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READING / REFLECTIONS / READING – Working for a Living 
 
In a social media post this weekend, user Wyatt Nicholson displayed a 
photograph with the caption:  
 

A couple of 8 year old girls working in a textile mill in Tifton Georgia in 1909. 
The smiling girl on the right is Eddie Young, one of five siblings working in the 
mill for less than a dollar a week after their father died. The labor movement 
stopped this practice. Workers were killed in strikes for overtime pay and 
weekends and medical leave and children in school instead of the mill. In 
case you forgot what we celebrate this weekend. 

 
It's a good reminder that this long weekend—what has become a marker of the 
end of summer and a return to a sort of routine grind—originated as a 
recognition of that labor movement. Of organizing and power-building on 
behalf of workers who deserved not to be worked to death, but to live; on 
behalf of children who deserved to have childhoods of learning and play until 
they were older when they would need to work to help feed themselves and 
their families. A labor movement that demonstrated the power of collective 
bargaining, of interconnectedness, of acting together for the good of the 
whole. 
 
It’s like the words of Cesar Chavez that we heard from Margot earlier when her 
family lit the chalice: "It is never about grapes or lettuce. It's always about 
people." 
 
This morning we honor workers and the work we workers do. And that means 
we honor all of us—each with a unique identity as a worker, whether that work 
is of the hands or the mind, whether it’s paid or not, whether our job is defined 
by ourselves, by an employer, or by the circumstances of our lives.  
 



 
In the spirit of Labor Day, I’ve chosen two readings that celebrate our labors in 
different ways. The first is words of Khalil Gibran, as adapted for the Unitarian 
Universalist collection, Lifting Our Voices (#60)— 
 

You work that you may keep pace with the earth and the soul of the earth. 
 
For to be idle is to become a stranger unto the seasons, and to step out of 
life’s procession, that marches in majesty and proud submission towards the 
infinite. 
 
When you work you are a flute through whose heart the whispering of the 
hours turns to music. 
 
Which of you would be a read, dumb and silent, when all else sings together 
in unison? 
 
Always you have been told that work is a curse and labour a misfortune. 
 
But I say to you that when you work you fulfil a part of earth’s furthest dream, 
assigned to you when that dream was born. 
 
And in keeping yourself with labour you are in truth loving life, and to love life 
through labor is to be intimate with life's inmost secret. 

 
You work [the prophet says] … because to be idle is to become a stranger. 
When you work you fulfil a part of earth’s furthest dream. 
 
Gibran’s sentiment is, of course … sentimental. Not all work—probably not most 
of what we think of as work—feels like a dream, like access to “life’s inmost 
secret”. Too often it feels like drudgery, like pouring oneself out into the world 
with little meaningful return.  
 
And yet, as poet Marge Piercy suggests in her poem “To Be of Use”, many of us 
do long “for work that is real”. 
 

The work of the world is common as mud. [she writes] 
Botched, it smears the hands, crumbles to dust. 
But the thing worth doing well done 



 
has a shape that satisfies, clean and evident. 
Greek amphoras for wine or oil, 
Hopi vases that held corn, are put in museums 
but you know they were made to be used. 
The pitcher cries for water to carry 
and a person for work that is real. 

 
In preparation for today’s service, I read and listened to several different pieces 
about the current state of “the labor force” – an opinion piece written by a 
Canadian service worker who left the restaurant industry during the pandemic 
and intends not to return; a podcast episode about the “great American labor 
shortage”; a summer episode of NPR’s The 1A about those who are moving to a 
four-day workweek … and whether that’s a viable possibility for more of us.  
 
In all of these pieces, the underlying message—or my takeaway, at least—was 
about the broadly-held desire, the need, for work that is real … to have lives 
that are not wholly consumed by work that lacks meaning and fulfillment, or 
worse, is rife with abuse and disrespect and mistreatment. It’s not that a job 
needs to be wholly fulfilling; rather, that our work needs to be but one 
reasonable part of our lives, leaving space for other meaningful living … 
experiences, relationships, creativity, and adequate attention to our bodily and 
mental health.  
 
In The 1A broadcast, one of the guests reminds listeners that the idea of a four-
day workweek is not new. He read a headline from the Sunday New York Times 
dated September 23, 1956: “Nixon foresees four-day work week”. Vice President 
Richard Nixon—campaigning for reelection that year—predicted a “fuller life for 
all Americans”, saying this was not a pipe dream, but rather a simple projection 
of the gains made in the last four years. He said, “Our hope is to double 
everyone’s standard of living in 10 years.” And that standard of living would be 
evidenced in higher wages, shorter hours.  
 
Less work and more leisure time was the American dream.  
 
One of the other guests in that same broadcast is the co-founder and chief 
executive of a company that has moved to a four-day work week. (And that’s 
not four long days, but four 8-hour days / 32-hours-a-week, for the same pay.) 
She speaks of the concept of deep work – and of adjusting the company 



 
culture so that workers are engaged in more effective and efficient ways. Not 
only are they, on average, working less, but they are producing more.  
 
There’s a lot of commentary in these pieces about what the pandemic has 
revealed to workers and employers—how clarifying it’s been to be laid off, to 
be forced to consider different options, to be free (in the cases of those who 
have the basics of food and shelter) to explore new possibilities. 
 
In an opinion piece for the Canadian publication The Globe and Mail, writer Lori 
Fox says,  
 

I was a server for 15 years. When the pandemic struck…, I was one of millions 
of food service workers … who were furloughed as the world shut down. I’m 
also among those who chose not to return to the industry when things began 
to open back up. I’m one of your missing service workers. 
 
Let me shed some light on the [so-called] “mystery” of this labour shortage: 
With an abysmally low rate of pay, bad (often erratic) hours, no sick days 
and near-constant sexual harassment, racism, sexism and queerphobia, 
working in service sucks. 
 
And yet that hasn’t stopped pundits, and even some restaurateurs, from 
decrying our lack of good ol’ fashioned work ethic and blaming the 
government dole for keeping us from returning to our rightful place: 
tableside, making them money and waiting on our betters. 
 
What has been said about us – that CERB [Canada Emergency Response 
Benefit] has kept us from re-entering the work force, that we are lazy and 
unambitious, that we simply don’t want to work – is ridiculous. 
 
It’s also indicative of the way much of society thinks about working-class 
bodies: as expendable, interchangeable, replaceable parts of a capitalist 
machine over which it has ownership. Some people not only feel entitled to 
our labour, but to pay as little for it as possible. 
 
Let’s be clear, then. It’s not that we don’t want to work – it’s just that we 
don’t want to work a physically demanding job in substandard conditions 
without benefits for minimum wage. And we especially don’t want to do that 



 
during the rising fourth wave of a pandemic. A study published earlier this 
year found the risk of death during the pandemic increased 40 per cent for 
food and agricultural workers in California. 
 
Some of your “missing” workers are not missing. They’re dead. 
 

Fox goes on to reflect that the emergency unemployment benefits—also 
criticized by some here in the United States, blamed for causing workers to be 
lazy and unwilling to work—allowed some workers the time to reflect on how 
they were living, and how they were being treated, and how they weren’t 
earning a living wage.  
 
And the wages part is a big deal when we’re exploring how better to live and 
work … and work to live. Fox asks, 

 
Why work for what you can’t live on? Any wage that isn’t a living wage is a 
poverty wage. 
 
[Fox writes] Many former restaurant staff found other jobs during the 
shutdown, however. One server friend of mine took a better-paying (and 
safer) position in retail management, another started a successful 
photography business and a third found work as a teacher. Freed from the 
grind, they suddenly had the time and space to move into other positions 
that suited them better. 

 
Some workers, as Fox says, benefited from the forced separation from the grind. 
But not everyone did. Remember what she said earlier, that “What has been 
said about us … that we are lazy and unambitious, that we simply don’t want to 
work – is ridiculous. It’s also indicative of the way much of society thinks about 
working-class bodies: as expendable, interchangeable, replaceable parts of a 
capitalist machine over which it has ownership.” 
 
There are some local workers, right here in Howard County, who may be feeling 
the same thing right now. They are members of UNITE HERE Local 7, which 
represents hospitality workers—in hotels, gaming and food service—throughout 
Maryland. I’m still learning details, but as I understand, several dozen of them 
were employed at the Sheraton hotel in Columbia’s town center and were laid 
off when the hotel closed for renovations last year with assurances about their 



 
jobs being available when it reopens. Now, as the hotel prepares to reopen 
under new ownership, the workers have been expecting to be offered their jobs 
back. Instead, they’re being invited to reapply for their jobs, which is not the 
same thing. They’ve turned to PATH—People Acting Together in Howard—and 
elected officials, asking that we join in solidarity with these laborers who are 
asking for their employers to treat them with respect and fairness.  
 
[pause] 
 
Writer and activist adrienne maree brown recently reflected that, “Since the 
beginning, Covid has asked one thing of us: act collectively.” She says,  
 

Collective action is still made up of individual choices, which is the beauty 
and bane of our species. Especially in the colonized capitalist borders of the 
U.S. Even in the face of policy and punishment, the American way is to 
choose individual thinking and action under pressure, to fight for superiority 
on any hill. This focus on dominance over the living rather than partnership 
with life is how we have racism, rape culture, climate catastrophe, economic 
disparity, war and disease all in rampant disaster states at the same time. 

 
[pause] 
 
We must act collectively. Make choices that benefit more than just oneself 
alone. Join resources and power for the betterment of all. That is the story and 
power of this holiday. 
 
Act collectively. 
 
I’m not interested in romanticizing labor or work. I am interested in honoring our 
work and our labors; and in partnering with life (as a.m.b. says); and in urging us 
all to expand our perspectives, making choices that allow for possibilities, 
enhancing our capacity for leisure and for life.  
 
In that spirit, I close with the second reading – this one part of a poem by 
Wendell Berry, from his Sabbaths series, dated 1979 (“Sabbaths – 1979, IV”). It’s 
much like a prayer, so I invite you into an attitude of listening and reflection: 
 
 



 
Listen 
The bell calls in the town 
Where forebears cleared the shaded land 
And brought high daylight down 
To shine on field and trodden road. 
I hear, but understand 
Contrarily, and walk into the woods. 
I leave labor and load, 
Take up a different story. 
I keep an inventory 
Of wonders and of uncommercial goods. 
 
I climb up through the field 
That my long labor has kept clear. 
Projects, plans unfulfilled 
Waylay and snatch at me like briars, 
For there is no rest here 
Where ceaseless effort seems to be required, 
Yet fails, and spirit tires 
With flesh, because failure 
And weariness are sure 
In all that mortal wishing has inspired. 
 
I go in pilgrimage 
Across an old fenced boundary 
To wildness without age 
Where, in their long dominion, 
The trees have been left free. 
They call the soil here “Eden”; slants and steeps 
Hard to stand straight upon 
Even without a burden. 
No more a perfect garden, 
There’s an immortal memory that it keeps. 
 
I leave work’s daily rule 
And come here to this restful place 
Where music stirs the pool 
And from high stations of the air 



 
Fall notes of wordless grace, 
Strewn remnants of the primal Sabbath’s hymn. 
And I remember here 
A tale of evil twined 
With good, serpent and vine 
And innocence of evil’s stratagem. 
 
I let that go a while, 
For it is hopeless to correct 
By generations’ toil, 
And I let go my hopes and plans 
That no toil can perfect. 
There is no vision here but what is seen: 
White bloom nothing explains. 
 
But a mute blessedness 
Exceeding all distress, 
The fresh light stained a hundred shades of green. 
 
Uproar of wheel and fire 
That has contained us like a cell 
Opens and lets us hear 
A stillness longer than all time 
Where leaf and song fulfill 
The passing light, pass with the light, return, 
Renewed, as in rhyme. 
This is no human vision 
Subject to our revision; 
God’s eye holds every leaf as light is worn. 
 
Ruin is in place here: 
The dead leaves rotting on the ground, 
The live leaves in the air 
Are gathered in a single dance 
That turns them round and round. 
The fox cub trots his almost pathless path 
As silent as his absence. 
These passings resurrect 



 
A joy without defect, 
The life that steps and sings in ways of death. 

 
On this Labor Day, may each of us “leave work’s daily rule” and “and come [to 
a] restful place … [of] wordless grace.” That we all may live. 
 
Blessed be. Amen. 


