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“No Heavy Lifting” 
Texts: Isaiah 46: selected verses; Matthew 11:25-30  
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January 3, 2010 

“For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” Matthew 11:30 

On seven different occasions in my life, I have been instructed to do no heavy 
lifting. The first two times I was about to give birth. The second two times I was 
having a cataract removed from my eyes. My, how time flies! The other three 
times, I was being ordained to office in the Presbyterian Church, first as a 
deacon, then an elder, and then 30 years ago as minister of word and 
sacrament. In the first four instances, doctors were the ones who told me what 
not to do. In the last three instances, I made the decision myself about heavy 
lifting when I answered “yes” to the first question in the Presbyterian Ordination 
Service: “Do you trust in Jesus Christ your savior and knowledge him Lord of all, 
acknowledge him Head of the Church and through him believe in one God, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit?”  
 
In giving that affirmative answer, I was, in effect, taking a vow not to forget that 
the world already has a savior. That meant that I should not ever try to save 
anyone myself and that it was not even within the realm of possibility that all the 
officers, elders and deacons and ministers that have ever been ordained 
throughout the history of the universe could save the world. The job of savior has 
already been taken.  
 
When I first started as a minister in downtown Atlanta, I was a part of a group 
that founded the Homeless Task Force, and for several years I chaired that Task 
Force. Along with many others, I worked night and day, month after month, 
trying, really trying and believing it would be possible to eliminate homelessness 
in the city of Atlanta. I really thought that if we got just the right people together, 
we could solve the problem. It was an effort that ruffled feathers - that should 
come as no surprise. One day, there was still another crisis. This time, the only 
shelter in the city for women and children was about to be closed because it 
didn't meet code. I tried all day to get in touch with a colleague with whom I was 
working on the matter, and I hadn't been able to reach him. (This was way back 
in the olden days before the existence of cell phones! It was after the discovery 
of fire.) I finally caught up with my friend in the evening. “Hope I'm not interrupting 
anything,” I said.  
 
He said, “As a matter of fact you are. I was just getting ready to eat supper with 
my wife.”  
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At my house, no one had thought about dinner yet. I'm sure I responded with 
some sort of self-pitying remark about how I wish I'd had time to cook supper, but 
I'd been out trying to save the world!  
 
My friend laughed and then said, “Joanna, you’re kind of new at all of this. The 
first thing you need to learn is that God can handle bringing in the kingdom.” If 
you know Tim McDonald, my friend who is still out there ruffling feathers, you 
know Tim was not advocating indifference. He was simply reminding a newly 
minted minister that I ought to get my spiritual physics right. I was counting on my 
efforts, or our efforts together, to leverage justice and compassion in Atlanta. I 
thought we really were supposed to do the heavy lifting. The truth is that only 
God has the strength and the long-term vision to do the really heavy lifting. Only 
God can transform unjust systems, save souls, solve terrible social problems. 
That's not to say that you and I sit on our hands.  
 
Our job is to demonstrate the power of God, to offer ourselves to God so that 
God’s great power can be at work through  us. What kind of power is it? It is the 
power of the God who created the world and who intends to renew the world 
before it's all over. Our job is to bear witness to the greatest claim our faith can 
make - that Jesus the Savior is Lord of all. 
 
Around Tuesday of this past week, I decided to stop reading anything in the 
newspaper or in a magazine about how bad the past decade has been and how 
terrible the one just starting out is going to be. As for 2000 through 2009, I do join 
the chorus of those who are glad those years are behind us. Time Magazine has 
called it the Decade from Hell. When you think of the events of 9/11 and 
everything that followed, when you think of the recession and the staggering 
national debt, when you when you think about Katrina in America and tsunamis 
in the South Pacific, when you think about the political polarization of our nation 
right now, when you think of acts of terror being perpetrated against innocent 
people all over the world, you're tempted to sit down and weep and to forget that 
Jesus the Savior is Lord of all.  
 
Remember what the Psalmist said, “Weeping may linger for the night, but joy 
comes with the morning.” (Psalm 30)  
 
Why? Because God's strength does not diminish overnight. God's goodness is 
sure. You and I can choose how we will face this next year, with either fear and 
trepidation or with a sturdy depth of trust in the One who has the power to turn 
mourning into dancing, the One who can make justice roll down like the waters 
and righteousness like ever-flowing streams. Remember what the Psalmist said if 
you are tempted to despair, or if you are tempted to ask too much of yourself: 
“God is our refuge and our strength. . . though the mountains shake in the heart 
of the sea, though kingdoms totter, the Lord utters his voice and the earth melts. . 
.The Lord of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob our refuge.”(Psalm 46)  
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One of the great affirmations of the Presbyterian faith traditions is what 
theologians call the sovereignty of God: Before the world was, God was; without 
God there would be no world. “God’s redeeming and reconciling activity 
continues in the world today, through the presence and power of the Holy Spirit. 
The church is called, not to bring in the kingdom, but to be the sign that the 
kingdom has come, a sign in and for the world of that new reality that God makes 
available to all people in Jesus Christ.” (Book of Order, PCUSA.)   
 
In the 11th chapter of Matthew, Jesus speaks to the One whom he calls Father, 
whom he knows to be the Lord of heaven and earth. He knowledges God's 
sovereignty over all things. He uses the same language that was used for 
emperors and kings, ironic, because Caesar thought he was king and emperor 
and lord over all. No, Jesus says. Only God is ruler of all.  
 
And then Jesus goes on to invite people who are burdened by trouble, who are 
burdened by a legalistic understanding of religion, who are burdened by taxation 
and lack of representation as subjects in the Roman Empire to remember they 
are citizens now of the kingdom of God.  
 
Listening to that invitation from Jesus might make you conclude that no heavy 
lifting is necessary. But that's not so. Heavy lifting is required. It will happen in a 
very public setting and under the most humiliating circumstances; it will involve 
Jesus and his cross. He will be paraded through the streets, streets lined with the 
curious, and the bloodthirsty. He will be made a spectacle. Then the dark hour 
will come, and he will be lifted up on a cross on the hill called Golgotha. That’s 
heavy lifting for you. There, he gives up his spirit and purchases for us and for 
the world salvation and redemption. God in Christ does what needs to be done 
and in doing it, all the world is drawn to him. The kingdom of which there will be 
no end is firmly and permanently established.  
 
In the Presbyterian tradition we have a different emphasis from some of the 
Christian traditions in which many here grew up - the Baptist tradition, the 
Methodist tradition, the Pentecostal tradition - where the role of the individual is 
key. Unless we confess our faith in Jesus Christ and become born again, the 
salvation offered by God in Christ is without efficacy. Presbyterians don't begin at 
that place. We begin with God, the redemptive will of God. We don't rely so much 
on ourselves, our often fickle and sometimes over-emotionalized natures. We 
believe in God's redeeming love. God made the choice to be for  us, all the way.  
 
I know I'm sounding seriously theological this morning, but this is one of my last 
chances to do so, so I'm going to press on for another minute. The faith of the 
Christian Church has sustained people and congregations for thousands of 
years. That faith, when it is properly grounded, is never based in a minister, or 
even a choir director, or an associate pastor, or a really smart and outstanding 
group of elders and deacons. “Our hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood 
and righteousness.” It’s built on God. You and I might make a New Year's 
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resolution to be a better person, and I hope we'll all be better. I hope Morningside 
will be a stronger church as the year goes by than it's ever been, but our hope is 
not in our own resolutions. Our hope is in the resolve of God to be faithful to the 
promises that God has made to us and to the church, that we might be the body 
of Christ in and for the world. God has promised to give us all what we need to 
face tomorrow.  
 
If you find yourself in the next month or two or three saying, “I really can't handle 
this. I cannot handle this,” then remember what I am about to say:  You're in the 
spiritual red zone when you get to that point. You are in imminent danger of 
forgetting God's promise to hold you up, to get you through. You have forgotten 
the sovereignty of God, which will, I promise you, show you the way to tomorrow.  
 
I have a wildly radical suggestion to make - a way out of the red zone. It's tried 
and true, but it still seems radical since we’re all so busy, busy, busy. I suggest 
that we pray. Jesus found that activity essential for his spiritual well-being. If he 
needed it, you need it. I do too. Claim your right to pray, and then claim your 
power to act in faith, confident that the God to whom you have prayed is going to 
keep you going, going forward, toward whatever tomorrow has to bring.  
 
I'll just say a word about tomorrow for Morningside Church. Everything I have 
said applies particularly to our congregation. You don't have to save the world. 
Your calling, you new deacons and elders, you active congregation members, is 
to join in God's ongoing project of repairing the world. That project began when 
Adam and Eve left the garden and will end when heaven and earth have become 
one.  
 
Back in the day, the prophet Isaiah reminded the people that there was a great 
difference between the God they worshipped and the gods whom their neighbors 
worshipped. Those little Babylonian gods - they have to be carried around! “Your 
God,” the prophet says, “will carry you. Hasn't God held you up from the day you 
were born? ‘Even when you turn gray, I will carry you,’ says the Lord. ‘I made 
you, and I will bear you. I will carry you, and I will save.’”  
 
Those words of Isaiah were used once when I was installed as a pastor for 
another congregation, and the person who used them asked me, “Joanna, how 
are you going to bear up? I am not going to suggest that you go to the gym or 
take your day off. I'm going to say to you: Let God do the lifting... anything that 
wears you down, that oppresses you, that breaks your spirit, that requires you to 
carry it around, that’s the idol in your life. Leave it be; leave it behind. Remember, 
God will carry you.” (Barbara Wheeler, then President of Auburn Theological 
Seminary)   
 
Those of you who will come forward in a moment, I encourage you to think about 
what your idols might be. I encourage you to leave them on the pew when you 
come forward to kneel and be prayed over. Christ does not need a single servant 
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who puts someone or something else first in his or her life. To all of us, I say, 
none of us is here because we got here on our own steam. We’re all here on 
Holy Spirit steam. I promise you, there is a power that upholds the universe. Our 
loyalty and our hope rest with the One who is able to do, through us, so much 
more than you or I could ever ask or think. To God be the glory, in the Church, 
through Jesus Christ. Amen. 


