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Come to Me and Rest: 

Liberty, Love, and the Gentle Yoke 

 

The Haggins Family ð A Love the Law Forbade My great 

grand father Eli Haggins loved a woman the law told him he 

couldn't love and in 1858, that love could have nearly cost him 

his life. Let me tell you his story. Eliôs father, John Higgins, 

had crossed the Atlantic some years before, one more Irish 

immigrant fleeing hunger and prejudice, hoping that Americaôs 

promise of liberty might finally include a family like his. He 

found work, he found a church, he found a measure of peace. 

But he also found that ñlibertyò in his new country was a word 

still being fought over, still being denied to entire peoples based on the color of their skin. His 

son Eli grew up in that America, the America of both promise and contradiction. And Eli fell in 

love with a woman named Sarah Thomas, a free Black woman in a border state where the law 

drew hard, cruel lines between who could marry whom, who could worship where, who could 

even walk certain streets after dark. Their love was, in the eyes of the law, an offense. In the eyes 

of their neighbors, it was a scandal. Eli was threatened, beaten, nearly lynched for standing at 

that altar with Sarah. And yet he stood there anyway. I share this story with you not simply as 

history, but because on this Independence Day weekend as our nation marks two hundred fifty 

years since its founding we need stories like Eli and Sarahôs to keep us honest about what liberty 

has actually cost, and who has actually been asked to pay for it. 

 

The Unfinished Promise 

We say the words every day, donôt we: ñliberty and justice for all.ò Weôll hear them again this 

week, sung and shouted over backyard barbecues and fireworks. And they are good words. They 

are true words, words worth cherishing, words this nation was courageous enough to write down 

even before it fully knew how to live them. But two hundred fifty years later, we also have to be 

honest people, and honest people admit: that ñallò has always been a work in progress. It didnôt 

include the enslaved when it was first written. It didnôt include women at the ballot box. It didnôt 

include Native peoples on their own land. And for far too long, in far too many places, it didnôt 

include a love like Eli and Sarahôs. I say this not to shame our country, but to love it rightly the 

way we love the Church, which is also holy and also sinful, also called and also still being 

converted. Liberty, as a national ideal, is beautiful. But it is not yet finished. And this weekend, 

of all weekends, the Gospel is going to ask us a harder question than ñare you free?ò Itôs going to 

ask: free for what? Free to love how? Because Jesus, in Matthew's Gospel today, describes a 

freedom this world has never fully imagined and it costs a great deal more than a Declaration. 

 

The Gospelôs Deeper Rest 

Listen to what Jesus says: ñCome to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you 

rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will 

find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is lightò (Matthew 11:28-30, RSV). 

That is not a soft word, even though it sounds like one. Jesus isnôt offering an escape from labor; 

heôs naming a labor so many of us already carry: the exhausting work of pretending, of fear, of 

trying to earn love or safety or belonging on the worldôs terms. That yoke is heavy. It was heavy 

long before we picked it up, and it will keep crushing us as long as we keep carrying it alone. 
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Notice what Jesus does not say. He doesnôt say, ñStop working, stop loving, stop striving.ò He 

says, ñTake my yokeò and trade the one youôre under for the one he offers. His yoke is not the 

absence of a burden; it is a different burden altogether, one carried in step with him, shaped by 

gentleness instead of fear, humility instead of pride. And when we take it up, something 

remarkable happens: we become free to rest genuinely, deeply free to stop pretending, to stop 

hiding, to let ourselves be loved exactly as we are, and to love others the same way, even when 

the world calls that love dangerous. Thatôs the rest our Founders reached for but could never 

fully secure by law alone. Thatôs the rest Eli Higgins somehow found standing at that altar in 

1858, when every voice around him told him his love was a burden he shouldnôt bear. In truth, it 

was the one burden light enough to finally let him breathe. 

 

Costly Love Made Flesh 

I want to go back to Eli and Sarah, because their story is not just a lesson in courage itôs a living 

homily on this very Gospel passage. Eli could have chosen the safer path. He could have loved 

his own safety more than he loved Sarah. He could have loved the approval of his neighbors 

more than the truth of his heart. By every calculation the world offers, walking away would have 

been the reasonable thing, the self-preserving thing the thing that ñfinds life.ò But Eli lost that 

life. He lost his safety, his standing, nearly his very breath and in losing it, Scripture tells us, he 

found something greater. He and Sarah built a family. They raised children who would grow up 

knowing that love, real love, sometimes has to walk straight into danger and stay there. Their 

marriage became, without either of them fully intending it, a prophecy a living icon of a freedom 

America had not yet learned to write into its laws, but which the Gospel had already written on 

the human heart centuries before. This is what I mean when I say Christian liberty is bigger than 

national liberty. National liberty says: you may love whomever the law permits. Gospel liberty 

says: you are free to love as Christ loved even when it costs you everything, even when the law 

hasnôt caught up yet, even when the crowd is against you. Eli and Sarah lived that liberty a full 

century before the law would even begin to recognize it. 

 

One Table, One Body 

And where do we see that Gospel liberty most fully, most concretely, right here among us? At 

this altar. In a moment, we will come forward, African American, Irish and Italian, Cameroonian 

and Nigerian, immigrant and descendants of the enslaved and descendants of the enslavers, the 

newly arrived and the fifth -generation parishioner and we will stand, all of us, as equals before 

the same Lord, receiving the same Body, the same Blood. No law of this nation ever 

accomplished what happens in this Church. No Declaration, however beautifully written, ever 

united people the way this Eucharist does, because here it is not a document uniting us it is a 

Person. Christ himself, given for us all without distinction. This is ñliberty and justice for allò 

already accomplished, not as a national aspiration still being worked out over centuries, but as a 

present reality, given freely at every single Mass. We donôt have to wait another two hundred 

fifty years for this table to be equal. It already is. The only question is whether weôll let what 

happens here shape how we live out there. 

 

The Challenge, Welcome as We Have Been Welcomed 

So here is where I want to leave you, on this Independence Day weekend, having remembered 

Eli and Sarah Higgins, my great grandparents, having heard Jesus tell us that finding life means 

first losing it for his sake, having knelt together at one table as one Body. Someone in your life 




