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                                  THE STRESS-BUSTER 

 

William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army, stood up to speak to the students who 

had just finished their training as Salvation Army Officers. He smiled grimly and said, 

“I sentence you all to hard labour for the rest of your natural lives.” 

 

A good opening, I thought, for the Ordination as Elder of the man who leads our 

Property Team and is therefore responsible for the upkeep of this huge building. It is a 

“24/7” job. It never ends. 

Roger, the boiler has broken down. Roger, the basement is flooded. Roger, the lift 

does not work. Roger, the church roof is leaking because the lead thieves have stolen 

our lead. Have the police been informed? Yes, they will send someone round in six 

weeks’ time. Roger, the electrician has not turned up, the gas man has not turned up, 

the roofer has not turned up. There is a plumber sitting in the Car Park but I don’t 

think he is meant to be here. And so it goes on…and on…..and on. 

 

The work of Pastoral Elder, which Margaret is now taking up, can be equally 

unpredictable because people do not have pastoral needs to order.  

Margaret, did you know that Mrs Blenkinsop had a burglary last night? Margaret, I 

thought I ought to tell you that Mr Higginbotham is seriously ill and his only son is in 

Australia for six weeks. Margaret, I heard a rumour that Elsie and Phillip are having 

marital problems- what do you think we ought to do about it? Margaret, poor Cynthia 

is in hospital with pneumonia. Does her pastoral visitor know? Yes, I expect so. She is 

the next ward with a broken leg. And so it goes on…. and on…… and on.  

 

Now Margaret and Roger are not fools. They know exactly what it is that they have 

taken on and they are doing this work with open eyes and loving hearts. We are richly 

blessed to have them here.  

My problems began when I looked up the Bible readings for this Sunday. Normally 

the readings from the lectionary, which are offered to churches of different 

denominations all over the country, have an amazing way of being appropriate to 

whatever is going on at St John’s Church on any particular Sunday. So I looked up the 

Gospel reading, which is the pivotal passage for the service and there I read, Jesus 

said, “Come to me all you who are weary and I will give you rest.” 

Is there any verse in the Bible, I thought, more inappropriate to the Property Team 

Leader and the Pastoral Elder? If I read this they will throw something at my head. 

It’s like taking the micky: on the one hand we are sentencing them to years of hard 

labour and on the other we are saying, “Don’t worry, Jesus will give you rest, even if 

we don’t.”          
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I could of course have changed the reading- we are not forced to use it. But I thought I 

should at least look at the context in which Jesus said this. Having done so, I was 

surprised people did not throw things at him too.  

These verses are the end of what sounds like a fairly lengthy sermon and we have 

been looking at the previous passages over the last few weeks: first Jesus calls his 

disciples and sends them out to heal the sick, feed the hungry, stand up for the poor, 

preach the Gospel. Then he warns them that a lot of people will make life difficult for 

them and they could be in for trouble. Then, as Ann Cook reminded us last Sunday, 

he tells everyone listening that they have their part to play in the kingdom of God. 
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No-one is exempt from doing their bit. Earlier in the chapter we read from today Jesus 

warns the people who reject God’s kingdom that evil will inevitably come upon them.  

So Jesus’ sermon is a bit of a “one option only” type and that option is “hard labour in 

the kingdom of God for the rest of your life.”  Then he winds it all up by saying.  

Come to me if you are weary and I will give you rest. My yoke is easy to carry. My 

burden is light.  Well I’m sorry but it does not sound like that to me. And there are 

times when it does not feel much like that either….. 

 

Jesus did say a lot of things which were difficult to understand but he did not take the 

mickey. He made high demands but he did not let you down. And so when he spoke 

of “rest” I think it is obvious that he was not talking about the kind of lifestyle where 

you do nothing but sit with your feet up all day. I read this delightful remedy for 

stress: if you are suffering from stress, go and buy at least ten of these self-help books 

from the bookseller. Arrange them in a pile on your living room floor. Then sit down 

on them and watch the telly.          

Brilliant. But this is not the kind of stress-busting that Jesus was talking about. 

 

And to be honest, is this really what we want? We all have times when we are 

exhausted and we think how wonderful it would be to do nothing for six months. But 

put us in a situation when we can do nothing for six months and we do not like it. We 

get bored. We become depressed. We find fault with other people. We nit-pick in the 

church. We get obsessive about stupid things like the precise position for a teapot on 

the shelf and the presence of one weed in the garden sends us into a nervous decline.  

As human beings we are naturally energetic, creative and proactive. We want to be 

doing things, creating things, solving problems, getting mixed up in the huge 

mysteries and challenges of life. That is why we are here and not still living in caves.  

One of the greatest thrills that life can offer is the thrill of achievement: when we have 

done something good, something worthwhile, something we can be really proud of. 

I often think that one of the reasons for drug-taking and violent crime in young people 

is quite simply boredom. They can find nothing worthwhile to engage in.  

 

Overwork can be a serious problem but a lot of our high stress levels are not just 

caused by overwork but perhaps more by a sense of under-achievement (why do 

others seem so much more successful than I am?), frustration (I am not doing 

anything that counts) fear (am I going to keep my job?), loneliness (I am on my own 

here), self-doubt (am I really OK?) and self-pity (I should not have to work this hard. 

It is not fair.).  

And it is in this sense, I think, that we so desperately need rest, rest for our souls, rest 

for our angry, buzzing minds. Maybe it is anxiety more than activity which needs to 

be lifted from our shoulders. 

Jesus did not say “Come to me and find rest for your body or rest for your brain.” He 

said, “Come to me and find rest for your souls.”   
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For the people Jesus was talking to, religion had become a permanent state of anxiety: 

am I keeping all the rules? Why cannot I be as holy as that person? Am I really as 

bad as the priests say that I am? Is my child’s illness part of my punishment? Why is 

our country under Roman rule if God is on our side? What did we do wrong? Why 

does not God like us anymore? 
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People were weary with anxiety. They were weary of trying to find answers to their 

questions. They were weary of feeling like failures. They were weary of not knowing 

exactly what they were doing here in the first place.  

Anxiety became apathy. Apathy became lethargy. And the thrill of achievement, of 

being a part of God’s great creative work had all but disappeared from their lives. 

Life was nothing more than a dreary struggle to exist. Religion was nothing more than 

a dreary avoiding of doing anything wrong. 

Come to me, said Jesus, and I will give you rest.  

I will take away this perpetual anxiety because I can restore your loving, living, 

inspiring relationship with God. 

I will raise you out of apathy because I teach you that the kingdom of God belongs to 

people like you. It is people like you who can make a difference if God is with you, no 

matter what your situation.  

I will cure your lethargy by giving you the gift of the Holy Spirit-God’s spirit- which 

will pour new vision and fresh power into your lives.  

No, you will not spend the rest of your life sitting on a pile of self-help books watching 

the television. But you will spend the rest of your life as a child of God, working in 

partnership with God himself- whether it is in building up families, creating 

communities, working for justice, being channels of peace, inspiring faith- whatever 

you find to do in my name and for my sake, it will be work for God and you will know 

that it will not be wasted work, nor work which God rejects. The kingdom of God is 

created by young and old, by the physically fit and the physically frail, by people of 

activity and people of prayer. There is no-one who cannot play their part.   

And it is this which will give you rest for your souls, peace that the world cannot give 

you, a deep sense of fulfilment that no amount of money or prizes or political power 

could ever bring. 

My yoke, said Jesus, is easy to carry because there are no awards of merit to race 

after, no redundancies, no time-wasting, no fitness tests. My burden is the burden of 

love and in loving you receive fully as much as you give and so the burden is made 

light. 

 

Christianity is not a soft option but it is deeply satisfying one because we are 

reconciled to God through Christ, made partners with God, given a vision of the 

kingdom of God and then given the power to play our part in making this vision 

happen.  

And this brings us back to our starting point- to Margaret and Roger and the work 

they are involved in here. Why do they do it? Because they believe that God has 

called them to it? What gives them the strength to do it? The Spirit of God given to 

them hour by hour, day by day as Jesus promised. What keeps them at it when 

everything seems to be going wrong and nobody is cooperating? The unfailing love of 

God as they have known it for themselves, their conviction that what they do is part of 

the great work of God and that where God calls, God also gives power.   

I think that this is the “rest” which Jesus promised: that deep peace of mind and soul 

which knows yourself to be working in partnership with God and to be at one with 

God. 
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John the Baptist sent a message to Jesus- Are you he who is to come or should we look 

for someone else? Are you truly the Son of God? Are you the “real thing?” 
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Jesus did not waste time, as many theologians have done, trying to explain his exact 

nature and divine credentials. He simply told the messengers to go back and tell John 

what they had seen: the sick healed, the lame dancing, the poor relieved. Is this not 

this, he said, what the Son of God is all about? 

 

And even nowadays, when the majority of the population are sceptical about religion 

and dismiss the claims of Jesus Christ to be anything other than a good man who lived 

two thousand years ago, what makes them wonder if he might just be more than this 

are the signs of God’s kingdom in his people. When they see Christians working to 

make a difference in the world; offering love and care to those around them; 

supporting each other in solidarity to their faith; creating and keeping their church 

buildings to be places of prayer and community-sharing– this is what makes them 

wonder if there might just be something in it after all.     

 

And so today, as we affirm the calling to which Roger and Margaret have responded 

and the ministry to which our Pastoral Visitors are called, this encourages each one of 

us in our own faith and in our conviction that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. We see 

what each of these people are doing and we are then glad and proud to take our place 

alongside them in the church and in the kingdom of God in the world. Our weariness 

is lightened. Our anxieties are soothed. We may be committing ourselves to hard 

labour but we shall also find our rest.  

Amen.    

    

 


