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“Now such persons we command and exhort in the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work
quietly and to earn their own living.” II Thessalonians 3: 12

Some adults can be quite critical of young people these days: Why aren’t they in Church
more? Aren’t they lazy? Are they too caught up with movies and social media?... 

It might be helpful to remind one another that we are not the first generation who has
been concerned about the generation who follow us. For example, the ancient Greek
philosopher Aristotle complained about smug young people, writing, “They think they
know everything, and are always quite sure about it.”

A Church publication in 1926 complained about the influence of famous movie stars and
the like upon the younger generation:

    [The screen artists'] beauty, their exquisite clothing, their lax habits and low moral
standards, are becoming unconsciously appropriated by the plastic minds of
American youth. Let them do what they may; divorce scandals, hotel episodes, free
love, all are passed over and condoned by the young ...

It’s appropriate that we be concerned about how to pass on the Good News to a younger
generation. Here is a complaint from 1947:

How to bring young people into membership of the Church was a pressing
problem raised at a [recent] meeting… [Young people] were not following [their
elders] on into the church.”

Some people want to blame the young people’s parents, for not being strict enough. In
1938, a contributor to an American newspaper bewailed, “Parents themselves were often
the cause of many difficulties. They frequently failed in their obvious duty to teach
self-control and discipline to their own children.”

I wouldn’t have wanted to sit under the preaching of a certain Rev. Thomas Barnes, who
wrote a publication in 1624, The Wise-Man’s Forecast Against the Evill Time.” The Rev.
Barnes didn’t seem to be a bundle of joy. He wrote, "Youth were never more sawcie, yea
never more savagely saucie ... the ancient are scorned, the honourable are contemned, the
magistrate is not dreaded."



Of course there are challenges in the world and in the Church today, and we need to
persevere in our vocations to evangelize and to disciple (whether we’re in a pandemic or
not). My point is that it can be easy to exaggerate our present difficulties, and to look at
earlier historical periods through rose-coloured glasses...

Laziness – by the youth or not – was a concern Paul raises in the second reading for
today, from Second Thessalonians 3. (Let’s recall that Laziness, or Sloth, was one of the
seven deadly vices identified in the Medieval Church.) Paul writes,

For even when we were with you, we gave you this command: Anyone unwilling
to work should not eat. For we hear that some of you are living in idleness, mere
busybodies, not doing any work. Now such persons we command and exhort in the
Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own living. Brothers
and sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right. (3: 10-13)

Of all the people listening to these words today, I myself should be the one who feels
most convicted by these words... You see, Paul was pleased that, although he worked full-
time as an evangelist and teacher, Paul didn’t depend on members of the congregation to
help pay his living. We know that Paul was a self-employed small businessman – he made
tents for a living (Acts 18: 3). Paul is proud to explain that he wasn’t lazy or idle; Paul
expects he’s a good example for the Thessalonians: 

For you yourselves know how you ought to imitate us; we were not idle when we
were with you, and we did not eat anyone’s bread without paying for it; but with
toil and labour we worked night and day, so that we might not burden any of you.
This was not because we do not have that right, but in order to give you an
example to imitate (3: 7-9).

Paul worked hard and was self-supporting, and he wanted other Christians to be the
same... These days in Christian circles, a “tent-making ministry” refers to someone like a
foreign missionary who works as a teacher or an engineer, while working to establish a
new Christian congregation...

What happened, then? I don’t work at a retail store to pay my way. I could – but over the
years, Christian leaders found that it was asking a lot (perhaps too much) of the clergy,
expecting them to earn a living, while at the same time providing full-time pastoral and
sacramental care. Instead, the majority of the offerings you give Sunday by Sunday
contribute to a minimum standard of living, so I have the privilege of exercising my
Christian ministry full-time. You don’t pay me a salary; you contribute to my stipend, so I
can live out my particular vocation full-time...



So, let’s review what today’s second reading says: First, Paul expects Christian leaders to
be a positive example to others. Second, laziness is a vice, not a virtue. Third, we aren’t to
show off ...

Why were the Thessalonians so lazy?  In First Thessalonians, Paul is teaching that the
Lord Jesus would come again, very soon. It seems that members of the congregation took
that warning so much to heart, some of them had given up working: “Why hold down a
job, if that might distract us from being ready to meet Jesus?”  Some of the Thessalonians
had become so heavenly-minded, they were (as my late mother used to say) “no earthly
good...” Paul seems to be writing his second letter to the congregation as a corrective to
Christians who had become so excessively focused on getting ready to meet Jesus, they
were neglecting their daily work...

This isn’t just a problem from the first century. My Old Testament teacher, Marion
Taylor, told a story of a high school principal in Ontario whom she knew when she was
growing up. This man had a sudden Christian conversion, and in his excitement to be
ready to meet Christ, he had resigned his job, sold the family home, and moved to the
country. (This would have been in the late 1970's.) Apparently, if Jesus Christ suddenly
showed up in the sky, this former school principal figured he could see the sky better
away from the city lights... This is an example, I think we would all agree, of being
unhealthily absorbed with the Second Coming, and neglecting our daily responsibilities...

It’s appropriate that, if we have a job, we do our daily work. For those of us called to have
a job, our jobs are not meant to be a dreary day to “get through,” so we can do our real
Christian work. At the end of the eucharist, when we are being sent out into the world
after being refreshed together, our life and witness is supposed to include our daily work.
Our entire lives are meant to be a joyful offering to the King of kings...

Certainly we need times of rest and refreshment too. After all, God himself rested at the
end of the work of creating the universe (Genesis 1: 2). We should build in times for rest
and refreshment in our lives. If we’re healthy and not of retirement age, and if we’re in
the position we are contributing to the household, our jobs can be one way we can serve
Christ... 

If we find we’re being a little lazy or sloppy in our daily work – presuming we’re working
in the right field for us – it’s an exercise of the will, with the help of God’s grace, to
“persevere.” Galatians 6: 9 reads, “So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we
will reap at harvest time, if we do not give up.” And from today’s reading, “Brothers and
sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right...” 

If we’re regularly struggling or bored with our daily work, it’s likely time for some self-
reflection, prayer, and conversation with someone wise whom we trust. We might need to
push through. Perhaps, a change is needed. God doesn’t want us to be miserable...



We all have roles in life, and many of us are called to work. Our jobs aren’t meant to be a
distraction from following Christ, or a miserable burden. Our jobs are meant to be places
where we live for Christ Jesus – that we shine for him, that we are salt and light to a
broken world. We can engage with people outside the Church, and build relationships –
all to God’s greater glory.

Amen. 


