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Matthew 11:25-30

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; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. 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. Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 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. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."
Some of today’s lessons sound awfully familiar. If you pray Compline regularly, you’ll recognize part of the Gospel lesson: “Come 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 light.” And of course you already may be humming one or two soprano arias from Handel’s Messiah—either “Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion” (to go with our first lesson), or more likely, since I just repeated it, “Come unto him, all ye that labor.” Or maybe it’s the chorus, “His yoke is easy.”

The trouble with texts that are so familiar is that you think you already know all about them. You might think “Come to me all who labor…” is mostly a great text to recall as you drift off to sleep. But if you were part of Matthew’s early community of Christ-followers, that same text might have jolted you wide awake. You see, it’s meant to exercise the mind, to set up all sorts of free associations that hint at a mystery playing in and around us.

Matthew’s community was especially fond of what we now call Wisdom Literature. They steeped themselves in Torah and in the Prophets’ writings, but they were keenly familiar with writings like Proverbs and Job and the Song of Solomon, and others that didn’t make it into the Hebrew Bible or Protestant Bibles but did make it into our Apocrypha. And for them Wisdom wasn’t just bits of advice. Wisdom was also a personal being, maybe even divine, though they weren’t always clear about that, but definitely involved in creation, and definitely involved in lifting and carrying us into God’s presence. And Wisdom was always a “she”—Lady Wisdom.

I’m telling you all this, because when this group heard these words from Jesus, it reminded them of other passages they knew almost as well as some of us know Handel. Here’s one passage. Ask yourself if it sounds like something you just heard:

Put your feet into [Wisdom’s] fetters, and your neck under her yoke. Stoop your shoulders and carry her and be not irked at her bonds. With all your soul draw close to her; with all your strength keep her ways. Search her out, discover her; seek her and you will find her. Then when you have her, do not let her go; thus will you afterward find rest in her, and she will become your joy.
 Her yoke is a golden ornament and her bonds a purple cord.
 

That does sound familiar, doesn’t it? It’s not supposed to be an exact match. But it’s close enough for Matthew’s community to know that Jesus is practically dressing up in drag. He’s just finished saying, “I’m God’s Son,” and now he’s as much as saying, “I’m also Lady Wisdom.” He’s suggesting that he and God are wearing several hats at once. Or maybe it’s several dresses—I’m not sure. He’s playing with our ideas about who belongs where and who gets to play what role.

And that’s not the only way he’s playing with our minds. He’s just finished putting down people who claim to be wise, only to turn around and call us all to put on Wisdom’s yoke. He boasts of having everything God has and then insists that he’s really quite humble. He’s made his relationship to God sound at first like an exclusive boys’ club, open by invitation only, and then he opens it up to everybody who needs a little rest. And he promises to give us rest by putting us to work. You wonder if anything is quite what it seems anymore. 

But that’s because nothing holds still where we find Lady Wisdom at work. Listen to another ancient text: “For Wisdom is more mobile than any motion; because of her pureness she pervades and penetrates all things … Although she is but one, she can do all things, and while remaining in herself, she renews all things; in every generation she passes into holy souls and makes them friends of God, and prophets.”
 This is no ordinary lady, and no ordinary teacher either.

Now like Matthew’s community, we’re here putting up with a sermon about this, because once Lady Wisdom came to us as a carpenter’s son. In his life and death and risen life, she played with our minds and tugged at our heartstrings, and we glimpsed things we never dreamed possible. The world has never been the same since. 

I wish I could say that this was a completely good thing, but I’m afraid that wouldn’t be honest. For the most part, we forgot who Lady Wisdom was. Instead we took Jesus’ language of fathers and sons and used it to turn God and the church into that exclusive boys’ club it was not really meant to be. We decided that we could say for all time exactly who belongs where and who gets to play what role. We talked about her presence in broken bread, but we stopped breaking bread with people we thought didn’t belong. 

I say “we,” but of course you and I weren’t there when those abuses started. Indeed, quite a few of us feel we’ve been among the abused ourselves. We like to think of All Saints as one of the safe places in the church. And so it has been, time and time again. But not everybody has found us to be that way, and we can’t always say that’s their problem. We need to pay attention here. It takes a great deal of courage to let Wisdom keep renewing all things, and we’re as tempted as anybody to turn a life-giving community into an exclusive club.

We’re coming to the end of an interim now, and we’ve had admirable leadership in David Purvis’s ministry. We’ve had a chance to take stock of who we are, where we’ve been, where our growing edges are, and where we want our new rector to encourage us and challenge us. It’s an in-between time, and those times are often the best chance a community has to let Wisdom put things in motion. She’s calling us again to be a place where the weary find rest by embracing the world she helped fashion. I know, that sounds like a lot of work, and it’s going to take some energy. But it’s been said before: her yoke is easy, and her burden is light. Thanks be to God.
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