Homily for people and parishes

Readings: Genesis 24:34-38, 42-49, 58-67 Psalm 45:10-17
Romans 7:14-25 Matthew 11:25-30

Because most Australians live near the coast, it’s easy to forget that the majority of our
country is desert. It takes five hours to fly from Brisbane to Perth and when we do this,
most of the land we fly over is desert. In comparison, it takes three hours to fly from
Brisbane to Aukland in New Zealand, or —in the other direction — it takes three hours to fly
from Brisbane to Port Moresby in PNG. To fly from Brisbane to Perth takes five hours, so we
live in a HUGE country, and | think the beauty of desert landscapes is often unfamiliar.

There is a gnarly species of acacia tree, commonly called gidgee, found in Australian desert
places —and when they blossom after rain it is a glorious thing and you feel like you're
breathing molasses! Of course, there are many other hardy plants which have evolved to
survive in the arid environments of Australia, and | think these arid environments have also
shaped the people who live within them. For, when you visit the small and isolated towns
of arid regions and spend time on sheep and cattle-properties around those towns, you’ll
meet highly resilient people who love where they live... and call it home!

| think it’s easy to remember God in the desert —away from the relentless volume of emails
and meetings that are part of urban working lives. Looking at a wide horizon, without any
sign of human settlement, there can be a helpful reminder of just how small and vulnerable
we are in the scheme of things. It is easy to remember that ‘we are such stuff as dreams
are made on and our little life is rounded with a sleep!” (The Tempest, Will Shakespeare).

In both the Old and New Testament, we hear about people encountering God in desert
places and | particularly love the account in Exodus of Moses encountering God through a
burning bush. It would have been a familiar environment for Moses, and he would have
had his eyes open for those animals in his care. However, on that day, as Moses looked
across a familiar landscape, he saw something new. A bush that appeared to be on fire was
not being consumed by the flames. Moses went to investigate and when he got near, he
heard God saying, ‘Come no closer, and take off your sandals, because you’re standing on
holy ground.’ (Exodus 3:5). The holy ground of desert, & the holy ground of encounter.

In the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, Jesus is remembered being led into desert
wilderness by the Spirit after his Baptism and while there he was tempted to give three
things priority above God. Through this time of testing - it seems that Jesus became clearer
about who he was, and what it was that God had called him to do. This experience reminds
us that there can be value in arid times — for in these, things are stripped away, and we
have opportunity to see some things more clearly.
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When | first came to the Western Region twelve years ago a wise friend told me that,
‘there’s no such place as the middle of nowhere, because every place is somewhere for
something!’ The insight had come to him many years before when he had worked as a
surveyor in the Great Simpson desert. There, on an unimaginatively labelled sand-dune he
had sat down to rest and while sitting quietly had become aware of the flora and fauna that
called ‘sand-dune twenty-two’ home. This plant and animal life was not the prolific
abundant life of tropical rainforests: it was smaller, tougher, and more determined.

Sometimes our spiritual lives can seem like a desert — dry and dusty, with no obvious signs
of life. In such periods God can feel far away, or even absent. In such times God appears
to be indifferent to our prayers, and unmoved by our longing for connection. It may
spiritually seem like the middle of nowhere, but we can learn from the experience of that
friend on sand-dune twenty-two. We can choose to sit down, be still, and slowly come to
recognise the presence and activity of God around us... and within.

In this weekend’s Gospel reading from Matthew we read and hear Jesus saying, ‘Come to
me, all you that are weary and are tired of carrying heavy burdens, and | will give you rest.
Take my yoke upon you and learn from me; for | am gentle and humble in heart, and you
will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy & my burden is light’ (Matthew 11:28-30).

Do you feel weary and burdened at this time? | think the algorithms of the news cycle are
unhelpful in this, for they do not tell us that good things are happening in many places all
the time! Instead, they tell us — categorically - that the Strait of Hormuz may close again;
that children are still being killed in Gaza; that housing affordability and availability has
never been worse; that supermarkets are price gouging; and that politicians are still
squabbling!

Beyond the news, things can be happening in our own lives that leave us weary and
burdened. People we love die, and we grieve. People we love make choices we struggle to
accept, and we’re not sure of the way forward. Our minds and bodies are no longer as
sharp, or as strong, as they used to be... and our memory is not what it once was! We can
feel lonely and unfulfilled, and unable to talk about it with anyone. There is a weight and
burden to these things.

| think when we are spiritually in a dry place we long for an encounter with God through a
burning bush like experience, but such experiences are rare and are often used by God to
change the direction of a life.

So, let’s take a step back from a burning bush expectation and remember that God
sustained Jesus in the wilderness, and sustains us... even in the toughest of times. For many
people the experience of walking in the bush, or a park, or even spending time in the
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garden can create an opportunity for us to hear more clearly the invitation from Christ in
today’s Gospel, ‘Come to me all of you who are weary... and | will give you rest.’

Whether or not we’re conscious of God’s presence in such places we can physically journey
through walking, running, weeding, or mowing and offer whatever burdens we carry to God
in prayer. And, after doing this, we might then helpfully sit quietly — perhaps with a mug of
tea; perhaps with empty hands — and just be still for a while... trusting that God’s Spirit is
there. Both within and without... God’s Spirit is there.

When was the last time you took some time out to breathe deeply and slowly, and listen to
God’s Spirit in prayer? When was the last time you lay on a trampoline and looked up at
the stars of the night sky; visited a national park to walk among trees; paddled along a
beach with the sound of the surf; or, simply gazed into a fire on a cool winter’s night?

If you long for that kind of space — why not make such a space happen this week, trusting
that God’s Spirit will meet you there?

Please join me, as we close in prayer...

Loving God, we thank you for the invitation to rest and to give to you what burdens us. We
offer you our hopes and fears, our ego and relationships, and ask that your Spirit centre
each of these in your love. We pray in the name of the one who shows us the way, Jesus
Christ our Lord. Amen.

Questions:
1. When you read Matthew 11:25-30, what strikes you
as the most important message?

25 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; 26 yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.l 27 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.

28 “Come to me, all you who are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and | will give you
rest. 2° Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for | am gentle and humble in heart, and
you will find rest for your souls. 3° For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.”

2. What part of the homily did you find challenging?

3. What do you want to explore further?
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