REFLECTIONS ON THE READINGS FOR THE FOURTEENTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR, CYCLE A

Zechariah 9:9-10;   Psalm 144:1-2,8-11,13b-14;   Romans 8:9,11-13;   Matthew 11:25-30

The themes of compassionate leadership and radical discipleship run through our readings today, beginning with the prophet Zechariah, who pictures the king of peace.  He is described in terms drawn partly from Jacob’s blessing of Judah  - “the sceptre shall not pass from Judah …. He ties up his young ass to the vine, to its stock the foal of his she-ass” (Genesis 49:10-11) and partly from the royal theology of Psalm 71:8 – “He shall rule from sea to sea/from the Great River to earth’s bounds.”  The adjectives used to describe the king are significant for later understandings of Christ, so it should be noted that several are capable of different translations:  “triumphant” is more properly rendered as “righteous”;  “victorious” could be translated as “saved”.  This king is clearly a numinous figure.  The whole passage recalls with great hope the important promise made to the tribe of Judah, whose fortunes are now to be restored.

Similarly, the focus in Psalm 144 is on kingship – God’s kingship.  God’s divine attributes which are described in Exodus 34:5 are repeated here:  “The Lord is kind and full of compassion,/slow to anger, abounding in love.”  A God who cares for those who suffer:  “The Lord supports all who fall/and raises all who are bowed down.”   This is true, compassionate leadership.  

The second part of our Gospel reading today from Matthew – “Come to me ….” - should be seen in the context of other passages within Matthew’s Gospel, especially the closing verses where Jesus says not “Come to me”, but “Go, make disciples of all nations” (28:20).  In both cases it is the authoritative teaching of Jesus which is central:  “learn from me” (11:29) and “teach them to observe all that I have commanded you” (28:30).  In chapter 11 the demand of costly and demanding discipleship –“you who labour and are overburdened” – is tempered with the promise of “rest”;  in chapter 28 the promise to those engaged in the task of making disciples of all nations is the presence of the risen Christ:  “I am with you always;  yes, to the end of time”.   In our passage today, Jesus is described as “meek and lowly in heart”, which is in line with Matthew’s depiction of him, for he emphasizes elsewhere the role of Jesus as the humble Servant of God, on whom God’s Spirit rests, the Servant whose healing acts reveal his compassion for those in need. Matthew places a strong emphasis on the healing ministry of Jesus and links it with the passage in Isaiah which speaks of the Suffering Servant who “took away our illnesses and lifted our diseases from us” (Isaiah 53:4).   Jesus’ invitation, “shoulder my yoke” has been taken by some to mean that his yoke is easier than the “yoke of Torah”, but this is not so.  “Yoke“ is used in Jewish writings in a much wider sense in phrases such as “the yoke of heaven”, “the yoke of God”.  It is a term which expresses a relation of absolute dependence.  The “yoke of Jesus” is the yoke of discipleship.  His call, “Come unto me”, is immediately followed by “learn of me”.  This is parallel to the first call of Jesus to the disciples, “Come after me …”(4:19). 

Paul, in his Letter to the Romans, speaks of the radicality of discipleship.  As followers of Christ, they already enjoy a new quality of existence:  “The Spirit of God has made his home in you”.  Moreover, a future, eternal existence with God is promised:  “he … will give life to your own mortal bodies through his Spirit living in you.”  But Paul warns them to live according to the Spirit of God given to them.  It’s not clear what is meant by living “according to the flesh”, but it’s helpful to recall Paul’s words in the first chapter of this Letter, where he says, “The anger of God is being revealed from heaven against all the impiety and depravity of those who keep truth imprisoned in their wickedness” (1:18 ff).  This passage vividly describes human nature at war with God.  The sin Paul targets is idolatry, the devotion to something as “god” that is not God.  There is no middle ground, no accommodation, no compromise.  It is clear which side he calls the disciples of Christ to be on.  

Psalm 144 states clearly what our response to God’s benign but demanding leadership ought to be:  “Let all humankind bless his holy name/for ever, for ages unending.”
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