Work is a universal experience of man

and thus one of the most

direct and easily accessible paths to holiness.

The gospel of work

By Cynthia Toolin

Bl In the mystery of creation, God gave man the
directive to subdue and dominate the earth in
Gen. 1:28: “And God said to them, ‘Be fruitful
and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and
have dominion over the fish of the sea and over
the birds of the air and over every living thing
that moves upon the earth.”” John Paul 1l says,
“Even though these words do not refer directly
and explicitly to work, beyond any doubt they
indirectly indicate it as an activity for man to
carry out in the world.” Further, he adds,
Indeed, they show its very deepest essence.
Man is the image of God partly through the man-
date received from his Creator to subdue, to domi-
nate, the earth. In carrying out this mandate, man,

every human being, reflects the very action of the
Creator of the universe.!

In a much later speech, John Paul II simply
stated, “Work is the implementation of God’s
original command....”
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Work is any transitive manual or intellec-
tual activity, regardless of its nature or cir-
cumstances, that begins in man and is directed
toward an object external to him, upon which
he will have some effect or will leave some
stamp of himself. Usually work is thought of
as involving a job and payment for the job.
This is wrong. Work is not only activity done
on a job for pay—doing housework, tending
a garden, preparing a nice meal, reading a
bedtime story to a child and volunteering to
deliver “meals on wheels” to the elderly are all
work in the technical sense of the word.

In the objective sense of work, itis through
this activity that man dominates and subdues
the earth (e.g., through cultivating and trans-
forming its natural products and extracting
its natural resources?). In the process, he not
only has some effect on the external world,
he shows that he, a self-determining person,
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by following God's command and participat-
ing in his work of creation, becomes a clearer
image ‘of him. This is the subjective sense of
work.* -

In referring to both the objective and sub-
jective senses of work, John Paul I says, “As a
person he works, he performs various actions
belonging to the work process; independently
of their objective content, these actions must
all serve to realize his humanity, to fulfill the
calling to be a person that is his by reason of
his very humanity.”> And further,

Understood as a process whereby man and the
human race subdue the earth, work corresponds to
this basic biblical concept only when throughout
the process man manifests himself and confirms
himself as the one who “dominates.” This domin-
ion, in a certain sense, refers to the subjective
dimension even more than to the objective one:
this dimension conditions the very ethical nature
of work. In fact there is no doubt that human work
has an ethical value of its own, which clearly and
directly remains linked to the fact that the one
who carries it out is a person, a conscious and free
subject, that is to say a subject that decides about
himself.®

Thus in work—this basic dimension of
man’s life—he reflects the very action of the
Creator of the universe. Daily he lives out
God’s mandate to subdue and dominate the
earth by sitting at the workbench constructed
by the generations of laborers who preceded
him. At it, man works to support himself and
his family, to contribute to the scientific, cul-
tural and moral common good of his commu-
nity, and to find fulfillment as a person.

Regardless of gender, age, ethnicity, reli-
gion, race, social class or educational level,
this experience of work—of subduing and
dominating the earth and (perhaps without
awareness) of fulfilling one’s call to be a
person—is universal. Each and every man
works as God commanded while man was in
the state of original justice in Paradise. After
the Fall, when man had entered the state of
original sin, the experience of toil also became
universal—hard and/or dangerous physical
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In the context of the mystery of
creation we know man was always
meant to work, but after original
sin it became unpleasant, in some
cases, extremely unpleasant—an
effort, a penalty.

labor and difficult intellectual labor, fraught
with conflict, jealousy, competition and ten-
sion among workers and between workers and
their employers. In the context of the mystery
of creation we know man was always meant to
work, but after original sin it became unpleas-
ant, in some cuses, extremely unpleasant—an
effort, a penalty. John Paul II says, “Precisely
for these reasons, work is sometimes experi-
enced as toil unavoidably linked to survival,
rather than a way to fulfill oneself and reach
the goal desired by God.™”

Work is good for man, otherwise it would
not have been a requirement in the Garden.
Therefore, original sin has not damaged that
value of work for man. It is still good for
man, his family, society and culture, but now
it is belabored with difficulties, dangers and
unpleasantness between and among social
groups and individuals.

These universal experiences of work and
toil in many ways dominate man’s life. As a
young person he prepares for work through
at least some education, in many instances
through much education. Once the prepara-
tion is over, daily, week-in and week-out, for
decades of his life, until unemployment, dis-
ability, death or retirement occurs, he works.
Sometimes the only ting that sustains man
through these decades is hope for a better
opportunity, a nicer position with a better
title, a higher pay and more vacation time.
This daily oppressive grind is filled with the
busyness of work, and it dominates his life as
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he negotiates work-place politics, unsatisfied
or unsatisfiable customers and unreasonable
and demanding managers. In the process,
work can not only dominate man’s life, it can
also either enslave him or be turned into a.god
by him.

Yet in spite of all this we know that a mys-
tery is occurring here; that man’s work in
some way fulfills God’s command to subdue
and dominate the earth and also helps perfect
his creation. Further, in some way work, when
itis shared with Christ, contributes to redemp-

tion. Even more, in some way, this same work -

perfects man and contributes to his sanctifi-
cation. Through work man contributes to the
mission of the Church given by Christ. Thus,
in any theological analysis of work, eventually
the question must arise as to what the ultimate
purpose of work is.

The value of work, the very dignity of
work, is not the objective sense of work—
what is done—but the subjective sense of
work—that it is done by a person, the subject.
To expand upon a quotation from John Paul I
used above,

...the primary basis of the value of work is man
himself, who is its subject. This leads immedi-
ately to a very important conclusion of an ethical
nature: however true it may be that man is destined
for work and called to it, in the first place work is
“for man” and not man “for work.” Through this
conclusion one rightly comes to recognize the

pre-eminence of the subjective meaning of work
over the objective one.?

The emphasis in this passage is that “work
is ‘for man’ and not man ‘for work.” How can
this crucial phrase be interpreted?

Creatmn, redemption, sanctification and
the mission of the Church

That work is “for man” is apparent in that
through it he, as a person, participates in the
works ad extra of the three persons of the
Trinity—creation, redemption and sanctifica-
tion. Further, through his work he continues
the mission that Christ gave to his followers to
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work for the earthly and eschatological fulfill-
ment of the Kingdom of God.

In all of visible creation only man works,
and this fact is one of the things that distin-
guish man from subpersonal creation. Man is
a person with intellect and will, and as such,
he is made in the image and likeness of God.
‘What a wonderful way to show that image!
Through his own work, man is involved with,

participates in and in some ways assists in

completing God’s own work. By knowing the
truth in the intellect and loving the good in the
will, man—who knows the end and the means
necessary to achieve it—can work in union
with God to fulfill his providential design.

First, man works to complete creation. John
Paul IT sums this up: “[Work is man’s] way of _
taking an active and responsible part in the
marvelous work of the Creator...;”? “[man’s]
work itself is an unfolding of the Creator’s
intention and a contribution to the realization
in history of the divine plan;”'® “[men] are ...
to contribute by their work to the betterment
of creation itself”;!! and “the one who works
knows that he is accomplishing something of
the divine, something that can be linked to the
initial work of the Creator.”2

~*Work in this respect has both a vertical and
p honzontal dimension. Itinvolves man’s rela-
tionship with God, and that contribution to the
completion of his creation is also an effective
way of benefiting others; that is, it contributes
to the common good.!”® Accordingly to the
Catechism of the Catholic Church,

Human work proceeds directly from persons
created in the image of God and called to prolong

the work of creation by subduing the earth, both
with and for another."

The common good, defined as the rela-
tivity easy access to the things necessary for
man’s fulfillment (i.e., the things that fulfill his
nature), is found in the end product of work."
For example, the common good that results
from work done in a hospital is healthy peo-
ple; of a school, educated people; of a police
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force, safe people. Ultimately work contrib-
utes to the common good not only as found
in the end product and in the individuals who
are helped by the work, but also as regards
the impact on the one doing the work.

With the advent of original sin, man’s
nature, as well as the natural world and the
world of work, was damaged. Work became
fraught with difficulties and unpleasant-
ness. All these things need to be redeemed
in Christ. In becoming not only a human,
but a human who worked, the Divine Person
teaches us about work—that it has dignity
and that its value is not in what is done but
in that it is done by a human.'® By working,
Christ redeemed human work and returned it
to its original meaning in Genesis.!” And by
uniting his work to Christ, man’s work can
also be redemptive. According to the Cat-
echism of the Catholic Church,

[Work] can also be redemptive. By enduring
the hardship of work in union with Jesus, the car-
penter of Nazareth and the one crucified on Cal-
vary, man collaborates in a certain fashion with
the Son of God in his redemptive work. He shows
himself to be a disciple of Christ by carrying the
cross, daily, in the work he is called to accom-
plish. Work can be a means of sanctification and a
way of animating earthly realities with the Spirit
of Christ.'

The primordial value of labor stems from man
himself, its author and beneficiary. By means of

his labor man participates in the work of creation.
Work united to Christ can be redemptive.'

Work is also the usual and most accessible
path to sanctification.?? By working, man
participates in God’s creative activity and
becomes fulfilled as man.?! Benedict XVIhas
stated this, saying,

May you as Christians be committed to liv-
ing and testifying to the “gospel of work,” in the

awareness that the Lord calls all the baptized to
holiness through their daily occupations.”

[On] May 1, 1955, [Pope Pius XI1] established
the Feast of St Joseph the Worker to point out to
all the world’s workers the way to personal sanc-
tification through work.?
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Josemaria Escrivd, a saint of our times, notes
in this regard that since Christ who worked as
a craftsman took it into his hands, “work has
become for us a redeemed and redemptive reality.
Not only is it the background of man’s life, itis a
means and path of holiness. It is something to be

sanctified and something which sanctifies.”*

How man works, the attitude he brings to
his work, is of crucial importance, because
this mundane activity that man is involved
with every day has eternal repercussions.
Consider two housewives who prepare and
serve identical nutritious meals, pleasing to
the eye. One does this with anger and resent-
ment because she has to, because it is part of
her role within her family. The other does it
with love and joy, because she cares for her
family and wants its members to be happy
and healthy. The objective work is the same
for both, but the effects on the subject are not.
Only one of the women is using this work as
a potential path to holiness.

Further, Christ gave to his disciples the
mission to build up the earthly and eschato-
logical Kingdom of God, his Church. One
way Christians now carry out this task is
through work.

Pius X1I, in speaking to the Catholic
Association of Italian Workers, said, *The
basic purpose of your generous efforts is to
establish and extend the Kingdom of God."*
John Paul Il says,

“Whatever you do, whether in speech or in
action, do it in the name of the Lord Jesus” (Col.
3:17). In union with Jesus Christ, your work and
your efforts to transform the world take on the
quality of a sacrifice pleasing to God. By offer-
ing “what earth has given and human hands have
made” you prepare the way for God’s kingdom.
That is the deepest meaning of your labor.26

And Benedict X V1 says,

For believers, morover, the ultimate aim of
work is the building up of the Kingdom of God....
Today, more than ever, it is necessary and urgent
to proclaim “the gospel of work,” to live as Chris-
tians in the world of work and become apostles
among workers.?’
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The Holy Family

The members of the Holy Family model
this accessible path to holiness. The Holy
Family lived a simple, ordinary and obscure
life that could not be differentiated from those
of the people with whom they interacted
regularly—extended family, neighbors and
friends. They could be considered a “normal”
family in the artisan class, which today might
be considered lower middle class.

As head of the family, Joseph was guard-
ian, protector and supporter of its members.
Through Mary’s pregnancy, their life as refu-
gees and aliens in a strange land, their return
to Isracl and their continued residence in Naz-
areth, Joseph was responsible for the physical
survival of his family both by following God’s
commands to avoid political persecution and
through plying his skills as a carpenter.?® This
was not an arbitrary obligation put on Joseph
by God—it was an act of love he willingly
carried out through his entire familial life. -

More to the point of this paper, Joseph
worked. As a carpenter he probably had a
shop either attached to or in close proximity
to his home, with a workbench, tools of the
trade and necessary supplies and products in
varjous stages of completion. Because Naza-
reth was a small town, Joseph probably was
not a specialist but worked at a wide range of
tasks to satisfy his customers—general con-
struction, carpentry, joining, cabinetry and
maybe even soine stonework and ironwork.
He was a strong, honest and widely skilled
artisan; he experienced work and he experi-
enced toil. And it was at his workbench in his
shop, using his tools, that Jesus learned how
to be a carpenter.?

Joseph worked outside the home, but also in
it. He gave paternal direction and care to Jesus,
teaching him how to be a Jewish man. When
Jesus was about age three, Joseph would have
taken over his son’s religious and spiritual for-
mation from Mary. He would have taught him
the law, rituals, history, traditions and prayers
of Israel. And he taught him how to work.
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Mary worked within the home* as a wife
and mother. Like Joseph, her days were full of
the productive activity necessary for the run-
ning of a household. She would spin, weave,
sew, clean, gather food, water and fuel, go to
the market and make, prepare and serve meals.
She gave maternal direction and care to Jesus
throughout his life, but was primarily respon-
sible for him probably until about age three.
She gave him the basic training of being a
Jewish man, including primary moral and reli-
gious instruction. She taught him little prayers
and the commandments, the annual cycle of
Jewish celebrations and remembrances, and
the stories of past men and women who were
the heroes and heroines of the Jewish faith.

Joseph and Mary also taught him by
example so that he could imitate them. They
showed him how to be religious by going to
the synagogue, saying prayers and participat-
ing in pilgrimages. They showed him how
to obey the law and to be compassionate by
visiting the old, sick and poor and by helping
those in need. They taught him about familial

Wil oi
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In all of visible creation only man
works, and this fact is one of the
things that distinguish man from
subpersonal creation.

and interpersonal relationships by their loving
conduct toward each other and him, as well as
with others—family, friends, neighbors, Jews
and non-Jews, aliens and strangers in the land,
widows and orphans. They taught him how
to work because they were both hard work-
ers. He gained his experiential knowledge
from them and through this, they helped form
him into the kind of man he became. Their
success can be seen in the parables he told in
his adulthood—he had learned the lessons of
human life, and of human work, well.?!

Although a divine person, Jesus in his
human nature had to learn as all men learn.
Everything had to be explained to him in a
progressive manner. He had to learn how to
be a practicing Jewish man in the Palestinian
culture of two thousand years ago.

This leads to an interesting theological
aside. Consider that Jesus is the second person
of the Trinity, creator of the universe. As man,
he learns how to work with natural resources
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from his foster father Joseph. As God, he cre-
ated the natural resources and placed Joseph'’s
soul in his body at conception. As man, he
learns the things all infants and toddlers need
to learn from their mothers from his mother
Mary. As God, he performed her Immacu-
late Conception. As man, he learns about
the history of the chosen people. As God, he
called those people to be his own and made
the Old Covenant with them. As man, he
learns about the heroes and heroines of Juda-
ism. As God, all of them were his “friends”
—Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Josepli, Moses. As
man, he learns how to worship Yahweh as a
devout Jew and later says “before Abraham
was, [ am.” As God, he is the one worshipped.
One must ponder with awe the wonder of the
hypostatic union.

Let us return to the subject at hand. Jesus
also worked and it was Joseph who taught
him how to be a carpenter. He worked side by
side with him, an apprentice who became a
journeyman and finally a carpenter in his own
right. As a young boy, he probably sat in his
foster father’s shop and watched him work.
Eventually he would be given little jobs to do,
like sweep the floor or fetch the nails. By the
time he was twelve and was teaching the wise
men in the Temple, he was probably well on
his way to being a carpenter. As he progressed
he learned how to use the tools and apply them
to the wood to make completed projects. Like
Joseph, he was probably not a specialist, but
had a wide range of skills in carpentry and the
related trades.

During the hidden decades of his life
prior to the beginning of his public ministry,
he earned his living in the village plying the
trade he learned from his foster father. Jesus
spent most of his time on earth working. This

" clearly shows the importance of work in the

eyes of God.

John Paul I refers to this mystery of Jesus’
work in great detail. He says,

‘While the Jubilee Year turns our gaze to the niys-

tery of the Incarnation, it invites us to reflect with par-
ticular intensity on the hidden life of Jesus in Naza-
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reth. It was there that he spent most of his earthly life.
With his silent diligence in Joseph’s workshop, Jesus
gave the highest proof of the dignity of work.

The Son of God did not disdain being called a
*‘carpenter” and did not want to be spared the normal
condition of every human being. *‘The eloquence of
the life of Christ is unequivocal: he belongs to the
‘working world,” he has appreciation and respect for
human work. It can indeed be said that he looks with
love upon human work and the different forms that it
takes, seeing in each one of these forms a particular
facet of man’s likeness with God, the Creator and
Father” (Laborem exercens, #26).3

Though it seems to many to be nothing
more than an oppressive necessary evil, work
can in fact transform man and the world.
Theologically speaking, if man follows God’s
command to work, he participates with him in
his Providence. Man’s work helps complete
creation; when united with Christ, it shares in
redemption; when done properly, it leads to
holiness; and altogether, it builds up the King-
dom of God.

The emphasis, I would argue, has to be on
sanctity. Work is a universal experience of
man and thus one of the most direct and eas-
ily accessible paths to holiness. ‘

Consider the works ad extra. Clearly God
does not “use” man to complete creation or
redemption, as if man is nothing more than
an inanimate tool in his hands, anymore than
he used the authors of Scripture as takers of
dictation. By growing in holiness, man par-
ticipates with God in his works ad extra, and
becomes a clearer image of the One who cre-
ates, redeems and sanctifies.

The process is interesting theologically.
The procession of the Son from the Father in
the intellect and of the Holy Spirit from the
Father and Son in the will occurs in eternity.
The Father, originator of his perfect image,
the Son, in the act of generation, then sends
him into time on his mission. The Father and
Son, as one originator of their perfect love—
the Holy Spirit, in the act of spiration—then
send the third person of the Trinity into time
on his mission. These missions in time in
some sense continue the processions occur-
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ring in eternity as only the originator can send
those originated.

Man, by accepting God’s grace and love,
participates with the three persons in the
works ad extra. One way is by his daily work;
thus man grows in sanctity. For Catholics this
is of particular interest. Growing in sanctity
through work does not occur in a spiritual
vacuum. As man grows in holiness, he is more
likely to accept, receive and make use of the
means of grace that Christ has made avail-
able in the one place where his true Church
subsists. That “double” growth in holiness,
through work and through the Church, helps
transform the world but also helps build up
the holiness within the Church. The Church
becomes more clearly what Christ wants her
to be—the spotless bride of the lamb with-
out blemish. These contribute to the mission
Christ gave his disciples, to build up the King-
dom of God on earth for its ultimate eschato-
logical fulfillment. Man’s holiness in the work
world attracts others to the Church; and the

EVERY (atholic teenager
should take this course!

Cathelicism is clearly in a crisis of sexuality education,
Evenin the best Catholic homes, in which children
learn much about the faith, they often fall into serious
sexual sin as adolescents and young adults.

To address this crisis, Dr. Richard Wetzel, who gave
us the “incalculably valuable book,” Sexual Wisdom,
now offers the course he gives to his own teens:

Sexual Wisdom for
Catholic Adolescents.

Only available as 2
free download from ‘
www.sexualwisdom.com §
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holiness of the Church attracts others to her.

On the individual level another point
of theological interest occurs. Man’s holi-
ness of course includes the indwelling of the
three persons of the Trinity in his soul. God
comes and makes his home within the man.
Accordingly, man’s charity increases and
he loves more deeply the God whose image
and likeness he reflects ever more clearly and
more purely. If he persists in grace until the
end, when he dies that wonderful charity will
determine the amount of glory God gives him.
It in turn determines how clearly man sees
God face-to-face for all eternity; how clearly
he will see the three persons whose works ad
extra and whose mission for the Kingdom he
participated in through his work.

This must give pause to the man who
works. The husband as he labors in the factory,
‘the bank, the mechanic’s shop, the mine; the
wife as she labors in the home, at the grocery
store, at the day care center; the parents as they
labor at the child’s sick bed; and the children
as they labor at the parent’s death bed. Done
properly in love, in union with God’s grace,
this work leads to sanctity, to being a clearer
image of God in this life, and ultimately to
seeing a clearer image of him in the next life.

Yes, work is for man and not man for
work. - B
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