The Fourth Sunday after Trinity, July 5th 2020
St Matthew 11.16: Jesus said to the crowds, To what will I compare this generation?
Christ Church Cathedral, Dublin  

the archbishop  
We continue our Gospel-journey with St Matthew on this the first Sunday when we are back in church following the Lockdown. As we all remember vividly, The Lockdown effectively closed our churches to public worship in March of this year. I want to thank the clergy of Christ Church Cathedral for continuing to conduct worship physically and to lead worship virtually throughout this time. I want to thank them and the staff of the cathedral for all of the painstaking preparation that has gone into opening the cathedral again. I want to thank you for coming to worship here this morning and I hope that you find it a safe place to be and to meet God. And I want to thank all who have worshipped with the cathedral from afar by electronic means, unseen by us and known to God. 
Jesus is speaking to the crowds and not to the Scribes and The Pharisees. He talks to them in a very direct and conversational sort of way, as indeed we might talk to one another. His speech to them is quite open and relaxed. He speaks of weddings and of funerals, both of which are still powerful points of human and community connection for us twenty centuries further along the road of history:

We played the flute for you, and you did nor dance; we wailed, and you did not mourn. People can imagine themselves in these human and these familial situations. They get some sense that God has indeed come to earth in this person called Jesus of Nazareth. They may not indeed use the language I am about to use. But they still get a real sense of incarnation. 
Jesus goes on to take the crowds to his heart and, in a very special and loving sense, to offer them back to God as a gift of the earth that God has created:

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; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will.
What, you might ask, are these things? It seems clear from the passage of Scripture itself that they are wisdom and intelligence, the things that belong to the wise and the intelligent. The gracious will of the Father is not a warm feeling alone; it is the respect that the Father has for his children – the crowds, the people of the land, the extraordinary ordinary people – in giving to them in their innocence, their simplicity and their ignorance: these things. Again, this is incarnation engaging directly with others: God’s gift of God’s self to all. And in the months past we have seen such crowds, such extraordinary ordinary people right across our land.  

Like any good teacher, Jesus takes illustrations for what he wants to say from what is going on all around him. Palestine was under Occupation; the Romans commandeered man, woman and beast for anything they needed or wanted – whatever took their fancy. Just think back to Horrible Histories. We are drawn here into a colourful and cruel scene from everyday life: all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens … take my yoke upon you … It would seem that the same people of the land, the same people as the crowds whom Jesus was addressing, had been turned into beasts of burden. They had no option. As he looks from his audience to these people and back to his audience – he sees the very same people. His response combines compassion and empowerment: Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me … Commitment to, obedience to, service of The Son of God provides a totally different experience. … you will find rest for your souls … Jesus recognizes the spiritual part of these people who are taken for granted at every level. Many have become heavy laden to the point of near impossibility to endure in these months past – slowly, cumulatively – and they have continued to give graciously. They are people who have carried, and still carry, our needs as their burden. 
The need of every human being beyond physical exhaustion and humiliation is for a fruitful life for the soul. This is a gift of the … I am … who is gentle and humble in heart. Once again, this is incarnation at work. The Jesus of St Matthew is beginning to sound like the Jesus of St John. The divine person in Jesus comes to earth to meet those who have been exploited and dehumanized. The human person in Jesus lifts up to heaven those who have been downtrodden and despiritualized. Not only is the Father the Lord of heaven and earth. So also is the Son. So also is the Spirit. This is the Trinity at work.  

Where are we today? Churches are open for public worship – it is for us to make use of them, to make a go of them, to invite those who have never been here to come here and to encourage those who have been here all their lives to come back. COVID 19 has not gone away – we are now in the most open-ended phase of the Relaxation of Restrictions that we have seen yet. There is no doubt that dangers and difficulties remain; common sense, spiritual wisdom and personal responsibility will take us forward in this more difficult Phase of renewed, if slow, engagement with other human beings. While we need to remain careful, we need to make a go of this new freedom too, we need to take adventure forward; and we need to remember those who, almost overnight, became our neighbours in the time of The Lockdown. 
The future lies before us and it will look different; we do not need to rush it but we do need to plan and we do need to engage. We have so much for which to be thankful. We have so many new opportunities. We have responded in this cathedral church to the needs for personal safety and social distancing. We can never forget those who in The Front Line, whatever constituted that ever-expanding Front Line at any given time; we can never forget those who died painfully and horribly from COVID 19; we can never forget those who mourn them and those who mourn others, one by one, who have died in these slow months. The Old Testament prophecy for today speaks of prisoners of hope … 
Zechariah 9.12: Return to your stronghold, O prisoners of hope; today I declare that I will restore to you double.    
