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On June 28th, 1894, President Grover Cleveland signed legislation that had been rushed through 
Congress declaring Labor Day a national holiday, to be observed the first Monday in 
September. It is a day created by the labor movement and is dedicated to the social and 
economic achievements of American workers, but it was day built on the backs of many who 
were unfairly worked to make a basic living. In the late 1800’s, as industry was on the rise across 
the nation, the average American worked 12 hours per day and 7 days a week for a basic living. 
Children as young as 5 or 6 worked in mills and factories. People of all ages, particularly the poor 
and immigrants, often faced unsafe working conditions. With all of the changes that were 
brought about as a result of the labor movement, the day of Labor Day, was created to 
celebrate the American worker. 
 
Did you know The United Methodist Church has been a part of the labor movement throughout 
history and is committed to fairness and justice in the workplace? In the early 20th century the 
church was working to end child labor. And in the 1950s, during our country's civil rights 
movement, we were fighting for fair wages and better working conditions. We were dedicated 
to fairness and justice in the workplace then, and we still are today. 
 
When John Wesley founded the Methodist movement during the 18th century in England, there 
was no "labor movement" the way we'd understand it today. But Wesley preached to and 
cared for coal miners and other oppressed workers. He also opposed slavery. After Wesley died, 
his followers continued to work against workplace injustices. I share this quick history lesson as a 
reminder of who the people called Methodists have been and who we can and should be 
today as people of faith. We are the ones who should continue to be the conscience of the 
economic and political world reminding them and all about the importance of holy work. 
 
All work can be holy work, meaning work set apart for God’s purpose. The church has too often 
narrowly defined the work of God’s people as the things clergy or church staff offers, but all work 
can be holy work. The reading from Romans this morning doesn’t sound like it refers to our work 
lives. Almost all versions of the Bible translate Paul writing to urge the brothers and sisters in the 
church to offer their bodies as a living sacrifice. This is true and proper worship. Certainly this 
refers to offering all that we do with our bodies as a sacrifice to God. We offer ourselves to 
worship, to grow as disciples, but that also includes offering ourselves to God in every aspect of 
life. As I said almost all versions of the Bible translate Paul’s words in this way, that we offer our 
bodies, except one that I could find. 
 
Eugene Peterson, author and pastor, wrote the famous The Message Bible, the Bible in 
contemporary language. He has a different take on Paul’s words. Here’s his interpretation of the 
beginning of Romans 12, “So here’s what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your 
everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and 
place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can 
do for him. Don’t become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even 
thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You’ll be changed from the inside out. Readily 



recognize what he wants from you, and quickly respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, 
always dragging you down to its level of immaturity, God brings the best out of you, develops 
well-formed maturity in you.”  
 
Take your everyday, ordinary life; your sleeping, your eating, your going to work life and place it 
before God as an offering. This means that wherever you are and whatever you are doing can 
be an offering to God. Whatever tomorrow brings, actually tomorrow is Labor Day, so when you 
go back to work on Tuesday, whatever you do, place it before God as an offering. If you teach, 
if you serve food, if you work in science, business, whatever it is, you can offer it to God when 
you fix your attention to God and not to the culture around you that might worship productivity, 
long hours, and only profit. Now we are to give our very best to our work, but not to the 
detriment of our own wellbeing or the wellbeing of our families or own spiritual lives or even to 
the detriment of the wellbeing of those who work for us or with us. As we give our best to our 
work, we can also offer our faith values to our work and do our work with great joy, at least most 
of the time! 
 
Earlier this year I had the chance to hear author Rob Bell speak in Chicago. While he shared a 
lot of good theology, he also shared a lot of wonderful stories. He is a great preacher. He shared 
that night about man who worked at a Whole Foods store near his house. Apparently Whole 
Foods in California are so busy they need someone to direct traffic. That person, whose job is to 
let cars in and out the parking lot, has what some would describe a boring job. Let a car in and 
let a car out, but the man that Rob described was anything but boring. He would yell to every 
car coming in “Great to see you!” and every car coming out, “Have a wonderful day!’ all with a 
smile on his face. He even made relationships with some of the customers. He would light up 
their world so much some would drive across the city to go to this Whole Foods all because as 
Rob describes it, he lit up their world with his joy, kindness, and a smile. That’s holy work. 
When we look at our work in such a way, where we can share our faith values with joy, kindness, 
and compassion, when we don’t focus on profits alone, but where we invest in people and 
growth, anything can become holy work. Priest and author Ronald Rolheiser wrote, “For 
Christians, ultimately the whole world is holy and everything in it. Our belief is that the universe 
shows forth God’s glory that each of us is made in God’s image, that our bodies are temples of 
the Holy Spirit, that the food we eat is sacramental and that in our work and in our sexual 
embrace we are co-creators with God.” Our work becomes holy when we are co-creators with 
God, creating a world of beauty, goodness, and love. 
 
It is good that we are people of holy work, but we can’t work constantly and nonstop. We need 
to find time for holy rest. When we read Paul’s words in Romans, we are encouraged to offer our 
bodies, our full selves to God in all we do. We offer our bodies to work and even to rest. If you 
notice in Eugene Peterson’s interpretation of Romans 12, he not only wrote that we are to give 
our going to work lives to God, but even our sleeping. Our sleeping can be an offering to God as 
well. You do realize that Daniel slept in a lion’s den. Peter slept in a prison. Jesus slept in a storm. 
The lesson being, no matter your circumstance, you can take a nap. It’s biblical to sleep. Rest is 
biblical. God created in 6 days and took the 7th off as a Sabbath. The great laws of the Hebrew 
Bible remind us, “Six days you shall labor, but on the seventh day you shall rest, even during the 
plowing season and harvest you must rest” (Exodus 34: 21). Even during the tax season if you’re 



an account, you must rest. Even during sports season and you’re a coach, you must rest. 
Especially during the school year and you teach or work in a school, you certainly must rest. 
 
I remember Bishop Mike Coyner of our Indiana Conference talk to clergy one time about taking 
a Sabbath. He started observing Sabbath days where he even gave his car a break. He 
wouldn’t leave home and would pray, rest, and read. While it might not be possible for us to 
give the car a break, perhaps our Sabbath day, our rest day, could include a time without TV or 
the phone or the computer, where we focus on our relationships, with family and with God. We 
can’t be productive all the time. Working 12 hours of day, 7 days per week, as they used to do 
before labor laws created an overworked, unproductive people. Even God took a rest after 
creation. 
 
To have holy work, we must observe holy rest. As the great theologian and author Walter 
Bruggemann wrote, “The celebration of Sabbath is an act of both resistance and alternative. It is 
resistance because it is a visible insistence that our lives are not defined by the production and 
consumption of commodity goods.” He wrote these words in his book Sabbath as Resistance. 
“Sabbath becomes a decisive, concrete, visible way of opting for and aligning with the God of 
rest. That divine rest on the seventh day of creation has made clear (a) that YHWH (God) is not a 
workaholic, (b) that God is not anxious about the full functioning of creation, and (c) that the 
well-being of creation does not depend on endless work.” 
 
Eventually holy work and holy rest will become holy habits. This is the transformation that Paul 
writes about to the Romans. “Do not confirm to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind.” That renewal can happen every morning when we get up out of 
bed, commit our lives, our bodies, out thoughts, our work, and even our rest as an offering to 
God. That’s transformative! That would change our lives. As we celebrate Labor Day and enter 
into a new week, remember that “Holy work and holy rest will become holy habits.” 
 
Let me close with a prayerful poem for Labor Day written by Bobby Gilles, 
 
God of shop and marketplace, 
Of farm and studio, 
Factory and shipping lane, 
Of school and busy home: 
Bless the produce of our hands. 
Redeem our work for Kingdom-use. 
By Your grace, our efforts stand, 
All offered up to You. 
There in Eden, You proclaimed 
That we should work the earth – 
Stewards over all we named, 
Delighting in their worth. 
Through our fall we brought decay, 
Lost access to the Lord’s rest. 
Through the cross, we rest in faith 
And all our labor’s blessed. 



In Your image we are made: 
Creative like You are, 
Forming goods for use and trade 
Just like You formed the stars. 
Send us out in power and skill 
To worship through each task assigned. 
By Your Spirit we fulfill 
The holy, grand design. 
 
That holy grand design includes holy work and holy rest. Amen. 
 
 


