
Session Five

The Spiritual Work Between Jobs

Opening Prayer
Read this prayer aloud together:

O Lord, you have searched me and known me.
You know when I sit down and when I rise up;
    you discern my thoughts from far away.

You search out my path and my lying down,
    and are acquainted with all my ways.
Even before a word is on my tongue,
    O Lord, you know it completely.

You hem me in, behind and before,
    and lay your hand upon me.
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;
    it is so high that I cannot attain it.

Where can I go from your spirit?
    Or where can I flee from your presence?
If I ascend to heaven, you are there;
    if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.

If I take the wings of the morning
    and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,
    and your right hand shall hold me fast.

(Psalm 139:1-10)

Sharing
Did you jot down all of the tasks you do in your 
household, family, neighborhood, and wider 
community that are work, even though they are 
unpaid? Share any new insights it gave you about 
your identity as an unpaid worker these days.

Background
Read this passage aloud, with each participant 
reading a paragraph.  Anyone who prefers not to 
read is welcome to pass.

To be unemployed is not to be out of work. 
Unemployed people often work extremely hard—at 
family or volunteer activities, for example, or at 

searching for a job. The real definition of 
unemployment is, instead, "the situation in which 
compensation for one's labor is absent, despite one's
need and desire to work for pay." The spirituality of 
work for unemployed workers, then, provides a way
of achieving spiritual growth in the very task of 
looking for work.

When a person is unemployed, it is easy for him or 
her to start with the negatives: rejection, 
disappointment, discouragement, and a raft of ill 
feelings. Some unemployed workers quarrel with 
God: "This is how you treat your faithful ones?" 
they ask. Other unemployed workers begin by 
bargaining with God: "Find a job for me and then 
I'll believe or then I'll do X, Y, and Z in return." Still
others feel that "God does not care about my work 
or the fact that I am out of work."

   

In all cases, however, faith in God's constant 
presence and love must be the starting point—not a 
bargaining chip or an accidental circumstance—for 
all workers, including those unemployed. This is not
a lofty, unreachable spirituality. Jay Davis, a lay 
minister who hosts a support group for unemployed 
workers in his church, remarks: "Since the transition
to new work, perhaps not the same kind as before, is
a creative process, it calls for special openness to 
the Spirit and the creative activity of God."

We can encounter God in the process of reading 
employment ads, sending resumes, making phone 
calls, networking, waiting to see a prospective 
employer, or being interviewed. So, too, can God be
found in our unpaid work around the home, with the
family, in the community, and in church. It all 
depends on the attitude of the unemployed worker.

"You must realize," says Terrence Fisher, "that 
being unemployed is full time work. The next day's 
activities must be planned; there are phone calls, 
interviews, resumes, and networking. All of this 
requires focus and energy. It is the opposite of being
idle and feeling sorry for yourself. I get up at 8:00 
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A.M. and work all day at finding paid 
employment." 

Many out-placement consultants insist that clients 
record the hours they spend looking for a job, just 
as if they were being paid. Davis notes: "The view 
that unemployment is really just job transition is a 
conscious attempt to make it clear that work 
continues in this period of unemployment but in a 
different form. We teach unemployed workers how 
to use the telephone, how to interview, how to 
network, and how to present an attractive 
appearance. With these mechanics in place, they can
then take the spirituality of listening, reflecting on 
one's life and choice of career, examining one's 
fundamental purpose, talents, and skills very 
seriously."

"My father, an architect, was a perfectionist," says 
Walter Schumann, a licensed psychologist. "I could 
never understand that until my recent 
unemployment from the county mental health 
department. I thought back to my father's 
unemployment during the Depression. Each day that
he looked for new employment, he seemed more 
committed to the spiritual aspects of being an 
architect. The same happened to me. Instead of 
giving up my contacts in the community, especially 
among low income people, I used my 
unemployment as an opportunity to help people in a
more human way. I made my unemployment a time 
to get to the core of what I really believe, to see if I 
couldn't practice my profession in a new way or, if 
not, to get out of it entirely. The loss of employment
was a chance for me to define and develop the 
spiritual center of my work as a psychologist." 

Where do unemployed workers discover the 
spirituality of their hard work in what can be the 
most frustrating of times and circumstances? 
Perhaps it is deep inside the tedium of their daily 
work: in the class that they attend to upgrade skills, 
in the home repairs that they suddenly have time 
for, or in the case of the shelter-in-place era of 
COVID-19, homeschooling the children.

   

The tone of an unemployed worker's encounters 
with others need not be terse, angry, or impatient. 
We can respond humanely to all those we meet, 
acknowledge their existence and good will, be as 

gracious as possible with those we are living with 
during this stressful period, and demonstrate that we
are truly followers of Jesus of Nazareth. 
Unemployed workers are challenged to listen and be
receptive at all times. Tolerance of uncertainty and 
rejection can make kindness, courtesy, and 
pleasantness avenues of the Spirit as well as paths 
to opportunity.

Another insight offered by a spirituality of work for 
unemployed workers is that we are enriched in our 
dependency. Our efforts to overcome obstacles and 
challenges can give us a realistic sense of solidarity 
with our millions of sisters and brothers in similar 
circumstances and help dispose us to finding reward
in the act of helping others.

Herman Loewen, a car dealer who became 
unemployed after losing his business, comments: "I 
had always thought of myself as a caring Christian, 
but the bankruptcy taught me a few things firsthand.
I have a better handle on how to be more caring to a
hurting neighbor. I think all of us care about our 
fellow Christians. We would really like to do 
something that will relieve suffering. But many of 
us do not know how to express our concern." 

Finally, the church community can play a vital role 
in helping unemployed workers take their faith to 
the streets. In their pastoral message Widespread 
Unemployment: A Call to Mobilize the Social 
Forces of Our Nation, the Canadian Catholic 
Bishops said:

Concern for the unemployed and the task of 
humanizing our economy must become a more 
central priority in the ongoing life of the church 
itself ... Everyone must show particular 
attentiveness and compassion to the anguish and 
needs of the unemployed. 

Reflection
1. Have you found it easier or harder to be a caring 

Christian to all those you encounter while being 
unemployed? How come? 

2. How have you acted in solidarity with other 
unemployed workers?

3. What is it that you find yourself working the hardest
at now?
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Scripture Reading
Read this passage aloud.

Romans 12:9-18, 21

Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to 
what is good; love one another with mutual 
affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do 
not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 
Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in
prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend 
hospitality to strangers.

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not 
curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep 
with those who weep. Live in harmony with one 
another; do not be haughty, but associate with the 
lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not
repay anyone evil for evil, but take thought for what
is noble in the sight of all. If it is possible, so far as 
it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Do not 
be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

Reflection
1. When, in your period of unemployment, is it 

difficult to “be ardent in spirit and serve the Lord”?

2. How are you called to overcome evil with good 
during this time in your life?

3. What helps you to hold fast to what is good when 
you are tempted to give into apathy or despair?

4. Share any other insights or reflections that stand out
for you from this Bible passage.

Action Response
Consider this question for your week ahead. It does 
not need to be discussed now with the group, but we
will reflect on it briefly next session.

Look for an opportunity to be in solidarity with 
another unemployed worker or someone who is 
hurting before the next session.

Closing Prayer
Read this prayer aloud together:

Gracious God, 
help us to know 

how to spend our time this week.

Give us wisdom to know 
when and for how long 

to work at finding work,
when to give our attention 

fully to family or friends, 
and when to do something that is 

life-giving for ourselves. 

Help us to be loving and faithful disciples 
who strive to overcome evil with good. 

We ask this in Christ's name.

Amen.
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