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When we fly we are well aware of the fact that you cannot simply go out and buy a ticket and get on
an aeroplane anymore. Nowadays, because of all the dangers, there is an elaborate system of
surveillance before you get near an aircraft. Understandably, the authorities want to know what you
are bringing with you to the plane. And so your own person and everything you are carrying is
carefully examined.

As 1 found myself thinking about our Sunday worship, I wondered what it would be like if there
were some spiritual counterpart to the security checks at the airport. If we had some way of
discerning what kind of spiritual burdens a person carries into the Church, what do you suppose
would be discovered?

I am sure that when some people step across the threshold into church, there is brought a burden of
grief in one form or another. “What a bunch of losers we all are.” I am not using that term “loser” in
its competitive sense. I was using it to acknowledge the many kinds of loss and grief we have all
experienced. There probably is not anyone over ten years old who has not known the agony of
being separated prematurely from something that is valued highly, be that a mate or a parent or a
dog or job or something. Miguel Unamuno, Spanish essayist, novelist, poet, playwright, and
philosopher, says in his most famous novel Abel Sanchez: The History of a Passion, (1917) “All
grief comes back to this one thing. We run out of time.” This is true of all of us. The golden
moments “when you would have liked to have lived forever” come to an end all too soon.
Therefore, one by one we all become “persons of sorrow, acquainted with grief.” It is true - in our
own way we are “a bunch of losers,” each and every one of us. And I wonder, is grief the
overwhelming burden that people bring with them into Church?

Then again, I am confident that a spiritual detector would have picked up all kinds of guilt coming
into the Church. St Paul writes in Romans that we have all sinned, not just some of us, but all of us
have fallen short of the glory of God. Though we do not like to talk about it or to focus our attention
on it, by day and by night we live in an atmosphere that is seasoned with guilt. Paul Tournier, Swiss
physician, author, and pastoral counsellor, tells about a pathetic man who was so burdened by his
past that he used to walk down the streets of Geneva and say to every person he met, “I’m sorry.
I’m sorry.” These words summed up his whole life. Many people, at least in part, identify with that
sense of great regret. Most of us, if not all, have felt pangs of guilt as far as our children or parents
or work or family or country or church are concerned. Unless I am badly mistaken, guilt of all
shapes and forms goes through Church doors every minute of every day. To quote the Book of
Common Prayer- It seems that we have “done those things that we should not have done, and we
have left undone the things we should have done.” In relation to sinless perfection, “there is no
health in us.” Maybe guilt is the burden most of us bring with us into a place of worship. Then
again, [ am sure there is a good bit of seething rage also. It is evident on all sides and in relation to
many situations. Some people are angry at the whole shape of the universe and at the God who is
responsible for it all.

After seeing member after member of his family disintegrate in tragedy, Eugene O’Neill, the Irish-
American play-wright and Nobel laureate in literature, said: “I can partly understand how God can
forgive human beings, for we are so weak and vulnerable. But what I cannot understand is how he
can ever forgive himself for creating a world like this.” That is an anger of an ultimate sort, directed
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at no less than God. And there are many forms of rage this side of such ultimacy. There are other
people who are angry at having to grow old in a society that worships the young, at being made
constantly to feel that their ideas are out of date and their continued presence a burden. There are all
kinds of anger in the atmosphere today, and in all honesty, this is part of what is brought with
people that enter churches all over the world.

Then again, perhaps what we feel is not as positive as any of this; that is just the problem, we feel
nothing at all except boredom, emptiness, and inward deadness.“I’ve been everywhere, man- ’ve
done everything. I’ve tasted it all, looked at it all, possessed and grown weary of it all. There is
nothing left. I quit.” This is a heightened form of the feeling I sense in a lot of people today. I have
had adult after adult look at me and ask, “Is this all? Do I have nothing more to look forward to than
this life, this house, this job, this universe?” Somewhere between forty and fifty the light of
expectation goes out for a host of people, and then we wonder how many this applies to. We ask
ourselves if the thing we bring to the Church is a sense of inner deadness, boredom, and emptiness?
Or the thing that keeps so many away?

Repeating again: If there were some sort of spiritual surveillance instrument comparable to what
you step through at the airport, it is with confidence that we all have set off the alarm as we passed
through- with grief, guilt, anger, emptiness, boredom. This in fact is where many of us are and what
we bring into our place of worship.

But there is good news. In a moment’s time we get to move down to the holiest table and are invited
to join what we might call the great identification that has been made with us and the great
invitation that is offered to us. After all, that is what holy communion is all about. It reminds us of
how long ago God did not begrudge us even his Son, but sent him to enter history and become one
with us- not because we deserved it, but because we needed it. He took upon himself our grief,
guilt, anger, emptiness, and boredom. Yes, he drank to the last dregs all that it means to be a human
being, and in the midst of that great identification he said to all of us: “Come unto me all you who
labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for
I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my
burden is light.”

In the face of all a person brings to a Church, this is an incredible offer. The Son of God says, “If
you bring to the table, the holiest table “If you will share with me, I will share with you. If you will
openly acknowledge the things that you have brought with you, and turn them over to me, I will
help you bear them. Nothing is unacceptable, too dirty for me to handle. No grief or guilt or anger
or boredom disqualifies one. If a person will own it and then disown it- share it with me, then I will
yoke myself to you, I will get under the load alongside you and make available to you my strength
and wisdom. I do not promise to remove all your burdens instantly so that life is a rose garden, but I
will share your burdens with you and help you with it all. From now on, we’ll do life ‘two by two.’ I
will assist you. I will encourage you. I will teach you how to cope, and how to change what can be
changed and how to endure what cannot be changed. I will offer you hope for your grief,
forgiveness for your guilt, constructive outlets for your anger, and a sense of meaning for your
boredom. If you will honestly bring me your ‘stuff,” here is my promise - I will give you rest -
refresh you by joining with you in your struggle.”

This it seems, is what happens when we answer Jesus’ invitation and bring our burdens to him, yoke
ourselves to him, and resolve “to learn of him.” He can take things that feel to us like heavy
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obstacles and show us how to use them as the means of moving forward. This is the kind of rest and
“refreshment” that is promised here. Jesus does not say that all our burdens will be taken away, but
that he will show us how to use them so that we too can “mount up with wings like eagles, run and
not be weary, walk and not faint.” What I am saying is that if you will honestly acknowledge this
morning what you have brought into this place and willingly share it with Christ, he will accept
whatever it is, no matter how distasteful, and together the two of you can do something about it.

Honestly, then, what is brought to the holiest table? Grief? Guilt? Anger? Emptiness? Something
else? Nothing is unacceptable. This is his invitation: “You, there, come unto me, you who are weary
and heavy laden and I will give you rest. Here, take my yoke upon you. Share it all with me, learn

of me, and things can be different!” Well, what are we waiting for?

Fr Robert Newton
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