A Lesson on Breaking the Rules

Matthew 11:28-12:14


I don’t know about you, but I could really use a good nap right now.  It’s been a busy week.  An emotional week.  A stressful week.  I know I’m not alone in feeling that way.  Your life is full, too, you are carrying heavy burdens, you are struggling with many things.  


There was a lecturer who was explaining stress management to an audience, and he raised a glass of water, and asked, “how heavy is this glass of water?”  There were lots of answers, anywhere from 20g to 500g.  The lecturer said, “The absolute weight of it doesn’t matter.  It depends on how long you try to hold it.”


“If I hold it for a minute,” he said;  “that’s not a problem.  If I hold it for an hour, I’ll have an ache in my arm.  If I hold it for a day, you’ll have to call an ambulance.  In each case, it’s the same weight, but the longer I hold it, the heavier it becomes.”  (internet)


We all have burdens that we must carry.  But from time to time, you’ve got to be able to put them down so you can rest and become renewed.  


That need is the basis for the Fourth Commandment that God gave to us through Moses:  Remember the Sabbath Day to keep it holy.  On that day you must do no work.  Even God rested on the seventh day, and so should you.  


The fourth commandment is God’s rule.  But it’s also a gift.  Everybody needs down time.  When you spend your down time with God, you discover a couple of important things:  life is a gift from God, and the world really can get along without your input for a while.    


As followers of Jesus our job is to learn to live by God’s rules.  What’s interesting about that is that in order to follow God’s rules, sometimes we need to learn to break some other rules that other people have put on us, or that we have placed on ourselves.  


Today I want to take a look at just one of those rules that might need to be broken.  It’s the rule that says, “I have to be busy.”  Like the manic rabbit from Alice in Wonderland, people today always have something to do, somewhere to go, and we must hurry, or we’ll be late.   It’s almost as if you have to be busy in order to be somebody.  The busier you are, the more important you are.   Studies have shown that people tend to overstate the number of hours they work in a given week, because they feel like they have to be busy.  (Or at least look busy.)


A listener to a radio talk show called in and said, “I feel like my problem . . . is that I have gotten into a bad habit of filling every minute of my time with something I think absolutely must be done and now I will not allow myself down time without feeling like I should be doing something.  I am always exhausted from overworking myself that I am cranky and stressed out and I am not much fun to be with.”  (The Ten Commandments, Laura Schlessinger, 95)


Here’s a story that provides a picture of what a lot of people experience these days.  The story is about Charles Darwin as a young man.  Darwin, of course, had a great interest in living things.  One day he was out collecting beetles.  On this particular day, he was holding one rare beetle in his right fist and another on in his left when suddenly he caught sight of a third beetle that he absolutely had to have for his collection.  What was he to do?  In a flash he put one of the beetles in his mouth for safekeeping and reached for the third beetle with his hand.  But the beetle imprisoned in his mouth squirted a nasty acid down Darwin’s throat—and in a fit of coughing he lost all three beetles.  (Illustrations Unlimited, 26)


Don’t you hate when that happens?


God gave the sabbath so that people could take a break and get rejuvenated.  But it’s a rule that is tough to keep because human beings tend to be production oriented.  We at least want to be able to check off a to-do list. And rest doesn’t work that way.  Although I have to say the Hebrews gave it a good go. They worked really hard to define what work was so that you could be sure that you were not working on the sabbath.  There were so many rules about what was work (and therefore forbidden on the sabbath) that you almost had to be a lawyer to figure it all out.  Carrying a load was work, for instance.  But what constitutes a load or a burden?  They decided that if something weighed as much as two dried figs, it was a burden and therefore forbidden on the sabbath day.  The same kind of thing was done with every other category of work.  You could walk but only so far.  Keeping track of the laws about not working became a bigger burden than some work would have been.  Harvesting was work, and so was meal preparation—that’s what got the disciples in trouble when they walked through the field and grabbed themselves a little snack.  And healing was work, which was how Jesus got himself in hot water in the synagogue.   


Bottom line, they were overdoing this not working thing.  Which is pretty much the opposite of what people do today.  In our day, among Christians, it would appear that the sabbath has ceased to exist.  So you might wonder how to even connect with this story.  The connection is rules.  Rules that become oppressive instead of helpful.  Rules that make it sound like faith is a do-it-yourself proposition.  The outward circumstances are different today than in the first century, but the pressure to conform is the same.  So life becomes a burden.  



And faith becomes a do-it-yourself project.  


It’s like the patient who goes for his first visit to the psychiatrist.  The psychiatrist says, “I am not aware of your problem.  Please start at the beginning.”  


“Of course,” the patients says.  “In the beginning, I created the Heavens and the Earth. . .”  (parables, etc. 22.6.4)

In 1921, a doctor by the name of Evan O’Neill Kane was chief surgeon of a hospital in New York.  And he had been a surgeon for almost 4 decades.  He was fascinated by the idea of using local anesthetics in procedures that had always required a general anesthetic.  His concern was the potential danger of what he considered the overuse of general anesthesia.  So he started looking for an appendectomy patient who was willing to have the surgery with only a local.  He had performed nearly 4,000 appendectomies and he was confident that this would be an ideal operation to try out his experiment.  But it was tough to find someone who would be willing to stay awake for surgery.  Finally, though, he found a willing candidate, and on February 15 he wheeled in the patient, prepped him, and prepared for the operation.  The surgeon deftly cut into the patient, found the troublesome appendix, and took it out without a hitch.  The operation was a success and the patient recovered nicely.  


Here’s the interesting thing:  the patient was none other than Dr. Kane himself.  He had succeeded in taking out his own appendix under local anesthetic.  (ibid, 133) This comes under the category of “do not try this at home.”  The thing is, this is exactly the sort of thing many people are doing.  Oh, they’re not performing surgery, but they are self-diagnosing their stress and then self-prescribing.  But the results are not usually as good as Dr. Kane’s.  People find themselves stressed out, burned out, exhausted, and they desperately want relief.  Where do they go to find it?  


For so many, the search for relief is an exercise in futility, because their antidotes for stress simply add extra burdens.  People seek comfort in carbohydrates, chocolate, alcohol, nicotine;  they seek to escape by taking vacations and weekend getaways; they try to soothe their ragged nerves by shopping or playing computer games.  But at best, what they get back is just a brief escape.  It’s not a cure.  In fact the attempted cure very often creates another burden—the burden of addiction.  And the cycle continues.  

The need for rest is intense.  We need it for our cardiovascular system.  We need it for our brains.  And we also need it in order to regroup spiritually.  Rest not just in body.  But rest-oration of body, mind and soul.  A kind of rest that re-orients us to ourselves and God and the world.  


Would you like that kind of rest?  In order for that to happen, you may need to learn to break some rules.  Remember what I said last week about Christians being the salmon swimming upstream?  That’s exactly what we see Jesus and his disciples doing in our story.  They are bucking the crowd.  And not just to make a scene or to get attention.  The people of God need to model a different kind of lifestyle.  A lifestyle of compassion, integrity, wholeness, peace.  Not a life determined by a heavy-handed set of rules or by external pressures or compulsions.  


Do you want to live that different kind of life?  


Then, listen to what Jesus said.  Come to me.  Come to me all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, 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.  
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