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Proverbs 3:1-6,  Psalm 119:33-40,  2 Timothy 3:14-17,  Matthew 9:9-13 
 
Jesus called Matthew the tax collector. He also called Simon the zealot. How do you 
think those staff meetings went? 
 
Let’s admit it.  The disciples were a motley crew—and so are we.  Whether we are the 
Episcopal Church gathered at General Convention, or the clergy of the Diocese of 
Bethlehem gathered in retreat, or a particular congregation gathered in Eucharistic 
celebration on a Sunday morning, we often do not see eye to eye. Or heart to heart. So 
what do we do about that? 
 
Even St. Matthew himself is a bit of a contradiction. Whom should we celebrate today? 
The tax collector who left his lucrative secular job, an occupation that necessitated the 
breaking of several religious laws each day, to follow Jesus? Or the apostle about whom 
we know almost nothing, not even how he was martyred? Or the writer of the gospel of 
Matthew?  Yet surely St. Matthew (whichever one you choose), and Simon the zealot, 
and each of us have something in common. We love the Lord…we are in love with Jesus. 
Otherwise, why would any of us be here? When push comes to shove, at the end of the 
day, when all else fails, we are left with our love of Christ and the Gospel. And when 
even that fails, the cross does not. 
 
I don’t mean to be flip. I am not advocating some warm and fuzzy Christianity where we 
all just get along…because we don’t. I am talking about nothing less than the saving 
power of the cross. If there was anything less at stake, don’t you think our divisions 
would cease? 
 
“Teach me, O Lord, the way of your statues, and I will keep it to the end.” I always seem 
to trip over this verse of Psalm 119. Even when I read it recently, it sounded wrong in my 
ears. Shouldn’t it be “them”? Teach me O Lord the way of your statutes, and I will keep 
them to the end? Psalm 119 is familiar to some as the Wednesday Psalm because a 
portion of it shows up most Wednesdays in the daily office. We encounter only a bit of it 
at a time in the office because Psalm 119 has 176 verses. It is also known as the Psalm of 
the Law. Or, as I remember being taught, a love song to the Law—a love song to Torah. 
 
This psalm is distinguished by more than just its length and subject matter. It is actually 
an acrostic comprised of 22 sections, one for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Each 
section is eight lines long with each line in a section beginning with the same letter (in 
Hebrew of course). I find it interesting that biblical commentaries of a certain era dismiss 
this psalm altogether. Because of it’s playful construction, scholars decided it had nothing 
significant to offer. They argue that the literary pattern is so constrained that it “stifles the 
subject matter” is “wearisome” and, (a real condemnation), that it is “purely literary 
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product.”  Just like a Shakespeare sonnet has nothing significant to say because of the 
constraints enforced by its structure!  
 
It’s as if something playful cannot hold the wisdom of the universe—or God’s word.  Or 
as if we will grasp at any excuse to disregard the weight of the law and not contemplate it 
at all. Why can’t the law be playful and wise at the same time? Why must we experience 
torah as a burden or as something to escape from? Why can’t the church be playful and 
wise at the same time? Why must we experience our differences as a burden? Or as 
something to escape from? 
 
Being formed in the church (the Episcopal church) from birth, I grew up with the 
“comfortable words” found in the 1928 Book of Common Prayer: Come unto me, all ye 
that travail and are heavy laden and I will refresh you. Taken in greater context, I 
discover them even more profound: 

Come to me, all you that are weary and 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. (Matthew 11:28-30) 

Jesus did not promise to remove burdens, but to make it possible, easy even, to bear 
them. 
  
As Jesus says to those who criticize his love for Matthew (and other tax collectors and the 
less observant sort) mercy is utmost. “Go and learn what this means, I desire mercy, not 
sacrifice,” he says, quoting the prophet Hosea. I am sure Jesus gave the same answer to 
those who criticized him for including Simon the zealot. It is easy to experience the law 
only as an impossible burden. OK, it is more than easy; it is a trap, a pitfall and a 
temptation.  
 
I believe this is why I continue to misread this psalm, because keeping every statute of 
the Lord is a burden indeed. Since I cannot possibly commit to keeping every statute of 
the Lord with any sincerity whatsoever, I am completely off the hook. I can disregard the 
entire thing. But this is Matthew we are dealing with today. Ironically, Matthew the tax 
collector, who lived in absolute defiance of the law, is also Mathew the evangelist who 
brings  us the Jesus who says,  “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the 
prophets. I have not come to abolish, but fulfill. For truly I tell you, until heaven and 
earth pass away not one stroke of a letter will pass from the law until it is accomplished.” 
 
So what are we to do if we cannot side-step the law and if we cannot possibly keep the 
law? What are we to do when we do not get along and we cannot possibly forsake the 
Gospel?  I return to the love song of Psalm 119 and I discover that I am signing it. The 
refrain at least will not leave my head. This is in part because I learned to sing it as an 
anthem in seminary in a beautiful setting composed by David Hurd. “Teach me, O Lord, 
the way of your statues; and I shall keep it to the end.” As I sing it strikes me…it’s not I 
will keep them, but I will keep it; not the statues, but the way.   
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It is not a long list of individual statutes that we are supposed to keep, it is the way. And 
our prayer is that God will teach us this way: Teach me the way of your statutes and I 
will keep it to the end. Or as another translation gives it: teach me the way of your 
statutes, that I may guard it. 
 
Psalm 119, the Torah love song, is not about a list that must be adhered to, but about a 
way that can be kept and guarded. As I sing this love song, and it is beautiful, I wonder 
how any one could dismiss the poignancy of this psalm as trite. 

Give me understanding, and I shall keep your law; 
   I shall keep is with all my heart. 
Make me go in the path of your commandments, 
   for that is my desire. 
Incline my heart to your decrees 
  and not to unjust gain. 
Turn my eyes from watching what is worthless; 
   give me life in your ways. 

 
Living—loving—the torah is not about a list; it is about a way of life. Living—loving—
the Gospel is not about a set of beliefs; it is about the reconciling love of Christ. The 
same Christ who called Matthew the tax collector, and Simon the zealot, and each of 
us…and a few other people besides. We are not asked to follow rules. We are asked to 
follow Jesus—all the way to the cross.  
 
We are on the way with one another. We guard the way for one another. We teach and we 
learn from one another. When I have lost my way, one of you is on the path. When I do 
not know the way, someone here has been there. We have all been redeemed by the one 
who is the Way and the Truth and the Life. Christ is the path. Christ is the prize. 
   
 


