Work and Spirituality

“What do you do?” is a question we often ask each other.  Doing, or working, is assumed to be a part of life – and indeed it is.

Work is an essential part of being human, and when we have none to do, our spirits start to suffer.  God created us to do things.  This is why unemployment is so destructive.

Meaningful work is necessary for many reasons.  Through it we develop ourselves as people, offer our lives to others, and connect to the rest of the world.

Sadly though, having a job can be seen purely as a means of paying the bills at the end of the month.  We then don’t start to live until we have finished our ‘working day’.  

Life is about doing something that lasts beyond us.  The Lebanese poet Gilbran wrote, “Work is love made visible.”  I guess that our jobs do not often feel like that.

In a speech in 1956 Martin Luther King said, “If a man is called to be a street-sweeper, he should sweep the streets even as Michelangelo painted, or Beethoven composed, or Shakespeare wrote.  He should sweep the streets so well that all the hosts of heaven and earth will pause to say ‘Here lived a great street-sweeper who did his job well.’”

The value of our work should not be judged by how much money it earns us, the time it takes up or what status it gives us, but rather how it contributes to building the Kingdom of God.  To what extent does it make the world a better and more healed place, where human relationships flourish?

The value of our work also becomes clearer to us by not working – by taking rest, Sabbath.  Having one seventh of our lives as rest is a directive, a command from God.  It refreshes our creativity, gives us time to reflect and helps us to see the right place for work in our lives.

Unfortunately, many of us are so driven that we do not know how to stop, become idle and have nothing to do.  We can’t become empty, goal-less and open.  And if we cannot do this, then we can probably not pray either.

The word ‘vacation’ comes from the Latin vacuus, which means empty.  Most holidays are more like diversions than real vacations.  They tend to be packed with more experiences, rather than less of them – filled up rather than empty.  Stopping helps us to value our doing.

You may think that all of this does not apply to you because you have retired from work.  You couldn’t be more wrong.  As human beings, of any age, one of our key purposes is to work and be fulfilled.  Our capacity to do to many things obviously decreases as we age, but still we have gifts and life to share which builds us up, as well as enhancing the lives of others around us.

So, is a work a bad thing?  No, it is one important reason why God created us.
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