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His Passion: Our Response
We: Must Have a Burden

Scripture Focus: 

Matthew 9:35-38

35 Jesus went through all the towns and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom and healing every disease and sickness. 36 When he saw the crowds, he had compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. 37 Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. 38 Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field.”

Sermon Introduction:

	Who wants to be a burden?  Let’s see a show of hands. Who would say that you desire to be a burden? We are taught that burdens are bad. We want to be out from under burdens. We want to avoid being a burden. 
But let’s ask a different question: How many of you want to be loved? How many of you want someone to love? What if the only way to love is to be burdened and the only way to be loved is to be a burden? What if the source of one is the source of the other?
	Think of it like this. Have you ever pushed an empty stroller? Strollers are not made to be empty, so when they are pushed while empty they don’t run smoothly. Wheels twist this way and that. Yet, with a child, strollers move with ease. By carrying the weight they are meant to carry, strollers work better. The child is the burden that makes the stroller run well. The burden is necessary for function.
	Likewise with people. People are made to carry burdens because people are made to love. In fact, it goes deeper than this. We are made to carry burdens because we are made in God’s image and God carries a burden. And God carries a burden because God is love.
	Burdens and love are inseparably linked. With one comes the other. When what we love is not worth the burden, then it is not because burdens are bad things, but because we have not loved well. The greater the object of our love, the more naturally the burden is carried. Children are “burdens” to parents that often make parents better people. Ministry projects are “burdens” to volunteers that often give volunteers purpose and mission. Friends are “burdens” that generate love, excitement, creativity, and fun. 
	The reason that Jesus is burdened in this story is because of his love for the people. There is no greater mission than what burdens Jesus. Yet Jesus’ burden shows us thus a burden is not simply a feeling of sympathy or pity. There is a movement, a motion, an action that flows from this experience of Jesus. Jesus prays. Yet he does not pray for his burden to be lifted. He prays for it to be extended to other people. If we are to experience the life of Christ, then our discipleship journeys must become burdened, too. We will have a burden. We must have a burden. So, how does Jesus’ burden become ours?


Sermon Content:

1. We must see and experience our people as the harvest.

	Jesus only had this experience of the broken by going through the towns and villages and being involved with their sick and needy. Yet it is tempting to grow accustomed to the sick and needy. We can grow immune to the faces seen on TV; the stories shared on the news. We can get used to driving past the black ink on cardboard signs that just happen to be held by a person. But this is not the experience of Jesus. Jesus does not grow hard as he experiences brokenness. The text gives us a clue why not.
Jesus’ experience of the crowd is deeply connected with the Old Testament. Matthew tells us that the crowds were harassed and helpless—like sheep without a shepherd. The shepherd was a metaphor for the leadership of Israel (e.g., Numbers 27:12-17; 1 Kings 22:15-17; Ezekiel 34:1-16; Psalm 23). These are people without good leadership. They are suffering because they have not been led well. Jesus sees the people as sheep without a shepherd. In Matthew 2, it is said of Jesus that he would be the shepherd of Israel. Jesus sees this people and knows they are his responsibility. They are his people. Are the people we experience on a regular basis in our mission field our people? Do we consider them our people?
	Tim Keller, Pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City, talks about using cities. Normally we think of using people—for their skills, abilities, connections—for our own gain. But Keller says that we can use cities to further our own desires and ambitions. And New York City is a city that gets used—to get noticed, to get experience, to get ahead. As a result, Keller encourages people in his church to lengthen their stay in New York City. If you were planning on living in New York City for a year, stay two. If you were planning on staying two years, stay four. If you were planning on staying four years, stay eight. Serve the city. Plant yourself in the city. Work to make it your people. Listen to the community, company, church, and city of which you are a part. Allow it to impact you. Make it your people.
Earlier in the gospel, Jesus has had experiences with tax collectors, a sick woman, a dead child, a blind man, and a mute man. They were people on the outside and ostracized. Jesus’ burden came from experiencing people—his people—as people without care. We need to claim people who are suffering as our people. Are the sick and needy your—are they our—people? 

[At this point, it would be appropriate to share statistics about the neighborhood or city or county in which your church is located. How many people are in your mission field? What problems are in your mission field? How are people in your mission field being “harassed”? How are they “helpless”?]

2. We must plead for God’s forceful action in the harvest.

	Verse 38 often fails to communicate the passion, urgency, and force of Jesus’ prayer. It is one of the most pressing statements we have from Jesus. 
First, the word translated “ask” is elsewhere translated “beg” in the New Testament. For instance, the leper of Luke 5 does not just ask Jesus to heal him; he begs Jesus. This is not about asking for something that would be beneficial, nice, or helpful. This is not asking for the cherry on top. This is not about asking for something you’d like. This is begging for something you need. Plead, beg, pray that God will send workers into the harvest. Workers wouldn’t just be nice. They are a necessity!
	Second, the pleading action is one that Jesus expects the disciples to put into practice right away. When you need something—really need something—you don’t wait for the right time to pray. You pray immediately. Jesus wants the disciples to begin begging, pleading for God to act—and to do it now.
	Third, Jesus’ begs for God to take forceful, powerful action. He says for God to send workers out into the field. The word translated “send” is elsewhere translated “throw” or “cast.” It’s the word often associated with Jesus casting demons out of people. There is power and force associated with what Jesus is asking the disciples—and us!—to do.
	Jesus is saying, “Start pleading—now!—that God will throw people in his mission field!” The disciples had the courage to pray this prayer. How do we know? Because immediately afterward, Jesus sends them out to do the ministry of caring for those who are harassed and helpless. Do we have this same courage? Are we pleading with God?
	
3. We must hope for the harvest.

	I love the overflowing optimism—no, better yet--hope, of Jesus. This is not an optimism that simply looks on the bright side. This is hope. Hope—the opposite of despair. Hope—one of the virtues of the Christian faith that, along with faith and love, lasts. You can’t defeat hope. And Jesus’ hope is hope that can’t be defeated because it is hope rooted in God. Jesus’ hope is in the Lord of the harvest. Notice Jesus does not say to pray to the Lord of the workers. No, Jesus says to ask the Lord of the harvest to send workers his mission field.
	Maybe the disciples were not expecting Jesus’ metaphor to go this way. Maybe they were expecting a planting metaphor: “Ask the Lord of the fields to send workers to sow seeds.” But that’s not Jesus’ attitude. Jesus does not have a patient, slow developing vision here. He has an immediate one: It is not time to plant; it is time to harvest. It is not time to sow in plowed and fertile fields; it is time to harvest ripe crops. It is not time to water seeds; it is time to wield the sickle and harvest the crop. If you’re despairing about the faith you see around you, you need to be reminded of Jesus’ hope for the harvest. Lack of hope for the Christian faith to be on the move in our community means we have forgotten Jesus’ hope; we’ve forgotten that God is Lord of the harvest and that the harvest fields belong to God!
Hope is based on God; it is not based on outcome. In his own harvesting action, Jesus was ultimately rejected and crucified. Jesus carried his burden all the way to the cross. The people whom Jesus saw and experienced as his people in those towns and villages were no different than the people of Jerusalem who made sure his life came to an end. On the cross, Jesus seems to have lost his hope as he says, “My God, my God, Why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46). Yet listen to the hopeful words that follow in the Psalm (Psalm 22) Jesus has quoted:

3 Yet you are enthroned as the Holy One;
you are the praise of Israel.
4 In you our fathers put their trust;
they trusted and you delivered them.
5 They cried to you and were saved;
in you they trusted and were not disappointed

In John 12:24, Jesus says, “I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.” Jesus’ hope for the harvest, shown in the burden he ultimately carried through to the cross, is vindicated. After his death, Matthew’s first recorded witnesses to Jesus’ identity are Roman centurions. God was harvesting even as the seed was being sown! The harvest field was ripe—even then—and it has not ceased to be ripe, even now. 
	You see, even in a seemingly failed harvest, the Lord of the harvest is planting and it’s always the time to harvest. We serve the Lord of the harvest. Jesus’ burden is grounded in his hope for the harvest because he knows God is Lord of the harvest and the time is right. It is pressing. The opportunity is now. We have to move! Are we hoping for the harvest? Are we expecting to reap?

Conclusion:

	The burden of Jesus is the burden that we seek. It is a life giving, a love giving, and a death braving burden. In The Myth of Sisyphus, Albert Camus said, “What is called a reason for living is also an excellent reason for dying.” The burden of Jesus for the crowds, those harassed and helpless, is what shaped his life and how he braved his death. What is your burden? What’s your reason for living? What reason would you have to die, if it came to that? Pointless burdens leave no mark; but great burdens are what make legacies. What is your burden? What is our burden as a church? Are we the answer to Jesus’ forceful prayer? Are we being thrown into the harvest fields?
	
	[At this point, it might be appropriate to have a response to the word of repentance (turning from idolatrous burdens) or prayer (asking the Lord to send workers) or obedience and pursuit of the call to be a worker in the harvest field. One potential practice is to distribute Post-It notes to all congregants and ask them to write the first name of a person who is a burden and post it to an appropriate symbol—cross, exit door, map, etc.—as a symbolic action of their burden in the mission field.]
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