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the Sunday Readings

  

 
 “My yoke is easy; my burden is light” 

( Matthew 11 : 30)

14th Sunday Ordinary Time (a)
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14th Sunday Ordinary Time (a)

a subversive WORD 
1

introduction

In today’s Gospel, Jesus uses the expression,  "wise and intelligent", to apply

with irony to teachers of the Law – the high priests and the scribes. They were the

social  and  religious  power  elites  in  Jesus'  time.  They  considered  themselves

special  beneficiaries  of  GOD’s  revelation.  And  they  claimed  the  ability  as

interpretors of the Law. Jesus contrasts them, over and against,  "infants". The

Greek term used by Matthew denotes, "the ignorant". That is simple people, who

were commonly thought to be unable to follow the right path without the help of

the so-called,“wise and intelligent”. Yet these  “simple ones” are privileged, to be

the first who are addressed by GOD's WORD. The values of the religious world of

Jesus' time, are turned upside down!

first reading:  Zechariah 9 : 9 – 10 2                                                                           [ the coming ruler of GOD’s people ]

Rejoice  greatly,  O  daughter  Zion!  Shout  aloud,  O  daughter  Jerusalem!
Lo, your king comes to you; triumphant and victorious is he, humble and
riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a donkey.(9) He will cut off the
chariot from Ephraim and the war horse from Jerusalem; and the battle
bow shall  be  cut  off,  and he shall  command peace  to  the nations;  his
dominion shall be from sea to sea, and from the River to the ends of the
Earth.(10) 

The Israelite themes in  the prophetic  tradition introduce the promise that

there  will  be  a  turn  around;  when  the  dominant  order  of  things  will  end!

Zechariah pushes the image of hope further,  with his poetic vision. A  “warrior

GOD“ sends a warning to all the nations squatting in the Land of Promise. They are

to prepare to be cleared away in battle (vv.1-8). But when the army of the LORD

GOD comes into view, instead of a vast array of troops, there is one lone figure.

Instead of massed horses and chariots, there is a single animal, a donkey (v.9)!  3

Even more surprisingly, GOD now wages not war, but peace for the nations (v.10).4

1 Cover Image: Icon of Jesus our Teacher (UK). 
2 The biblical excerpts are drawn from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version

(NRSV), published by Oxford University Press (1994). 
3 [v.9] The Messiah will come not as a conquering warrior, but in lowliness and peace. Not like the last

kings of Judah, who rode in chariots and on horses (cf  Jr.17:25; 22:4), but like the princes of old (Is.
49:11;  Jg.  5:10; 10:4) the Messiah will ride on an ass. The Evangelists saw a literal fulfillment of this
prophecy in  the Saviour's triumphant entry into Jerusalem Cf. Mt. 21:4-5 & Jn.12:14-15.

4 [v.10a] ‘From sea to sea, and from the River’ – the  river is the Euphates (cf Ps.72:8) The boundaries of
the civilized world known at the time: from the Mediterranean Sea (the western sea) to the Persian
Gulf (the Eastern Sea), and from the Euphrates (the river) to the islands and lands of Southwestern
Europe. 
[v.10b]  ‘To the ends of the Earth’ – the words may have a mythic meaning – the Earth surrounded by
cosmic waters, hence everywhere.
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The love of the LORD comes humbly, not on a horse like the proud, but riding on

the donkey of the poor. 

This image of promise, reveals the future shape of things political and social.

The  world  will  become  the  kind  of  world  that  the  LORD dreams  of  earlier  in

Genesis.5 In that new world, security, well-being and fertility will be enjoyed by

the  people.6 The  good  future  is  in  the  land.  Zechariah's  poetry  encourages  a

world-weary  population.  They  had  looked  on  as  their  land  was  consumed.

They knew that the old system of land and power arrangements, would not keep

it’s promise for them. 

The prophetic WORD affirms the conviction that in GOD's  own time, all  the

present orderings will be upset and all the kingdoms of the present age will give

way to GOD's reigning. The prophet announces that the new power arrangements

in the coming Messianic Age, will out-do all their expectations! The function of

this image is to amaze and encourage, so infants and women and men can begin

to imagine and marvel at the dreams GOD dreams for all GOD’s people. 

response: Psalm 145 : 8 – 14 7                                                                            [ the greatness and goodness of GOD ]

The LORD is gracious and merciful, 
 slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love.(8) 
 The LORD is good to all, 
 and his compassion is over all that he has made.(9) 
 All your works shall give thanks to You, O LORD, 
 and all Your faithful shall bless You.(10) 
 They shall speak of the glory of Your kingdom, 
 and tell of Your power,(11) 
 to make known to all people Your mighty deeds, 
 and the glorious splendor of Your kingdom.(12) 
 Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, 
 and Your dominion endures throughout all generations. 
 The LORD is faithful in all his words, 
 and gracious in all his deeds.(13) 
 The LORD upholds all who are falling, 
 and raises up all who are bowed down.(14) 

As life is  reflected in  the psalm,  there are no problems or threats.  Life  is

experienced as the well-ordered world intended by GOD, who continues in control.

But not everyone experiences life like this. Life that is well-ordered for some is

usually at the expense of others. Here the psalmist speaks for those who have

benefitted from the present power arrangements; who don't find it difficult to

5 Gn.1
6 Cf. Zc. 9:16-17
7 Ps. 145 is  a  hymn where every verse begins with a successive letter  of  the Hebrew alphabet.  The

speaker invites all to praise the LORD (vv.1-3, 21). The ‘works of the LORD’ make GOD present and invite
human praise (vv.4-7);  they climax in a confession (vv.8-9).  The LORD's  mighty acts show the divine
realm (vv.10-20) – a major theme in the literature of early Judaism and in Christianity.
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live a life of gratitude and whose present security has behind stories of previous

experiences of disorientation that have turned out well. 

But  the speaker  does provide a reference point for those not  sharing the

present good things. They are to cling to the conviction that the LORD’s purpose in

creation  will  finally  triumph.  There  will  be  equity  and  a  sabbath  for  all  GOD's

creatures. A healthy, well-ordered life is anticipated even if not yet experienced.

There is a strong conviction that the LORD's purpose for the world will not yield

until  all  creation is  brought  to  its  completeness.  Thus the speaker  anticipates

what will surely come to be. This also serves as a point of criticism against the

powers-that-be. Such a conviction asserts that when the Creator's way eventually

comes to fulfillment, the inadequate present arrangements will be transformed.

second reading: Romans 8 : 9, 11 – 13 8                                                                                   [ Life in the Spirit of GOD ]

But you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit, since the Spirit of GOD

dwells  in  you. Anyone who does not  have the Spirit  of Christ  does not
belong to him.(9) . . . If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead,
dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will  give life to your
mortal  bodies  also  through  his  Spirit  that  dwells  in  you.(11)  So  then,
brothers and sisters, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to
the flesh (12) – for if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by
the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.(13). 

Paul affirms living according to, ‘the Spirit of love and life’ rather than to, ‘the

flesh of sin and death’. The hope generated by such an offer as this – the offer of a

new lifestyle  –  will  be  that  the persecuted ones are  able  to  endure suffering

because of the life of promise in the midst of a culture of death. Paul considers

the contrast between living according to one's  ‘natural inclinations’ and life led

according to, ‘the Spirit of Love’ (vv.9 & 11). 

Paul  had  earlier  described  the  Christian  situation  as,  ‘warfare’.  Its  a  war

between the powers of  ‘life’ and  ‘death’.9 Now Paul contrasts the two mutually

exclusive  ways  of  living.  A  disciple  cannot  belong  to  both  camps.  ‘Natural

inclinations’  means the rule of the culture of death; in which the human body, in

itself neutral rather than evil,  is held hostage and subject to corruption, along

with the rest of creation. ‘Spirit’ by contrast, refers to the reigning of ‘the culture

8 In Romans 8:1-13, the apostle to the Gentiles points the right way to holiness. Through the redemptive
work  of  Christ,  Christians  have  been  liberated  from  the  forces  of  sin  and  death.  Holiness  was
impossible so long as  ‘the flesh’ (or our  ‘old self’),  that is,  self-interested hostility toward GOD (v.7),
frustrated the divine objectives expressed in  the law. What is worse, sin used the law to break forth
into all manner of lawlessness (v.8). All this is now changed. At the cross GOD broke the power of sin
and pronounced sentence on it (v.3). Christians still retain the flesh, but it is alien to their new being,
which is life in the spirit, namely the new self, governed by the holy Spirit. Under the direction of the
holy Spirit Christians are able to fulfill the divine will that formerly found expression in the law (v.4).
The same Spirit who enlivens Christians for holiness, will also resurrect their bodies at the last day
(v.11). Christian life is therefore the experience of a constant challenge to put to death the evil deeds
of the body through life of the spirit (v.13).

9 Cf. Rm. ch.6.
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of life-giving’ in which the Spirit of GOD exerts it’s powerful role. Living according

to natural inclinations, means living a life shaped and controlled by the values and

standards of a world in rebellion against the reigning of GOD. It is what we would

call, ‘a mind-set’ to make our way in the world apart from our Creator. The contrast

of this way of living is to have one's mind set on the Spirit and to live in peace.

Paul  reasserts  the  essence  of  the  Easter  event  (v.11).  The  Spirit  is  always

GOD's holy Spirit. It is never simply a human possession. The Spirit is given by GOD.

Jesus  didn't  raise  himself  from the  dead!  He  was  raised  by  the  Spirit  of  GOD.

Human beings cannot earn, or choose, or obtain the Spirit. The Spirit is always

gifted of GOD. Paul moves from a negative description of life apart from GOD's

holy Spirit, to a positive description of  ‘life-in-the-Spirit’. Central to this positive

statement, is Paul's claim that disciples of Jesus are, ‘children of GOD’ (v.14). GOD's

reigning creates a new and faithful covenant people (v.13).10 

Through Christian baptism, believers receive this Spirit of Jesus. The result is

the  resurrection,  or  renewal,  of  the  whole  person;  body,  soul  and  spirit  has

begun. The bodies of Christians are still subject to sickness, decay and death. But

the indwelling spirit/Spirit of Jesus, is a sign that promises the beginning of a new

life that cannot be destroyed by death. The same divine power which raised Jesus,

is  already  active  in  the  baptised  community.  Christian  believers  are  the

community upon whom, ‘the wind of GOD's holy Spirit’ blows in a genuine newness.

This activity anticipates the complete renewal of life that will surely come!

gospel reading:  Matthew 11 : 25 – 30                                                                                        [ Jesus thanks his Father ]

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;(25)  yes,  Father,  for  such  was  your
gracious will.(26) 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.(27)
Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I
will give you rest.(28) Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.(29) For
my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.(30)

The  ‘wise  and  intelligent’ (v.25)  in  Jesus'  time,  belonged  to  the  well-to-do

people who could afford education. The expression designates the teachers of

the Law; the high priests and the scribes; that’s to say, the minority holding social

and religious power. They are the ones who sit ‘on Moses' seat’,11  and who have

taken over,  ‘the key of  knowledge’.12 They are  important  religious,  self-assured

10 [v.13] Israelite belief is that the whole person; body, soul and spirit is subject to decay and death. But
according to Paul, Jesus has broken this subjection by his resurrection from the dead. He was raised to
a totally transformed existence.

11 Cf. Mt. 23:2
12 Lk. 11:52
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people, who despise the marginalised and the poor. They consider themselves as

the recipients of revelation and experts in the interpretation of this revelation. By

his statement, Jesus challenges their authority.

On the other side are,  ‘infants’ (v.25).13 The term in Greek, used by Matthew,

denotes ignorance. They are simple people; but not in the sense of being morally

and spiritually humble. They are indeed the simple. They are the ignorant people

thought to be incapable of following the appropriate path on their own. They are

the people  who need the guidance of  reliable  teachers  of  the  law.  The  term,

‘infants’ is  akin to:  the poor,  hungry,  afflicted, sinners,  sick,  the sheep without

shepherd, children, the ‘non-invited’ mentioned in the Gospel – a whole group of

people;  ‘the poor of the nation’.  Yet – its to them that revelation is first made

known. 

The  religious world of the time is undermined at it’s very base. These are the

privileged ones who are first addressed by GOD's WORD in Jesus. For someone

without money, there is only one kind of wisdom, which is spiritual. The ‘wise and

the intelligent’ –  the wealthy and powerful among the Israelite society, rejected

Jesus. Those who did not reject him, were mostly, ‘the simple’. 

Jesus' message drew the attention of the religious Israelites to matters that

were even more discomforting than the message of the ancient prophets. The

prophets  had opposed and denounced injustice,  corruption and worldliness  in

worship and life-style. Jesus challenged the Israelite religious leaders to believe

he was the promised and expected Messiah. They longed for glory and temporal

power.  They  were  prepared  to  trade-off  their  religious  integrity  by  working

alongside  the  powerful  to  the  extent  that  they  were  no  longer  capable  of

recognising Jesus as Messiah. The kind of wisdom that relied on gaining power,

wealth  and  human  respect,  cancelled  them  from  receiving  the  true  wisdom

offered by Jesus. 

The fact that the Father has given the Son everything (v.27) seems to mean

that the Father has transmitted all knowledge to Jesus. In those days there were

no schools that granted qualifications. A young person learnt a trade by working

as an apprentice with a master. But usually a son learned from the father. Jesus

learned  carpentary  from  Joseph.  In  the  same  way,  Jesus  tells  us  here,  the

revelation that he brings, he has learned from his Father. This revelation is that

GOD is love and that to love one's sisters and brothers is to know GOD. In the Bible,

13 [vv.25-27] This saying (cf Lk.10:21-22) introduces a joyous note in this section. While the wise and the
learned – the scribes and Pharisees – have rejected Jesus' preaching and the significance of his deeds,
the  child-like  have  accepted  them.  Acceptance  depends  upon  the  Father's  revelation,  but  this  is
granted to those who are open to receive  it  and refused to the arrogant.  Jesus can speak of  all
mysteries because he is the Son and there is perfect reciprocity of knowledge between him and the
Father; what has been handed over to him is revealed only to those whom he wishes.
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‘to know’ is like,  ‘to love’. Even the sexual act is called,  ‘knowing’. So we can say

that anyone who loves sister or brother, loves GOD. 

The knowledge that Jesus brings – he learned as a son apprenticed to the

Father – who is Love. There was much talk in those days about,  ‘the yoke of the

Torah’,  or  ‘Law’. When Jesus is talking about his yoke (vv.28-29), he’s saying his

‘law’  –  the  ’law  of  Love’.14 ‘Gentle’ (v.29)  has  been  traditionally  translated  as,

‘meekness’,  which  was  understood  as  weakness.15 Perhaps,  ‘patient’ gives  the

sense of the original better. Matthew translates the same word earlier as, ‘poor in

spirit’.  Jesus'  yoke is  the only  one that  isn't  slavery.  Its  freedom from sin and

exploitation (v.30). The yoke Jesus offers – to the simple, humble, poor, those

tired of the burdens they carry – is a new society based on love. Their burden in

GOD's reign, is to live together in a community of Love. Jesus' invitation is, ‘Come

to me and rest’, ‘submit to my yoke’.

The spiritual rest Jesus gives, comes; not from practising 613 commandments

of the Torah of Moses (or its modern equivalent), but from assimilating and living

Jesus'  attitude;  his  person;  his  Spirit.  In  Jesus,  the true wisdom of GOD –  the

Teacher and the subject taught – are one and the same. Belief in his person is the

sum-total  of  the  Torah  (Law).  Its  a  yoke  that  provides  most  light  to  faithful

disciples.

for sharing: 16

 The coming ruler of GOD’s people. Comment on Zechariah 9 : 9 – 10

 Life in the Spirit of GOD. Comment on Romans 8 : 9, 11 – 13

 Jesus thanks his Father. Comment on Matthew 11 : 25 – 30 

14 [vv. 28-29] These verses are similar Sirach's invitation to learn wisdom and submit to her yoke (see Si.
51:23, 26. [v.28] That are weary and are carrying heavy burdens: Burdened by the law as expounded by
the scribes and Pharisees (cf Mt.23:4).

15 [v.29] In place of the yoke of the law, complicated by scribal interpretation, Jesus invites the burdened 
to take the yoke of obedience to his word, under which they will find rest; cf Jr. 6:16.

16 Lectio Divina: reading GOD’s WORD in a moment of prayer and allowing it to enlighten and renew us:
The practise of lectio divina requires a quiet space, a passage of scripture and the willingness to give
time to the project. The passage used should be short. For the purpose of this leaflet, we suggest
using the gospel reading of the up-coming Sunday. There are four steps in the traditional practise of
lectio divina. The steps don’t have to have the following order:  lectio (reading) – read the passage of
Scripture read slowly - more than once.  If a particular word, phrase, or sentence seems significant
(even if you don’t know why) you may want to write it down. meditatio (reflection) – let the significant
words fill your mind without straining to analyse them. We are in GOD’s presence and so let the Holy
Spirit lead your understanding of the words.  oratio (prayer)  – allow your heart to speak to GOD,  in
words inspired by the passage of Scripture, or by the thoughts that have come to you, while reflecting
on it. contemplatio (rest) – let go of ideas and words and allow yourself to rest in the presence of GOD,
in simple and wordless contemptlation. This leaflet gives the context and some commentary on each
of  the  readings  and  the  psalm  used  in  the  Sunday’s  liturgy.  Familiarity  with  the  texts  and  the
commentary  beforehand,  can  better  prepare  our  hearing  and  understanding  the  passages  in  our
worship.  Whatever our preparation for doing this exercise and whatever questions we may use to
break open the passage, we must be conscious of Christ’s promise: ‘Where two or three are gathered in
my name, I am there among them’
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prayer: 17

Father, LORD of Heaven and Earth,
by whose gracious will
the mysteries of the kingdom            
are revealed to the childlike,
make us learn from Your Son                        
humility of heart,
that in shouldering his yoke
we may find refreshment and rest.
We ask this through Jesus Christ. Amen.

review: 18

Christian disciples are called to live a life of promise, amidst a world that does

not seem able or willing, to deliver on what it promises. For many of us would-be

disciples, we find this wearying and burdensome. A "know-it-all," "seen-it-all-before"

attitude poses obstacles to letting GOD's friendship surprise us. It cuts us off from

discovering so many people in our lives and from being discovered ourselves.

True  human  progress  is  first  to  learn  from  society  and  tradition  and  find  a

temporary happiness in receiving direction from outside. We learn to interiorise the

knowledge gained – to sift it, sort it, keep the good and get rid of the bad. This is

called, "becoming an individual," or becoming ‘self-directed’. 

And we learn, with the best advice available, that it is dying to ourselves, to our

likes and dislikes, to all our ego-centric concerns, that we gain true freedom! To the

extent we succeed in this, we cease to be directed from outside, and we cease to be

self-directed. We could say we become "GOD-directed."

To put it another way, we would hope to be able to say, "YES" when we hear the

Gospel invitation to take on Jesus' "yoke." The gospel of Matthew speaks of the re-

creational  power  of  relationships,  especially  the  relationship  between  GOD and

Jesus. A gentle, humble heart, and his openness to friendship with his Father, made

Jesus' own hectic life bearable.
------oooOooo------

17 The prayer that concludes the Lectio Divina is ICEL's 1998 opening prayer from the Proper of the Day.
These  prayers  draw upon the  concrete  and vivid  images  of  Scripture  and  conclude  with a  clearly
focused petition inspired by the readings.

18 The review – at the end of each reflection the review examines one of the themes of the readings, 
usually drawn from the gospel, and provides an opportunity to check our own performance, in the light
of the WORD and Eucharist that we have previously heard and experienced.
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