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Now we command you, beloved, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to keep away from believers who are living in idleness and not according to the tradition that they received from us. 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 labor 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. 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.
The Apostle Paul was one smart strategist. You can be sure that when he writes something in a letter, he’s got his reasons. Even here in 2 Thessalonians, a letter Paul might not have actually penned, you can trust that this writer knew the folks in Thessalonica, and just they were up to.
When you read, “Keep away from believers who are living in idleness,” (or, as Eugene Peterson puts it in The Message translation: “Refuse to have anything to do with the lazy good-for-nothings”), well then you know some folks were mooching irresponsibly, using the gospel traditions to assume they could stop working and just share what others had worked so hard to provide for the community. 
Or maybe they figured Jesus was coming so soon, they didn’t even need to look busy. They could just chill. And that was a drain on the rest of the Christian community, a drain the young, fledgling body of believers could scarcely afford. So Paul had to command them to snap out of it, pay their way, work harder, be diligent, work their fingers to the bone.

It is not always thus.

Today, if Paul were to write a letter to the Bostonians, I think it would sound a bit different. It might read like this: “Now we command you, beloved, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to be idle. Eat one another’s food without worrying who paid for it. You are fully competent to try to do it all on your own, but we implore you not to do so. Let others know the joy of carrying you. Please, for the love of our Lord Jesus Christ, settle down and let yourself be a burden.”
Today, we hardly need urging to work more. The real work – for those of us who are rich, for those who are middle-class and even for those who are struggling to put food on the table – 
is to let ourselves be a burden, to stop working ourselves ragged as if our labor is the only thing that keeps the world spinning, to just drop the façade and say, “I need you.” That’s when community is born, when we move from sharing pews to sharing life.
It’s part of the miracle that happens at a baptism, like the one we’ll participate in today. Ric and Marlene are coming to this community and saying, “We need your support in raising little Katie as a disciple of Jesus.” And we all get to say, “Yes. We promise to stand by you, to help, nurture, teach, support and raise Katie as our own. Because she is.”  

The miracle also happens on the other end of life. One of our dear members, Paul, has been in and out of the hospital with heart trouble for several years. The doctors kept giving him new drugs, testing out new valves to get his heart pumping right. He’d go into the hospital and bounce back a few days later. But a few weeks ago, he had the big one. A stroke. 
Now, Paul is not someone who asks for help. He’s been homeless on and off for a while, but he never asks for help, never burdens anybody. Instead, he’s one of the most faithful volunteers in our community. He was actually serving dinner at the Paulist Center, when he had the stroke.

He’s the anchor of our Monday Lunch Program, which serves 150 hungry people every Monday. 
He’s the anchor for Sunday morning hospitality here at the Cathedral, setting up, cleaning up, sometimes even purchasing food out of pocket. He loves to serve. And all he asks is for a cup of coffee in the staff kitchen and to be able to rest in the church during the day. 

But after the stroke, all that had to change. He needed us. And that first Sunday we announced he was in the hospital, I’m here to tell you, people poured out. I arrived at his hospital room only to discover two other members had beaten me there. And in the time I was by his bedside, two more arrived. We had communion right there, a tiny church gathered around Paul. He sat up, unable to set the table or fuss over us, unable to even piece together a full sentence, but for once he didn’t need to do anything. Nothing but allow us to hold him and carry his burden for a change. And we formed community around him, knitting our hands together to create a web that would hold him.

Thinking of Paul, I remember the Beatitudes, and they make a whole lot of sense. Blessed are the poor. Blessed are the hungry. Blessed are the ones who’ve been persecuted and wounded. Why on earth are they blessed? 
Well, if you’re poor, if you’re hungry, if you’re persecuted, if you’re lying in a hospital bed having just suffered a stroke, then you have no illusions. You know you live by grace – the grace of God and the grace of other folks. You know you need other people. And when you open that door, drop that guard, let yourself be loved, well the blessings pour forth.
This is so very, very hard to do. Sometimes even a tragedy can’t break the cycle. I went to college in North Carolina, just about 4 hours away from my mom in Tennessee, and a few more hours from our extended family in Kentucky. As the first person in my family to head off to college like that, I received the love and support of my big crazy brood. But they had made a pact: don’t burden Steph with hard news from back home.

So one night I called to chat with one of my aunts, and in the course of the conversation, she let it slip: “Yeah, like when your mom was just in the hospital. Now that was scary!” Now, the only surgery I knew my mother getting was back when I was 8. This was clearly more recent. I got quiet. My aunt got quiet. She sighed. She’d broken the code, burdened me.

What she didn’t know, what my whole family failed to understand, was that I wanted to know. Even if I couldn’t ditch my exams, hop on a bus and head home, I could pray where I was. I could hold my mom up to God. I could let her know how much I loved her, and trust that all that love might just make a difference in her healing. When you love someone, you want to know what they’re carrying. Not just so you can fix it. So you can love them while they’re in it.

We owe it to our families to let them in like that. And we owe it to each other in this, the household of God. It’s only a real family when we allow ourselves to need each other. Not just to be the strong ones, providing and setting out a table for others. Sometimes we’ll need to be the hungry ones, eating what’s been provided, sharing our hurt and maybe crying our eyes out without worrying about when we’ll be able to return the favor. Church is only church when we need each other. Trust each other. Get broken open to each other. Burden each other. 

Blessed are those who are a burden, who bare their hearts and admit that they need their community, need God. They will be held, they will be filled, they will be loved.
Amen.
