“The Goodness of Work”

Genesis 1:26 – 2:3, 15

(First Lesson – Genesis 3: 1-19)

 Glen Martin in his book entitled, Beyond the Rat Race, says that he has always wondered what it would be like to be one of the seven dwarves heading off to work (whistle or sing – “Hi Ho, Hi Ho, It’s off to work we go!”). 

 Smiles on their faces, excitement in their steps, off to a meaningful day of work – in a diamond mine, no less. No wonder they were excited! No wonder only one of them was called “Grumpy.” When was the last time you sprang out of bed to go to work in your own diamond mine?

 Most of our jobs are not so lucrative are they? And for many of us they are not so enjoyable. Many of us wake up, splash some water on our faces, get a quick cup of coffee, and jump in the car for a commute in harrowing traffic. Max Anders says:

 “For many people, work is drudgery, a meaningless necessity. With little connection between the workplace and the rest of their lives, their life slogan is TGIF.” (In Beyond the Rat Race, by Glen Martin, p.44)

 Is that the way work was meant to be? Is it possible to earn a living and have an enjoyable life at the same time? Can work be good? 

 These are some questions that I proffer to you on this Sunday before Labor Day. And of course, I believe the Bible and our Christian faith offer some wonderful answers to those questions.

 In the first lesson, which Julie read today, we have the story that we have traditionally called “the fall.” It is the account of Adam and Eve in the garden and of their eating of the tree, which they were warned by God to avoid. But their curiosity got the best of them. Tempted and enticed by the serpent Eve partakes of the forbidden fruit of the tree in the midst of the garden. She offers it to Adam and he too, in disobedience to God, eats. 

 God comes looking for the man and the woman he created and they are hiding. Soon their sin comes to light and God tells them the consequences of their actions. And one of those consequences relates to the matter before us today – the matter of work.

 Looking again at Genesis 3, after God uncovers the disobedience of the first man and woman, he spells out the consequences to all involved – first the serpent, then the woman and finally to the man. And what he says to Adam is this:

“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; 18thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field. 19By 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.”(vv.17-19)

 One of the results of the incident in the garden, is that humankind, this side of Eden, will often experience work as difficult – it can often be “toil.” We will often feel as though we are making our way through this life “by the sweat of our brow;” laboring amongst the “thorns and thistles.” I suppose all of us have experienced work that way at one time or another. It’s because we live in the wake of the sin of Adam and Eve.

 Of course, in these economic times, it goes without saying that most of us are happy to have a job. Any job is better than no job, when it comes to making ends meet. 

Someone once said, “the human race is faced with a cruel choice: work or day time television.” Most of us would take the former “cruel choice” over the latter! Nevertheless, there are those days when our jobs feel like a cruel choice.

However, don’t most us yearn for work that is meaningful and good? I would dare say we do. And there is a spiritual reason for that yearning. I believe it is because we know in our souls that in the beginning, God intended for work to be good. When we look back on the other side of Eden, before the incident in the garden, we see a different picture of work. And I believe we wish for meaningful and purposeful work because we are longing for the way God originally intended both work and life to be – good. 

 Look with me back before Genesis 3, to the stories of creation in Genesis 1 and 2. As we do, I believe we will notice two affirmations about the goodness of work. The first is this: work is good when it…

…Reflects God’s Image (vv.26-27)

 Take a moment sometime today and simply re-read Genesis 1 and 2. As you do, I think you will be reminded that God is a wonderful workman. The Bible begins with God at labor – creating, making, shaping and molding his universe. God is the great craftsman. The Bible begins with God at work – in fact constantly at work for six days. Each of those days ends with God’s assessment that his work is “good – very good.” If God does it – if God works – work must be good.

 And on the sixth day, we are told that God reaches the epitome of his labors. You can tell that by the unique clustering of the word “create” in verse 27.

 “26Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” 27So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.

 Of all the various parts of creation that God fashions only one was said to be “created in God’s image.” And of course, that is humanity. We are the ones whom the Wonderful Workman, the Creator Craftsman, the Awesome Artisan – called God – has cast his image upon. And since God comes upon the stage of history doing work that is good, we, who are made in God’s image, can reflect the same creativity in what we do. And when we do, perhaps we will experience work as good.

 One writer Dorothy Sayers, puts it like this:

 “Work is the natural exercise and function of man (sic) – the creature who is made in the image of his Creator. The human, made in God’s image should make things, as God makes them, for the sake of doing a thing well that is well worth doing.” 

(Leland Ryken, “Approach to Work and Leisure” cited in Context, June 1, 1998)

 Whenever our work reflects that creative image of God in us, then it is good. When we are making, shaping, creating, fashioning for the glory of God, then it is good. Good work can be done no matter what our occupation or profession. There is any number of things well worth doing that you can do well as an extension of your Creator’s work.  And when we do so, work is good.

 Work is good when it reflects God’s image, but secondly, it is also good when it…

…Responds to God’s Calling (vv. 28-31; 2:15)

 Read closely the stories of creation and you will notice that not only are human’s made in God’s image, but they – out of all the other creatures God made – are uniquely addressed and called to do something.

 28God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.” (1:28)

15The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to till it and keep it. (2:15)

 Work, any work, is good, when it is in response to the good Lord calling us to do it. We were called to fruitful and productive work from the very beginning. We think of v. 28 so often only in terms of procreation (“be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.”). But it is also a general mandate to productivity and creativity in all that we do.

 And notice in Genesis 2 that when God created Adam from the dust of the ground, be breathed life into him and then gave him a vocation – a calling. He placed him in the garden and told him – “till it and keep it.” 

Yes, this God who creates, also calls and gives his creatures work to do that is good and productive, fruitful and fulfilling. And that is one of the ways we can experience work as good – when we do it in response to God’s calling in our lives. I wonder, how many of us work at what do because we sincerely believe God has called us to do that?

 So often, we mistakenly believed that God only calls people into (what we would term as) “full time Christian service.” Nothing could be further from the truth. Each and every one of us has a unique calling from God – something God wants us to do that is fruitful, productive and fulfilling that no one else can do; something to “tend and to keep” for God’s sake. What is that for you?

 I love the story about a construction worker who was helping build a new Catholic church. The priest came by to talk to him and said, 

“I just learned that your brother is a bishop.” 

The worker replied, “Yes, that’s true.”

“And you are a bricklayer,” mused the priest. “It sure is a funny world. Things aren’t divided equally in life, are they?

 “No they sure aren’t,” said the bricklayer as he laid down more mortar, “My poor brother couldn’t do what I do to save his life.” (In a sermon by Judith B. Brain, Pilgrim Congregational Church, Lexington, MA, September 4, 2004)

 What is the good work that God has called you to do that your brother or sister couldn’t do to save his or her life? Certainly there is something. Listen for God’s voice. God has stamped his image upon your very soul. It is the image of a good and gracious workman, who has shown us that not all work need be drudgery. And this God is calling you and me, just as surely as he called Adam and Eve long ago to be fruitful. Listen for that calling.

 And as we listen for that calling, may our prayer be that etched upon a woman’s tombstone in Yorkshire, England, which reads:

God give me work

Till my life shall end

And life

Till my work is done
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