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When Boredom Was a Sin                                                           Phil Gulley 

 

 There was once a kid named Philo Farnsworth who was born in Utah in 

1906, then moved to Rigby, Idaho in 1918 so his father could work on a 

relative’s ranch.  They were given an old house to live in, and up in the attic, 

Philo found a box of technology magazines, which ignited a deep interest and 

curiosity in electronics.  Encouraged by a high school teacher at Rigby High 

School, Philo shared with him, by sketching on a blackboard, a series of 

drawings that would eventually lead to the invention of television.  Years later, 

RCA stole Philo Farnsworth’s technological advances, then had the audacity to 

take him to court for patent infringement.  They lost when Philo Farnsworth’s 

high school teacher testified on his behalf, supporting Farnsworth’s claim that 

he had invented the basic components of television while a teenager in Rigby, 

Idaho. 

 

 Philo Farnsworth was born the same year as my grandfather Hank and 

though they both eventually landed in Indiana, Philo Farnsworth in Fort Wayne 

and my grandfather in Vincennes.  The inventor of television, and a consumer 

of television, specifically a devoted fan of the Lawrence Welk show, which aired 

on Saturday nights, the high point of my grandfather’s week.  Sponsored by 

Sominex, a sleep aid, which I never needed, since I had Lawrence Welk. 
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 But think of that twelve-year boy, finding those old magazines in the attic 

of a farmhouse, setting fire to his imagination. Of course, he didn’t know at the 

time that television would lead to televangelists and The Apprentice, but that’s 

the risk you take with innovation and curiosity.  

 

 I was thinking about curiosity this past Friday on the 6th, the day we call 

Epiphany, which commemorates the magi following the star and finding Jesus.  

Tradition has it that there were three wise men, but that’s only because three 

gifts were given─gold, frankincense, and myrrh.  There might have been more, 

if one of them were stingy and didn’t bring a gift.  There might have been fewer, 

if one of them were generous and brought two gifts.  Tradition also has it that 

their names were Balthasar, Melchior, and Gaspar.  But when I was in 

seminary, I learned there was a fourth man in the story, Bob was his name, 

who also saw the star, but was indifferent and rather lazy, so stayed home to 

watch Lawrence Welk on TV.  When the other three returned home, they 

started to tell Bob what they had seen, but he yawned and said, “Don’t bother.  

I’m not interested.”   So there you go.   

 

Balthazar, Melchior, and Gaspar lived to a ripe old age, but Bob died the 

next year of boredom. You hear people all the time say they’re dying of 

boredom, though they seldom do, but Bob did.  Just keeled over dead.  First 

recorded death by boredom.  At least that’s the story I heard in seminary.  I 

can’t guarantee its accuracy, but it sounds plausible to me. 
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First, a little historic background.  In the late 1800’s, archeologists 

digging near Jerusalem uncovered fragments of a never-before-seen gospel, 

which they named The Gospel of Bob.  Of course, you’re familiar with the 

gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John.  They’re the big ones.  And you 

might have heard about the gospels of Thomas and Mary.  Lesser known 

gospels that didn’t make the final cut.  So now we have a fragment from the 

gospel of Bob.  It’s very small.  Just two lines of dialogue.  Someone, unknown 

to history, said, “Isn’t it a beautiful day?” and Bob said, “God, I’m bored.”  

When the archeologists saw the word “God” they thought at first it was a 

prayer, but that turned out not to be the case.  It was just Bob whining. 

 

Now here’s where it gets interesting.  We believe the gospel of Bob had a 

tremendous impact on the early church.  So much in fact, they decided to 

include boredom in the list of sins.  Isn’t that amazing!  They said with all the 

wonder and beauty in the universe, with all the people who needed help, with 

the trees and plants and animals and planets that needed discovered, studied, 

and categorized, that it was a sin to be bored.  It was a sin to look at all the 

marvel and splendor in the world and remain unmoved and uninterested.   

 

So it was a sin, right up there with the seven deadly sins─pride, envy, 

wrath, gluttony, lust, sloth, greed, and boredom.  For years the early church 

believed it was a sin to be bored, so there was a great flowering of thought and 

song and dance and prayers and writing and art.  It was magnificent. 
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Then something horrible happened─the older the church got, the more it 

liked it when people were bored, because bored people didn’t ask questions or 

challenge implausibility’s or buck the system.  They just yawned and said, 

“Whatever.”  Incidentally, it was around this time the sermon was invented.  Up 

until then, people just met and sang and had pitch-in dinners and helped one 

another.  But soon after they removed boredom from the list of sins, along 

came the sermon.  Then they told the children that church was serious and 

there could be no running or laughing or talking, and pretty soon after that, 

the Spirit just went out of the place.  Then came the Dark Ages, the Inquisition, 

and taped music.   

 

But I miss the old days when boredom was a sin.  When there were no 

excuses for not waking up every day dazzled by the world.  When people 

followed the stars, and kept their eyes open for miracles.  And weren’t above 

pulling one over on the king, like when Herod asked Balthazar, Melchior, and 

Gaspar where the Christ child was, and they pointed north instead of west.  

Bob would have given Herod a map to Jesus’s doorstep.  Don’t be a Bob. 

 

Ah, the lessons of Epiphany. Look to the skies. Observe. Be curious. 

Explore. Pay no mind to the Herods, the gasbags, the phonies, the insecure.  If 

necessary to save another, tell whoppers.  Travel.  Give gifts.  Welcome the 

Christ wherever you find him.  Boredom is a sin.  Don’t be a Bob.  These are 

the lessons of Epiphany.  Learn them.   


