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	As we think back on this pandemic in years to come, there will be words and phrases that will summon images for us: Social Distancing, Mask-up, Pandemic, and, to our point today, Essential Workers. We’ve learned a lot in the last 18 months about whose work is essential to our lives, and perhaps those people are not always those we might have named before the pandemic. We’ve learned that not all essential workers are paid as though their work was essential, nor are they given benefits, paid sick time, or childcare help. Or even, sometimes, minimum un-livable wage. I looked up on a government site to see who was defined as an “essential” worker. The list included those you might suspect, like anyone in any health-related field, including those who keep the floors clean and cook the food at hospitals and nursing homes. Also, food delivery drivers, bus and train drivers, farmers, anyone working in energy or infrastructure including construction workers and plumbers, IT people, teachers, farm workers, first responders, pharmacists, trash collectors and more, including some of you. I think we should stop for a moment and give thanks for those who kept working throughout the pandemic, often putting themselves and their families at risk. (Silent prayer)

	I raise this because Labor Day originally was intended to be a day we recognized all laborers, whether they get paid a lot and get respect or not. None of us can survive without the labor of others, including those who go unappreciated and undercompensated. And the work that all people do, paid or unpaid, at home or out in the world, is understood to be sacred, to be a way that we each can live out our discipleship, our beliefs and ethical and moral core, whether or not we ever talk about that faith while we work. 

	I love this story about Shiphrah and Puah because they illustrate exactly that, how people who, in their time, were dismissed as insignificant had a major impact on the lives of their people simply by doing their work in a way that expressed their faith, their belief system, their ethic of love. 

	Shiphrah and Puah are named, and, as we know, so many women in the Bible are unnamed. Pharoah is not named in this story; we only know him by his title. And I guarantee you Pharoah did not know the midwives’ names or care. These women were part of a religious and racial minority in his country, and they were women who worked with women, and so considered less than important. He asked them to violate the most basic medical ethic, expressed in our place and time as “do no harm,” and kill newborn babies in a genocidal campaign to eliminate a threat in his realm. They engaged in what one commentator has called “creative disobedience” and let the doomed boy babies live, thus proving that “God is able to use persons of faith from [any] station in life to carry out the divine purpose.” (Fretheim, Exodus, Interpretation series). In Pharoah’s Egypt, these women had no fame, no power, no wealth, no extraordinary gifts, or skills, and yet they are heralded thousands of years later as the ones who actually made Israel’s release from bondage possible. Shiphrah and Puah, not Moses, began the freedom movement. 

	In Eugene Peterson’s translation of Romans 12:1, the apostle Paul tells the church this: “So here’s what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going to work, and walking around life—and place it before God as an offering.” That’s what Shiphrah and Puah did. Get a picture of that in your head a minute. (Pause) Helen Keller once said it this way, “the world is moved along, not only by the mighty shoves of its heroes, but also by the aggregate of the tiny pulses of each honest worker.” God works in and through those “tiny pulses” of whatever you and I do in our lives each day, whether or not the world defines it as “work,” or “essential,” in order to bring life and love to the world. I expect that Shiphrah and Puah may not have understood that they and those boy babies who lived stood at the outset of a great revolution, a revolution that they may not have lived to experience. Their courage and decision to do their work with the ethic of love at the center of it rippled throughout time, such that they are remembered forever. 

	All those essential workers over the pandemic time may have changed the world in ways neither they nor we may understand right now, but if we do not impede God from working through them and us, any tiny pulse of our lives may create ripples we cannot imagine. Think for a moment about your own life and times when someone did something for you that made a lasting difference for good in who you became as part of their work. (Pause) Those people were midwives to deliver to the world who you are now. No matter what they did, for you, they were essential workers. Do not neglect to thank God for them or pay it forward in whatever way you can now. 

	The Jesuit theologian James Martin once wrote these words: “The call to holiness comes whether we work in a corporate office in midtown Manhattan or as a housewife in a small house in Iowa. Whether we are caring for a sick child late at night or preparing a church dinner for homeless men and women. Whether we are listening to a friend tell her problems over a cup of coffee or slogging late hours at work in order to help put our children through school. Whether we are rich or poor, young or old, straight or gay: all of us are called to our own brand of personal holiness.”

	That is our labor. May God be at work through you as you labor this week, and may you recognize God at work in the “personal holiness” of all who work with, for, and around you.  Amen.

