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Texts: Genesis 24:34-38, 42-49, 58-67 • Psalm 45:10-17 • Romans 7:15-25a • Matthew 
11:16-19, 25-30

Genesis 24:34-38, 42-49, 58-67
So he said, “I am Abraham’s servant. The Lord has greatly blessed my mas-

ter, and he has become wealthy; he has given him flocks and herds, silver and 
gold, male and female slaves, camels and donkeys. And Sarah my master’s wife 
bore a son to my master when she was old; and he has given him all that he has. 

“My master made me swear, saying, ‘You shall not take a wife for my son 
from the daughters of the Canaanites, in whose land I live; but you shall go to my 
father’s house, to my kindred, and get a wife for my son.’ 

“I came today to the spring, and said, ‘O Lord, the God of my master Abra-
ham, if now you will only make successful the way I am going! I am standing here 
by the spring of water; let the young woman who comes out to draw, to whom I 
shall say, “Please give me a little water from your jar to drink,” and who will say to 
me, “Drink, and I will draw for your camels also” — let her be the woman whom 
the Lord has appointed for my master’s son.’ 

“Before I had finished speaking in my heart, there was Rebekah coming out 
with her water jar on her shoulder; and she went down to the spring, and drew. I 
said to her, ‘Please let me drink.’ 

“She quickly let down her jar from her shoulder, and said, ‘Drink, and I will 
also water your camels.’ 

“So I drank, and she also watered the camels. Then I asked her, ‘Whose 
daughter are you?’ 

“She said, ‘The daughter of Bethuel, Nahor’s son, whom Milcah bore to him.’ 
“So I put the ring on her nose, and the bracelets on her arms. Then I bowed 

my head and worshiped the Lord, and blessed the Lord, the God of my master 
Abraham, who had led me by the right way to obtain the daughter of my master’s 
kinsman for his son. Now then, if you will deal loyally and truly with my master, tell 
me; and if not, tell me, so that I may turn either to the right hand or to the left.” 
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And they called Rebekah, and said to her, “Will you go with this man?” 
She said, “I will.” 
So they sent away their sister Rebekah and her nurse along with Abraham’s 

servant and his men. And they blessed Rebekah and said to her, “May you, our sis-
ter, become thousands of myriads; may your offspring gain possession of the gates 
of their foes.” 

Then Rebekah and her maids rose up, mounted the camels, and followed 
the man; thus the servant took Rebekah, and went his way.

Now Isaac had come from Beer-lahai-roi, and was settled in the Negeb. 
Isaac went out in the evening to walk in the field; and looking up, he saw camels 
coming. 

And Rebekah looked up, and when she saw Isaac, she slipped quickly from 
the camel, and said to the servant, “Who is the man over there, walking in the 
field to meet us?” 

The servant said, “It is my master.” 
So she took her veil and covered herself. And the servant told Isaac all the 

things that he had done. Then Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah’s tent. He 
took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved her. 

So Isaac was comforted after his mother’s death.

Psalm 45:10-17
Hear, O daughter, consider and incline your ear; forget your people and your 

father’s house,
and the king will desire your beauty. Since he is your lord, bow to him;
the people of Tyre will seek your favor with gifts, the richest of the people
with all kinds of wealth. The princess is decked in her chamber with gold-

woven robes;
in many-colored robes she is led to the king; behind her the virgins, her 

companions, follow.
With joy and gladness they are led along as they enter the palace of the king.
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In the place of ancestors you, O king, shall have sons; you will make them 
princes in all the earth.

I will cause your name to be celebrated in all generations; therefore the 
peoples will praise you forever and ever.

Romans 7:15-25a
I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do 

the very thing I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. 
But in fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that 
nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I 
cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I 
do. 

Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells 
within me. So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies 
close at hand. For I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my 
members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the 
law of sin that dwells in my members. 

Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? 
Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, with my mind I am 

a slave to the law of God, but with my flesh I am a slave to the law of sin.

Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30
“But to what will I compare this generation? 
“It is like children sitting in the marketplaces and calling to one another, 

‘We played the flute for you, and you did not dance; we wailed, 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, ‘Look, a glutton and a 
drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners!’ 

“Yet wisdom is vindicated by her deeds.”
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At that time Jesus said, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, 
because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have 
revealed them to infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All things 
have been handed over to me by my Father; and no one knows the Son except the 
Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son 
chooses to reveal him. 

“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.”

Come to me, all you that are weary and carrying heavy burdens, and I will 
give you rest. I am immediately drawn to this incredible invitation as well as the few 
verses that follow it. Like a refreshing drink right when you come in from the swel-
tering heat, or resting tired feet by sinking into the depths of a well-loved couch, or 
a warm embrace at the end of a long day — Jesus invites us to “come, take a load 
off.” What sweet comfort and relief! I think that this is the kind of hospitality that 
most of us would aspire to — that those who are burdened might be able to find rest 
in our care. 

It is the nature of Christ our Redeemer to be a source of both comfort and 
challenge, and his invitation to rest certainly lives up to this nature. Given this, 
there are two aspects of this invitation that I especially want to explore this morn-
ing. The first is the lesson we learn of sharing our burdens with one another, and 
learning to carry the burdens that are shared with us. Jesus continues his invitation 
to rest by instructing us to take his yoke upon ourselves and to learn from him. It 
is in this way that we will find rest for our souls. We might recall that a yoke is used 
specific to heavy labor, such as plowing a field or pulling a load. We encounter here 
a paradox in which we are promised respite from our heavy burden, but in order to 
do so we should take up Jesus’ yoke. 
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But Jesus continues by saying, “For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 
Another similar translation of the verse includes “For my yoke is easy to bear.” 
Though most of our English translations do indeed say that Jesus’ yoke is easy to 
bear, many scholars agree that a better translation for the Greek there would not be 
“easy,” but rather “kind” or “nice.” To say that the yoke is kind is to say that it’s care-
fully crafted, easier on the shoulders, made specifically to the ones pulling it so that 
it doesn’t rub or chafe and is thus easier to pull. In even just the craftsmanship, the 
burdens that we carry seem lighter and more manageable. 

The yoke that Jesus is referencing is often one made for a pair, probably of 
oxen, to enable them to pull together and work as a team. One commentator re-
marks that this yoke is not only one that Jesus imposes on us, but one that he wears. 
We are to learn from Jesus who pulls our burden beside us, watching and gaining 
insight as we experience how he pulls the load. This enables us not only to learn the 
rhythm and work of our own shared load, but also serves as a way for us to learn 
what it is to share the load of another. A word study by a group of commentators 
reveals that the command to “learn from me” is related to the word for “disciple,” 
which means that this is more than learning how to share one’s burden in this one 
instance; we are to learn and adopt a whole way of life. To “learn from Jesus” does 
not mean simply to sit at his feet as he preaches the Sermon on the Mount, absorb-
ing every incredible turn of phrase, but it also means to bring up in ourselves and in 
our actions that which he demands.

Here, we are brought from a solitary effort to a common effort. Jesus will give 
us rest by teaching us how to share our burdens with one another so that no one 
is faced with the futility of pulling alone. I think that we get this on an intellectual 
level and maybe even an emotional level, but I find the practical aspect to be espe-
cially challenging. It is a deep spiritual practice to be able to find the vulnerability to 
share any part of your weary and burdened self with another person. 

We live in a culture in which one’s own side of the conversation often goes 
something like this: “Hi! How are you? I’m good, and you? Oh I’m so sorry I already 
asked how you were. Okay, well, see you again soon.” 
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Because of the size of St. Paul’s and the pace of our ministry, I myself follow 
this robotic routine dozens and dozens of times on a Sunday morning. 

It can be difficult to come across spaces where we can build relationship and 
trust, such that the things that bring us down are truly shared burdens with others. 
It can be just as rare to be in spaces where we can address the burden of another 
that has been shared with us in the way that Christ addresses us. Thus we must be 
deeply intentional in coming into spaces that enable us to focus on our relationships 
on the micro level, groups of folks who are in covenanted relationship with us and 
us with them, so that in this relationship we can share our load as Christ has taught 
us. 

Do you have these relationships in your life? In this community? 
Do you thirst for this? Does this frighten you? 
Come, share the load. 
The second aspect of Jesus’s invitation that strikes me is steeped within the 

context of Jesus’s words. Preaching professor Rev. Dr. Alyce McKenzie points out 
that the background of this text is found in the wisdom of a Jewish scribe, writing at 
around 125 BCE. The author invites people to study the law with these words: Put 
your necks under her yoke, and let your soul accept her burden. 

The idea of the “yoke of the law” is a common phrase in rabbinic writings, 
and it is this yoke that Jesus would have us lay down and take rest from in order to 
pick up the yoke that he offers to us instead. 

McKenzie writes that this verse refers to those who have lost the spirit of the 
law to the letter of the law. The spirit of the law is constant gratitude to and mind-
fulness of God; those lost in the letter of the law believe that adherence to a multi-
tude of precepts and commandments constitute righteousness. So, Jesus says, as the 
scribes and Pharisees have placed the intolerable load of the law on your shoulders, 
a heavy burden that has caused you to be weary, I will give you rest from that and 
instead you shall participate in a fuller interpretation of this law. 

Jesus is guiding us here toward a different way to engage life. Discipleship 
guidance says that when we take up the yoke of Jesus we no longer singularly focus 



Shadows and Watermarks • July 9, 2017 • Rev. Karyn Richards-Kuan • Page 7

on our own burdens or on the burdens of the letter of the law, but instead are able 
to participate in the plowing of the fields of God’s kingdom. In this we make way 
for the harvest of righteousness, justice, and love for God and neighbor. We are to 
divest ourselves of the worries that occupy us in order to accept Christ’s eyes and 
heart for the world — a burden that lightens our load. We have the opportunity to 
join together with Christ to join in that great, transformative work, as Brother  
Benoit of Taize puts it, to liberate by bearing the burdens of others. 

We experience the divestment of burden in order to take part in Christ’s 
blessing in the chapters that follow these verses. The disciples divest themselves of 
the burden of fear as they go out to spread Jesus’ message in chapter 10; the burden 
of Sabbath laws are laid down in order to make place for healing. 

It can be rather easy to examine something at face value and not know 
whether this might have the effect of a blessing or if this is in fact a burden that 
must be addressed. An example that comes to mind is from my own experience 
here in this space. Now, I need to ask a favor of you, because in order to tell this 
story I need you to look straight at me and for you to not let your eyes wander 
around the sanctuary. 

The offering has always been particularly meditative for me. Thanks to the 
wonders of recurring online giving, I’m not occupied by writing a check, and be-
cause I am usually at the chancel, the choir’s beautiful offertory is just this ethereal, 
disembodied presence filling the space with its harmony. 

And so even when I was new to worship here, I let myself wander amongst 
the words and the notes, taking in not only the beauty coming through sound but 
also that which comes through sight. I delight in each of these panels of stained 
glass, the intricate woodwork, the tall ceilings.

And that’s when a saw it! 
As my eyes were wandering the sanctuary, I saw an enormous water stain on 

the wall, fresh, indicative of quite the leak. I didn’t remember it raining recently, but 
short spouts of rain are enough to flood half the city, so surely something similar 
could have happened here. Now, I am not versed in the particulars of what a roof 



leak costs for a building of this age and construction. I’m just assuming that it’s a 
headache. If it’s the result of deferred maintenance, it’s especially the kind of bur-
den that can take our focus, energy, and resources away from the kingdom building 
work that Jesus calls us to. 

Our building can be an incredible asset to our ministry when we take care of 
it, but it can be a woeful drain on our resources when we don’t. Water stains like the 
one I saw are important to notice and address quickly. Even so, the blemish on the 
wall passed out of my mind as soon as the doxology started up, and I forgot to men-
tion it throughout the next week. 

The following Sunday came, the offertory played, and my eyes wandered once 
more. The water stain was still there, still just as dark and big as before, and I de-
cided I was definitely going to figure out what the deal was and what the plans were 
to get the roof leak fixed. 

During the second service of that morning I was dismayed to notice several 
other water stains along the walls for the first time. They seemed evenly spaced, 
which made me think that it was the result of a particular structural aspect of the 
roof that had begun to deteriorate. 

The 11:05 worship offertory rolled around, and I looked up and noticed that 
not only were the water stains spaced out really evenly, but they were also very simi-
lar in shape. It slowly, slowly dawned on me that these were not watermarks, and 
that evenly spaced parts of the roof were not leaking: the dark marks on the walls 
were simply shadows from the bright hanging lights that grant us the ability to see 
what we are doing throughout worship. It was the light, not a leak. 

But imagine with me that it had been the other way around, and what I had 
thought was simply a shadow was actually a watermark telling of a leak? 

My lack of recognition and reporting would have resulted in deeper damage 
and an increased burden. These burdens and blessings can look and feel so similar, 
and we have to discern within ourselves and join in with others discernment for 
which one they are. 
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In order to lighten our load and join in with Jesus’ work in the world, we 
must examine ourselves and how we orient and organize our lives and ask our-
selves: Is this part of my life the blessing of a bright, illuminating light that has a 
natural shadow, lighting the path so that I might be able to follow a life that the 
Gospel would have me live,? 

Or is it the burden of a watermark that shows evidence of a leak, leading me 
away from fulfilling Jesus’ call? 

Another way to think of it, is “does this lead me toward or away from the 
Gospel?”

Herein is the challenge to this comfort. Laying down our burdens sounds 
excellent until through our own discipleship we come to a greater understanding of 
that which might be burdening us and preventing us from participating in Christ’s 
work in the world. 

What might these more difficult burdens be? 
The burden of prejudice, the burden of prestige, the burden of wealth. We be-

come like the rich young man who so desperately wants to follow Jesus, until Jesus 
tells him that his possessions are a burden to him and that he must lay that down 
first. Some clear burdens that we might have are fear, anger, pride, self-importance, 
self-loathing. Jesus explains through these verses that sometimes it’s exactly what 
we thought was guiding us toward God that might be keeping us from participat-
ing in God’s work here on earth, like those who got caught up in the letter of the law 
and lost focus, its spirit. 

This divestment applies to ourselves, our communities, and even our insti-
tutions. In all these areas we can get caught up and burdened in upholding what 
is equivalent to the letter of the law, which had good intentions at one point and 
maybe even good purpose, and we lose sight of the spirit of the law that we are 
called to join in to. The church universal and our local congregation of St. Paul’s are 
certainly not an exception to this. 

Interfaith educator Elizabeth Welliver writes that in this time there is desper-
ate desire for the church to act like a church. 
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In order to do this, some repentance is in order. The church must lay down 
some of its burdens in order to continue to embody the body of Christ. The church 
in every age has incredible potential, if we as the body of Christ can recognize it and 
make it so. 

What are the traditions, the golden calves, the “we’ve always done it this 
ways” or “it’s just easier this ways” that we need to divest in order to be the church 
and to participate in God’s blessing? 

In what ways have we already been able to participate in the blessing of Je-
sus’s work in the world? 

Where are our water stains belonging to leaks, and where are our shadows 
that belong to light? 

As we hold one another up in the mutual support of those pulling each oth-
er’s burdens together, may we continue to ask ourselves this question, for Jesus’ yoke 
is kind, and his burden will give you rest. 

In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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Eliezer and Rebecca at the Well by Nicholas Poussin, 1594-1665
Oil on canvas, 1648
Louvre Museum, Paris

Eliezer has invaded a woman’s space – the well. Poussin has vividly illustrated this by having 
12 women observe the interaction between Eliezer and Rebecca. These women have varying 
attitudes regarding the conversation. The woman in the green skirt on the right appears skepti-
cal; the women on the left are giggling at the unexpected proposal. The two main persons are 
in the foreground, detached from the group. By using warm and cool colors for the clothing, the 
characters stand out against the calm, imposing background landscape of classically inspired 
architecture.
 
Although he spent most of his working life in Rome, Poussin was the leading painter of the 
classical French Baroque style. His work is characterized by clarity, logic, and order. Most of his 
works are history paintings of religious or mythological subjects, often with a large landscape 
element. This particular oil painting was commissioned by Jean Pointel, a banker and silk mer-
chant in Paris. The Louvre has what many consider the finest collection of Poussin’s paintings. 
 

— Curated by Norman Mahan 


