For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19 For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing. 20 Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.
21 So I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is right there with me. 22 For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; 23 but I see another law at work in me, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within me. 24 What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body that is subject to death? 25 Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus Christ our Lord!  

Mt 11.16-19,25-30 - “To what can I compare this generation? They are like children sitting in the marketplaces and calling out to others: “‘We played the pipe for you, and you did not dance; we sang a dirge, and you did not mourn.’ For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, ‘He has a demon.’ The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and they say, ‘Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.’ But wisdom is proved right by her deeds.” At that time Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this is what you were pleased to do. “All things have been committed to me by my Father. No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.
“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.”
Let us pray: Most High, glorious God, enlighten the darkness of our hearts and give us correct faith, certain hope, and perfect love, so that we may always and in all things act according to Your Holy Will. Through Christ our Lord, Amen.
<><><>
Grace + God’s outrageous provision … 
Genesis + Matthew
If I were to give a title to this sermon, it would be something like: “ God’s outrageous provision.” I’d like to focus on our readings from Genesis and Matthew’s Gospel.
But first, let me share with you a little insight from Galston + our very own garden. When we moved into our house 4 years ago, there was a nice paved area at the back of the house for family gatherings, barbeques + the like, + some low-quality lawn on an upward slope to some grazing land behind us that we could scarcely use. We were sure we could do something better with it, + a couple of years ago we started converting the lawn to terracing for Marianne to then work her green-fingered skills on with growing fruit & veg.   3 weeks ago saw me shovelling gravel from a couple of those large 750kg bulk bags into a wheelbarrow, to take round the back of the house for the paths in-between the terraced beds. As I was doing so, a workman doing a project for a neighbour commented to me, “Respect, big man.” I tell you what, I was never so glad that I don’t do land-scaping for a living, doing all the ground-work + the material-shifting to get the job done. All being equal, doing it in stages so my back can recover, I hope to have it all finished next year. 
But, as I was reading the account of Abraham’s servant being sent on his mission to find Isaac a wife from among Abraham’s kin, I couldn’t help but think of the audaciousness of his ask – his expectation – of the lass whom God would bring into Isaac’s life. Let’s just think about the scene for a moment. There’s the servant, + according to the beginning of the chapter he’s brought ten camels with him laden with good things for the household of the lass who will become Isaac’s bride, + to then transport her + her attendants safely back to Isaac if she agrees to the prospect of being married to a man she’s never met, and to travel a few hundred miles with a total stranger. 
We know that the servant travelled a fair distance: either from Hebron, where Abraham  buried his beloved Sarah, or Beersheba where Abraham was living at the time, all the way back to Aram-Naharaim where his father’s family lived. The guess is somewhere between 300-400 miles each way. With camels able to travel around 50 miles a day, the journey each way would have taken about 6-8 days or so. By the time they would have got to their destination my best-guess is that they would all have been a bit thirsty. 
Let’s remind ourselves what Abraham’s servant said as his sign for discerning the right lass for Isaac: “If a young woman comes out to draw water and I say to her, “Please let me drink a little water from your jar,” and if she says to me, “Drink, and I’ll draw water for your camels too,” let her be the one the Lord has chosen for my master’s son.’  
According to those who know these things, a thirsty camel can drink between 30 – 50 gallons, or somewhere between 110 – 190 litres of water. And there were 10 of them. So, he was reckoning on this lass offering to lift up somewhere around 1.5 tons of water – roughly the same weight as two bulk bags of gravel – jug-load by jug-load. What can I say: she must have been some lass!
But, behind the headline figure, what’s going on here? Abraham’s servant has been set an absolute doozy of a challenge by his master. How does he know he has found the right lass for Isaac? This lass needs to really stand out. So, he sets out this most outrageous target for her to hit. Let’s face it, in no other circumstance would it be considered reasonable or even realistic. Yet, in God’s providence, it is no problem at all. More than that, Abraham’s servant quickly finds out that this lass – we learn her name is Rebekah – is not only incredibly thoughtful + kind in showing care to strangers, but she is part of Abraham’s extended family. Let’s remind ourselves of Abraham’s commission to his servant, from the beginning of the chapter: “I want you to swear by the Lord, the God of heaven + the God of earth, that you will not get a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I am living, but will go to my country + my own relatives + get a wife for my son Isaac.” As we see, in God’s providence, Abraham’s servant has hit the jack-pot: no search for a needle in a haystack, no long protracted hunting for Abraham’s family. He arrives at the well + there she is, as if it was all arranged before-hand: God’s outrageous guidance to Abraham’s servant, + through it God’s gracious provision to Isaac. If you remember our reading from Genesis last week, at the end it talks of Yahweh God being a God who provided the ram for the sacrifice, after the angel stayed Abraham’s hand before he could kill Isaac on Mount Moriah, + thereafter one of the descriptor-names given to God in Hebrew was the name Jehovah Jireh: God provides. 
Here, he demonstrates to Isaac that He still provides, and will continue to provide for those who seek Him and honour Him. And He still does today – often gently and without fanfare, but occasionally will still provide outrageously too, out of His love and care for His people.
<><><>
Let’s turn now to our reading from Matthew’s Gospel. The start of our passage sees clear evidence of crossed wires + conflicting expectations. There is the prophet of God, set apart from birth for the service of God and under vows to avoid all wine or fermented drink. He was sent to tell the people to prepare their hearts for the coming Messiah, yet they reject him because they are not ready to hear his message: as Jesus says in our reading: he came neither eating or drinking, and the religious authorities claimed he had a demon. And then Messiah comes to them, but they are not ready to hear His message either: they are hearing but not perceiving; looking but not seeing. The signs of the coming of Messiah were all there that they were told to look for, but they dismissed them: they had their preconceived ideas of what the Messiah would look like; they had their pre-conceived ideas of what Messiah’s message would be, + so they missed the call to prepare + the invitation to follow. 
And then in the lectionary, after we miss out 5 verses that follow, that consolidate the point Jesus has just made, we turn to the heart of the message of our reading. We see God’s passion for us all, but we also catch a glimpse of a sifting that God carries out, that all must experience if they are to be fit for God’s kingdom. It’s something that the Apostle Paul alludes to when he says in his 1st letter to the church in Corinth: “Jews demand signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified - a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”
Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven + earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.” Did you catch that? Our brain-power is not required for us to understand the mysteries of God or be counted worthy to enter His Kingdom. It is verses such as this that bring me such relief that God’s offer of salvation to us does not rely in any way on our intelligence or abilities, but simply on our simple trust that He has made a way for us to draw near to Him, that He has made a way by which we may know Him, + that he gives us all we need to live in a way that brings a smile to His face. No long sentences. No fancy words. No grand ideas. Just simple trust that He loves us, and draws our hearts to love Him back. 
And then the explanation of verses 29 + 30: take my yoke upon you … for my yoke is easy and my burden light.
That yoke can refer to the beam of wood placed over the shoulders of one or a team of oxen to distribute the weight of the load evenly, so as to enable the plough to be pulled more efficiently + sustainably. However, the word has another use: the yoke Jesus is referring to is not the yoke of the oxen ploughing the field: it is not a reference to some plodding drudge we are asked to take through life. To think that is to miss the point entirely. For the Israelites, the yoke has a further + more significant meaning. The rabbi’s yoke was a Hebrew idiom for the lens through which the rabbi interpreted Torah – the Law of God - and of the traditions that surrounded it. The “yoke” wasn’t a piece of wood; it was the sum total of a particular rabbi’s understanding of God’s Word.
So, what is Jesus saying here? There are 613 Jewish commandments, the Mitzvot, divided into 248 positive ‘you must do’ commandments and 365 negative ‘you must not’ commandments. Was Jesus telling His disciples the only way to remain in the love of God was to keep all of these? No. 
Spoiler alert: we have already read the heart of Jesus’ yoke today, and we see them written again later in Matthew’s Gospel in Ch. 22: “Jesus replied: ’Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: love your neighbour as yourself.’ All the law and the prophets hang on these two commandments.” That’s it, not the 613 laws of Moses plus all the extensive commentary. Two commandments: Love God, love others, + the rest will follow. This is the easy yoke of Jesus -  the cross-beam He would have us pick up, lay across our shoulders and carry. Jesus was telling people that the yoke of the Sadducees and scribes of the Law was no good: if you spend your lives working your socks off trying to keep the letter of the law, you will wear yourselves out and never manage to keep it. What Jesus offered was a different yoke, what the translators called an ‘easy’ yoke. But even that misses the point: where it reads ‘easy’, the Greek word is ‘chrestos’, which has many meanings like good, kind and easy but, in relation to a yoke, it meant ‘well-fitting’. An ill-fitting yoke rubs + chafes: you can imagine how this would be more distracting than helpful, constantly needing to shift your position to keep it comfortable. That’s the yoke of the Scribes and teachers of the Law, endlessly expanded and contorted into 613 different instructions + prohibitions. That’s not a chrestos yoke. That’s a constantly-chafing yoke. That’s a badly-designed yoke.  By contrast, Jesus’ commands about how to live will fit well onto His disciples’ lives; they will not chafe, rub or bruise; rather, they will enable the disciple to do what they are called to without being weighed down +, like a yoke on an ox, they will simply and clearly guide the believer the right way. 
How do we see the chrestos yoke in practice? We see it expressed in the extravagant love of the prodigal father greeting his lost son; in the impartial extravagance shown by the Good Samaritan in his care for one who would have shown hate or scorn toward him; in the dedication that Philip the deacon showed toward the official from Ethiopia in sharing and explaining the love of God; in the way that Jesus loved others with reckless abandon - prostitutes, sinners, tax collectors, foreigners + those of other faiths, not judging or excluding but loving and including. To love like this is costly, it is dangerous, it will mean we are at times misunderstood + ostracised by the conventional, as it did for Jesus. It will shame others who cannot bring themselves to love like this. But what choice do we have? Jesus said “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you”. Love unconditionally, like God loves. Love, because God first loved us. This is the love we are called to share, because it is the love that we have received out of God’s outrageous + grace-filled provision to us. Amen.



