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Laboring Together--September 3, 2017 
The Lord’s Supper  

Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
United Church of Fayetteville 

310 E. Genesee St., Fayetteville, NY 
 
For Reflection:  "It was the labor movement that helped secure so much of what we take for granted today. The 
40-hour work week, the minimum wage, family leave, health insurance, Social Security, Medicare, retirement 
plans. The cornerstones of the middle-class security all bear the union label."                                        Barack Obama 
 
Hebrew Scripture Reading:  Genesis 3: 17-19,21 
And to the man he said, “Because you have listened to the voice of your wife, and have eaten of the tree about 
which I commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all 
the days of your life; thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. By the 
sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust, 
and to dust you shall return.”  And the Lord God made garments of skins for the man and for his wife, and clothed 
them.  
  
Gospel Reading :   Matthew 11: 4-5 
Jesus answered them, “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the 
lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 
 
Sermon:   Laboring Together 
 Labor Day!  What are the first associations we have with this holiday?  The last day of the fair? The last 
day of summer?  The last day before school starts?  How many think first of the day's origins—a day for honoring 
the unglamorous labor that sustains our lives and restoring respect for those who do it? 
 Like most other things, occupations were quickly sorted into categories—some of them outdated –white 
collar, blue collar, pink collar.  Now it's I.T.'s no collar Zuckerburg t-shirts; thank heavens the [Steve] Jobs-ian 
turtlenecks never really caught on.  Perhaps we sort jobs into ones which require a college or graduate degree, 
trade school or dismiss as unskilled, or whether its practitioners are in unions or not, or simply things we wouldn't 
want our children to grow up to do and those we would.   
 At certain moments, when our consciousness is raised for one reason or another, we change the name of 
the job title, even when the tasks have not changed:  such as secretary to administrative assistant, in order not to 
denigrate the work that is traditionally women's; and I don't know about your house, but at mine, the sanitation 
workers take away the same things the garbage men did.    
 For people who are loathe to give anyone the name of the reasonably priced handyman we have found, 
lest he be not available for us; who are willing to wait days for plumbers to show up and months for a contractor 
to get us on their schedule, we seem to spend a lot of time trying to separate ourselves from some of the labor 
and laborers that even the people of Genesis knew to be part of the human condition.  Do you know that more 
and more people hire cleaning services rather than an individual so they don't have to deal with how much the 
workers are actually being paid, or their working conditions?   And, perhaps more importantly, so they don't have 
to directly deal with people who have access to the most intimate aspects of their lives and bad habits?     

I was appalled to read in a national news magazine this week that a college newspaper in Colorado 
published an op-ed piece suggesting that all veterans be banned from colleges and "only allowed to go to trade 
schools" because they made "real college students" feel unsafe.   There is so much wrong with that statement, we 
could have a whole sermon outlining its problems, but today we are focusing on labor.  There isn't anything bad 
about trade schools and in this day and age there is much that is good.  If they haven't seen a revival, they should.   
As you know, I grew up in a blue collar household.  My father was a plumber, HVAC repairman and installer and 
eventually did equipment repair for a major manufacturing firm.  He wore steel toed shoes of every day of his 
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working life. It wasn't in the event he found himself in a bar fight or street brawl (NEVER!) –it was so he came 
home with his toes after doing what was inherently risky work. 
 Redeeming and restoring respect for such workers is not a matter of mere Christian niceness – it is a 
compelling matter of faith to recognize the value of other human beings and their work.  Particularly in today's 
world, as we watch the news or hear suggestions such as those from the best and brightest in college in Colorado, 
if we find we have begun to divide our world into the people who do manual labor, or require collective 
bargaining to prevent the abuse of power, and all the rest of us, we need a wake-up call.  If we think everyone 
with a blue collar or who is unemployed or employed in a dying industry is a neo-Nazi—shame on us.   No, there is 
no moral relativism—No Nazis are fine people. But assuming the worst about all people in a particular group of 
workers because they don't work the way we do or vote the way we do, is foolish.  All violence and suppression of 
free speech that is not hate speech is wrong, whether it is committed by the future leaders of our nation, now in 
college, or those relegated to "trade schools" or people unemployed or in occupations we wouldn't want for our 
children.   All disrespect and disregard of other human beings, regardless of how high-minded we find our own 
selves to be is wrong.  
 Such respect begins with humility—about what we can do and what we cannot do and need others to do 
for us.   We will have the occasion to develop great humility if we have opportunity to go on an active mission trip 
in the wake of Hurricane Harvey.   Many of us feel the frustration of only being able to send money—and money 
is needed. For some of us, reasons of physical capacity and for others because of obligations to work and family 
will keep us from being directly involved in rebuilding.     
 As much as some of us might want to rush right out, we are the last thing needed in Texas right now.   
Without housing for many of its residents, there is no place to put volunteers—particularly volunteers who will 
insist on safe water to shower in and who are unaccustomed to a world without air-conditioning.  The first waves 
of volunteers can be large numbers of unskilled people because the tasks will require no skill but will be critically 
necessary.  When I went to the Gulf Coast six months after Hurricane Katrina, we were assigned to work with a 
particular family whose 900 square foot two bedroom ranch had been stripped to the studs by the time we got 
there.   The woman of the house asked us to clear the yard, as she had hurt her back badly enough to need 
surgery, trying to do it herself.  We thought we went to build, not to be garbage men, but we did it.  While it 
certainly wasn't glamorous, I would be most comfortable with that task—it was in my skill set.   For eight hours, 
six of us hauled rotting debris of reeking, sea- water-logged building materials and household goods to the wide 
ditch at the edge of the road.  Sanitation workers for eight hours and we barely made a dent in the work of the 
cleanup.  Sanitation workers, the Army corps of engineers, people who can drive bulldozers and backhoes and 
front end loaders, people who can wield chain saws will be in the next wave of heroes in Texas.  

 Then will come re-construction.  One of the hardest things for the disaster relief organizers, is 
getting building supplies.  We can expect a national drywall shortage as there was after Katrina, so if you think you 
are waiting a long time now for a contractor…  In addition, given the chemical plant we keep reading about, there 
will be a shortage of PVC produced until that is back on line.  

The next hardest is to recruit "skilled labor" to lead these teams—someone who knows how to read a 
blueprint or plumb or wire a house and can teach tasks to the unskilled.   At a certain stage of reconstruction – 
one we might consider the most glamorous or rewarding—rebuilding—they  can't use a team that doesn’t bring 
some skill with it—not even of the highest level of enthusiasm.  Our task was to plumb the house.  My role was to 
hold PVC joints together and duck out of the way so the purple PVC glue didn't drip in my eyes.  I was proud of my 
many purple-stained t-shirts, however.    
 I was, like most of us, unskilled labor (this was of course in my pre-wall building days).    My key 
contribution for the remainder of the week was to go supply shopping for five work teams.   Every morning after 
breakfast, I would collect their shopping lists, drive the hour to the nearest Home Depot, pass through its eight 
foot fencing with barbed wire on top and show ID the armed guards.  Then I would hunt down anyone with an 
orange apron to locate what supplies they might have.    Then it was another forty-five minutes to Lowes and the 
red-aproned staff, and then back to camp.  Day after day.   Hating shopping, simply because of the time it chewed 
up, this was a major contribution for those who could actually do the re-building.  I could only imagine what it was 
like for people who had fortunately returned to a job, worked forty or sixty hours in the unrelenting heat and then 
had to drive an hour to get to the badly stocked supply store and still find the time to re-build their home.   



 
 

3 
 

Anyone who wants to or needs to develop respect for people who work with their hands couldn’t find a 
better way to do it.  Yet, we shouldn’t need a natural disaster, the displacement of hundreds of thousands of 
people and billions of dollars in damage to have respect for other human beings.   But we have one.  So let us not 
miss the occasion to start rebuilding relationships, rebuilding mutual respect and regard, and to stop thinking we 
are differently made or need different things because of what we do to make a living.  It starts here and now in 
the way we reflect on what it means to celebrate Labor Day—and how we bring good news to all the ones who 
are different from  us and like us.  We are all laboring together, in this nation and in the world—and in our own 
homes, we all want the same things for ourselves and our children.   Let what we have in common be the 
foundation of our building, rather than continuing to allow our differences to tear us down.  
 
Invitation to the Lord’s Table 
This day we come to the Table to share a meal of bread and wine.  As we do, let us remember the ones who 
planted the seed and tended the vines, who picked the grapes and harvested the wheat; who ground the grain 
and baked the bread, who crushed the grapes and manufactured the containers.  Let us remember, be glad and 
be respectful, for in the Lord's eyes, we are of equal value, all worth dying for.   
 


