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Reading I:

“What Work Is” is the title poem in a 1991 collection by United States Poet Laureate Philip Levine.  The poem begins, 

We stand in the rain in a long line 

waiting at Ford Highland Park. For work. 

You know what work is--if you're 

old enough to read this you know what 

work is, although you may not do it. 

Forget you. This is about waiting, 

shifting from one foot to another. 

Feeling the light rain falling like mist 

into your hair, blurring your vision 

until you think you see your own brother 

ahead of you, maybe ten places.

You rub your glasses with your fingers, 

and of course it's someone else's brother, 

narrower across the shoulders than 

yours but with the same sad slouch, the grin 

that does not hide the stubbornness, 

the sad refusal to give in to 

rain, to the hours wasted waiting, 

to the knowledge that somewhere ahead 

a man is waiting who will say, "No, 

we're not hiring today," for any 

reason he wants. 

[http://www.ibiblio.org/ipa/poems/levine/what_work_is.php]
Reading II:
In 1972, Studs Terkel published Working, a collection of interviews with working Americans in which they talk about their jobs, and how they feel about their jobs.  In the preface to the book, Terkel wrote,


“This book, being about work, is by its very nature, about violence – to the spirit as well as to the body.  It is about ulcers as well as accidents, about shouting matches as well as fistfights, about nervous breakdowns as well as kicking the dog around.  It is, above all (or beneath all) about daily humiliations.  To survive the day is triumph enough for the walking wounded among the great many of us. … 

It is about a search, too, for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, for a sort of life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.  Perhaps immortality, too, is part of the quest.  To be remembered was the wish, spoken and unspoken, of the heroes and heroines of this book.” [Studs Terkel. Working. p. xi].

Message:
“You know what work is, although you may not do it.”  There’s anger in Philip Levine’s poem, as though the laborer, waiting in line in the rain, is speaking to a manager, a privileged one who doesn’t work, who doesn’t have to work, who doesn’t, really, know what work is.  As though, to use the language of the recent social/political/economic/financial phenomenon “Occupy Wall Street,” the laborer is speaking for “the 99%,” speaking to “the 1%.”

Levine writes from that place, writes from personal experience.  He worked in Detroit auto manufacturing plants from the age of fourteen until after he graduated from college.  He has stood in line, waiting – wasted hours, waiting – just to get an application for a manufacturing job.

Now, of course, there are others, millions of others, who know what work is, although they may not do it because they cannot find a job.  Last month, the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics classified 13.9 million American workers as unemployed, 8.9 million people as “employed part-time for economic reasons (sometimes referred to as involuntary part-time workers)” and 967,000 people as “discouraged workers” – persons not currently looking for work because they believe no jobs are available for them.  [http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.nr0.htm]  
You know what work is, though you may not do it.  Philip Levine is angry.  The Occupy movement is variously dissatisfied, discontent, or outraged.  The unemployed, underemployed, or discouraged are hurting – financially, psychologically, and spiritually.

In an Internet blog that parallels his call-in radio show, California psychiatrist John Deri writes about “The Stress of Unemployment.”  “Unemployed people,” he writes, “tend to withdraw from others – social isolation results in depression and anxiety.  Unemployment is not simply experienced as an adverse outcome of a weakened economy, but rather is felt to be a sign of personal inadequacy.  Shame is a further complicating factor.  It tends to cause a person to hide from others.  Social withdrawal compounds the stress of unemployment, resulting in worsening depression and anxiety.  A downward spiral happens: progressive loss of energy and demoralization can develop into near total paralysis.” [http://thepsychiatryblog.com/tag/unemployment-stress/]

One reason for this downward spiral is that we tend to identify ourselves in terms of our work, and, more specifically, in terms of our paid work.  “I am a teacher,” we say, or a minister, or a marine biologist.  I am a truck driver, or a steelworker.  We tend to identify others in terms of the work they do.  Often, as a way of getting to know somebody, I will ask, “what do you do – or what did you do – for work?”  The answer tells me something about the person, something about what I might ask next, something about what we might have in common, or how we might continue the conversation.  Once I participated in a group discussion where, to begin our time together, each member of the group was to talk a little about their spiritual life.  As each person spoke, the rest of us were to listen without interruption or comment.  Although I spent several hours with that group of people, and we shared deeply, I was never able to remember anything about that opening conversation.  Because I had no information about “who” people were – where they lived, or what they did for work – I had no frame of reference for what they had said in that initial conversation, and therefore no way to associate what was said with the person who said it.  Identity did not –does not – necessarily need to be defined in terms of work.  But knowing a person’s work can tell me something – however incomplete or inaccurate or assumption-laden – about that person.

And when a person has no work, can find no work, has no answer to that “what do you do for work?” question, then demoralization and a sense of inadequacy can set in.

In 1983, psychiatrist Viktor Frankl wrote, “I [studied] young patients suffering from what I called “unemployment neurosis.”  … [T]his neurosis really originated in a twofold erroneous identification: being jobless was equated with being useless, and being useless was equated with having a meaningless life.  …[W]henever I succeeded in persuading the patients to volunteer in youth organizations, adult education, public libraries and the like – in other words, as soon as they could fill their abundant free time with some sort of unpaid but meaningful activity – their depression disappeared although their economic situation had not changed and their hunger was the same.  The truth is that man does not live by welfare alone.” [Viktor Frankl. 1983. “The Case for a Tragic Optimism” in Man’s Search for Meaning (1984 edition).]
“What I do for work” may earn me money to pay for shelter and food and clothing and, if I am lucky, wants as well as needs.  “What I do for work” may provide a context for conversation, a starting point for relationship.  But the far larger, far deeper significance of “what I do for work” is that in working, people find meaning for their lives.  In working we seek – and some of us find – recognition, astonishment, a sort of life, a sort of immortality, as Studs Terkel puts it.  In working we find dignity, respect, worthiness.

This is the ideal, and the reality has often fallen short of the ideal.  With the advent of the industrial revolution, labor became a commodity, a part of the profitability calculation, and those who worked for others, whether paid or slaves, could be thought of and treated as objects, as machines.  Labor unions stepped in to advocate not only for workers’ rights, but also for the dignity of workers, and of the work they did.  One source of turmoil in American society today is a clash in values between those who focus on unions as advocates for the rights and dignity of workers – and of those the workers serve – and those who focus on the financial cost of collective bargaining, and its impact on the spending power of consumers and government.  Witness the standoff in the Wisconsin state legislature last January, over the right of public employees to engage in collective bargaining [http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/the-fix/post/wisconsin-recall-elections-explained-on-the-fix/2011/08/04/gIQA5W5JuI_blog.html], and last week’s voter referendum in Ohio on a proposal to limit collective bargaining by public-sector workers – police, firefighters, and teachers among them [http://www.economist.com/node/21538188].  Witness the Occupy movement. [http://wearethe99percent.tumblr.com/].

Another ideal, rarely realized, is the ideal of community, in which each person brings unique and valuable skills and talents to the common enterprise of building and maintaining and sustaining a community – be it a neighborhood, a town or city, a nation or a world.  We all contribute, and in the collaboration – a word that means “working together” – we are all enriched.  This is the ideal we sing: “Each of us has a light, we cannot hide.  A flash, a spark, of brilliance it’s true.”  This is the ideal we sing: “There’s a river flowin’ in my soul.  And it’s tellin’ me that I’m somebody.”

Dignity, respect, worthiness – these are the ideals that draw us into work, holding the promise of meaning, holding the promise of sustenance for our souls as well as our bodies.  Dignity, respect, worthiness – these are the ideals that leave us angry, or discouraged, or depressed, or despairing when there is no work, when the light inside us is blocked, is dimmed, is not allowed to shine.

“The truth is that man does not live by welfare alone,” Viktor Frankl wrote, from his experience with young unemployed people.  The truth is that we do not find meaning by work alone.  The truth is that the ideal of community flows out of relationship, out of common enterprise, whether paid or unpaid, and in real community we find the other ideals – dignity, respect, worthiness.  The truth is that the religious community – this religious community – is profoundly counter-cultural.  For here, rather than deriving respect and dignity and worthiness from the nature and the quality of the work a person does, instead we take as a starting point an affirmation of the inherent worth and dignity of every person.  Here, rather than deriving meaning from the nature and the quality of the work we do, instead we draw together in common and collaborative (there’s that word again) and free and responsible search for truth and meaning.  Here we form a community that is bound not by ties of money paid and money earned, but rather by a delicate and resilient network of diverse skills and talents, so that each of us is truly enriched by the contributions of the others.  Here the diverse experiences and perspectives that different ones of us bring truly do shine as, together, we strive to accept one another and encourage each other to spiritual growth, for this is one of the reasons why we gather in congregation, one of the ways in which we understand the importance of religious community, and the meaning of our individual part in that community.

Here, then, religious community, in Unitarian Universalist religious community, we sing of the light within each of us, because we believe in and we cherish the light in every person.  Here in Unitarian Universalist religious community, we aspire to act as prisms to one another, refracting the lights that shine within us and among us and beyond us into a rainbow of color and meaning and worth and dignity.  Here in Unitarian Universalist religious community, we aspire to act as mirrors, that the lights that we find inside these walls, and the lights we find outside in the larger world may not be blocked, may not be dimmed, but may shine ever-brighter.  Here in Unitarian Universalist religious community, may we, each of us, be empowered to be a ray of light; a beacon of hope; an encouragement to meaning; a source of recognition, if not immortality.  May we be inspired and empowered to counter that voice who may say, “we’re not hiring today” with a voice and a life that says, to each person we encounter, “You matter.” “You are worthy.” “You are a blessing in the world.”

“You matter.” “You are worthy.” “You are a blessing in the world.”

Take time, now, in silence, to hear these words, and to know that they are true.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Let it be so.

