November 3, 2019
2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12
Thoughts and Prayers 
Sincere thoughts and prayers are not nothing.

##

PRAYER
COMPASSION
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AT A GLANCE: 
After the slaughter of 49 people by a gunman at two mosques in New Zealand last March, Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez upset some people by tweeting, “What good are your thoughts & prayers when they don’t even keep the pews safe?” She makes a good point. But her comment was also a question. Homiletics here provides an answer.
EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s Old Testament text, see “Fortuitous Events,” October 30, 2016. For material for All Saints Sunday, see “Santo Subito,” November 4, 2007.
For material pertaining to today’s gospel reading, Luke 19:1-10, see “Zacchaeus at the IRS.” 

Have you noticed that the phrase “thoughts and prayers” has become fodder in the struggle over gun control in the United States?
At least since the time of the Columbine school massacre 20 years ago, “thoughts and prayers” has been almost standard vocabulary in official statements of condolences from politicians and other public figures after major tragedies and natural disasters. “Our thoughts and prayers are with all those affected by this [pick one] cowardly attack, horrific shooting, senseless tragedy, unprecedented calamity.” 
And for a time, the phrase seemed a good combination of words. “Prayers” was a shorthand way of saying that all of us who are religious are in sympathy with you and are speaking to God on your behalf, and “thoughts” indicated that those of us who aren’t religious are feeling for you as well. It was like saying “Happy holidays and merry Christmas” to cover all fronts. 
But more recently, the phrase has been denounced as a platitude used in place of meaningful action. 
After the slaughter of 49 people by a gunman at two mosques in New Zealand last March, Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez upset some people by tweeting, “What good are your thoughts & prayers when they don’t even keep the pews safe?” She followed that tweet with another that said, “‘Thoughts and prayers’ is reference to the NRA’s phrase used to deflect conversation away from policy change during tragedies.”
In short, thoughts and prayers as an expression of condolence has been mocked as a means of political obfuscation and as a form of civilian slacktivism — supporting a cause by means such as social media or online petitions, actions requiring very little effort or commitment. 
Some critics of the phrase have also pulled in the Bible to reinforce their point that thoughts and prayers without effective action are meaningless. They quote James 2:14-16: “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,’ and yet you do not supply their bodily needs, what is the good of that?”
Likewise, in one of his addresses, Pope Francis stated, “Prayer that doesn’t lead to concrete action toward our brothers is a fruitless and incomplete prayer. ... Prayer and action must always be profoundly united.”
Certainly, James and Pope Francis are right that words without action are not enough, no matter how good the words.

But not everyone agrees that the phrase “thoughts and prayers” is little more than verbal junk food. 
About the same time as Ocasio-Cortez’s tweet, Andrew Klavan, a widely published writer of crime and suspense novels, commented in his Daily Wire podcast that “When tragedy or atrocity strikes ... thoughts and prayers are not just an expression of compassion. They are ... an expression of humility and helplessness. They are a way of saying: ‘There is nothing we can do in the face of this wickedness but we stand in solidarity with the victims and ask God to comfort their families in their sorrow.’”

Thoughts
What brought the debate over this terminology to mind was the reading from 2 Thessalonians assigned for today. The New Testament presents 2 Thessalonians as a letter from Paul to the followers of Jesus at Thessalonica. And the lectionary has broken today’s passage from the first chapter into two blocks of verses: 1-4 and 11-12.
In the first verse block, Paul makes clear to his readers that they are in his thoughts. But he gets specific about it, saying that he and his companions “give thanks to God for you ... because your faith is growing abundantly, and the love of every one of you for one another is increasing” (v. 3). He even goes on to say that he and his coworkers boast about the Thessalonians “among the churches of God for your steadfastness and faith during all your persecutions and the afflictions that you are enduring” (v. 4). Obviously, Paul has spent some time thinking about those to whom he addressed the letter. 

Prayers
In the second verse block, Paul tells his readers that they are in his prayers as well, but not in just a general, “I’ll say a prayer for you” way. Rather, he gets specific about the content of his prayers: “We always pray for you, asking that our God will make you worthy of his call and will fulfill by his power every good resolve and work of faith, so that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him” (vv. 11-12) 
Because Paul spells out his thoughts and prayers, they have the ring of sincerity, genuine expressions of his feelings toward the Thessalonian believers.

Thoughtful and prayerful work
Thus, Paul shows us how to put meat on the bones of thoughts and prayers. No matter how helpless we may feel when expressing solidarity with someone who has suffered great loss, and no matter that we know words alone will not suffice, sincere thoughts and prayers are not nothing.
Thoughts are work, because they push us to view what’s happened not from our view, but the view of those directly affected. Thoughts are work, especially when they lead us to consider if there’s any concrete action we might do, or support others in doing, that will help. 
Could the grieving person use a hand right now with kids or an aging relative for whom they are the caregiver? Is there some task we can take off their plate for a little while?
In his book, New Mercies I See, Stan Purdum talks about being the pastor of a little country church where several of the members were dairy farmers. 
One day, a child of one of those farmers died suddenly. So Purdum rushed to their home to offer what comfort he could. When he got there, he found the father and mother of the deceased child in the house, with their other children around them. He knew at that time of day, the father would normally have been in the barn, milking cows, a procedure that needs to be done without fail twice a day. But a family member told Purdum that two of the neighbors, farmers themselves, had come to handle the milking without being asked. 
Their thoughts had been with the grieving family, and it led them to act.
Likewise, prayer is work. If you say your prayers are with someone, and you follow through by actually praying for them, you’re putting yourself in a place to see beyond your own horizons and walk in someone else’s shoes. Prayer deepens our empathy and puts us in a place where God can change us and lead us to some action we can take. Though all good things come from God, praying for others assumes that God may allow our prayers to be a means by which God does good for others.
Plus, you’re speaking to God on their behalf, seeking God’s grace for them at a time when they may be so wounded that they can’t even pray for themselves. Peter advised the early Christians to “be clear minded and self-controlled so that you can pray” (1 Peter 4:7 NIV). But in times of deep trouble or pain, people are likely to be anything but clear-minded and self-controlled. 
That’s not to say that they can’t call out to God, but praying is not easy when grief has us in its grip. Prayer in which we petition God can be at least as demanding of our attention as writing a letter or carrying on a serious conversation, and when someone is in grief, we can shoulder some of the work of prayer for them.
If we have a relationship with God, then our prayer is an event in that relationship. It may not be a decisive event, but it is a new element in the situation, which we are presenting to the ones for whom we are praying. It’s asking for God’s help, and what greater source of help is there?

We offer what we can	
In times of tragedy, whether it affects many or only a few, thoughts and prayers will never be the whole answer, but often, they are all we have. 
Writing about the difficulties of life, author Anne Lamott said, “It’s funny: I always imagined when I was a kid that adults had some kind of inner toolbox, full of shiny tools: the saw of discernment, the hammer of wisdom, the sandpaper of patience. 
“But when I grew up I found that life handed you these rusty bent old tools — friendships, prayer, conscience, honesty — and said, ‘Do the best you can with these, they will have to do.’ And mostly, against all odds, they’re enough.”
God has also given us thoughts and prayers in that box of seemingly inadequate tools and told us to do our best with them. Thus, our thoughts and prayers, sincerely and genuinely offered and followed through on, are never nothing. 
They are ways the Lord has given us to love our neighbor.
—Bernard Barbour, Eric Petty, Stan Purdum, Melanie Silva and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· Thoughts and prayers are ways the Lord has given us to love our neighbor.
· This passage gives us an opportunity to consider what faith formation means and how we benefit from it.
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Animating Illustrations
After the horrific shooting at a church in Sutherland Springs, Texas, on Sunday, a rhetorical tennis match ensued. Some politicians offered up their “thoughts and prayers,” as many have following other mass shootings. Others responded by criticizing “thoughts and prayers” as a pathetic substitute for taking concrete action. 
On Wednesday night’s episode of “Full Frontal,” Samantha Bee even organized a gospel choir to parody the phrase. Those critics, often liberals, were then taken to task for their unholy dismissal of “thoughts and prayers,” which in turn led to criticisms that those criticisms were just a deflection guarding another deflection.
—Katy Steinmetz. “Why ‘thoughts and prayers’ is a double-edged sword.” TIME, November 9, 2017, time.com.
##
Offering someone a cliché when their insides feel like wet rags that are being twisted and torn can send the message that their grief wasn’t worth the trouble of original, specific thought. From a politician especially, it can seem like a superficial attempt to get credit for being sympathetic rather than an attempt to truly feel what the survivors might be feeling. ... 
In the meantime, critics of the phrase “thoughts and prayers” might acknowledge they, too, are falling into a pattern. At this point, the offering of “thoughts and prayers” is only slightly more rote than critics lashing out at politicians for reacting that way. The response “is now itself a cliché,” says [Orin Hargraves, author of It’s Been Said Before: A Guide to the Use and Abuse of Clichés]. “It is definitely an area where we need original thinking.”
—Katy Steinmetz. “Why ‘thoughts and prayers’ is a double-edged sword.” TIME, November 9, 2017, time.com.
##
The places that used to fill our souls with culture, entertainment, knowledge and faith have each experienced mass casualties at the hands of those who hate us for our differences. We’ve accepted the fact that stepping into a movie theater, school, sporting venue, concert or building of faith might result in death. That’s our world now.
We’re living through a collective nightmare, and our empathy is included in a casualty count that’s already too high. 
Our world feels out of control, so we bolt down what’s “ours” and we protect what’s “ours.”
But we’re called to love, protect and pray for everyone. Our prayers aren’t throwaway gestures. And for many of us, our thoughts and prayers aren’t simply all that we’re willing to give. Our thoughts and prayers are all that we have. They’re our foundation, our everything, and they are needed now, more than ever. They are what propel us to the acts of loving, protecting, serving and understanding others.
— Laura Coward. “In defense of offering our ‘thoughts and prayers.’” HuffPost, July 9, 2016, huffpost.com.
##
The social-media meme captures a common reaction to the frequently-voiced offer of “thoughts and prayers.” It depicts two orange cats, indolently stretched out upon a lounge chair. The caption says: “I named my cats ‘Thoughts’ and ‘Prayers.’ Because they’re useless.” me.me. Retrieved May 23, 2019.
##
Prayer is not a way of telling God the things he already knows. Nor is it some act of collective lobbying, whereby the almighty is encouraged to see the world from your perspective if you screw up your face really hard and wish it so. Forget Christopher Robin at the end of the bed. Prayer is mostly about emptying your head waiting for stuff to become clear. There is no secret formula. And holding people in your prayers is not wishful thinking. It’s a sort of compassionate concentration, where someone is deliberately thought about in the presence of the widest imaginable perspective — like giving them a mental cradling.
But above all, prayer is often just a jolly good excuse to shut up for a while and think. The adrenaline that comes from shock does not make for clear thinking or considered judgment. Those who rush to outrage say the stupidest things.
—Giles Fraser, “Prayer is not wishful nonsense. It helps us to shut up and think,” The Guardian, March 23, 2017.
theguardian.com. Retrieved May 23, 2019.
##
Whenever there’s a tragedy in the world — a mass shooting or bombing, let’s say — I will invariably hear that my friends are sending their “thoughts and prayers.” Politicians like to send a lot of “thoughts and prayers” these days, have you noticed? But here’s my question: Does anyone know what in the world that means? I haven’t figured it out. Can I actually send my thoughts to you? I assume they would be happy thoughts.  Or maybe supportive, comforting thoughts. Look out, here they come.
To be blunt about it, that’s not how I learned to pray. And I don’t recall that Jesus sent “thoughts and prayers” either, though I might have missed a situation in the gospels where he did just that. I’ll keep looking. ...
As a pastor I find myself on a lot of prayer chains. People are always asking me to pray — for that upcoming surgery, for the biopsy report, for the job interview, even for a parking space. And most of the time, I pray. I don’t send anyone “thought and prayers,” but I do let God know what I’m thinking and feeling. A family member was taken to the hospital a couple of Saturday mornings ago, and you’d better believe I was praying for her, for the ambulance driver, for little or no traffic on the way to the hospital, for the doctors who would be waiting for her, even for the person who would take down the insurance information in the ER. I think God probably noticed the note of desperation in my voice. That was my hope.
I don’t have a problem with those prayers, and I offer my share of them. I ask God for stuff all the time. But I think there’s a different, higher purpose for our prayers. I think that when we pray we are conforming ourselves to the person of Christ.
—Douglas Brouwer, dougsblog.org, August 17, 2016. Retrieved May 23, 2019.
##
The word “change” normally refers to new beginnings. But transformation more often happens not when something new begins but when something old falls apart. The pain of something old falling apart — disruption and chaos — invites the soul to listen at a deeper level. It invites and sometimes forces the soul to go to a new place because the old place is not working anymore. The mystics use many words to describe this chaos: fire, darkness, death, emptiness, abandonment, trial, the Evil One. Whatever it is, it does not feel good and it does not feel like God. We will do anything to keep the old thing from falling apart.
This is when we need patience, guidance and the freedom to let go instead of tightening our controls and certitudes. Perhaps Jesus is describing this phenomenon when he says, “It is a narrow gate and a hard road that leads to life, and only a few find it” (Matthew 7:14).
Transformation usually includes a disconcerting reorientation. Change can either help people to find a new meaning, or it can cause people to close down and turn bitter. The difference is determined by the quality of our inner life, or what we call “spirituality.” Change of itself just happens; spiritual transformation is an active process of letting go, living in the confusing dark space for a while, and allowing yourself to be spit up on a new and unexpected shore. You can see why Jonah in the belly of the whale is such an important symbol for many Jews and Christians.
—Richard Rohr. “When things fall apart,” Daily Meditation for December 29, 2017, Center for Action and Contemplation website. cac.org. Retrieved May 23, 2019.
##
Charity — energetic love of God and of all [people] in God — operating in the world of prayer, is the live wire along which the Power of God, indwelling our finite spirits, can and does act on other souls and other things; rescuing, healing, giving support and light. That, of course, is real intercession, which is gravely misunderstood by us, if we think of it mainly in terms of asking God to grant particular needs and desires. Such secret intercessory prayer ought to penetrate and accompany all our active work, if it is really to be turned to the purposes of God. It is the supreme expression of the spiritual life on earth: moving from God to [others], through us, because we have ceased to be self-centred units, but are woven into the great fabric of praying souls, the ‘mystical body’ through which the work of Christ on earth goes on being done.
—Evelyn Underhill, “Spiritual Life,” in Mixed Pasture: Twelve Essays and Addresses (Wipf and Stock reprint, 2015), 56-57.
##
A political cartoon depicts two angels standing beside the Pearly Gates. Floating up into the air around them are a number of fluffy clouds labeled “Thoughts” or “Prayers.”
Behind them is a cluster of teenagers walking through the Pearly Gates. One of their backpacks is labeled “School shooting victims.”
One angel says to the other, “They keep sending us their ‘thoughts and prayers’...”
“... and their kids,” replies the other.
—Kevin Necessary, editorial cartoon of May 18, 2018, Scripps Howard News Service. wcpo.com. Retrieved May 23, 2019.

Commentary
2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12
Although this letter is heavy with warnings of what is to come, the opening greeting to the Thessalonians expresses confident prayers for this flourishing congregation.
The letter begins with a typical Hellenistic epistolary greeting in which the author is named first, followed by the addressee. This greeting is almost exactly that of 1 Thessalonians. Paul, Silvanus and Timothy are writing to the gathering () of Thessalonians. The gathering is defined by identification of the people who make it up, rather than the city itself, which is more typical for Paul (Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:2; 2 Corinthians 1:1; Philippians 1:1). The letter claims to have been written by Paul (so I’ll refer to the author by this name hereafter), yet many New Testament interpreters cite its literary, historical and theological dissonance with other Pauline letters as causes for their belief of its pseudonimity (see Victor Paul Furnish, 1 Thessalonians and 2 Thessalonians [ANTC; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007], 132-34). 
The other two people mentioned with Paul are important NT figures. Silvanus appears as a fellow preacher with Paul and Timothy in 2 Corinthians 1:19. This is probably the same person referred to as Silas (the Greek form of the name) in Acts, a church leader (15:22) who accompanies Paul on his journeys (15:27, 40ff). Acts portrays Timothy as a believer whom Paul meets in Lystra. His good reputation causes Paul to take Timothy immediately into his company and conscript him into missionary service (Acts 16:1ff.). In the Pauline epistles, Timothy is listed as one sending letters along with Paul in six correspondences (2 Corinthians 1:1; Philippians 1:1; Colossians 1:1; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:1; Philemon 1). Paul mentions Timothy as his fellow worker (Romans 16:21; 2 Corinthians 1:19; 1 Thessalonians 3:2), and sends him out as his emissary to check on congregations and report on their well-being (1 Corinthians 4:17; 16:10; Philippians 2:19; 1 Thessalonians 3:2, 6). In the letters Paul addresses to Timothy, Paul considers Timothy his child in the faith (1 Timothy 1:2, 18; 2 Timothy 1:2), as he does in 1 Corinthians 4:17. In this letter, neither Silvanus nor Timothy is mentioned again.
The gathering of believers at Thessalonica was situated in an important city — commercially and culturally — in the ancient Roman world. Located on the Gulf of Therme, it was the primary port city for all Macedonia (Charles A. Wanamaker, The Epistle to the Thessalonians: A Commentary on the Greek Text [NIGTC; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1990], 3). When Paul came to this place and preached the gospel, he was well received (1 Thessalonians 1:9). Those who embraced Paul’s message turned from the city’s many idols — present due to the city’s tolerance of religious expression — to serve the God whom Paul preached. 
In this second letter, as he did in the first, Paul greets readers in the name of this God, yet here Paul proclaims God to be “our” Father. He greets them, as well, in the name of Jesus Christ, whom he proclaims to be the Lord. In a city full of other gods and lords, including Caesar (Ben Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2006], 184), this is a distinctive and potentially dangerous claim for this group. Paul wishes them grace and peace from the same God and Lord, a high Christological statement that places Jesus right alongside God as the giver of blessings.
The next seven verses make up only one sentence in Greek. The author begins by asserting that his thanksgiving to God on the behalf of his brothers and sisters in the congregation is necessary and worthy. Although Paul normally gives thanks for the congregations to whom he’s writing, this letter is unique in expressing that thanks as an obligation (“we must” ). Paul enumerates two causes for this gratitude. First, the people’s faith is growing abundantly (), displaying a typical Pauline propensity for the use of the preposition . This reiterates Paul’s frequent notes of praise for their faith, seen throughout the Thessalonian correspondence (1 Thessalonians 1:3, 8; 3:6, 7; 2 Thessalonians 1:3, 4). Second, the love among them — the love each one has for everyone else in their community — abounds. It isn’t surprising, based on the words that follow about nonbelievers, that love for those outside the community isn’t mentioned here. Paul praised this true and deep fellowship among them the first time he wrote, as well (1 Thessalonians 1:3; 3:6). Timothy’s actions to increase their faith (1 Timothy 3:2, 5) and Paul’s prayers for the increase of their love have borne fruit (1 Thessalonians 3:12). Because of their faith and love, Paul and his companions are able to boast about the Thessalonians in the other churches of God. In addition to the people’s faith and love, Paul boasts about their endurance of all the persecutions and tribulations they’ve experienced (these difficulties are also mentioned in 1 Thessalonians 1:6). Hence, the qualities for which Paul is thankful in the lives of this congregation are the qualities mentioned in the first epistle (faith, love and endurance; 1 Thessalonians 1:3), yet this letter lacks any mention of the exemplary quality of their hope. 
In the following verses, the author assures them that the hardships they’re facing are God’s way of preparing them for his kingdom. Moreover, those who are persecuting them will experience God’s judgment. Paul assures them that as those who believe in Jesus, they are on the right side of history’s final dividing line.
In light of this final outcome, Paul and his companions will continue to pray unceasingly for this congregation. Allowing them to overhear this prayer is one way he encourages them to make the things prayed for realities (Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 200). God has called them, and Paul will pray that they show themselves to be worthy of this calling. His desire is that every intention they have for goodness might come to fulfillment and that they continue the works of faith. His confidence is well grounded because they will be able to do so through the power of God. 
When they live this way, the name of the Lord Jesus Christ is glorified. Moreover, when he is glorified, they are glorified along with him. All this is supported by the grace that comes from God and Jesus Christ, which Paul wished for them at the beginning of the letter.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12
Bring to your conversation a letter you have received in the mail. Show the envelope to the children, and pull out the letter. Tell the children that the end of this letter said: “Enclosed please find many warm thoughts and lots of prayers.” Make a show of looking inside the empty envelope. Tell them you looked everywhere and could not find any thoughts that fell out of the envelope and no prayers. How is it then that the writer said thoughts and prayers were enclosed? Well, thoughts and prayers are not things one can touch like a piece of paper! Instead, thoughts and prayer are like the feelings of love or happiness — not things we can touch but they are there. Then ask them: “Do you think you can feel someone’s thoughts and prayers like we feel love or happiness? If someone is praying for us, do you think we would know it?” Yes, maybe. Sometimes. “When might be a specific time in our lives when it would help us to know someone is praying for us?” When we are feeling lonely or sad? Perhaps you can tell them about a time in your life when you had to move or someone close to you died. It really helped you to remember that someone was praying for you. If you have a prayer list in your bulletin or church newsletter, show this to the children. Ask them to pray this week for the people listed on your prayer list as well as the person sitting beside them. Extend this invitation to the congregation as well. 
						
Worship Resources
Pastoral Prayers — General
Lord of all creation, we know your heart aches for all who suffer. 
Sometimes, it seems the only thing we can do is pray. 
Sometimes, it seems all we can do is keep the suffering in our thoughts.
Help us understand when and how we can be your agents of change. 
This morning, our thoughts and prayers are with children.
For the children of God around the world who go to bed hungry. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God whose world is rocked by violence. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who continue to rebuild their lives following natural disasters. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who have no permanent shelter. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who lack necessary health care. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who struggle with demons. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who await a diagnosis. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who mourn the loss of loved ones. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who face difficult decisions. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
For the children of God who feel they have no purpose. God of mercy, 
hear our prayer.
We give these prayers and all of our heartfelt thoughts to you, O God, knowing you have heard not only the concerns we have spoken, but the concerns in our hearts as well. We pray in the name of Jesus Christ, the risen Lord. 
Amen.

Benedictions — General
Leader: Go now and live by faith. Patiently trust in God’s promised future; live by God’s teachings, and let your love for one another increase. And may God give you grace and peace; May Christ Jesus make you worthy of his call; and may the Holy Spirit fulfill in you every good resolve and work of faith.
People: We go in peace to love and serve the Lord. In the name of Christ. Amen.
—© 2004 Nathan Nettleton, inspired by 2 Thessalonians 1:14-, 11-12, and posted on LaughingBird.net.

Hymns
We Walk by Faith and Not by Sight
O Master, Let Me Walk with Thee
Trust and Obey

Worship and Praise 
Come into His Presence
Follow Me
For the Lord Is Marching On
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4 *
Psalm 119:137-144
2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12*
Luke 19:1-10*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.



