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When I was an adolescent I learned the meaning of the phrase the labor of love.  My mother’s youngest sister was diagnosed with a cancer whose name I can no longer remember, but whose effect I saw every day.  I was twelve years old and it was 1968, a time when the word cancer invoked a fear so deep that its name was almost never spoken.  But after my aunt moved in with us she and my mother did not act as if her demise was immanent.  Instead they filled our house with laughter and love and stories of their life in Mississippi.  They talked about their years as daughters of a farmer and their adventures in the city of Chicago.  Toward the end of my aunt’s life, when she could no longer laugh but only smile, my mother would lift her, bathe her, fuss over her hair and tell stories for the both of them.  My Mom always seemed to hover over her baby sister, fashioning what would make her comfortable, hands fluttering until my aunt felt her most radiant.  What a labor of love!  
But what an odd phrase; to labor is to participate in difficult and strenuous physical activity.  To labor is to engage in something that is grueling and painful; something that causes discomfort and fatigue.  But as I watched my Mom labor, what was grueling gave way to acts of grace and stories of joy.  Strenuous efforts seemed to pale when seen in the light of my Aunt Louise’s sweet smile.  And what should have been hard immediately became something so very different as one or the other sister would extend a hand and then they would touch.
Labor became something other than labor when the corrective of love was placed in close proximity.  Labor became an expression of love and love redeemed labor transforming it from that which fatigued; into an act that fulfilled.  In fact, the phrase the labor of love is not an odd phrase at all but one that is made possible when labor becomes love.  

There is one more example of the labor of love that I met in 1968.  In 7th grade it found me in the form of a poem.  Written by James Weldon Johnson in 1927 the poem Creation begins:
And God stepped out on space 

And God looked around and said, “I’m lonely – I’ll make me a world.  

As far as the eye of God could see darkness covered everything.  

Blacker than hundreds of midnights, down in a cypress swamp.  

Then God smiled, and the light broke.  

And the darkness rolled up on one side and the light stood shining on the other.

And God said that’s good.   

Stanza after stanza the poem continues with Johnson painting a portrait of God laboring in love to create the universe.  Toward the end of this masterpiece after the seas have found the boundaries of their shores, after the fish have met the contours of the ocean deep and the birds have split the air with their wings; after God has created all manner of things; God sits down and says, “I’m lonely still”.
God’s labor of love was not through.  Johnson continues:


God sat down, on the side of a hill, where he could think.
By a deep wide river God sat down, with his head in his hands.
God thought and thought, Till he though, I’ll make me man.
Up from the bed of the river God scooped the clay,
And by the bank of the river . . . the great God almighty, 
Who lit the sun and fixed it in the sky, 

Who flung the stars to the far most corners of the night,
Who rounded the earth in the middle of his hand,
This great God, like a mammy bending over her baby, 
Kneeled down in the dust, toiling over a lump of clay, 

Till he shaped it in his own image.
Then into him God blew the breath of life and man became a living soul.
Amen, Amen.

What a labor of love; this great God – the creator of the universe, the source of all things – toils over a lifeless lump of clay, labors to shape it in a way that reflects wholeness and holiness; that reflects the very image and likeness of God.  Can’t you see it, fluttering hands, hovering over what is forming, singularly focused on creating humankind in perfection and grace?  And God breathes into the first human, the first adam (for adam is not a proper name it means man) and we became living souls.  What a labor of love – and God is still not through yet!  
It has been a labor of love down through the eons.  It must have been a labor of love to provide us with free will, the opportunity to choose to reject him, the opportunity to choose to turn aside and go from the things God had asked.  It must have been a labor of love for God to offer us the choice to steward his creation and to know, as our morning hymn makes clear, we would ruin the harvest through terror and force.  It must have been a labor of love to give us the choice to do as we pleased instead of what pleases him; for only a God who truly loves us would allow us to make decisions own our own, honoring our independence above our obedience; honoring our free status above making us mere automatons.  
What a labor of love as God watched Eve listen to the serpent and Adam listens to Eve and still God did not give up on them or on those who followed them.  A labor of love when God stood by and watched as we built the tower of Babel so that we might see into the heavens and the realm of God.  A labor of love when at the base of Sinai we fashioned a golden god in the shape of calf and honored it as if it were alive.  A labor of love when we nailed to a cross the one whom God had sent and who said I have come to give life and life abundant.  

And why might I use the word we when you and I were not around during these events?  Because though we have not listened to serpents in the past few days, we do listen to those whose guidance does not cohere with the way of God.  We do build modern towers as if we were gods; towers that go higher and higher as if our need to reach to heaven knows no limit; even if in our reaching we strip the earth of resources with no plans to replenish it.  And we do build golden calves that we honor more than God; and in whose presence we position ourselves with more fervor that we place ourselves on these very pews.
God has labored in love with God’s people over the millennium, and God is laboring in love with and for us now.  God labors as we move toward him and away from him always calling to us through the beauty of creation and in our deep spiritual hunger for something more.  God labors in love for us as we love him on Sunday but neglect to speak of him the rest of the week for fear of offending someone not with the Bible but with our own personal story of being aware of God and being blessed by God.  God labors in love for us as we pray in secret when we are in trouble but rarely praise in public when we are filled with joy.  
And God labors in love for us for in the most dramatic way when while we were yet sinners Christ died for us, laboring on a cross, so that you and I would not have to carry our sin, carry our guilt, carry our mistakes one step further.  God labors in love for us hoping we will acknowledge this love and respond.
How then shall we respond?  The scripture that is this morning’s quiet meditation sums it all up.  Matthew tells us that the greatest commandment, the simplest way we may respond to God’s labor of love is to love God with all of our heart, our soul and our mind.  

How shall we do this?  Well to love someone truly . . . requires that we know them.  My mother loved her sister in part because she knew her, she knew who she was as a person, as a sister, as a women.  God loves us in part because God knows us, for the prophet Isaiah reminds us that God knit us together in our mother’s wombs and the Psalmist sings that God knows our thoughts before we think them and our destination before we even depart.  God knows us and God loves us still.  So, if we intend to respond to God’s labor of love, we must know him.  

In the Hebrew Bible in many instances the word used for know implies a deep personal, intimate relationship.  It is the kind of knowing that is made real when we hear the text, “And Adam knew Eve, and Eve bore him a son.”   The kind of knowing that God hopes we seek is a deep, personal, close intimate knowing as if we desire to know God as the object of our deepest love, as if we desire to know God as lover.  

And how might we know God in this way?  First we must seek a time apart with our new found love.  We must search for those moments when we come close, to sit quietly, rapt in attention and wrapped in God’s arms.  Imagine God saying to us, “Come away with me my beloved, come and sit with me, talk to me, listen to me; so that we may know one another in spirit and in truth.”  Imagine God saying, “I have written you letters, love letters, read them with me and hear as I speak of my love for you.  Come when no one else may distract you so that I may speak to you and show you the depth of my love.”  

This is the labor of our love; that we will draw near to the one who draws near to us.  And, my brothers and sisters, this in only labor, only strenuous, only hard if we make it so; for labor which might seem grueling to some gives way to acts of grace and stories of joy in the presence of our God.  Labor which was once thought hard pales as strenuous when seen in the light of our God’s unending love.  Our labor to love God becomes something other than labor because it is placed within the proximity of a God who is love.  
On tomorrow, the actual holiday, we will stop and celebrate the work of humankind.  We will celebrate the achievement of those who labor and strive.  But on this day, this first Sunday of the month, we stop to celebrate a God who has labored in love for us from ancient days; labored with us in love always ready to forgive, always ready to reconcile, always ready to transform labor into something most lovely; a relationship of truth and hope and love.
And God said I am lonely.  I think I will make me a Phil, a Bonnie, a Liz, a John and Stu, a Jean, a you.  I will labor over them.  I will labor because I love them and I pray that they will want to know me and that their labor will not be in vain.  Will our labor day include our labor of love to know God and to love God deeply?
Let us pray. 
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