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Grace to you and peace from God our Creator and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
I’m taking a couple of weeks of vacation starting this Wednesday. Vacation is not really the word, 
because I’m not vacating. I’m staying put. So “staycation” is what we call that, I think. I’m planning 
to relax some, maybe do some reading for pleasure, play some cello, maybe sleep in a day or two. 
But above all, the number one plan I have for these two weeks is to build a shed in our backyard. 
It’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time, and something Helen has wanted me to do for 
even longer. Like, fifteen years? We’d like to get our lawnmower and gardening tools and bikes out 
of the garage so we can get two cars in there. But I’ve never found the time to build the shed I’ve 
been thinking about, because when we take vacations we tend to go away, sometimes far away. 
When we’re not traveling abroad, we like to travel in the States, usually to visit family or friends. 
But this year, the pandemic changed lots of people plans including ours. So with any luck, I’ll 
finally get this shed built. It will be work, but it should also be fun. I’m looking forward to it, almost 
as much as Helen is. 
 I bring up this plan of mine because by the end of my sermon this morning I hope to show 
you how the Kingdom of Heaven is like building a shed during a staycation. Suspend your disbelief 
for a few minutes and let me get you there. 
 Our Gospel reading is the one I want to focus on, but it doesn’t stand very well on its own. 
And our lectionary compilers have cut a chunk out of the middle of it, so I need to give us some 
context for what you just heard me read so that we can appreciate what Jesus is getting at here. This 
chapter is about what people hoped for in a Messiah, and what they were getting in Jesus. It starts 
with John the Baptist, in prison, wondering whether Jesus was the one he was expecting an 
proclaiming. Interesting, isn’t it, that John doesn’t seem to know the details of the message he 
proclaims. He knows that one is coming who will baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire, but he 
doesn’t know for certain who that person is. So he sends word to Jesus, asking if it’s him. And 
here’s why he might have been wondering. If he was the Messiah, the king that was going to restore 
the fortunes of Israel and get rid of the foreign occupiers, then it probably made sense to John that 
he would want to spring him from prison, since he was on his side. 
 Jesus sends a response to John’s question, but it’s not a direct answer. Anyone could give a 
direct answer, and many did. Jesus was not the first person, or the last, to claim to be the Messiah. 
People lie and mislead all of the time, as you may have noticed. And we didn’t invent that in our 
time. So Jesus doesn’t give a direct answer. Talk is cheap. Instead he tells the messengers to tell 
John what they have seen as a result of Jesus’ ministry: “the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, 
the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to 
them.” (Mt. 11:5)  And John would know, presumably, that these were signs announced by the Prophet 
Isaiah. This was Isaiah’s message to those in exile in Babylon six hundred years earlier that God 
was coming to liberate them and bring them home. Jesus then makes it explicit that John is fulfilling 
Isaiah’s prophecy by announcing that God’s kingdom was on the verge of coming. 
 This is the lead in to our Gospel reading this morning, where Jesus talks about how God’s 
people have rejected both John and Jesus, how they managed to find fault with both of them for the 
exact opposite reasons. John’s possessed because he’s so austere and isolated, and Jesus is hedonist 
because of his socializing. And yet John’s call for repentance and Jesus’ deeds on behalf of afflicted 
and outcast people are ignored. Then comes the section the lectionary folks cut out for us, where 
Jesus lays into the towns and villages of Galilee for doing exactly that, ignoring his deeds of healing 
and restoration for the unfortunate people in their midst. “Shame on you!” he says. If I had 



performed those deeds in Gentile towns, in the presence of people who are not God’s chosen people, 
they would have repented! They would have changed their way of life that results in so much social 
collateral damage and that leaves the afflicted uncared for. Yet God’s own people, who have been 
so blessed, and who should presumably know better, scoff at his do-gooder deeds. Then he warns 
them: your attitude, and your failure to repent of it, will lead to your destruction. 
 Why was this cut out of our reading? Is it too negative? Would it hurt our feelings to hear 
Jesus get so worked up? Would it spoil our image of Jesus as a nice guy? Maybe. But maybe our 
feelings need to be hurt, and our domesticated image of Jesus needs to be challenged. I will leave it 
to you to ponder those excised verses and their application to our times on your own. You can see 
which verses have been cut. Go and read them. 
 For my purposes this morning it just helps to know that that is what immediately precedes 
Jesus’ words about God churning things up, hiding the Kingdom from the wise and revealing it to 
infants, which then leads into his comforting words that end the chapter, and our reading: “Come to 
me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” Now those are 
words we can relate to, especially these days. Am I right? Who isn’t weary of this pandemic? Who 
isn’t weary of racial tension? And if you think you’re tense, maybe it would help to listen to the 
voices of our brothers and sisters of color for whom we have made racial tension an inescapable 
reality of their daily lives. If Jesus us can give us rest, and if Jesus can give them rest too, by all 
means, bring it on! 
 But then Jesus starts talking about a yoke. You know what a yoke is, don’t you? It’s carved 
piece of wood that fit’s over the neck and shoulders of a beast of burden, like an ox, so that it can 
pull a plow or a wagon. Now that doesn’t sound very restful. And it doesn’t sound like freedom. But 
Jesus says it is “rest for the soul,” that it’s “easy,” and the burden “light.” What could he mean by 
that? It means, I think, that the rest Jesus talks about is not sea-side vacation where you just lie on 
the beach sipping tequila and reading a trashy novel. Not that there’s anything wrong with that kind 
of vacation, at least in non-pandemic times. It’s just that that’s not the kind of rest Jesus has in mind. 
He imagines something else, a yoke that helps us to work on behalf of others and God’s kingdom. 
It’s easy and light because we learn from Jesus that loving and serving our neighbor is not 
something we have to do to earn our keep. It’s something we get to do and want to do when, by 
God’s grace, we take to heart God’s astounding, gracious, self-giving love for us in Jesus Christ. 
 And that’s how the Kingdom of Heaven is like building a shed during a staycation. It’s not 
going to be exactly restful in the beach-vacation sort of way, although I do plan the occasional 
tipple at the end of the day. It will be work. But it will be fun work, work that I want to do. I will 
enjoy it, mostly, and I know I will enjoy the results. It’s not the perfect analogy because I’m 
building this shed for myself. But I’m also building it for Helen, who wants it even more than I do. 
It would be a better analogy if I were building this shed for my next-door neighbor, but I’m a work 
in progress.  
 The point is, that the Kingdom of Heaven is not a beach vacation in the clouds, as we 
sometime imagine. It is faith active in love that works for the benefit of others and the common 
good. It is work not that we have to do to earn brownie points toward salvation, but work that we 
want to do because of who we are as beloved and redeemed children of God, claimed as such by our 
baptism into the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As works still in progress, may we trust that 
promise of our baptism and manifest that trust in joyful acts of love and service. And the peace of 
God, which passes all understanding, will keep our hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 


