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Labor Day weekend: though the fall equinox is still a few weeks away, for most of us, Labor 

Day marks the end of summer.    

 

Over this summer, Pastor Lindsey preached a Summertime sermon series. To help us experience 

and connect to God, she used objects and images associated with summer—beach balls, 

barbeques, porch swings and paddleboards. And now, today, I get to preach on the Sunday that 

falls in the middle of the long Labor Day weekend. And I get to talk about labor, work.   

 

Most of us spend much more of our time engaged in labor, working, than we do at beaches and 

barbeques. So it seems appropriate to ask what our faith has to say about work, about the labor 

we do. What does scripture say about work?   

 

As we dive into this, I’ll warn you that my thoughts are mixed. On one hand, I believe that in all 

work there is the potential to serve others and honor God. On the other hand, I know that work 

can become an idol that corrupts our relationship with God. And I know that many jobs are 

simply hard work, neither rewarding nor satisfying. 

 

* * * * * 

 

The scripture passage we’ve read from the book of Exodus contains within its ten verses this 

mixture of work experience to which I am referring. The reading begins with a description of 

Moses as he tends the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro. Amid his everyday work, God appears to 

Moses in the burning bush. Moses, tending sheep, working his job, encounters God. This seems 

to me to be a strong affirmation of work and its possibilities. God did not appear to Moses at 

church, or at the beach, or while Moses while sitting in the porch swing, or when Moses was at a 

concert. Moses was on the job, working, when God appeared.   

  

From the burning bush, God speaks to Moses, saying, “I have observed the misery of my people 

who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry because their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their 

sufferings…” (Exodus 3:7) Oppressive taskmasters. Suffering. Exploited workers. Injustice.  

This is a very different experience of work from that experienced by Moses. 
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During work, God comes to Moses. Do you recall what God told Moses to do? God calls Moses 

to organize the workers and confront Pharaoh. In some union circles, this is referred to as the 

first union, the bricklayers’ union organized by brother Moses to confront the bad boss Pharaoh. 

  

So, in this scripture, what do we learn about work? Is it good, as it was for Moses, who 

encountered God at work? Or is it bad, as it was for the suffering Israelites, whom God through 

Moses sought to liberate? In the work that you do, do you experience God’s presence and 

creative power? Or do you identify with the Israelites, the exploited workers, who suffer because 

of the boss? 

  

There are other examples in scripture where we see these two sides to how work may be 

experienced. In the beginning, in Genesis, humanity is graciously invited by God to work. The 

world is not yet finished; there is still work to be done in God’s good creation, room left for 

human creativity. As human beings created in the divine image, we are made to be co-creators 

with our God. Work is good, a blessing from God through which we ourselves become a blessing 

to others. 

  

At the same time, the potential for work to be degrading and dehumanizing is also named in 

Genesis. In the primal story of the garden and humanity’s expulsion from it, work becomes toil, 

an activity set among thorns and thistles and abundant sweat.   

 

Work is a good gift of God. We are created in God’s image; we are made to be co-creators. At 

the same time, our present structures and experiences of work are not divinely ordained. Work, 

like any other human endeavor, is imperfect. 

 

* * * * * 

 

As persons living in middle America, you and I are heirs of something called the protestant work 

ethic. Martin Luther’s attack on monasticism included an effort to dignify the work of the 

common person as divinely ordained. Luther declared that you do not have to become a nun or a 

priest to serve God. You can serve God in secular work. I work now as a pastor. For twenty years 

I worked in public education. In both careers, I served God. All work can be ministry.    

 

According to Luther, the lowest paid person doing the most menial task does so for the glory of 

God. While this sounds pretty good, what if… What if someone is in a demeaning, degrading 

job? In defense of the work of the ordinary non-monastic person, Luther was fond of citing 1 

Corinthians 7:20: “Everyone should remain in the state in which he is called.” One should serve 

God where one finds oneself. But what happens when the place one finds oneself is a place of 

exploitation and oppression? 

  

Do you see how tricky this is? The argument for the divine dignity of all work can be used as an 

argument against those who would question unjust and inhumane situations of work. If he’d had 

it at his disposal, I am certain that Pharaoh would have proof-texted Moses with I Corinthians 

7:20. “Those Israelites—no, nothing wrong with the work I am having them do. Moses, don’t 

you know your scripture: ‘Everyone should remain in the state in which he is called.’”   
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The new normal is for young adults to change jobs four times in their first decade out of college. 

That’s nearly double the job transitions of the generation before them. Among workers of every 

generation, there is less job stability today than at any other point in most our memories. In such 

a world, does it make sense to speak of having a calling to do a certain type of work? 

  

In reading about Christian tradition and attitudes toward work, I came across a wonderful story.  

George MacLeod, founder of the Iona Community, a contemporary Celtic religious community, 

often took the job of cleaning the community’s latrine, aka toilets. When asked why he did this, 

his response was that he did this so that “I will not be tempted to preach irrelevant sermons on 

the dignity of all labor.”1 

 

* * * * * 

 

And, yet…yet, there is dignity in work. Having a job, working to support oneself and one’s 

family is the right thing to do. There is dignity in work. When we work—through work at home, 

at a place of employment outside the home, through work at which we produce a product or 

provide a service, through work that is volunteer, or work rewarded with pay—when we work, 

we create and realize an important aspect of our God-given identity.  

  

Yes, work is a good gift of God. At the same time, like any other human endeavor, there is no 

such thing as perfect work, and not all work is what God intends for us:  

 

● More than 150 million children aged 5 to 14 are victims of child labor; with an 

estimated 73 million of these children working in what is considered hazardous 

child labor.2 

● There is an increasing gap in how labor in our country is compensated. Since 

1978, average CEO compensation in the United States has increased 940%; in the 

same time span, compensation for most workers has increased just 12%.3 

● The CEO-to-worker compensation ratio was 20 to 1 in 1965; in 2018 the ratio was 

278 to 1.4 

 

And this: in times and places where labor is well organized and collective bargaining is 

respected, workers are safer and better compensated. And yes, collective bargaining leadership 

can be as exploitive of workers as management can; corruption and greed can corrupt not only 

management but union leadership, as well. One only need to read recent headlines to know this.    

But this does not negate the good that organized labor has accomplished. Think laws that 

prohibit child labor, that provide for the forty-hour week, minimum wage standards, worker 

safety regulations, family and medical leave… 

 

I spent ten years as a superintendent of schools. It is a management position in an industry that 

is heavily unionized. I’ve also worked as a union member. And my experience is that it is 

possible for unions and management to work together in ways that honor work and create 

common good.  

  

God saw the Israelites in Egypt. God saw their misery. God heard their cries. Now, as then, there 

are persons and systems that exploit workers. Now, as then, there is a need to question and 
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challenge the ways in which work is structured and organized. Now, as then, there is a need—

and should be a right—for workers to organize so that they can work together towards improving 

conditions so that their God-given dignity might be acknowledged and honored.  

 

This is what our United Methodist Church says regarding Labor: 

 

From its start with John Wesley, the Methodist movement has focused particular 

attention on the concerns of workers. Justice, dignity and equality for workers are 

an integral part of our social teachings and heritage. For 100 years, we have 

fought for a living wage in every industry and our Social Principles make clear 

that we believe people—not profits—should be at the heart of our economic 

system.5 

 

* * * * * 

 

At its best, work can be a place where we experience, perhaps just momentarily, the energy that 

comes through engaging our God-given creativity. 

 

At its best, work can be a place where we experience, perhaps just momentarily, the power of 

community. 

 

Now, as I wind down, let me add a critical note of balance about work. For many in our society, 

maybe even in this space, work is an idol, and becomes an addiction. Idolatry occurs when we 

worship that which is not God. We need to acknowledge that for many people, maybe even 

people in this room, work may be an idol. When work becomes the sole purpose of life, the end 

toward which all our creativity is directed, then work is an idol.  

 

A critical question for us all is this: Do we give to our jobs, our work, that which should only be 

given to God? Has work become an idol for us? For you? What are the limits that we should 

expect of ourselves in our work?    

 

When we become dependent on work for our identity, for our relationships, work can become an 

addiction. Sometimes the work to which we become addicted is not our paid work, but our 

advocacy work or volunteer work. What makes it an addiction is the power it has over us. We 

don’t recognize ourselves apart from it. 

 

Twelve step program language and principles apply. The first step is to acknowledge that one’s 

life is being consumed by work, that life has become unmanageable. The second step involves 

belief in a power greater than ourselves than can restore us to sanity.     

 

In the church, we have names and stories for that power greater than ourselves. That which saves 

us is not another drink, or another hour at the office, or the next new job. Rather, the work that 

saves us is work that God has already done through Christ Jesus.    

 

Ephesians 2:8-9: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” 

http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/social-principles-social-creed
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God, through God’s action in Jesus Christ, redeems us, saves us, again, and again, and again, and 

again.    

 

Yes, the work we do can be good.   

 

On this Labor Day weekend, we can in faith celebrate the role of work and labor in our life.    

 

On this Labor Day weekend, we can in faith renew our commitment to act in faith for justice, for 

fairness, for equality, for respect in places of work.    

 

On this Labor Day weekend, we can in faith renew our commitment to live into God’s promised 

future, where all who are made in God’s image are valued and work side by side with God and 

each other. 

 

On this Labor Day, we can also confess that in our own lives, work is not always what we would 

hope it to be. We can confess to God that we are not whole, that aspects of our life that are not 

manageable. And we can confess that we need God. Amen? 

 

The good news on this Labor Day is that God is at work. God is at work today! God works on 

long holiday weekends. In the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we know of God’s 

great love for us, forgiving, accepting, redeeming us all. Not once, but again and again, and again 

and again.   

 

God is at work, here, now, for me, for you… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 As quoted in A Peculiar Prophet, the Blog of Will Willimon, in a post titled Keeping Work In Its Place, posted on 

February 5, 2007; https://willwillimon.wordpress.com/2007/02/05/keeping-work-in-its-place/ 
2 UNICEF Child Labor Data, https://data.unicef.org/topic/child-protection/child-labour/ 
3 Economic Policy Institute, https://www.epi.org/publication/ceo-compensation-2018/ 
4 Ibid. 
5 http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/what-does-the-united-methodist-church-say-about-labor-unions 
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