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Labor Day Sunday – September 4, 2011 

Reading & sermon preached by Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

 

I want to be with people who submerge in the task,  

Who go into the fields to harvest and work in a row and pass the bags along.  

Who stand in the line and haul in their places,  

Who are not parlor generals and field deserters  

but move in a common rhythm  

when the food must come in or the fire be put out.  

The work of the world is common as mud.   

Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust.   

But the thing worth doing well has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident. …  

The pitcher cries for water to carry and a person for work that is real.      Marge Piercy (adapted) 

 

 

 

Here’s some of the hard truth: 

The country has lost more jobs in this recession than in the last four combined (NY Times) 

Unemployment rates rose in 28 states in July.  (Labor Department) 

The national unemployment rate in August was 9.1% 

Unemployment among African Americans stands at 16.8% (Washington Post) 

And a story to illustrate this hard truth. 

I was in Minneapolis last week.  A lead story in the Star & Tribune was about a father who 
abandoned his 11 year-old son, Sebastian.  Of course, once upon a time, one would approach 
such a story and wonder, “Who would do such a thing?  And why?”  We would be incredulous.  
But today that is not necessarily our first response.  Today we have a dreadful sense of this 
story’s arc and its tragic resolution. 

Here ‘tis: 

Sebastian woke up and found a note from his father – his only caregiver.  The boy’s father – an 
architect - wrote that things had gotten too hard in this economy.  That he couldn’t find work.  
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That the house would be foreclosed.  That he hoped that the neighbors would take care of the 
boy.    

The father left notes for the neighbors as well and then he drove to California where he was 
living in his van and working at a deli.  Not surprisingly, it was reported that he is clinically 
depressed.  He made disastrous choices. He was caught and arrested and is now being brought 
back to Minnesota.   

Concluded the deli owner, the man’s boss, "It's a horrible situation, all in all, for Steve as well as 
his son and his family. It's just a sign of the times."  (Star & Tribune)  This story is extreme.  But 
like the deli guy we are less incredulous than we are willing to chalk up the story to “just a sign 
of the times”.   

In these times, we have ourselves experienced the difficulty that comes with unemployment – 
either our own or that of someone we care about or depend upon.  On this Labor Day Sunday 
we contemplate the religious imperative for meaningful work and living wages.   

A person cries out for work that is real.  For work that is real. What does this mean?   

For some it may mean work that puts food on our tables, clothes on our backs, and roofs over 
our heads.  Work that provides enough compensation to pay for transportation.  Healthcare.  
And maybe a bit extra for the occasional treat.  Ordering in a pizza.  Seeing a movie.  Throwing a 
birthday party for your kid.  Meaningful work for some means the security of a living wage.   For 
others work that is real may translate to work that inspires.  Work that you love and get excited 
about.   

And because of the ways in which work touches our minds, hearts, and yes, our souls, work is a 
religious issue.  One that is taken up by many faith traditions, including our own.   

Work as religious imperative.  The Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations certainly 
thinks so.  At the 1985 General Assembly the General Resolution on Poverty and 
Unemployment was passed.  The resolution asked that our governments create programs to 
reduce poverty and unemployment, provide job training, and aid hungry and homeless persons; 
and that moneys be taken from the military budget and instead be allocated for the purpose of 
eliminating poverty and hunger in North America.  

The resolution was based on the principle that every person has an inherent and moral right to 
work at a meaningful wage, food, clothing and shelter.  

Work as a religious and moral right.   

Work also functions for some as identity. First question to someone you do not know:  “What 
do you do?”  Perhaps you have asked this question yourself.  Perhaps right here at coffee hour.      
Always delicate, now when we are at 9.1% unemployment, it is a loaded question.   
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But sadly, one’s own unemployment is not easily shared or discussed.  Some have said that to 
be unemployed is to feel contagious – especially now when anyone may be next.  Or that 
people simply do not know what to say to someone who has lost his or her job.   

As a result, it is not unusual for those who have lost their jobs to keep that news close to the 
vest.  There is a deeply moving depiction of this reality in the movie The Company of Men.  The 
storyline involves three men facing lay-offs from a formerly successful company.  Secretiveness 
is a theme.  It is difficult to share the news of a lay-off with others.    

So it is here at All Souls.  Again I witness that irony.  Just when one’s faith community is most 
needed, the Soul turns away whether it be in shame or fear or depression or helplessness.  
Sometimes people will disappear all together.  It is that difficult to deal with joblessness in 
these times.  And our Yankee culture does not do us well.  Even when invited to gather for 
mutual support in the face of impending layoffs, it is difficult for Souls to come out.  Because 
being unemployed does require a “coming out”. Just when you feel like retreating, looking for 
work becomes your full time job.  And you have to “out” in order to search. 

I hope that we can coax this issue out of the closet at All Souls.  That those who are suffering 
the pain of unemployment will seek and find here spiritual sustenance as well as practical 
support.  There are a lot of people here at All Souls.  And we know lots of people beyond these 
walls.  Several UU congregations are developing support circles for those seeking work the 
purpose of which is both spiritual and practical – not that the two are mutually exclusive.  
Interested?  Let me know. 

Today is Labor Day Sunday.  The holiday was founded to honor labor in the late 19th century.  It 
was declared a national holiday in the wake of a labor strike that protested a 58-hour work 
week.  Perhaps the times in which we are living are different.  But one things remains:  the 
longing for work that is real.  The need and longing for decent, living wages.  For work that 
allows us to live with dignity – the inherent worth and dignity that each person claims.  The cry 
for bread … and roses too.   

We celebrate the workers of the world – both who are fortunate enough to be at work and 
those who must muster the strength to each day look for work.  We stand with each and all. 

Amen.   

 

 


