“Labour to get thoroughly convinced 
that there is something else needs caring for more. . .” 

A Sermon Given by Ben Hunnicutt on Labor Day Weekend, 2011 at Trinity Episcopal Church, Iowa City
 From Romans, the 13th Chapter: “The commandments . . .  are summed up in this word, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ . . . Besides this, you know what time it is; the night is far gone, the day is near . . . put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.”
Mel,  our rector, asked me to speak today—on Labor Day weekend—and say something about work, based I suppose on my claims to be a student of history. I will be so bold here as to call myself a craftsman, following the historian’s trade for the last 35 or so years, teaching, doing research and constructing histories of work and leisure.
But I make no claims to be a preacher. 
Still, agreeing to speak today, I feel obliged to follow our custom that sermons follow the lectionary.

Clearly Paul is writing about the Kingdom of God here in Romans.  

His are common enough New Testament descriptions of the Kingdom; simple living . . . Remember what Matthew writes? “Consider the lilies of the field. . . they toil not . . . Take no thought, saying what shall we eat . . . Seek ye first the Kingdom of heaven . . .”   Other New Testament passages compare the Kingdom to a mustard seed, yeast for bread, to a farmer. The Kingdom is a work in progress, like a growing plant, we can already see and nurture parts of it now. 
So . . .  here I am, faced with the problem of how to get from the Kingdom of God to Labor Day.
My plan is to do here what I keep trying to do in my classes and writings — represent what other, better minds than my own,  have said in times past:  re-presenting—making their words present again today and, perhaps, offering a “new,” fresh way to look at things. 
Today I will focus my efforts on those who have written about today’s dual topic Labor/work/jobs and the Kingdom: and yes there have been quite a few.
Over the  last few years I have been reading and writing about Jonathan Edwards. As I say, I am no preacher, but I do know one really good one.

Most people know Edwards for his sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”—as some old dour Puritan—of little relevance today.

But hear what the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy says about Edwards—that he is "is widely acknowledged to be America's most important and original philosophical theologian."

Edwards was a Puritan—but a New Light Puritan. He was also a child of the Enlightenment. He was much more rational and optimist about the Future, about Progress and the growth of individuals and of the human community, than were his ancestors. 
H Richard Niebuhr observed:


[Edwards and other New Light Calvinists] said ‘love,’ whereas the Puritans had said ‘holiness’; they apprehended the whole world as the sphere of action even more than their predecessors had done;  they thought more in terms of man’s nonprofessional relations to his fellow man than in those of the calling.”
 

The difference between the New Lights and the old fashioned Puritans is nowhere better illustrated than in their beliefs about the Kingdom.
Cotton and Increase Mather—old fashioned Puritans—believed there was little hope for us here on earth. We are cursed by original sin, doomed to work all our lives. Only by grace are some of us saved, and the afterlife is all that really matters. They saw little possibility of human progress in terms of our being better people in general, here below. Everyone was born in sin and, automatically turning from God and each other, profoundly and unalterably selfish and self-seeking.
Their pessimism was reflected in their Premillennial view of the Kingdom. Christ’s return will be a surprise—interrupting history. Christ will return before (pre) the millennium, to personally punish the wicked and set up his Kingdom on earth for a few.
By Contrast, Edwards and the New Light folks were much more optimistic. 
They were Postmillennialists.
They believed that Christ will return AFTER (post) humans had, with the guidance of the Holy Spirit, prepared the way, growing the Kingdom of God in America.
Edwards believed that Humans could progress in their humanity through history: building gradually toward the Kingdom; becoming more Christ-like, less and less selfish and ego-driven; concerning themselves more and more with others; living together joyfully and selflessly in communities and families; turning more and more to God; outgrowing Adam’s old curse. The Kingdom was not an abstraction. Repeating “thy Kingdom come” in the Lord’s Prayer was a direct call to action— as it is today. 
I believe that this is the reason Edwards is one of the most influential of American writers.  His was the ORIGINAL AMERICAN DREAM: a dream of HUMANE AND MORAL PROGRESS founded on the expectation of the coming of the Kingdom of God; a dream that resounded through the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century; a dream reiterated by both churchmen and women such as William Ellery Channing and Monsignor John Ryan, and then secularized by people such as Walt Whitman, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, and Frank Lloyd Wright. 
And here is where his vision of the Kingdom may intersect with Labor Day, and here is where Edwards may begin to challenge our own views of progress and our view of the Kingdom as a distant abstraction.
Edwards, as a child of the Enlightenment, expected that humans would continue to make progress through science and reason. The best thing that science, machines, and technology would do would be to free humans from the chains of necessity (Adam’s old curse) so that we could make real progress, turning more and more of our time, attention, energy and enthusiasm to realizing the Kingdom of God here and now, making humane and moral progress outside the marketplace, beyond politics:  progress that would far surpass mere material achievements to become humanity’s crowning achievement. Remember the words of what ought to be our National Anthem,  “America the Beautiful”:  “And Crown thy good with brotherhood from sea to shining sea.” 
Imagine with Edwards if you can, marvels of brotherhood, conviviality, charity, and community overshadowing the technological wonders we see around us today—overshadowing even our nation’s splendid cities, homes, roads, and armies. 
Edwards described the Kingdom:
 “Tis probable that the world shall be more like Heaven in the millennium in this respect: that contemplation and spiritual employments, and those things that more directly concern the mind and religion, will be more the saint's ordinary business than now. There will be so many contrivances and inventions to facilitate and expedite their necessary secular business so that they will have more time for more noble exercise . . . [and the people] may be as one community, one body in Christ. 
 
Here is how Edwards reasoned: 
God blesses us in time, in the course of history, giving us the opportunity to become more Christ-like in our daily lives if we were but to embrace the freedom offered by science and technology.
Then the whole earth might become, more and more, one community, one body in Christ.

 Of course, we could always turn our backs on freedom, choosing to remain slaves and selfish and greedy and jealous, ever baffled by ego.  But the duty of Christians was to point out and recommend The Kingdom to come, yet now at hand, and live into it as an example for others—a city set on a hill.
Edwards, as did scores of others through the history of our country, produced a catalogue of the kinds of FREE activities that would be part of the Kingdom 
He begins, as does St. Paul, with Christ’s new commandment to “love each other.” The best guide to the use of our increasing freedom would be to imitate Christ in our daily life.
But he goes on make some keen observations about what the people around him were doing during the Great Awakening when “every day seemed like the Sabbath.” 
  In addition to being a theologian, he was darn good historian.  He made a catalogue of what he called the then, very present “Recreations” of the Kingdom.
He records, approvingly, those things that we might expect from a preacher: more and more of life spent in prayer, bible-reading, going to church, trembling before the mysterium tremendum: 
There are some persons that… have been swallowed up exceedingly with a sense of the awful grateness (sic.) and majesty of God . . . 

He also notes the increase in charity. Caring for those in need or trouble was becoming a regular, even ordinary and routine practice in the community.
He goes on to list the joys to be found in nature—in a new, redeemed relationship with the natural world based on appreciation—on love, rather than exploitation. 
The light and comfort which some of them enjoy, gives a new relish to their common blessings, and causes all things about them to appear as it were beautiful, sweet, and pleasant to them. All things abroad, the sun, moon and stars, the clouds and sky, the heavens and earth, appear as it were with a cast of divine glory and sweetness upon them . . . . 

He also mentions taking “lawful delight in our meat and drink,” predicting that more of us “shall eat and be satisfied” and thus able to appreciate fully the peace of God— content with what we have.
One of my favorites, though, was his description of several in the congregation, perhaps the choir,  “longing that this present life may be, as it were, one continued song of praise to God.” He quoted one woman saying that she wished “nothing more than to set and sing this life away.”  Andrew, our choir director,  will probably ask us to stand . . . 

He also pays special attention to the growth of the community:  the community of brothers and sisters giving more glory to God, seeking less for themselves, building a thriving, growing Kingdom community set apart from the secular, self-seeking world of business and politics and even the professions.
Resting in the peace of God, waiting and watching expectantly for Him, delighting in true community and fellowship, doing acts of charity, seeking to discern God as He acted through history (Edward’s favorite “recreation” as a historian), finding a heightened understanding and appreciation of the natural world, taking joy in the everydayness of life, finding the “comfort of our meat and drink,” praising, giving thanks, trembling before The Divine Majesty, reading the bible, praying, singing, and in all these things experiencing His presence more and more, might fill an individual’s life entirely. Indeed such “recreations,” or “spiritual exercises,” anticipated the coming of the Kingdom and could fill eternity.  Edwards concluded his sermon on Christian Liberty with; “[God] will give you liberty to recreate and delight yourself in the best, the purest and most exquisite pleasures, as much as you please, without restraint.” 
 Hardly the words of a grouchy old Puritan.
One of the most striking answers of the New Light folks to what people would be doing in the Kingdom was “disinterested benevolence.”  A phrases that echoed through the nineteenth century,  showing up in odd places such as Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novels. Disinterested Benevolence. The more perfect practice of selflessness in Community. What Samuel Hopkins, one of Edwards’ followers, described as “taking joy in the joy of others.”  Think about that one. Imagine a chain reaction. Joy in the joy of the others who are taking joy in the joy of others, creating a nuclear reaction capable of generating enough energy to fuel the Kingdom and reach toward the divine.
Edwards’ view of progress echoed through the nineteenth century and twentieth century— it was the backbone of the famous Protestant Work Ethic. 
Until the twentieth century, Work was seldom, if at all— I am still looking for examples— valued as complete in and for itself.  On the contrary, work was valued as a just and proper means to better things.  Even for old Cotton Mather, work was not for itself.  Rather it was the way to live in accord with God’s will, the reward for which was heaven, and the lifting of Adam’s curse. 

I have this Edwards’ quote at the top of my Webpage: “Labour to get thoroughly convinced that there is something else needs caring for more. . .” 

But today Edwards’ dream is nearly forgotten. 
I dare say Edwards’ views sounds strange and a little outlandish today. Nearly 40 years of surprised students in my classes gives me some grounds to generalize.
Perhaps our amnesia has to do with the twentieth century return of old fashion Puritan pessimism. We are much more like the dour old Puritans than was Edwards, sharing their view that people will always be selfish and ego consumed—there is no practical way around this—and so for some religious conservatives today the only hope is Christ’s sudden, vindictive return.
Many of you are familiar with the Popular Left Behind series of books that describe a brutal second coming of Christ in which millions are punished with horrible, vivid deaths.  
The resurgence of Premillennialism has nearly obscured the Postmillennial view that dominated the much of the nineteenth century.  I have to be careful reading a book about the millennium in airports.  I know by experience that I am inviting an unpleasant conversation.
However, I suggest that more importantly, our amnesia and pessimism may have something to do with the arrival of the Modern Rival to The Kingdom of God in America.
The arrival of what Jacques Ellul called “the Ideology of Work”

The arrival of a new belief system—a new view of the world—a new religion.
Joseph Pieper writes of the advent of the “world of total work.”

Hannah Arendt writes of the “Modern Glorification of Labor”
—a glorification founded on the embrace rather than the condemnation of selfishness—every man and woman for themselves, seeking their own advantage, their own success, advancement, and status,  drives the market-place, and assures the progress of the professions. Selfishness and ego seem to produce the greatest material good for the greatest number.
Such theologians, historians, philosophers as these see work and the economy arising very recently as values complete in themselves. No longer instrumental values, they have emerged as self contained goods and worlds in and for themselves.

What is work for? MORE WORK.
What is wealth for? MORE WEALTH.
Other values, even traditional beliefs are subsumed, remade as instruments in the service of work’s perpetuation and the eternal growth of the economy. 
Even necessity, once understood as finite, capable of being satisfied eventually —even necessity is drafted into the service of eternal work creation and economic growth, perpetually redefined by the market-place and advertising—new necessities and new work  perpetually discovered by politicians, legislators, and government bureaucrats and even by our beloved professions and public institutions. 

In addition to perpetual work creation, the expectation of “good jobs” for all, or at least a substantial part of the population—jobs that are their own rewards—is perhaps one of the most widely believed in and one of the most unlikely parts of the mythology that has been built up around the modern work-faith.
Some time ago, Mel our rector shared a quote from Karl Barth with me. Even though Barth was a Swiss Protestant Theologian, Pope Pius XII described him as the most important theologian since Thomas Aquinas.
Working systematically in his multivolume Church Dogmatics, Barth argued:  “Human work cannot be done for its own sake.”  “No independent meaning of work, no intrinsic necessity, can be proved in the framework of Christian ethics. On the contrary, the idea of an independent value . . . of work for work’s sake, can only be dismissed.” 

 Barth then concluded prophetically: 
"It is true: in human work . . . an apparently self sufficient cosmos is constructed out of human ability, enterprise and achievement . . . this human edifice, like a canopy, obscures the true cosmos beyond . . . indeed screening out even God, leaving people with the deception that they behold God . . . in the culture which they have created and which has taken on an apparent life of its own." 

Jacques Ellul concludes in even stronger prophetic terms:
“The great danger of work is that we become so immersed, enticed by our own work, that we bow down before the things human beings have made, and attribute to the works of our own hands all kinds of divine qualities.  And when the Bible warns us about this, it does not aim only at "graven images," simply at the statues of false gods . . . the prohibition in the Ten Commandments are directed at the "work of our hands," which is a general term. This is the first commandment . . . Work itself can become the source of idolatry, and the ‘work of our hands’ may well create a false religion . . . And the Church did not see it. On the contrary it confirmed the Ideology of Work, and supports this idolatry to this day.”  

 I find these judgments frightening. Growing up in our culture, I have struggled through my life with the temptation to put my job in first place, identifying my very self with it, embracing what Paul Tillich called the “unconscious faith” of my time.  I confess that that I am sorely tempted to answers what Tillich’s described as “the questions implied in human existence”
 — questions of ultimate concern, of faith,  that we that we all have to answer in one way or another—to answer them in terms of  my career:  Who am I? Why am I here?  How do I make sense of my life? What is my ultimate purpose? What do I owe to others? I often find myself succumbing to the temptation to turn from God and from the people around me to glorify myself with a  job-inflated ego and curriculum vita.
But I find hope, and the promise not of condemnation but of joy, in Edwards and Paul’s call back to the Kingdom, and to the present opportunity to free myself from voluntary slavery—from the self-imposed chains of what Ellul called “the false religion” of work for itself. I find hope and redemption in Christ’s call to an ever fuller realization of the Kingdom at hand beyond my job—to a more complete living into “the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.”
Amen
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