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Matthew 23:1-12   BURDENSOME OR BUOYANT? 
 
Some of the most religious people I know also seem to be among the most miserable people 
I know.  Some others who are among the most religious people I know seem to be among 
the most joyful people I know.  If we are going to be people who are religious, and I hope we 
are, then what is needed for us to be among the joyful instead of the miserable group? 
 
I have known some Christians who take the faith with such seriousness, that their faces 
might crack if they ever tried to smile.  I appreciated their high level of responsibility.  Their 
devotion to spiritual practices was admirable.  But their spirit was grim.  The expectations 
they held for other Christians seemed to provide all of the delight of a solitary confinement 
jail cell.  Some of these Christians are quite conservative, with very clear-cut imperatives in 
mind that everyone must do a significant amount of daily personal Bible study using only 
certain Bible translations.  They have a long list of rules about how everyone should live 
and they don’t mind sharing that list with others.  Every day there is the expectation of a 
certain amount of quiet times of prayer using only resources produced by particular 
publishing companies.  They listen solely to certain kinds of Christian music, get their news 
from only limited sources, and support only political candidates who are committed to 
what they consider traditional moral values.  
 
Some others of these dour Christians are quite liberal, with very clear-cut ideas that 
everyone must do a significant amount of work concerning justice issues each and every 
day.  They too have a long list of rules for how everyone should live, including what they 
should not eat and what companies they should boycott.  There’s a long list of no-no’s 
regarding how one travels and how one powers an abode.   They only cater to certain 
websites and get their news only from specific sources, supporting only political candidates 
who are committed to particular justice issues.  
 
I am actually in support of many of the practices that some of these conservative and liberal 
Christians have on their list that they think others should also be doing.  And many of these 
people actually practice what they preach.  But some of them have a capacity to preach in 
such a demanding way that the lifestyle for which they are advocating seems to be 
accompanied with a great heaviness.   There is a symbol, a cross shaped like an anchor, that 
can remind us of a faith that can keep a ship from being swept away in stormy seas.  But 
these people seem like they could be wearing anchor crosses around their necks with the 
full weight of a real anchor, and wanting others to wear the same weight around their 
necks.  
 
Jesus was quite critical of religious leaders in his day who laid heavy burdens hard to bear 
on the shoulders of others.  He was particularly displeased that they drew up these heavy 
requirements to be in good religious standing and preached them without assisting people 
in meeting the standards they set.  They just stood back with a holy scowl on their faces and 
criticized them instead.  
 
It’s not just religious folks who can set up the heavy expectations.  There are non-religious 



messages permeating our society that can also weigh people down, even while saying they 
will elevate you.  Buy this product, use this tool, visit this establishment, meet this person, 
and then you will be better than you are now.  There are the multiple strategies for 
acquisition of accomplishment or recognition, status, acclaim, all with the goal of 
acquisition of even more stuff.  Trying to carry out these strategies can weigh us down.  
They tell us to work harder than hard, to be connected to your job 24/7, always saying the 
right thing to people who have the power to benefit you economically, trying to look like a 
team player even while making sure you find the spotlight.  Sometimes, we are the ones 
who put the heavy expectations upon our own shoulders.  Always look your best.  Excel, 
shine, surpass, outclass, and try to do it all before you collapse in a heap.        
 
I’m not saying there are no expectations that come with being a follower of Jesus Christ.  
There are responsibilities that accompany the love of God and neighbor as we try to live out 
our Christian faith.  We are called not only to rejoice with those who rejoice, but also to 
weep with those who weep.  Those who seek to reflect the compassion demonstrated by 
our Lord can’t just walk away from those who are in pain.  We recognize that we have 
received many blessings from God’s hand, but we are called to give sacrificially while there 
are others around us in need.  Are there ways to live out these responsibilities without 
getting so burdened by them that we get laid low?  
 
It comes down to motivation.  If we are motivated by guilt or by a sense of inadequacy, then 
we are headed toward a burdened life and we will be likely to be placing heavy burdens on 
others as well.  However, the good news of the gospel is that we can be motivated and 
directed by something else.  
 
Instead of guilt, piled on by someone else or even by ourselves, we can be people who are 
focused on God’s grace.  Instead of the sense of inadequacy that leads us to seek to be ever 
more beautiful, more popular, more affluent, more successful, we can relish the affirmation 
that we are beloved and valued by God.  There is a buoyancy that comes with the embrace 
of that news.  God’s love and grace lift us up and take away the need to try to be above 
anyone else.  Certainly, the calling to be a follower of Jesus Christ is challenging, but we gain 
purpose for our lives as we go.  We find ourselves to be beneficiaries of God’s great 
generosity, so in gratitude, we become glad to try to reflect it.  We then no longer need to be 
afraid that someone will see us showing God’s love to someone who might be unpopular.  
When we have God’s acclaim, we no longer need the acclaim of whoever is thought of as 
being on top.  There is great freedom in that.  
 
Do we then neglect to observe the spiritual disciplines?  I hope not.  Do we ignore the call to 
compassion, putting aside a life-style of working for justice?  Heavens, no!  Do we become 
freeloaders at our places of work?  Of course not.  But we take on these responsibilities 
empowered and buoyed by God’s love.  When that is our motivating force, we not only feel 
ourselves lifted, we can be an uplifting force on behalf of others as well.  God delights in us 
and we can live lives of delight as well.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


