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It’s Labor Day weekend,  
    a holiday when the secular community honors labor by not doing it. 
It is also the signal that school routines are back in place 
     everything from preschool to Kindergarten to college.   
Most of us laborers and students have tomorrow off. 
 At home or on the road, many will relax, picnic,  
  loll about with friends or family, 
        or perhaps go to one of the many nearby fairs.        
    Maybe you already did that. 
If we are wise, we will spend the day  
      doing what we desire to do,  
           not things we feel we ought to do. 
               Most fortunate of all are those 
                     who do what they desire to do when they work. 
How intriguing, then, that the lectionary 
    gives us for Labor Day weekend a poem about desire.   
          It comes from the most passionate book of the bible,  
             the Song of Solomon. 
 
Along with the poetry of desire, we are given  
 a reading that has to do with work,  
  the rightful work of Christians, according to James, 
   which is to serve our most vulnerable neighbors,       
    the widows and orphans, as it were, of our day. 
Finally, our Gospel reading confronts the ways we narrow our lives 
    by lining out our behavior into often meaningless dos and don'ts. 
         In other words, today we are asked to think about  
             love, labor, and the lines we draw around them. 
 
First comes love, and not just love, but sexual love. 
      The Song of Solomon tends to be interpreted in two ways.   
          The first interpretation is that the poetry is an allegory  
              of the love between God and Israel, 
                   or between Christ and the church. 
     Thus did the ancients justify placing this love poetry in the Bible. 
More recent scholars, however, are comfortable with the obvious:  
        The Song of Solomon is a collection of exquisite poems celebrating  
             the God-given joy that derives from physical love. 
                 The marriage of King Solomon may have been the setting, 
                      but every adult knows the subject matter. 
In the context of Labor Day weekend, 
       I could not help noticing something else: 
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  the incredible energy in this poem of love. 
The speaker, gazing out into the garden and seeing her lover, 
       is so full of passion she is able to describe in detail 
             her beloved's every move. 
The lover, by the same token, is so energized that  
     he can only be compared with an animal that moves in ways 
        not usually possible for a human being, 
           like a gazelle leaping through the air.  
The energy present in the poem is normal for the love-struck, 
     far more than that which marks the rest of our lives. 
Thus George Bernard Shaw can quip in the play Getting Married: 
          "When two people are under the influence of the most violent, 
           most insane, most delusive, and most transient of passions, 
           they are required to swear that they will remain in that excited, 
           abnormal and exhausted condition continuously  
           until death do them part."i 
But the energy of passionate love is still hypnotic for most people,  
     and we give ourselves over to it happily, for who does not 
        want to share that exalted state? 
 
In our reading today, the lover beseeches the poet to come away 
     to a place where love can be rightly shared. 
The symbolism the poet uses is  
       the earth itself, borning and bringing forth fruit. 
The sheer desire of creation to fairly burst its bounds and renew itself 
     is the metaphor for breathless sexuality, 
        which can barely restrain itself,  
   so full is the promise it bears. 
So no matter how modern the interpretation 
 of what's going on in the Song of Solomon, 
  you can't read this poem full of creation language 
   without being reminded of the Creator. 
 
How wonderful to find this frank affirmation of physical love in the Bible! 
    How counter this is to the cringing, cramped and distorted attitudes  
  toward sexuality too often voiced by the Church. 
 The Gospel lesson for the day makes clear: 
         that good food and healthy understandings are too often ruined  
    by wrong ideas that arise in the mind,  
    then come out of our mouths with harmful consequences. 
So it is wonderful to be reminded  
 that our mandate from scripture is that sexual love is  
      good and gracious, a gift to be enjoyed fully. 
In the Church's defense, it is because sex is good  
     that the church has emphasized a committed context for its expression-- 
  where the partners are confident of the future, 
             and where each one's family and the larger community 
                support and share a couple's happiness in each other. 
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In such circumstances, sexual love can be conducted  
       in privacy, safety, and mutual joy.  
 
The context for this passionate poem is, in fact, restrained. 
     The lovers are a garden and a wall apart,  
          enjoying yearning for each other. 
The only thing they have shared so far is desire. 
  And desire is blissful because of the certainty 
  that in time it will be fulfilled. 
 
The second reading moves us abruptly from desire, 
     which carries its own, almost irrepressible energy, 
         to the subject of  "Christian work." 
      James says plainly that the work of Christians is  
             the care of the helpless poor, represented by widows and orphans, 
                    who were the most vulnerable people in Jewish society at that time.    
Okay, I can almost feel the energy level drop. 
     Who wants to move from the open-eyed talk  
  about sexual love to a Christian’s proper work? 
We don't want to go there. And James knows why. 
 James says flatly that talk is easy; it is work that counts. 
           People who don't actually live their faith generosity 
               are like people who stare in a mirror, he writes, 
                  only to forget what they look like as soon as they turn away. 
In other words, they have the spiritual depth of a piece of paper, 
    a tissue-thin faith that will have just about that same strength 
        when it is needed in time of adversity. 
Doers of the word, however, are already blessed. 
      They are blessed in their doing, and they know it. 
  
Amazingly, James says working for others  
 is the meaning of "pure" religion. 
       Purity in the church has nothing to do with  
        whether people follow the rituals, mores, or rules;  
             it has to do with caring for the most vulnerable people of your day. 
The place where we may tense up while listening to James' words 
     is the place where we think this work is somehow up to us, 
        something we need to grit our teeth to do 
              if we want to avoid being mirror-gazers. 
That's what we often hear, but it’s NOT what James says. 
 His first words were:   
      every generous act of giving "is from above." 
All we need do is open ourselves to God's energizing love for us; 
        love as energizing as that expressed  
  in the Song of Solomon. 
It is God's boundless love  
      that fuels all generosity, and results in acts of service. 
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Embracing God's love for us and letting it guide  
      our attitudes toward other people 
          is also what Jesus addresses in Mark. 
The Pharisees are up in arms because Jesus' disciples 
    aren't following the cleanliness codes  
  that set Jews apart from Gentiles. 
         They aren't doing the “right things,”  
              by which they mean following all the rules and regulations. 
Jesus responds with a piece of scripture from Isaiah, 
     making the Pharisees out to be hypocrites. 
         They honor God with their lips, but not their hearts, he says. 
Jesus’ harshest words in the gospels are always reserved 
     for the so-called respectable religious people of the day, 
        who were good about going to church, as it were,  
           but not living the gospel mandate  
    to care for their vulnerable neighbors. 
 
There is something mesmerizing about a really good hypocrite. 
     They appear again and again in literature. 
Perhaps the most famous is Shakespeare's Iago, 
       the master of deceit in the plot of Othello. 
It is because Iago appears to be so honest and trustworthy 
    that he is able to work on the frailties  
        and moral weaknesses of others.ii 
    Iago’s lies about Othello’s wife which leads Othello to murder her. 
In the eighth circle of Dante's Inferno, 
    the hypocrites can be seen endlessly trudging around 
        a narrow track, wearing what look like monk's robes. 
            The habits are gilded on the outside,  
                 but underneath they are weighted with lead. 
 The hypocrites' path takes them circling forever  
        over the body of the High Priest Caiaphas, 
            whom Dante presents as the chief hypocrite who argued  
                  for Jesus’ execution.iii 
Surely the reason why there is always so much media glee  
       when politicians are caught in sex scandals 
        is because they portray themselves as upstanding moralists, 
   ranging spouse and children around them in countless photo ops. 
Are we are drawn to portraits of hypocrites because 
     we are all too aware of our own capacity for hypocrisy? 
 
But the good news is that Christian life is not about our 
      trying to achieve a perfect faith. 
         It is about responding to the love that is already ours  
             like current through an electric wire. 
I think I’ve told you once before about 
 Texas preacher Janet Wolf, who had   
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       a church member who was driving her crazy. 
   He was going out if his way to make life miserable for her,  
    and succeeding. 
Every day in prayer time she prayed for the man 
      and for herself in her relationship with him, 
         but there was little change. 
Then one day in her prayers, Wolf heard God telling her to love the man. 
 And she thought to herself, "Ah. That’s what’s wrong. 
     All this time I have been praying for God to change this man, 
         instead of trying to love him as he is. 
            I can't change him, but I can change the way I am toward him. 
                 I can show him my love," she thought. 
Immediately Wolf heard God say in her heart: 
   "No. Not your love. Your love will never be enough. 
       Show him my love." 
  That’s when Wolfe realized that what she needed to do was 
       get out of the way, and let God's love show through her.iv 
 
Would you like to know how to do that? 
    So would I.  
  My first response is always to figure out what work I need to do. 
So how good that on this Labor Day James assures us 
 that our work, our labor, is not needed.  
  All that’s needed is to summon the patience to trust in God’s help. 
That’s still work for me, maybe it is for you, the work of welcome. 
The blessing is it begins in giving. For James promises,  
 for "Every generous act of giving, with every perfect gift,” says James, 
       “is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, 
          with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change... 
    Therefore welcome with meekness the implanted word 
         that has the power to save..."   AMEN.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Shaw’s Getting Married was first performed on stage in 1908. It is still available in paperback and still 
performed. 
ii Othello and others in the play constantly refer to Igao as "honest Iago." 
iii Inferno (Italian for hell) is the first part of the epic poem, Divine Comedy, by Dante Alighieri. Dante 
depicts hell as nine circles of suffering located within the Earth. 
iv I heard Wolf tell this story in a video study series created for use in adult Sunday School classes. I no 
longer recall the name of the series, but have never forgotten her story. 

                                                 


