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Unlike some books in the New Testament, we are quite well documented about Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians, from which today’s Epistle is taken. We know not only from this letter but also from the Book of Acts, that Paul established the church in Thessalonica, the city in northern Greece that today we call Saloniki, after being forced to leave Philippi. The opposition in Thessalonica to the new faith appears to have been great as well. This was probably due to the fact that the largely Greek population, in order to maintain their status as a free city within the Roman Empire with their own laws and religion, had simply integrated Roman gods into their worship while keeping their Greek deities. To add Christianity into this mix, with its emphasis on one God whose Son had come back from the dead, was probably too much for most people. 
Paul is writing here from Corinth – far enough from Thessalonica to prevent an easy return, as he longed to do. By the names of the Roman leaders in Corinth, we know when he arrived there, so today’s Epistle, Paul’s earliest surviving letter, dates from 50-51 AD – in other words, probably less than 20 years after Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

Paul’s great affection and concern for the welfare of the flock that he had founded runs throughout the entire book. He even equates himself with a nurse caring for her charges, and calls them variously his “crown of boasting before our Lord Jesus”, his “glory” and his “joy”. He is intent on bolstering their morale in the face of persecution, and reminding them of the basic tenets of the faith. He had sent his associate Timothy to Thessalonica to obtain a firsthand report on how the church was faring, and it is Timothy’s return that prompts this epistle. 
Throughout his letters to the different churches that he founded, Paul always takes great pains to emphasize, as in today’s passage, his “labor and toil, working night and day”. This labor was by no means exclusively oriented towards the church, but also a means of subsistence. Paul was a tentmaker by trade, a very lucrative profession in the ancient world, and there is every reason to believe that he took advantage of his contacts with customers to spread the faith. He wanted the Thessalonians to imitate his example, not only working with their hands to support themselves, but also caring for one another and for the other congregations in their region.
When Paul writes, “We worked night and day so that we might not burden any of you while we proclaimed to you the gospel of God,” he is talking in very concrete terms: room and board, possibly money. But it is a far different kind of burden than the “sorrow” mentioned in today’s Psalm. Actually, the better translation of this Psalm is the version in our Prayer Book, where the writer speaks of “heaviness of soul and disquiet”. This is the kind of burden that weighs heavily on our hearts and keeps us awake at nights, when we long for God’s comforting presence amidst adversity, but, for whatever reason, do not find it. Comparing our thirst for God to a deer’s panting for water, the psalmist writes: “My tears have been my food day and night, while all day long they say to me, ‘Where now is your God’?”
Jesus asks the same rhetorical question in our Gospel, his target being the Jewish religious establishment of his day. Today, Our Lord would have no trouble whatsoever applying the same argument to the hypocrisy of religious leaders of every stripe who “do not practice what they teach”, as he puts it. Here, the burdens that the Pharisees lay on their flock’s shoulders are the rigidity of the Law, the innumerable rules and regulations governing every facet of everyday life in Judaism of the time but which they themselves often ignore. 
Today’s passage precedes the famous “woe oracles” – so called because each begins with “Woe to you…”. Seven times – seven always being a key number in Scripture for the six days of Creation plus the day of Sabbath – Jesus lambastes the scribes and Pharisees for their love of money and finery and over-demonstrative prayer, and for their lack of mercy and justice and faith. In language that is among his toughest in the entire New Testament, Our Lord compares the religious authorities to tombs, perfect and whitewashed on the outside, but full of dead bones and filth on the inside – strong stuff indeed. Of course, anyone coming into contact with a corpse was considered impure and barred from entering the temple – exactly Jesus’ point here.
 “They make their phylacteries broad and their fringes long”: Jesus’ comment in our Gospel has less to do with the Jewish dress code than with what such customs signified. Since the time of Moses, fringes on garments were meant to remind their wearers of the Ten Commandments. The phylacteries – small leather boxes worn on the left arm or on the head – contained tiny rolls of the Law in general, but in particular the First Commandment: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and all your mind.” The Second Commandment follows directly on from it: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Yet these people, Our Lord suggests, do neither – the direct opposite of Paul’s care and concern for the Thessalonians.
Contrast that with Jesus’ description of himself earlier in Matthew. Known as “the comfortable words”, they found their way into our Prayer Book, where they are still recited in the liturgy of Rite I directly before the exchange of the Peace: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” We will hear those comfortable and comforting words before the Peace today, and then sung by Shauna at the end of the service in their beautiful setting from Handel’s Messiah.
This week, like so many weeks in recent months, it seems, once again afforded us ample opportunity to echo the Psalmist’s heartfelt cry: Where now is God? Yes, where is God in those innocent people mowed down by a truck in New York, or killed by a car bomb in Somalia? And where is God in the ethnic cleansing being carried out against the Rohingya in Myanmar? And how about the thousands of hurricane victims in Puerto Rico still without water and electricity, some of whom are dying simply out of a combination of bureaucratic red tape and callous government indifference? Where is God in all that? 

In Christ Jesus, we find the answer to that question. He is in the dedication and the care shown by doctors and nurses, in the protection by police and aid workers, and in the testimony and truth-telling by refugee agencies and human rights advocates. He is in every place where people love God and love their neighbor more than they love themselves. AMEN.
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