
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Laying Down and Taking Up
by 

Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams
July 6, 2014

Fourth Sunday after Pentecost
8:30, 9:45, and 11:05 a.m. 



Laying Down and Taking Up • July 6, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 1

Texts: Genesis 24:34-38, 42-49, 58-67; Psalm 45:10-17; Romans 7:15-
25a; and Matthew 11:16-19, 25-30

…Here at our sea-washed, sunset gates shall stand 
A mighty woman with a torch, whose flame 
Is the imprisoned lightning, and her name - 
Mother of Exiles. From her beacon-hand 
Glows world-wide welcome;… 
“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!” cries she 
With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor, 
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. 
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me, 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”

We might call this piece of Americana our nation’s “come unto” me invitation. 
It is a poem by Emma Lazarus found on the Statue of Liberty. This iconic landmark 
has welcomed untold numbers of people to the United States over the centuries. 

The poem’s words echo sentiments worth rehearing on this weekend of na-
tional celebration. Those who were welcomed to our shores by this monument were 
those who had traveled far to get here. They were those desperately in need of rest 
from a long journey across the ocean. 

The poem’s welcome is reserved for those whose burden is great – the poor, 
the tired, the homeless, the oppressed. These come here with a yoke of oppression 
on their shoulders. And the names of the oppressors are varied - from economics 
to religion and race and nationality and otherwise – these burdens are largely what 
brought many to this land hoping for a life of freedom and opportunity.

And we of course know the mixed history of our nation at living up to this 
come to me invitation to citizenship in this land.
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“Come to Me” is a word of invitation that Jesus offers over and over again in 
the Gospels – “Let the children come to me for theirs is the kingdom of heaven; come 
and follow me and I will make your fish for people; come to me all you who labor 
and are heavy laden and I will give you rest.”

Jesus’ invitation here is to an altogether different citizenship, a different sort 
of freedom, another kind of rest during a long journey.

This invitation from Jesus emerges also, though, out of a context of oppres-
sion. Jesus is lamenting here over unrepentant cities and religious and political lead-
ers in those cities whose leadership has been a form of oppression for the faithful.

These leaders have hung the Torah law on the shoulders of the faithful as a 
hopeless weight to bear, not as the gift it was meant to be. The laws have become a 
moral check list, not as that gift that brings life to people. The people invited by Jesus 
here are the infants, the seekers, the followers who are open and hungry for a truer 
way of being faithful.

Jesus’ invitation to come and rest, though, is not an invitation to a burden-free 
life. Jesus has made clear already to the disciples that there are burdens to carry. The 
question is not whether we will carry burdens or not; it means which and what kind 
and for what purpose.

We all carry burdens of one sort or another — responsibilities, pasts, guilts 
like the ones Paul speaks of in Romans, the inner battle with sin.

Jesus’ invitation is to lay down some burdens in exchange for ones that are 
worth carrying and the promise of rest while carrying the good load.

There are good kinds of burdens you know. 
There are good kinds of weary and tired.
Harry Chapin was a singer and song writer in the 60’s and 70’s. I ran across 

this story I love about his grandfather. 
“My grandfather was a painter,” he said. “He died at age 88, he il-

lustrated Robert Frost’s first two books of poetry, and he was looking 
at me and he said, ‘Harry, there’s two kinds of tired. There’s good tired 
and there’s bad tired.’ He said, ‘Ironically enough, bad tired can be a day 
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that you won. But you won other people’s battles, you lived other peo-
ple’s days, other people’s agendas, other people’s dreams. And when 
it’s all over, there was very little you in there. And when you hit the hay 
at night, somehow you toss and turn; you don’t settle easy. 

“‘It’s that good tired, ironically enough, can be a day that you lost, 
but you don’t even have to tell yourself because you knew you fought 
your battles, you chased your dreams, you lived your days and when 
you hit the hay at night, you settle easy, you sleep the sleep of the just 
and you say “take me away.”’

“He said, ‘Harry, all my life I wanted to be a painter and I 
painted;…I would have loved to have been more successful, but I paint-
ed and I painted and I’m good tired and they can take me away.’” 

It’s not battles or no battles, it’s which battles we will fight. It is not dreams or 
no dreams it is which dreams we’ll pursue. It isn’t having an agenda or no agenda; it 
is whose agenda will you have. It isn’t cross or no cross; it is to what end will you and 
I carry it?

My yoke is easy, and my burden is light, Jesus said. Again, it isn’t that there 
is no longer a yoke or a burden, it is that Jesus gives us good stuff to carry, the right 
stuff — love in all its joy and sacrifice, justice with all its victories, and setbacks even, 
crosses with all of their weight and redemption. 

“On this hangs all the law and all the prophets,” Jesus said — love God and 
love neighbor as yourself — loving God and loving neighbor as self requires some-
thing of us, it is the best kind of labor, a kind worth living and dying for. Carrying this 
love is the yoke and burden of a life following Jesus.

Methodist theologian Albert Outler was known to say, “If you’re going to get 
worn out, you might as well be worn out by doing holy things.”

And for all the rough stuff we all carry that doesn’t just disappear, Jesus says: 
come to me all who are weary and I will give you rest — rest for now, rest in God’s 
care for all time.



Laying Down and Taking Up • July 6, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • page 4

As a kid, I can remember the invitation of my grandparents, particular my ma-
ternal grandmother who lived the longest. It was the hand gently slapping the knee 
inviting me to sit and rest awhile with her. No matter how gangly or tall or big I got, 
no matter how busy or preoccupied I was, no matter how burdened, the slap of the 
knee indicated the invitation to come and rest a while. I was never too big for my 
grandmother’s lap. 

And of course I knew that sitting with her never meant that my burdens went 
away by sitting there a little while. But I had now rested and, yes, whatever I carried 
seemed a little lighter for the wear.

It is the kingdom Jesus speaks of — rest for now, rest for the weary. And the 
church in worship and at the table of God represents that kingdom on earth as it is in 
heaven. So come today all you who are weary and carrying heavy burdens and Jesus 
will give you rest. For His yoke is easy and his burden is light.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


