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Mark 7:24-37
An average bundle of #1 cedar shakes weighs in the neighborhood of 50 pounds. It takes approximately 1000 bundles to fill a 50 foot boxcar. Every one of those 1000 bundles has to be loaded into that boxcar by hand. I know because I’ve done it. I mention that just to establish that I do know what heavy physical labor is like. That is one of the reasons I am here today – I spent quite a bit of time doing heavy physical labor, and it did not take long for me to discover that that was not what I wanted to do with my life. It was a great motivator in my pursuit of higher learning.
My grandfather, who had an 8th grade education, worked in the mills of the Pacific Northwest beginning in the early 1920’s. This was shortly after the Everett Massacre of 1918, which pretty much ended attempts to unionize the mills in my hometown, at least for the time being. I don’t know where Grandpa stood on the issue of unions, but I do know that Grandma was definitely pro-union. It was always a matter of some consternation to her that her son – my father – ended up in management. That’s what a college education will do for you, and, some would say, to you.

Labor Day, which we celebrate tomorrow, was established by Congress in 1894 in an attempt to make up for the deaths and injuries inflicted by US soldiers to break up the Pullman Strike that year. Certainly a day to recognize the contributions of the American laborer is the least we can do for a class of people who are so often overlooked and exploited. Today of course, that means not those in mill and factory work, but in the service industry, the minimum wage earners who are a step below the living wage earners, and the day-laborers. I don’t know the conditions here in Philadelphia yet, but I can tell you that in Nashville a man can be hired for a 9 hour workday for $60. Doesn’t sound too bad. But from this $20 is deducted for transportation and another $20 for the meager lunch that is provided. So $20 actually goes into his pocket. And sometimes he won’t get paid at all.
“A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches,” says the book of Proverbs. What do we know about the person who wrote those words? We can be pretty certain that he was a “he” and that he was at least relatively rich. The book of Proverbs reflects the sort of training received by young men seeking to establish themselves in the royal court in Jerusalem. Men rich enough to have the leisure to spend the day sitting in the city gate judging the minor disputes of the lower classes. What is amazing is that this book seeks to instill in the privileged men of its day a sense of social responsibility for the least fortunate. Certainly there is plenty of evidence that that responsibility was often shirked. After all, you would not have to say “Do not rob the poor because they are poor” if such a thing was not happening. There is here a clear expectation that justice and righteousness are to come before personal profit for those whose wealth gives them power over the poor.
If Proverbs seeks to teach the wealthy of the 3rd century B.C. their duties regarding the poor, James brings the issue home to the Church: “You dishonor the poor.” Of course, James is writing in a time when Christians were not among the wealthy and influential of society, and the Church depended on the good will of the powerful rich who were overwhelmingly non-Christian. In that context, James’ advice is startling – don’t cozy up to the rich in an attempt to gain their favor, for it is the poor whom God has chosen as the special recipients of God’s favor.
That has become a very bitter pill for the Church to swallow today. It seems to me no denying that the Gospel displays a definite bias in favor of the poor. Certainly that is the case in the Epistle of James. Yet I saw my own ministry with street people in Nashville questioned by my colleagues and even some bishops because it would produce no money for the church. Terrible? Of course. But really no worse than congregations who want to attract new members so they can balance the budget. Or congregations that are held captive by the whims of a single large donor. Such congregations do not last long. Indeed, far more congregations are broken up over financial matters than over sexual sins. Let’s face it. Most of us don’t mess around, but most of us do have issues with money.
And so the gospel brings it home to us – to our church, our families, and our selves. It does so by calling us to seek out, recognize, and celebrate the signs of faith wherever we may find them, and especially among those we consider the least likely. Jesus had some harsh words to say to that gentile woman. He called her a dog, and that was and still is about the worst insult you can give in that part of the world. But he saw her faith and was moved to cross the line that was never supposed to be crossed. He treated her as a sister in faith. Yes, we know we are to seek and serve Christ in all people, but let us remember today how far afield that duty may call us. Let us look for the lines we are not supposed to cross, and the people who stand on the other side of them. And especially on this Labor Day, let us look for and honor all those quiet and nearly invisible people, whose labor, nearly always poorly repaid, makes our lives easier. They do not know that we are their brothers and sisters, and, as James reminds us, it is not nearly enough simply to tell them so. By our actions, by our love, we must earn the right to be brothers and sisters.
