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Dear friends in Christ,


Of all the holidays we celebrate in this country throughout the year, Labor Day is probably the least understood.  For most it has come to represent the end of the summer months, more than anything else.  

And yet having a holiday in celebration of daily labor makes a lot of sense.  We work hard every day, whether that be paid or unpaid work.  Working is something we spend a lot of time doing, in fact, a majority of our time.  Labor Day, the first Monday in September, has been a national holiday since 1894.  It is a creation of the labor movement and is dedicated to the social and economic achievements of American workers. It is a yearly national tribute to the contributions workers have made to the strength, prosperity, and well-being of our country.  So, what better way to celebrate work than to take a holiday from work! 


Labor Day is not a specifically Christian holiday,  like Christmas or Easter.  And yet our work is a very large part of our lives and our identity.  It’s also a Biblical concern, modeled and spoken about in the scriptures.  So given the Labor Day holiday tomorrow, I thought I’d speak today about the value of daily work, pointing out some reasons from scripture why it is important and why our work is something to be thankful for.


Before I do that, I thought it might be interesting and fun for us to share with each other about our daily work.  I asked you to consider bringing a “tool of your trade,” something that represents your work in daily life.  To get us started, let me share what I brought, which are actually two things.  The first is my certificate of ordination, which is what Lutheran pastors receive following graduation from seminary and after they have received their first call to a congregation.  (read this)  I also brought this African crucifix, which was given to me by a friend following his trip to Tanzania in East Africa, a country I have visited three times.  The ministry has been my main career.  I have served 3 congregations over 29 years.  But I actually have had a fair number of part time jobs along the way as well.  My first paid work was cutting grass for several neighbors in our neighborhood.  I was a paper boy, worked at a retail tire store changing tires, worked the night shift at a spray paint factory, which was far and away the worst job I ever did, washed dishes in a college dormitory, worked in food service in another dorm, sold shoes one Christmas at JC Penney, worked four summers on a city survey crew, was a youth director for a couple years, painted houses, and last Spring while in between calls I was a crew leader for the U.S. Census and I worked in the clubhouse at a golf course.   


That’s what I’ve done, and  I’d like to learn what some of you do, what “tools of the trade” you may have brought.  Is anyone willing to share? (Share tools/occupations) 

Our work, whether paid or unpaid, is an important part of what we do in our families and our communities.  There is value in work, and I think we see this in the scriptures.  So, let me briefly point out 3 things about work from the Christian perspective.

The first is that in working, we are following the example of God our Creator and Jesus our savior.  Now remember, I’m talking about work in the broad sense, not just paid jobs.  God is a worker, and so is Jesus.  In John 5:17 we hear these interesting words of Jesus,    “My Father has been working until now, and I have been working.” God works. Obviously he doesn’t have to bring home a paycheck, but he works nonetheless.

 That God is a worker is clear from the very first verse of the Bible.  “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  The entire first chapter of the Bible is all about God working, creating all that exists.  The first thing we know of God is that God worked.   And it appears that God’s work brings him satisfaction. In the Genesis account of creation, God makes the heavens and the earth in six days. When all was said and done God stepped back and commented on it all.  “Then God saw everything that He had made, and indeed it was very good.” Genesis 1:31

It also is clear that human beings were made to work.  It’s a part of our very nature. Notice how we were created.  “So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them.” Genesis 1:27  If we’re made in God’s image, and God is a worker, we can only conclude that we were created to work as well.

And if that implication isn’t strong enough, let’s look at the first thing God gave the original man to do.  Genesis 2:15 says, “Then the LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till and keep it.” God put him to work. Originally humanity’s work had the same purposes as God’s work: creative expression and to bring a sense of satisfaction.

So our need for work is no accident.  It was part of God’s design from the very beginning.  We have a calling, a vocation, to work.  Our work means fulfilling our God-given design to make an impact on the world around us. 

Work is a good, God created, thing.  In the petition in the Lord’s prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread,”  Martin Luther said “daily bread” means food and clothing, home and family, daily work, and all we need from day to day.”  Daily work is a blessing.  It may not always feel that way.  We live in a fallen world and nothing is perfect.  And yet properly understood, daily work is a blessing and a gift of God.  
Let me share a second reason our work is so important.  It is through our work, that we contribute to the welfare and well being of one another.   It is as we work together, as we find and do our God given vocation, that we create communities of worth and value.  It’s not the Garden of Eden, but it is where God has placed us and it is what God has called us to do.

In II Thessalonians, Chapter 3,  Paul lifts up this important dimension of work.  Because they believed Jesus was going to return very soon, some of the Christians in Thessalonica decided it was no longer necessary to work.  Why bother?  Jesus was coming soon.  But Paul takes them to task for this attitude.  That’s not what he did.  That’s not what Silas and Timothy, fellow disciples, did.  They worked for their meals.  They contributed to the communities they visited.  He commands those that were not working to go to work, earn their own living, and not grow weary of doing good things and making contributions to the community.

Work makes communities possible.  Can you imagine if you had to do alone, everything necessary to allow you to live as you do today?  It couldn’t be done.  Drill oil and refine it for gasoline for your car.  Drill for ore to make steel so you can build your own car.  Generate your own electricity.  Grow your own crops and raise livestock for all your food.  It’s ridiculous to even think about in the modern world.  And work, of course, is the key to a healthy economy.  What do we need more than anything else right now in our country?  More jobs.  Work makes possible the exchange of goods and services.  Money is the primary means of exchange.  Money is not a bad th9ing, in fact, it’s a necessary thing when used properly, for a healthy community.  The work we do, our God given vocations, makes community and meaningful lives possible.  Are some jobs tedious and difficult?  Of course they are.  But that does not make them unimportant.  Are some jobs way underpaid, and others way overpaid?  Yes.  Things are far from perfect.  Nevertheless, in working we contribute to our communities, and that’s why it’s important, when possible, to work.

We work because we have been created to work.  We work to support one another in community.  And a third reason we work is the opportunity it provides us to be a witness to God’s love in Jesus Christ.  We spend a lot of time at work and how we do our job and how we interact with other employees says a lot about what's most important in our lives.

I came across this quote.  “All professions are spiritual to the Christian, not because of the nature of the work but because of the presence of God. …When a Christian – the temple of the Holy Spirit – walks into an office at IBM, IBM becomes a spiritual place.”  
As we do our work we are serving God and being a witness to our Creator. Martin Luther understood this when he wrote, “The maid who sweeps her kitchen is doing the will of God just as much as the monk who prays—not because she may sing a Christian hymn as she sweeps but because God loves clean floors. The Christian shoemaker does his Christian duty not by putting little crosses on the shoes, but by making good shoes, because God is interested in good craftsmanship.”  When we take God into the workplace it becomes a sacred space and an opportunity for witness.  That, too, is why the work we do is so important to God.

The last three years have been tough on a lot of people.  Often, through no fault of their own, people have lost their jobs.  Because work becomes so much of who we are, to be without work is like wandering in the wilderness, feeling lost and without purpose.  There is also great anxiety over the lack of income and frustration when hopes are raised for job possibilities, and things don’t work out.  I have known those feelings, many of you have as well.  In the midst of such struggles, we cling to God, and, I hope, cling to Christian community as well.  For here we find meaning, even when things are not going so well for us.  Here we can find hope, believing that God is with us, preparing to use us in new ways, in accordance to God’s will.  So if you are one who is currently without work, hang in there, keep trying, and trust that God will lead.  And if you know someone in that situation, you can help by being a good listener and letting them know that, although you may not be able to fix their situation, you do understand how difficult it is for them right now.
Today we remember and give thanks for the daily work God provides us, in whatever form that takes.  We understand the value of that work.  God is a worker, and created us for daily work.  It is because of daily work that we can live in supportive and meaningful communities.  Our work provides us the opportunity to share God’s love by what we say and do.  The late comedian Bob Hope used to say, “I’d rather wear out than rust out!”  I like that.  And the older I get, the more worn pout I feel.  But, we’re wired to work in many ways.  May we all see our daily work as God’s gift, a thing of value, and contribute through our work as long as God gives us life.  Amen  
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