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			            YOUR CALLING
                                       II Thessalonians 3: 6-15
	Sometimes people hear what they want to hear-have you noticed? Some young Christians at Thessalonica heard Paul say that the end of the world was just ahead. Extremely near, indeed, right around the corner. In fact, in every chapter of I Thessalonians Paul emphasizes in one way or another that “the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.” This expectation of the imminent End deeply colors Paul’s proclamation of the Gospel. In our communion liturgy, we often say, “Christ has died. Christ has risen. Christ will come again.” To which Paul would add, “So very soon that you must be prepared.”
	Some of his new converts in this northeastern Greek city did indeed get ready. How? By not working! Why move around the deck chairs on the Titanic when the ship is about to hit an iceberg? So they sat on their hands and went to a figurative mountaintop to await the Lord’s imminent return. 
	But that was not all. They expected that the other church members would feed them, bring them church potluck suppers. They were much too preoccupied looking to the clouds in anticipation of Christ’s return to work. All the while they might have defended their actions by claiming, “Well, didn’t Paul tell us that Jesus was coming soon? Why wouldn’t we quit our day job and wait patiently for his return?”
Paul might have wondered if he himself had created this mess. To address this misunderstanding, he issues a series of directives to the folks he accuses of “living in idleness, mere busybodies, not doing any work.” Paul directs the working members of the congregation to avoid these folks. He insists that they should “not regard them as enemies but warn them as believers.” So don’t encourage their shiftless lifestyle, but then again, don’t throw them under the bus.
But on one issue, Paul is emphatic. “Anyone unwilling to work should not eat.” Eat, that is, from the common table of the church. These folks were not to be handed free food from the church. Pretty strong words here. Please understand that Paul is not addressing governmental policy here. He is specifically addressing a situation where some folks misrepresented Paul’s theology for their own advantage. This is an issue within the life of the Christian community. Paul is clearly not talking about our responsibility to help the poor and the hungry, as Jesus taught us in Matthew 25. This admonition is about church members who stopped working for bogus theological reasons and expected the church to feed them. They are sometimes called “apocalyptic freeloaders.”
The reason Paul gives for this tough love approach is that he himself works with his own hands. He intentionally supports himself. Though he had every right to expect financial support from the congregation, he refused their help and paid his own way. We sometimes call Paul a tentmaker since that was his profession. In fact, in the first letter to the Thessalonians he wrote this: “You remember our labor and toil, we worked night and day, so that we might not burden any of you while we proclaimed to you the Gospel” (2:9). And Paul fully expects all able-bodied believers to support themselves and to help those in need.
Paul represents the traditional Jewish view that work was valuable and honorable. Genesis pictures God as working six days to create the world. God placed us in a garden to tend it and care for it. Even after the Fall, when the ground produces thorns and thistles, we still labor in the sweat of our brow. We are summoned in the Ten Commandments to work six days a week. Then to honor the Sabbath precisely by not working.
In this regard, the Christian faith is very Hebraic. We honor and value work, all kinds of work. The Greeks often looked down on manual labor and considered it unworthy. Almost always, slaves were required to do the heavy lifting. But the Jewish community never felt that way. Thankfully, the model for our faith is a Jewish carpenter, who learned to work at his father’s knee. Work is a good gift from God, a calling we all have. Our Reformation forebears specifically blessed all who labor as doing God’s work. All honest work is a gift from God.
Think about your own work, your calling at this stage of your life. Consider the job you have, the work you retired from, the different kind of work you are doing voluntarily now. And think about those who are unemployed and under-employed. The folks who cannot find a job and those who are being laid off. All those who were furloughed during the shutdown. And the ones who are disabled and cannot work at all. In my case, I am living proof of that old adage: “Ministers don’t retire, they just go out to pastor.” 
On this Pledge Sunday I want to highlight several groups in our congregation who give so freely of their time and talent. Our Building and Grounds folks were out raking up leaves in our church yard this past week. Our Finance and Stewardship folks have spent countless hours changing the church’s bank and insurance outlets this fall. Our Pastor Nominating Committee has met more times than they can remember in their search for our new pastor. Our Scholarships of Grace volunteers have made pies for us. Our Mission Committee has extended care to so many in our community, especially Storehouse West. Our Deacons have offered a helping hand to many in need. Our music ministry practices every Thursday evening and brings us beautiful music, including now our newly refurbished bells. And there are other groups I will highlight in the future. All of these overseen by our beloved Session that works very hard to make our congregation a loving and caring community of faith. To all of you who give so freely of your time and talent, thank you. And thanks be to God.
I hope all of you have meaningful work to do. Work at a job or work at home or work in the church or work in the community as a volunteer. Whatever you are doing, it is your calling. Your work is God’s gift to you. So do it well and with joy, knowing you are honoring God with your gifts. We know that our ultimate calling as Christians is to witness to our Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer who is working to heal the world. That is the church’s calling in the world-to proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ.
Today we gather at the Table of the Lord with our gifts. Here we celebrate with thanksgiving and praise the work of Jesus Christ for our salvation-his life, death and resurrection and his promise to come again. At this table we offer ourselves afresh-our time, our talent, our treasure. We give ourselves anew in service to the One who loved us and gave himself for us. We commit ourselves to do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, giving thanks to God through him. Lord, renew us in your service.
Thanks be to God. Amen.
