Lent 1: 13.3.11

In the entrance of our church hall, we have what might be called a 'rogues' gallery' - not literally, you understand - but a board showing photographs of the members of our Parochial Church Council. This is quite common in churches to have a display of PCC members and others exercising a specific, named ministry within a church. One church I visited had such a board with a photo of a married couple who were teaching in an isolated village in Nigeria. The caption under the photo described them as 'missionaries.' This got me thinking. Essentially they were doing the same job as a teacher anywhere else, but a teacher in Hampton Hill would not be described as a 'missionary.' Why was it that going abroad made them 'missionaries'? If their job had had no church connection at all, would they still have been 'missionaries'? To be 'Christian' work, did their job have to be one that was associated with the Church? From this Sunday and throughout Lent, our theme for Sundays will be 'Faith and Work.' This is an area of interest to our ordinand, David Bell, who has to explore the relationship between faith and work as part of his training for the ordained ministry - he will be preaching next Sunday. It is also an interest of Canon Julian Reindorp who has started a group meeting on a Saturday morning where people have come and talked about the relationship between faith and work for them. Julian will be preaching in four weeks time. I think that it is fair to say that we each share a conviction that work is a subject about which the Church has often been, at worst, silent, and at best, ambivalent. The silence is odd given that this is an issue of our time. There is great concern over job insecurity. Those in work have increasing demands made upon them. Many people face an unhealthy level of stress. There is unemployment, and all that is associated with it, not least how it can undermine people's self-esteem. An interesting programme running on BBC2 at present, 'The British at Work,' is tracing changing attitudes to and patterns of work since the end of World War 2. The presenter Kirstie Young stated that one change in attitudes has been:

…in the last seven decades we've seen how work has changed from being just what you do, to who you are.

If this is true, and perhaps it always has been so with regard to professions and jobs labelled 'vocational', then it should be of great interest to the Church. For we are concerned with being as much as doing.  

As to the Church's ambivalence about work, I remember hearing someone say that it was as if there was a league table of Christian work: at the top were missionaries and martyrs then priests and other holders of a church office and, as he work for Her Majesty's Revenue and Customs, he thought he was probably at the bottom! It seems as if the Church somehow thought that the real work was elsewhere or took work for granted, Christian concern being concerned with the life of the Church and evangelism. Social justice was of interest, certainly, but in other areas. Work, school, leisure - not important to God. There is here a serious theological problem: an insufficient grasp of God's purposes in the everyday life of society, purposes embracing all of life. We accept a division between the sacred and the secular.            If connections are not made between faith and daily life, what happens in church may seem irrelevant. If we can see our daily routine as being somehow within the scope of God's purposes, then that might shift our attitude towards it.

But what sort of work? As I believe paid work to have been neglected by the Church, there will be a particular emphasis upon it, but not exclusively so. For, of course, work is more than paid work: people work full-time as parents - this will be especially featured in three weeks time on Mothering Sunday - and people work full-time as volunteers, carers in the home, and so on. Some people wish to do paid work, but cannot, for a variety of reasons. Many are retired. But I do hope that what is said over the next few weeks will be of relevance to you, whatever your situation. To root what is said in the reality of work today, I am grateful than one of the preachers in Lent, David Bell, has a 'real' job rather than one like mine which is not exactly mainstream. 

Now today we are thinking about, 'Why work?' This is in the sense of both 'why do we have to work', and 'what is work.' Back in the 17th century a statement of Christian belief was drawn up entitled the 'Westminster Catechism.' Christians who did not accept the Church of England began like this:

The chief end of Man is to glorify God and praise him for ever.

And yet often one might think that human beings exist simply as economic units - whether viewed as such from a Marxist or Capitalist perspective. Ultimately, this is a de-humanising view of humanity. We work with two realities when it comes to work - the Christian vision, and a broken world.

The Christian vision was stated well by the previous Pope, John Paul II, and the Roman Catholic Church's Universal Catechism has a section on work. It remind the reader that human beings are made in God's image. God is the Creator, and so human being are to share in the Creator's work in developing the world for the good of all. Work, says the Catechism, is both a duty honouring the Creator's gifts and the talents we have received from him, and also something fulfilling for human beings as we put what we have at the service of others so there is good for everyone. As Genesis chapter 1 puts it:


God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.

But other side is a broken world. If we had have continued our first reading today, which has Adam and Eve disobeying God and eating of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, then we would have heard of them being expelled from the Garden of Eden:

God said to the man, "Because you have listened to the voice of our 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."

The reality is that for many people this is what their work is like: little satisfaction, monotonous, needing to be done to make money to support a family. Though this is a service in itself, it is still not the ideal. In my own family, I saw this. My late father worked, because it had to be done. He spent all of his working life as a shop floor worker in a factory, and I know that he disliked it. His last paid job involved production of parts for landmines designed not to kill, but maim. I know this troubled him, but his age, the job market, his skills base, all prevented him from finding another job. In a broken world, this can be the reality, and it may well be that where people find their fulfilment is not in their paid work, but in leisure time. It might be here that someone finds they are fulfilled, creative working leisure offering more than de-humanising paid employment. In leisure it may be possible to take delight in our work - delighting as God did over what he had made - which may not be the case with some work patterns, and the products of our labour. 

So here we have two poles - the Christian vision, and a broken world. The vision is crucial for it shows how God wants things to be. The reality of the world must be recognised, though, or else the vision will just be empty. In the second reading, Paul writes of the free grace of God. In love, God in Christ reaches out to the world, not looking for human beings to win his love, but offering it, unconditionally. The response needed is that of faith. In a world that looks for results as a consequence of effort, God's grace seems to be entirely contrary to the way things are. But for a Christian, however we may understand ourselves, we must see that we are recipients of an undeserved love. This sets us free - the effort, the work in a sense, has been done by God. Our work is to respond and then to seek to live out the difference grace makes, day by day. Yes, in the midst of tensions and temptations. So it might be that, as Jesus found in the wilderness, the temptation is about power or about taking shortcuts to achieve one's ends. 

Despite this, one thing the Church must do is to address us as who we are and not only be concerned what we do. 'Who we are' comes first and during this Lent series, that is the basis for all else. We are the creation of a loving God.  I do hope that whatever our work, paid or unpaid, we may be able to offer to God our work, and seek his presence in all we do.
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