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Genesis 2:4-9,15
I Corinthians 15:58
God built work into the design of creation.

Meaningful work, that is, work that maintains and contributes to the world God created,

work that lives out God’s command to ‘have dominion’.

Meaningful work is part of being human,

it is part of being made in the image of God.

God, you will note, also works. “For six days God labored…” and God has not stopped working in creation.
Human beings, made in the likeness of God, are made to be co-workers with God.

Therefore, work that helps keep, guard, tend, improve, provide for the world God made is a thing to celebrate.
Alongside this theological reality there lies a statistical fact: at the moment,                      14 million people in the United States are unemployed.

If we add to that figure those people who are underemployed, the number rises to                over 25 million people.
In the light of these two realities, what can we say?  Are those who are unemployed less than fully human?

Or those who are underemployed only half of what they could be?
By no means!

How then, on this weekend that celebrates the labor of the American people, how are we to understand our work?

First, our work is not our identity.

Our work – whether as a parent, a professor, a piano tuner, a painter – our work does not define who we are.  

It is our baptism that does that.

Our identity lies first and foremost in being children, men and women of the covenant. Before any role you have in life, before any job you get up and go to at the moment – or do not get up and go to at the moment,  you are a person whose life – and therefore, identity – is found in your unbreakable bond with God in Jesus Christ.  If you are unemployed, or underemployed, or overwhelmed in your employment, hold onto this:  “Christ imparts to us a single identity of such overriding value that whatever our job is becomes irrelevant.”    (Dana English, “On Work and Vocation,” Living Pulpit, July/September 1996, p. 7)
John Calvin thought a lot about this connection between our labor and our identity.  He separated “work” from what he called “vocation.”  By ‘vocation’ he meant our life’s purpose, our calling.

Our vocation, our calling is to be a Christian person. Our overall purpose  is to collaborate with Christ is God’s ongoing work in creation.  That collaboration is where we will find our meaning in life.   
Our work, he said, our labor is the form that collaboration takes at the moment.  Collaboration with Christ can be done in all kinds of jobs – garbage collector, accountant, tool-and die maker, artist.  Collaboration with Christ can be done without a job.  If our efforts contribute to the tending and keeping of God’s world, it does not matter the kind of work we do, or how society values or pays for it.  

Sometimes and in some seasons of life, we will get paid for our labor; sometimes we will not.  But all of our labor is meant to be an offering to God.  We do that not only on Sunday, in church or charity work, but Monday through Friday as well – in the office, in the schoolroom, in the nursery, on the construction site.  When we offer our labor to God, when we perform our tasks not for our boss, or our family, or even ourselves, but for God, then all our efforts, and even frustrations – changing diapers, drafting plans, even pounding the sidewalk -- can be useful.  
Sometimes it is difficult to see how our work at a job is useful in God’s purposes and plans.  It is, perhaps, easier for a nurse, say, or a deacon, or a Meals-on-Wheels volunteer to see the connection than it is for others.  Those who labor in other spheres of work might need some prompting or practice in order to see how their labor can be useful to God.  

So I have asked a couple people to join me in this conversation today.  Rob Wade is an attorney, Fred Remelius is an industrial engineer working with a public school district, and Sharon Trevoy is a computer software engineer.  They have reflected on the question  “How do I serve God in my work?”  Perhaps their reflections can prompt us to ask the same question of ourselves, so that we can be intentional about serving God through our daily labor.

(Rob, Fred, Sharon)
Later in the service, as we bring forth our offerings of bread and cup and money, others will come forward too.  They all have the same calling, the same vocation and purpose as we:  to imitate Christ, and collaborate in his work in the world.

But each person who comes forward does that collaboration with Christ in a different way, through different kinds of work. 

They come forward not for themselves, but to represent us all.  As we sing together the words of the song,  “we lift our voices, we lift our hands, we lift our lives up to you, we are an offering,”  let us include in that offering, the labor of our days.

And let us carry with us into the week the encouragement of Paul, who wrote,  “Whatever you do in the Lord is not in vain.”

Amen.
