On this Independence Day weekend, we will hear any number of patriotic songs and speeches.  Among those, we’ll likely hear part of a poem written in 1883 called “The New Colossus,” which is inscribed on a plaque inside the Statue of Liberty: “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free… Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me.”  It’s been said that these words reinvented the statue’s purpose, from simply a monument to the principles of elected government to a symbol of welcome and hope to the immigrants that come to our country and to all the outcast and downtrodden of the world.  At a time when people throughout the world were driven to seek out a better life, America shined forth with a powerful symbol that announced that this is a place to find that refuge, though we know that it was not without a lot of hard work and great sacrifice.  

Twenty years before that poem was written, we were in the middle of the Civil War, with no end in sight.  The nation was war-weary.  Abraham Lincoln was president.  One day in 1863, he was out riding with his friend Noah Brooks.  Brooks, knowing how much of a toll the war was taking on Lincoln, noticed that he was very tired, so he suggested he take a brief rest when they got back to the White House.  “A rest,” Lincoln replied, “I don’t know about a rest.  I suppose it’s good for the body, but the tired part of me is inside and out of reach.”  Lincoln was acknowledging a very important truth.  We all get tired from time to time.  But there are many sources of our fatigue.  Physical fatigue may be the most harmless.  There’s also the fatigue that comes from stress, fatigue that comes from worrying not just about the future but about the past, fatigue that comes from trying to be something we are not.  And in our quest to relieve our exhaustion and lift our burden, we so often neglect the simple remedy given to us by Jesus Christ.  
Instead, we turn to the world and accept the solutions that it offers – Get away – Escape – Take a pill to ease your nerves – Take a drink to drown your sorrows – Take a shot to kill the pain – Get drunk – Take drugs – Sleep a lot.  But the truth is, most of these don’t work.  What we really need is time that is filled with meaning and purpose, a life that is saturated with the grace of God.  What we need, according to the beautiful paradox of the Gospel today, is a different kind of burden—the yoke of Jesus Christ.  A simple remedy: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”  

This is an invitation to all who will listen and respond. To them Jesus says, “My yoke is easy and my burden light.”  It’s not for the arrogant, the selfish, the self-sufficient, those who won’t listen.  It’s for the humble, the weak, the simple.  Jesus gives this invitation to all those people who are desperately trying to find God, to know that He exists and that He’s real, who are exhausted with the search for truth, who are desperately trying to be good enough but find the task impossible.  Jesus is returning to the simplicity of God’s original covenant with His people, telling them that total reliance on Him is all that we need.  He tells us to remove the burdens that weigh us down, which are really no different from the burdens people had 2000 years ago—concerns over jobs, marriage, money, health, children, security, old age and a thousand other things.  Jesus’ concern for our burdens is still as real as anything.  And so is the rest that he offers!  So Jesus tells us to remove those burdens of ours, as if we’re taking off a shirt, and put on his yoke, which is a much lighter load.  Because the yoke of Jesus is the love of God.  It doesn’t mean that it will always be easy to carry, because total reliance in God means following His commands, sometimes in ways that are very challenging.  We have to realize that the yoke of Jesus is laid upon us in love and is meant to be carried in love.  But that’s exactly what gives our lives the meaning and purpose we need to make even the heaviest burden bearable.  

I think there are really two main invitations that Jesus gives today: That we unload all our burdens on the Lord, and that we free ourselves from unnecessary burdens.  

1) To unload our burdens on the Lord, there is no better way to do this than through prayer and worship.  Our morning prayers should focus on offering to God our challenges for the day ahead, asking for the grace to face them with strength and courage.  Our evening prayers should be a time to review the day and offer God all our failures, asking Him for the assurance that He will be with us tomorrow.  During the prayer of the Mass, we have the opportunity to offer all our problems and troubles to God, to lay them down before Him, uniting them to the sufferings of Jesus Christ on the cross. In prayer and worship, there we find the rest and refreshment we need because we are uniting ourselves to His love and Divine will.  There’s nothing like coming to the Lord and laying aside our burdens for a while.  

2) But then we’re invited to find a way to free ourselves from unnecessary burdens in the future.  Life’s greatest burden is not having too much to do or too much to care about (because sometimes the busiest people truly are among the happiest), but rather the greatest burden in life is our constant engagement with the trivial and the unimportant, the uncontrollable and the unpredictable.  The issue is not whether we should be burdened, but what should we be burdened with?  The question is not “Should I be yoked?” but rather “Who or what should I be yoked to?”  Jesus has no interest in removing our burdens so that we then have nothing to carry.  Instead, he wants to remove from us the burdens that drain the life out of us, so he can place upon us his own burden which is light and brings us joy.  We are called, not only to find peace, refreshment and rest for ourselves, but also to take upon ourselves the responsibility that Christian love entails, to live the kind of life through which others too may find God’s peace and grace and the joy of placing their lives in God’s hands.  

Jesus’ invitation today is an invitation to total reliance on him when we feel the weight of our worries, trusting Jesus to refresh us and give us strength.  One of the most simple models of someone being able to do this comes from Dwight D. Eisenhower.  Back in World War II, he was Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces in Europe, and he knew the importance of every decision that he made.  It was a great deal of pressure.  So how did he deal with it?  How did he find that inner rest that so many of us seek?  He shared with his pastor once that he never tried to carry his burden alone.  Some nights, when the pressure became too great, Eisenhower would simply pray, “Lord, with Your grace I’ve done the best I can today.  You take over till morning.”  He understood very well Jesus’ words in today’s Gospel: “Come to me, all who labor and are burdened, and I will give you rest.”

