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Scripture: 2 Thessalonians 3:6-13 
 
I want to start with a question. 
 
When was the last time you had a really good thought… and then lost it five minutes later? 
 
Maybe you were driving. 
Maybe you were taking a shower. 
Maybe you were walking the dog. 
 
A thought came to you — something important. 
 
A realization. 
A question. 
Maybe even what felt like a small nudge from God. 
 
You thought to yourself: That’s really important. I need to think about that more. 
 
Then… life happened. 
 
The phone rang. 
A meeting started. 
An email came in. 
Someone needed something. 
 
Just like that, the thought was gone. 
 
I’ve come to suspect something over the years. We are being showered with insights every day 
— insights about our lives, our relationships, our purpose — and we lose almost all of them. 
Not because they aren’t important, but because we are too busy to notice them. 
 
Which brings us to a strange idea the ancient Christians had about one of the seven deadly sins: 
sloth. 
 
When we hear that word, we usually think of laziness. Someone lying on a couch all day doing 
nothing. Yet, the ancient spiritual teachers meant something deeper. In fact, some of the most 
slothful lives can be the busiest lives of all. 
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Sloth, in the ancient Christian tradition, had less to do with laziness and more to do with losing 
our attentiveness to what matters most. Which brings us to a rather awkward story about 
Jesus, Mary, and Martha. 
 
I. Find the Sloth 
 
One day Jesus visits a certain village, where Martha welcomes him into her home. She has set 
up an ancient version of a meet-and-greet for Jesus. Her house is packed with curious villagers 
who have been hearing about him for quite some time and now finally have a chance to see him 
for themselves and hear his words of wisdom. 
 
As the convener of the gathering, Martha has quite a task on her hands. Ancient hospitality 
customs dictated that guests be made to feel at home, which meant food and drink, full water 
pitchers, something set before them to eat. Any female relatives would have been expected to 
help in the kitchen while the men reclined and enjoyed conversation. 
 
So Martha is scurrying about preparing cheese plates, gathering olives, figs, and dates into 
bowls, making hummus, baking flatbread, filling and refilling water pitchers and wine glasses. All 
the while, she expects her sister Mary to help. 
 
Yet, Mary is quite content simply to sit at Jesus’ feet and listen. 
 
At first Martha is merely perturbed. Then, after waiting and waiting for Mary to come help, she 
is fuming. Finally she bursts out in front of everyone: 
 
“Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me to do all the work by myself? Tell her then to 
help me.” 
 
If we’re honest, a lot of us are right there with Martha. 
 
Of course she’s upset. She’s hosting Jesus. She’s working her tail off to provide hospitality — 
for him, for the villagers, for everyone. And her sister is sitting there as if she were just another 
guest. 
 
You might expect Jesus to show a little sympathy. Maybe even gently scold Mary. “Mary, please 
help your sister. The kingdom of God is not an excuse to leave someone alone in the kitchen.” 
 
Jesus says something far more unsettling: 
 
“Martha, Martha, you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only one thing. Mary 
has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.” 
 
Now notice: Jesus does not criticize Martha for working. 
 
Work matters. Meals matter. Hospitality matters. 
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What he names is something deeper. Martha’s problem is that she cannot stop serving long 
enough to receive. 
 
If Jesus has come to your house and is speaking words of life, then brownies and coffee can 
wait. Hummus and pita can wait. This may be your only chance to hear him in such an intimate 
setting. There were no recordings. No livestream. No catching the clip later. 
 
Mary understands something Martha, for the moment, misses: this moment matters more than 
the menu. 
 
II. Busy Doing Nothing 
 
In this second letter to the church of Thessalonica, the apostle Paul puts a finer point on the 
matter. He accuses some in the congregation of “living in idleness.” Yet in the very same 
passage, Paul also calls them “busybodies.” How can someone be slothful and a busybody? 
 
The word Paul uses for “busybody” means something like bustling about uselessly — expending 
great energy on what does not really matter. 
 
This is where Martha’s story and Paul’s discerning observation turn toward us. In America 
today, sloth rarely looks like doing nothing. It looks like giving our lives to everything except 
what matters most. We confuse urgency with importance. We spend ourselves on what is 
loud, immediate, and demanding, while neglecting what is deep, holy, and life-giving. We can 
pour enormous emotional energy into headlines, outrage, and problems far beyond our ability 
to change, while giving mere leftovers to prayer, to the people we love, to the state of our own 
soul, and to the small acts of faithfulness actually placed in our hands. We spend ourselves on 
what cannot be carried by us, then find ourselves with little strength left for what can. That is 
where sloth becomes so crushing: when we give our lives to too many things that cannot finally 
nourish them. 
 
This misdirection does not only play out in the public world around us. It often shows up most 
painfully in the lives closest to us. It is easier, sometimes, to care about the world’s pain in the 
abstract. Staying present to the pain entrusted to us up close is harder. It is easier to be 
animated by distant fires than to tend the ones quietly burning in our own homes, our own 
relationships, our own congregation, even our own souls — the text you have been avoiding, 
the grief sitting alone two pews behind you, the wound in your own life that never gets more 
than your leftovers. It is often easier to advocate for healing at a distance than to practice it up 
close. 
 
Yet, if we do not learn to love what has actually been placed within our reach, our concern for 
the wider world can become strangely thin. The point is not to choose between the wounds 
“in here” and the wounds “out there.” The real point is that love must become real 
somewhere. If it does not become real in the lives we can actually touch — in the marriages, 
families, friendships, and communities already entrusted to us — then our concern for the 
wider world may be sincere, but it will not be deep. 
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III. Giving and Receiving (Singing Bowl Meditation) 
 
Before we go any further, I want to invite us into a brief silence. 
I invite you to sit with a single question: 
 
Where am I giving my life to what does not give life back? 
 
You might notice a habit. 
A worry. 
A conflict. 
An obligation. 
A pattern of attention. 
Perhaps even something good that has simply taken up more space in you than it should. 
 
Let that question rest gently in you for the next few moments. 
 
IV. Slowing Down, Tuning In 
 
Years ago, I had an experience that helped me understand how easy it is to lose track of what’s 
important. When I walked across the country in 2006, one of the most surprising things about 
that walk was the change in speed. 
 
Normally we move through life at 65 miles an hour.  But when you walk across the country, life 
slows down to about three miles an hour. 
 
When you slow life down so dramatically, something interesting happens: You suddenly have a 
lot of time to think. 
 
I had the luxury of being able to chase a thought. One would come to me, and instead of losing 
it five seconds later because I had another meeting to get to, I could follow it.  
 
I could think about it for ten minutes. 
Twenty minutes. 
Sometimes an hour. 
 
I could turn it over. Ask where it came from. Ask what it meant. Ask what I might do about it. 
 
I discovered something surprising:  In my 65-mile-an-hour life, thoughts are constantly arising—
questions about my life, flashes of insight, observations about what I’ve been valuing and failing 
to value. Yet my life had been moving so fast that I could not afford the luxury of developing 
any of them. They would appear… and disappear. They were forgotten almost as soon as they 
arrived. 
 
One day, as we were crossing New Mexico, where the road stretched so straight you could 
see five miles ahead, I began to wonder: What if some of these thoughts are not random? 
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What if some of them are nudges? 
What if some are quiet intuitions, or moments when the Spirit is trying to get my attention? 
 
I realized that, outside this long walk, my life normally moves so fast that I never even notice 
the thoughts that keep bubbling to the surface. 
 
That’s when it hit home for me that sloth is not doing nothing. Sloth is being so busy that we 
never notice the life God is trying to give us. 
 
V. 30 Minutes of Hope 
 
So let me ask a simple question: What would happen if each of us set aside just thirty quiet 
minutes a day? Not three hours. Just thirty minutes. 
 
We might begin by looking back at the day behind us: What happened yesterday that might 
matter more than I realized? What thought appeared that I didn’t have time to follow? What 
moment stayed with me? Where might God have been trying to get my attention? 
 
Most of these moments disappear unless I take the time to remember them. Then, in that same 
half hour, we turn toward the day ahead: Where might I need wisdom? Where might I need 
patience? Where might I need courage? What guidance might God already be giving me that I 
simply haven’t slowed down enough to hear? 
 
Perhaps you can see how the most nourishing half hour of your day might not be one more 
task, but an eddy in the river of your life — a small sanctuary of time where you step out of the 
current long enough to find your bearings and discern whether you are truly heading in the 
right direction. 
 
Because if we never step out of the flow, it becomes very easy to lose sight of what matters. 
We spend ourselves on what is urgent but not important. We worry over things we cannot 
change. We pour precious energy into currents that carry us nowhere life-giving. 
 
This is why the ancient tradition named hope the antidote to sloth. 
 
Hope begins to return when our attention returns. Hope grows when we stop scattering our 
energy and begin offering it again to what matters most. 
 
Mary understood this. 
 
In that moment, Mary realized something Martha missed. The most important thing happening 
in that room was not the food being prepared. It was the presence of Christ. She chose to sit 
down … and listen. 
 
So here is my invitation: 
 
Thirty minutes a day. 
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Thirty minutes to sit, like Mary, where the soul can really hear. 
Thirty minutes to step out of the current. 
Thirty minutes to remember that you are more than what the day demands of you. 
 
Because when we slow down enough to listen, we may discover something we thought we had 
lost. 
 
Not time. 
 
Hope. 
 

 
Sermon Reflection and Discussion Questions 

 
1. Busyness as Sloth. In the sermon, Eric suggests that sloth is not mainly laziness. More 
often, it looks like giving our lives to everything except what matters most — spending 
enormous energy on what is urgent, loud, or demanding while neglecting what is deep, holy, 
and life-giving. 
 
Where do you most recognize that pattern in your own life right now? 
 
2. Distant Fires and Nearby Pain. The sermon observes that it is often easier to care about 
“distant fires” than to stay present to the pain entrusted to us up close — in our homes, 
relationships, congregation, or even our own souls. Concern for the wider world matters, but 
love must become real somewhere if it is to become deep. 
 
Why do you think pain that is close at hand can sometimes be harder to face than suffering farther 
away? Where do you see that tension in your own life? 
 
3. Slowing Down Enough to Notice. Eric reflects on his walk across the country and how 
slowing life from sixty-five miles an hour to three allowed him to notice thoughts, questions, 
and possible nudges from God that would normally have been lost. Sloth, he says, can be being 
so busy that we never notice the life God is trying to give us. 
 
What helps you slow down enough to notice what may be rising to the surface in your own life? What 
most often keeps you from doing so? 
 
4. Thirty Minutes of Hope. The sermon ends with an invitation to set aside thirty quiet 
minutes each day to look back, look ahead, and listen for God’s guidance. The ancient Christian 
tradition, Eric notes, names hope as the antidote to sloth, because hope begins to return when 
our attention returns. 
 
What part of such a practice feels most appealing to you? What might make it difficult to begin — and 
what difference do you think it could make if you did? 
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